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iNTrOduCTiON

For more than twenty years, the Jewish Studies Project at Central European 
University has contributed to vitalize the study of Jewish history, society, and 
culture in East and Central Europe, gradually establishing itself as a regional 
hub of teaching and research. our academic unit started in 1996 as a public 
lecture series with the aim of presenting outstanding specimens of regional and 
international research in Jewish Studies to the students and faculty of CEU as 
well as to an interested local audience. In 2001, we inaugurated a one-year MA 
teaching program, the Jewish Studies Specialization, which ever since has been 
offering an interdepartmental specialization track to students of the Depart-
ment of History and the Nationalism Studies Program. our inter nationally 
recruited students pursue a Jewish Studies focus in their research, receive an 
initiation to the specific themes and methods in the framework of their curri-
cula, and obtain the CEU Jewish Studies diploma in addition to their depart-
mental MA degree. A two-year MA specialization was added in 2011. In recent 
years, the specialization option has been extended to the MA programs of the 
Department of Medieval Studies and the Cultural Heritage Studies Program; 
the first students enrolled in these two new tracks will be graduating in 2017. 
Moreover, students of the PhD programs in History and Medieval Studies have 
realized their research under the supervision of the Jewish Studies faculty and 
benefitted from the infrastructure of the specialization as a source of support 
and synergy.
 the permanent faculty of the Jewish Studies Specialization presently consists 
of András Kovács, Michael L. Miller, and Carsten Wilke, while Victor Karády, 
who retired from teaching in 2013, is affiliated with our unit as emeritus professor. 
We regularly invite distinguished visiting faculty, representing a variety of 
institutional and disciplinary traditions in our field. During the five-year span 
of 2011–2016, covered by the present volume, courses were taught by Shlomo 
Avineri (Hebrew University of Jerusalem), Zvi Gitelman (University of Michigan), 
Zsuzsa Hetényi (ELtE Budapest), Gábor Kádár (Holocaust Memorial Center 
Budapest), Kate Lebow (Wiesenthal Institute Vienna), Ada Rapoport-Albert 
(University College London), and David Ruderman (University of Pennsylvania). 
While maintaining over the years our focus on the modern Jewish experience 
in Central and Eastern Europe, we have been able to spread our teaching across 
a wider area of expertise, incorporating subjects as far afield as medieval Hebrew 
literature, Jewish philosophy and mysticism, Jewish-Christian relations, 
 yiddish sources, comparative diaspora studies, the Holocaust and its memory, 
and the history of Israel and its society. In cooperation with CEU’s Source 
Language teaching Unit, we have started in 2011 a regular language-teaching 
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program in both Hebrew and yiddish. It is largely thanks to the teaching activity 
of Gábor Buzási and Szonja Komoróczy, faculty members at ELtE, that we 
could develop and consolidate this new element in our curriculum. Since 2016, 
the specialization hosts one post-doc research fellow—presently Mihály 
Kálmán—who is also entrusted with teaching tasks. We are grateful to the 
Rothschild Foundation Europe for supporting many of our activities and for 
enabling students from a wide variety of countries to live and study in Budapest.

CEU’s multidisciplinary, non-sectarian, and culturally tolerant academic 
environment has given a particular incentive to Jewish Studies. Sharing the 
international character of its academic community, applying a wide range of 
approaches and tools in step with the latest developments of the academic 
 methods, topics, and themes, yet with a constant research focus on the peculiar 
historical reality of its region, the CEU Jewish Studies Specialization has 
 acquired its own recognizable profile. It has obtained international visibility 
through the careers of its students, the publications and research of its faculty, 
conferences, the regular presence of renowned lecturers and visiting faculty, 
and finally the publication of the present yearbook, destined to diffuse the 
texts of public lectures and the research of its members. the yearbook Jewish 
Studies at the CEU appears in general biannually. the present eighth volume is 
slightly out of pace, as it exceptionally covers our activities during five years, 
from the academic year of 2011–2012 to that of 2015–2016. We intend, 
 however, to return to our usual rhythm in the future.

During these five years, the Jewish Studies Specialization has taught hund-
reds of students and distinguished twenty-one MA graduates with its diploma. 
one third of these graduates were from Hungary, four from Ukraine, two from 
Croatia, Serbia, and the USA respectively, and one from Israel, Japan, Poland, 
and Romania. Research subjects cover a wide chronological and geographical 
gamut. the appendix gives an exhaustive overview of the theses, classes, and 
public lectures presented in the framework of our program. 

CEU Jewish Studies has hosted international conferences during the period 
under report, and some of them have resulted in publications. Proceedings of 
an earlier conference were thus printed in the collective volume Cosmopolitanism, 
Nationalism and the Jews of East Central Europe, edited by Michael L. Miller 
and Scott Ury (London: Routledge, 2014). In october 2012, we organized a 
conference on the Hungarian tradition of the Wissenschaft des Judentums in 
cooperation with the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and two German partners. 
the papers appeared as a book under the title Modern Jewish Scholarship in 
Hungary: The “Science of Judaism” between East and West, edited by tamás 
turán and Carsten Wilke (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016). our conference in 
January 2013 was devoted to “Heresy, Heterodoxy and Conversion in Early 
Modern Europe.” to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of the deporta-

INtRoDUCtIoN
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tions of the Hungarian Jews to the Auschwitz death camp, we organized in 
April 2014 an international conference, which resulted in the book The 
 Holocaust in Hungary: Seventy Years Later, edited by Randolph L. Braham and 
András Kovács (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2016). the inter-
national conference that we hosted in June 2014 was devoted to “Narratives of 
Violence” and coorganized with the International Consortium for Research 
on Antisemitism and Racism. In March 2016, we organized a conference on 
“the Historical Churches and the Holocaust in Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and 
Romania 1920–1945” together with the Civitas Europica Centralis Foundation. 
Papers presented at this conference are included in the present volume. 

CEU Jewish Studies looks back at a complex academic pedigree combining 
traditions of learning from American and European universities. thanks to its 
vocation of being a site of international scholarly exchange, our unit was 
 successful in launching new working methods and research questions in our 
regional environment. However, it has never conceived academic communication 
as a one-way track. As prestigious Jewish Studies programs have emerged and 
developed in Hungary next to CEU, manifold scholarly, personal, and institu-
tional contacts have added up to compose a thriving regional network, in 
 which partners have learned to profit from each other’s complementary 
strengths in situations where shortage of funding and expert knowledge is a 
chronic challenge. CEU has been involved in joint activities with a number of 
local partner institutions, most prominently with the Institute of Minority 
Studies at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, the Department of Assyriology 
and Hebrew at Eötvös Loránd University, the Jewish University/Jewish 
 theological Seminary of Hungary, and the Department of Semitic Studies at 
Pázmány Catholic University. We have jointly organized conferences and book 
publications; faculty members and advanced researchers have extended mutual 
invitations to public lectures and joint seminar sessions; professors are cons-
tantly present on each other’s defense committees and examination boards—a 
cooperation that helps maintaining high standards of qualification. Academic 
biographies of students often transcend the borders between university prog-
rams, in both directions. on a regular basis, CEU students enjoy hospitable 
and stimulating introductions to the documentary treasures at the oriental 
Collection of the Academy of Sciences, the library of the Jewish University, the 
Hungarian Jewish Museum and Archives, and the Holocaust Memorial 
 Center. Since 2011, the Jewish Studies units of ELtE and CEU organize an 
annual joint field trip to a Central European destination. these cross-institu-
tional excursions have become highlights of our academic life, to such an  extent 
that students and faculty from Palacký University olomouc in the Czech Republic 
regularly join us. With the foundation of a Jewish Cultural Heritage track at 
CEU, contacts with local organizations have multiplied exponentially. In 2015, 

INtRoDUCtIoN
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the launch of a mailing list by ELtE’s Hebraisztika Department, wittily abbre-
viated Hebra (Hebrew for “community”), made it clear to see: rather than a 
swarm of competing initiatives, the world of Hungarian Jewish learning is 
starting to resemble a forum that allows the fruitful cooperation of widely 
different scholarly traditions on both sides of the language barrier.

CEU is proud to be an integral part of these common ventures. yet our 
scholarly work is now threatened at its core. At the moment this volume  appears 
in print, CEU is forced to struggle to maintain its activities in Hungary. on 
March 28, 2017, the Hungarian government surprisingly published the draft 
of a law that appears destined to make the further operation of our university 
impossible. In the course of less than two weeks, the bill was pushed through 
accelerated parliamentary vote and signed into law by the president of Hungary. 
From the first day, the university has strongly protested against these measures, 
and is now pursuing all available legal remedies in defense of academic freedom. 
Government spokespersons justified the law by misrepresenting CEU’s 
hard-earned academic specialization and international accreditation as a sort of 
unmerited privilege. If the intention was to incite jealousy among universities, 
it has manifestly failed. We, the members of the Jewish Studies Project, are 
grateful for the overwhelming expressions of solidarity we have received from 
colleagues and partner institutions in Hungary and abroad. Among them, 
leading associations of Jewish Studies in Europe, the USA, and a number of 
individual countries uniting thousands of scholars have published declarations 
in our defense. to our friends, students, and colleagues who are standing with 
us at this decisive juncture of our institutional history, we wish to assure that 
we will under all circumstances continue the common task of deepening our 
knowledge of the Jewish historical experience, an area of studies that, we believe, 
has a task to fulfill in serving inclusive societies in our region and beyond.

Carsten Wilke
Budapest, Hungary

May 16, 2017

INtRoDUCtIoN
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JANA VoBECKá

JEwiSH dEMOgrApHiC AdvANTAgE: LOw MOrTALiTy 
AMONg NiNETEENTH-CENTury BOHEMiAN JEwS

this contribution focuses on the issue of Jewish mortality advantage, a phenom-
enon that was documented across Jewries in different countries and times. It 
begins with an overview of the reasons for Jewish mortality advantage, focus-
ing in particular on the concrete mortality situation of the Jews in Bohemia. It 
demonstrates the consequences that the Jewish mortality advantage had on the 
population growth of the Jews in Bohemia, and on the role it played in the 
transformation of the population dynamics, also known as a demographic 
transition.1 I argue that the Jewish mortality advantage was a key factor in the 
early onset of the demographic transition among Jews and their solid popula-
tion growth at times of poor living conditions.2 

Jewish Mortality Advantage

In the past, high mortality and high fertility was a reproduction mix that kept 
population growth close to zero. Many children did not survive into adulthood 
due to a lack of adequate care or harsh external conditions (for instance, weath-
er, public hygiene, water quality, epidemics). this was the case during many 
centuries. there is little reliable evidence of what Jewish mortality patterns 
were like before the end of the eighteenth century. In 1787, Giuseppe toaldo, 
a professor at the University of Padua, published a series of life tables compar-
ing urban, country, and mountain populations, and friars, nuns, and Jews in 
the Venetian state. He discovered that whereas “only” one-fifth of Jewish new-
borns died in the first year of life, among Gentiles in mountain parishes the 
figure was more than two-fifths. He also found that the life expectancy of 

1 Demographic transition is defined as a change from high birth and death rates to low ones in a 
society in the wake of industrialization and social change. It can vary in timing of its onset and of 
the fall of either the birth or death rates across societies. However, the transition from high to low 
rates of reproduction and mortality has been observed in nearly all societies around the world 
 during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 
2 Unless otherwise stated, the data used in this text are taken from the chapter “Mortality and 
Causes of Death” from my book Demographic Avant-Garde: Jews in Bohemia between the 
 Enlightenment and the Shoah (Budapest and New york: Central European University Press, 2013). 
this article is based on a public lecture delivered at CEU on october 22, 2013.
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adult Jews was higher than that of friars and nuns.3 other studies revealed that 
mortality crises caused by epidemics, such as the plague and cholera, were 
more prevalent among Catholics than Jews.4 there is a large body of evidence 
about lower infant mortality among Jews than among majority populations, 
dating back to the beginning of the nineteenth century. A study by Usiel o. 
Schmelz, who collected evidence from all four continents for the period 
 between 1819 and the 1960s, found that Jewish infant and childhood mortal-
ity was lower than that of the majority population in every period and in every 
context.5 Renzo Derosas compared the mortality conditions of inhabitants of 
two poor Catholic parishes in Venice with the equally poor inhabitants of the 
Venetian Ghetto between 1850 and 1869. In conformity with previous studies, 
he found that Jews had a much lower infant mortality rate than Christians. In 
this particular case, the share of newborns that died before their first birthday 
was 32 percent in the poor Christian parishes, but 14 percent in the equally 
poor Jewish ghetto. After further analysis of the possible explanatory factors, 
Derosas came to the conclusion that Jewish mortality conditions were better 
despite Jews being exposed to similar external factors as Christians. therefore, 
there had to be some other, cultural, religious, or behavioral factors that deter-
mined the Jewish mortality advantage. What were they? Based on evidence 
provided by various scholars, the following four factors can be identified as 
contributing significantly to lower Jewish mortality:6

1. Religious dictums led to a behavior that had positive health repercussions 
and included rules about personal hygiene, such as washing hands before 
and after meals, ritual baths, dietary laws requiring that food be handled 
in a special way, forbidding the consumption of rotten food, shellfish, 
pork, and worms, and sexual practices such as forbidding intercourse on 
“impure days.” 

2. Lifestyle refers to traditional Jewish behavior that was only indirectly  related 
to Judaism. this included the near nonexistence of alcoholism and the lower 

3 toaldo’s findings are cited from Renzo Derosas, “Watch out for the Children! Differential Infant 
Mortality of Jews and Catholics in Nineteenth-Century Venice,” Historical Methods: A Journal of 
Quantitative and Interdisciplinary History 36, 3 (2003): 109–30.
4 Ibid.
5 Usiel o. Schmelz, Infant and Early Childhood Mortality among the Jews of the Diaspora. Jewish 
Population Studies (Jerusalem: Institute of Contemporary Jewry, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
1971).
6 See also Derosas, “Watch out for the Children!”; Schmelz, Infant and Early Childhood  Mortality; 
and “Some Fundamentals of Jewish Demographic History,” in Papers in Jewish  Demography 1997: 
Jewish Population Studies 29, ed. Sergio DellaPergola and J. Even (Jerusalem: Avraham Harman Insti-
tute of Contemporary Jewry, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1997), 11–34.

JANA VoBECKá
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prevalence of venereal diseases among Jews,7 and strong Jewish domestic 
 values and duties, such as, for instance, the fair use of the man’s income for the 
needs of his family instead of spending it on drinking or other private habits.8

3. Childcare seems to have been more advanced among Jews than among 
Christians. In general Jewish women breastfed longer, an important factor 
for improving the chances of a child’s survival during its first six months of 
life. Some studies have also pointed out that Jewish mothers were more 
concerned about the health and wellbeing of their children, for example, 
seeking out a doctor if their children were ill and following the doctor’s 
advice.9

4. Welfare institutions had been well established and widespread in Jewish 
communities in Europe since the Middle Ages. they provided financial 
and other forms of assistance, clothing, food, education, work, and medical 
care to the poorest members of the community. In the Venetian Ghetto, for 
instance, Jews were in a much better position than their Catholic coun-
terparts thanks to Jewish social organizations and institutional welfare.10 
Jews also had better access to doctors and were more trustful of “medical” 
care.11

Advantageous mortality conditions in Jewish communities across time and 
space had repercussions for the population dynamics of the same Jewish commu-
nities. In what follows, I will focus on the role that the mortality advantage 
played in Jewish population growth and in the demographic transition be-
tween the late eighteenth century and World War II in Bohemia. I recon-
struct the mortality trends in the context of the social and demographic chang-
es in Bohemia, with a focus on Jews as defined by their religious affiliation, 
using the data of official statistical sources collected by the state. Since the late 
eighteenth century, the mortality of Jews in Bohemia had been lower than that 
of the total population, supporting the conclusions of research on Jewries in 
other contexts (see the discussion above). the effect of lower mortality in 
terms of population dynamics was dependent on the fertility and migration 
conditions among Bohemian Jews. the interplay of these factors had different 
effects depending on the period under observation. We may divide this period 

7 Schmelz, Infant and Early Childhood Mortality.
8 Derosas, “Watch out for the Children!”
9 Alice Goldstein, Susan C. Watkins, and Ann R. Spector, “Childhood Health-Care Practices among 
Italians and Jews in the United States, 1910–1940,” Health Transition Review 4, 1 (1994): 45–62.
10 Derosas, “Watch out for the Children!”
11 Roberto Bachi, Population Trends of World Jewry: Jewish Population Studies (Jerusalem: the In-
stitute of Contemporary Jewry, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1976).

JEWISH DEMoGRAPHIC ADVANtAGE
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into three phases: first, the time before 1848, when the Jewish population was 
subject to numerous legal restrictions, of which the “numerus clausus” issued 
in 1726, the so called Familiant law,12 was the most important. Second, the 
period after 1848, when Jews received equal civil rights, enjoyed freedom of 
movement, and were relieved from extra tax burdens. the third period may be 
delimited by the turn from the nineteenth to the twentieth century, when the 
Jewish population of Bohemia peaked at 94,479 in 1890. Since then, this num-
ber has declined not only because of migration, but also through a yearly sur-
plus of deceased over newborns (starting in 1904).13 the fertility of Jews in the 
first period was relatively high, although estimates suggest that it was lower 
than among Gentiles, and was also slowly declining.14 In the second period, the 
time of the full progression of the demographic transition, the fertility decline 
accelerated. In the third period, finally, the fertility rate of Jews was low and 
continued to decrease until the 1930s. In terms of migration, Bohemia was 
not characterized by a large Jewish migration inflow; on the contrary, it was 
predominantly a country of emigration for at least the entire eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, if not longer. Unlike Budapest or Vienna, Prague did 
not see large waves of Jewish immigration in the nineteenth century.15 this 
makes Prague, and Bohemia as a whole, quite unique not only within the 
 former Habsburg crown lands, but also among the more industrialized parts of 
nineteenth-century Europe. 

Jewish Mortality Advantage in Bohemia

Statistics on mortality are available for Jews in Bohemia from as early as 1785. 
they come primarily from vital statistics registers and were collected and pub-
lished together with data on the number of marriages and births. the data 

12 the Familiant law (Familiantengesetz) dictated that, as of September 1726, Jews who were married 
or widowed and had children were regarded as patres familias, and they alone had the right to remain 
living in the land and obtain the status of “Familiants” (legal citizens of Bohemia) and enjoy the pro-
tection of the sovereign. When the father of the family died, his Familiant status passed to his eldest 
son, and he alone among the sons was allowed to marry. Any other male offspring who wished to 
marry had to leave the country. Families that had only daughters were deemed to be extinct family 
lines and the daughters had to marry abroad. Failure to comply with the Familiant law was punish-
able by flogging and expulsion from the country. See tomáš Pěkný, Historie Židů v Čechách a na 
Moravě [History of Jews in Bohemia and Moravia] (Prague: Sefer, 1993), 70.
13 In the 1920s and 1930s, the net migration in Bohemia was slightly positive (more people of Jewish 
religion immigrated to, rather than emigrated from, Bohemia). the net migration gain, however, 
was low and could not offset the overall Jewish population decline.
14 Vobecká, Demographic Avant-Garde.
15  Vobecká, Demographic Avant-Garde.

JANA VoBECKá
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collected this way are available, with some breaks, until 1855 (the biggest gap 
is between 1815 and 1827). Between 1828 and 1855, the data on the number 
of deaths were published in the Austrian Tafeln (Statistical yearbook). the data 
for the period prior to 1850 should be taken with caution, because, if these data 
were accurate, the mortality levels of the Jews in Bohemia would have been the 
lowest in Europe at that time. Moreover, such low levels do not correspond to 
the interplay of mortality and realistic fertility that resulted in the observed pop-
ulation growth. one possible reason for the low number of registered deaths 
was that local rabbis did not systematically register the deaths of Jews from 
families without a Familiant number.

Between 1859 and 1895, data on mortality by religion were not published in 
official statistics. A publication by Gustav A. Schimmer from 1873 contains data 
on the average number of deaths by sex and age among Jews in the Austrian 
Crown lands for the years between 1861 and 1870.16 the publication does not state 
clearly where these data originated, and so they, too, should be interpreted with 
caution. Jan Heřman estimated the numbers of deaths in the Jewish population 
in Bohemia for the period 1858–1894.17 Austrian Vital Statistics began publishing 
data on deaths by sex and religion in the Crown lands in 1895. Czechoslovak 
Vital Statistics continued to publish such data between 1919 and 1937. In addition, 
it published these numbers cross-tabulated with age. However, it is difficult to 
analyze these data because the age categories used vary across the interwar period. 
Data on the causes of death in the Jewish population in Bohemia by sex are 
available only between 1925 and 1927. Before World War I, only suicides were 
cross-tabulated by religion and by Crown land. After 1927, the causes of death 
of Jews were only published among the data for Czechoslovakia as a whole. 

Mortality and Jewish population growth before 1849

As the Jewish population grew fast from the second half of the eighteenth 
 century onward, and the fertility rate was relatively low already in 1785,18 the 
only way in which the Jewish population could have grown is through low 
mortality rates or high in-migration. Since the latter was virtually impossible 

16 Gustav A. Schimmer, Statistik des Judenthums in den im Reichsrate vertreten Königreichen und 
Ländern, nach den vom K.K. Ministerium des Innern angeordneten Erhebungen und nach sonstigen 
Quellen (Vienna: Druck der Kaiserlich-Königlichen Hof- und Staatsdruckerei, 1873).
17 Jan Heřman, Struktura a vývoj židovské populace v Čechách a na Moravě 1754–1953 [Structure 
and development of the Jewish population in Bohemia and Moravia 1754–1953]. (Jerusalem: 
 Archive of the Documentation Center in Jewish Demography and Statistics, Avraham Harman 
Institute of Contemporary Jewry, Hebrew University of Jerusalem [manuscript dated 1971]).
18 Vobecká, Demographic Avant-Garde.
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due to hostile Familiant laws, the former must have been the main factor of 
growth. the mortality figures recorded in official publications are very low 
and produce a crude death rate (CDR, or the number of deaths in one calendar 
year per one thousand individuals) that never rises above 20 per thousand in 
the period between 1800 and 1850 (Figure 1). In my view, these data are too 
low and must be a result of the under-registration of death. I estimated a more 
realistic crude death rate for the period 1794 until 1851. Despite the limita-
tions of the data, as outlined above, it is safe to conclude that in the first half of 
the nineteenth century the crude death rate of Jews was slightly above 20 per 
thousand, and that, combined with a crude birth rate (CBR) of slightly above 
30 births per thousand, this was a key factor behind the rapid growth of the 
Jewish population.

Figure 1: Crude death rate of the Jewish and the total population 
and estimated crude death rate of Jews, 1785–1937

Jewish Mortality in Bohemia in Comparative perspective

For almost the entire second half of the nineteenth century, the gap between 
the crude death rate of the Jewish population and the total population did not 
close, owing to persistently high mortality rates in the total population, which 
did not drop below 25 per thousand until 1900, when the same indicator for the 
Jewish population was at 15 per thousand. the mortality of the total population 
lagged behind Jewish mortality for approximately 120 years. A comparison of 
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JANA VoBECKá

Note 1: time series of deaths are available in Appendix 3.
Note 2: Computation of the rates corresponding “Jews Estimate” is explained in the text.
Sourse: Václav Sekera and Marcela Jirsova, Retrospeknivní lexikon obcí Ceskoslovenské Socialistické Republicky: 
1850–1970 (Prague: Federalní Statistický Úrad, 1978), Vital Statistics 1895–1937, Heřman,  Struktura a vývoj, 
Censuses 1857–1930, author’s computations.
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Jewish mortality rates across the Austrian Crown lands at the turn of the twen-
tieth century reveals that the mortality conditions of Bohemian Jews were similar 
to those of Moravian Jews, but worse than those of Jews in Vienna. Galician 
Jews had the highest crude death rate in this comparison (table 1). Although 
the onset of mortality decline among Jews varied by many decades between 
countries, it nevertheless always preceded the onset of mortality decline in the 
total population (table 2). the onset of mortality decline among Jews in Bohemia 
occurred very early compared not only to the total population, but also to Jewries 
in other countries. the crude death rate of Jews in Bohemia was already well 
below 30 per thousand in the 1780s, making them, alongside Italian Jews, the 
avant-garde in mortality decline among European Jews. 

Table 1: Crude death rates in selected lands of the Austrian Crown, 
Jews and the total population, 1899–1901

Crude death rate, per thousand
Jews total population

Bohemia 15,8 24,1
Moravia 15,5 25,0
Lower Austria (incl. Vienna) 13,3 22,2
Galicia 19,7 27,2

Note: CDR is computed as the average number of deaths 1899–1901 over the total population as of 1900
Source: Census 1900, Vital Statistics 1899–1901, author’s calculations.

Table 2: year when the crude death rates first fell below 30 per thousand 
and 15 per thousand among the Jewish and total populations

Country 30 per thousand 15 per thousand 
Jews total population years lag Jews total population years lag

Bohemia <1785 1846 60+ 1905 1925 20
Italy 1750 1870 120 1905 1930 25
Prussia <1820 1820 80 (a) 1890 1912 22
Hungary 1873 (b) 1895 22 1905 1935 30
Russia/USSR 1868 1910 42 1905 1945 40
Romania 1875 1880 5 1920 1948 28
Poland 1882 (c ) 1895 13 1910 (c ) 1933 23

a) DellaPergola’s estimate based on the actual observation of a 60 years lag for a death rate level of 21.5 per thousand.
b) Budapest.
c) Galicia.
Sources: Adapted from Sergio Della Pergola, “Changing Patterns of Jewish Demography in the modern World”, 
Studia Rosenthaliana 23 (1989): 154–174, here 161, tab. 3; author’s calculations for Bohemia.

JEWISH DEMoGRAPHIC ADVANtAGE
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differences in Mortality between Jews in prague and in Bohemia

Mortality differences existed not only between, but also within countries. the 
data for Bohemia indicate that mortality conditions were better in rural areas 
(that is, everywhere outside of the city of Prague) than in Prague until the 
1880s for both Jews and the total population.19 After the 1880s, the mortality 
of both Jews and Gentiles was better in Prague than in the rest of the country. 
the mortality of Jews in Bohemia as a whole was about half of that of Prague 
in the 1850s (table 3). By this time, however, the gates of the Prague ghetto 
were open and Jews were moving into wealthier and healthier neighborhoods. 
By 1869, 60 percent of Prague Jews were living outside the ghetto, but they still 
had a one-third higher crude death rate than Bohemian Jews.20 

Table 3: Crude death rate of Jews and the total population in Bohemia and in Prague, 1835–1930

years / average of years  Crude death rate, per thousand
Jews Bohemia Jews Prague total Bohemia total Prague

1791–1794 22.4/ 25.7*(a) 28.6 28.3 49.1
1835 18.0 / 22.2* 34.0 (b) 30.3 37.3 (b)

1857–1858 16.6 32 27.3 -
1866–1870 16.8 24.9 27.6 -
1880–1881 16.5 18.5 28.3 28.2
1890–1891 15.6 14.7 28.0 23.4
1896–1900 15.9 13.5 24.3 20.3
1901–1905 15.2 (a) 12.7 23.1 19
1906–1913 13.8 (a) 11.5 (a) 19.9 15.9 (a)
1921–1925 14.1 11.4 (a) 14.9 16.0 (a)
1926–1930 14.9 12.7 (a) 14.3 10.7 (a)

* Based on registered data / based on author’s estimates.
a) Available data cover only a part of the indicated years.
b) Average for 1830–1833.
Source: Sekera (1978), Vital Statistics 1895–1937, Census 1890–1930, Schrimmer (1873), data in italics from 
Heřman The Evolution, 63, tab. 8), Heřman Struktura a vývoj, author’s computations.

19 Jan Heřman, “the Evolution of the Jewish population in Prague 1869–1939,” in Papers in Jewish 
Demography 1977 (Jerusalem: Institute of Contemporary Jewry, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 
1980), 53–67; Vincenz Hrubý, “Výsledek průzkumu matrik židovského města pražského z let 
1784–1849” [Results of the research on population records of the Prague Jewish ghetto in the years 
1784–1849], in Acta Demographica 4, Dlouhodobé populační trendy na území ČSR, předstatistické 
období [Acta Demographica 4, Longterm population trends on the Czech territory], edited by 
 Jaroslav Podzimek and Wladimir Prudic (Prague: Československá demografická spločnost, 1981), 
224–32.
20 Here I assume that the age structure of Jews in Prague and Jews in Bohemia were about the same. 
I therefore leave aside the possibility that the differences in the crude death rate could be due to 
differences in age structure.
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three observations can be drawn from this fact. First, the mortality of both 
Jews and Gentiles must have been negatively affected by the living conditions 
of the city, its congestion and poor hygiene. Second, even in the less favorable 
living conditions of Prague, the crude death rate of Jews was lower than that of 
Gentiles. third, the fact that the majority of Bohemian Jews lived in rural areas 
until at least the 1860s also contributed to the mortality advantage of Jews, and 
this had most likely been the case before 1848 as well. the specific character-
istics of Jewish tradition and lifestyle that contributed to the lower mortality of 
Jews, as mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, did so more effectively in 
rural than in urban environments. this was the case until hygiene conditions 
in towns began to improve in the 1880s. 

The structure of Jewish mortality

A closer look at the structural characteristics of mortality reveals the main 
source of Jewish mortality advantage. Data on death by age is only available for 
the 1860s, 1920s, and 1930s. the earliest, published as averages for the years 
1861–1870, show that the deaths of children under the age of five made up a 
smaller share of the total deaths in the Jewish population, at 40 percent, than 
in the total population in Bohemia, where it was 49 percent. Since the Jewish 
and the total populations had comparable age structures, this difference can be 
attributed to the better mortality conditions of children in the Jewish popula-
tion. this supports similar findings in other national contexts.21 Further data 
on mortality by age are available only for the period between the two world wars, 
when the Jewish population had already gone through the demographic transi-
tion and had a contracting age structure and ageing population. In 1919–1920, 
infant and child mortality up to the age of five accounted for just 6.5 percent of 
Jewish deaths, while the figure in the total population was 22.1 percent. this 
difference was caused not only by the better mortality conditions of Jewish 
children, but also by the smaller share of children within the Jewish population.

the infant mortality rate of Jews between the two world wars was as much as 
three times lower than that of the total population (table 4).22 But infant mortality 
rates were not uniform across the total population. A comparison of infant mor-
tality by the socio-occupational category of the head of a household reveals sub-
stantial differences between groups. the lowest infant mortality rate was in the 
families of white-collar workers, but even among them the infant mortality rate in 
1931 was still 7 points per thousand higher than in the Jewish population (table 5).

21 Derosas, “Watch out for the Children!”
22 Infant mortality rate is defined as the number of deaths of infants under the age of one within a 
given year per thousand live births in that year.
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Table 4: Infant mortality rate, Jews and the total population, 1919–1937

Average 
for the year Jews Total 

population Jews Total population

Infant mortality rate, per thousand Infant deaths Live borns Infant deaths Live borns

1919–1923 63,1 153,4 53 834 22 867 149 110
1924–1928 49,3 139,3 32 653 18 735 134 534
1929–1933 43,6 120,1 23 532 14 772 123 006
1934–1937 51,9 107,2 20 390 10 905 101 754

Source: Vital Statistics 1919–1937, author’s computations.

Table 5: Infant mortality rate of Jews and of the total population by occupational status, 
1931, per thousand

Jews Bohemia Total population Czech lands

total Independents Blue-collar workers White-collar workers

43,6 112,1 105,3 119,9 50,9

Note: Jews in Bohemia: average from the years 1929–1933; total population of Czech lands in 1931.
Source: Vital Statistics 1929–1933; Zdeněk Vávra, Tendence v dlouhodobém vyvoji reprodukce 
obyvatelstva ceskych zemi (léta 1870–1944) (Prague: Naklad Československé Akademie Věd, 1962).

Knowledge of the age structure of Jews in 1930 and age-specific death rates 
can be used to construct life tables and compute life expectancy. the indicator 
of life expectancy tells us how many years are remaining in the life of a person 
aged “x” assuming there is no change in the existing mortality conditions. 
I computed the life tables by sex for Jews in Bohemia in 1930 and compared 
them to the life tables of the total population of Bohemian Lands by sex 
 (Appendices 1 and 2). Life expectancy at birth (e0) was higher for Jewish men 
and women than in the total population. Among Jewish women, life expectancy 
at birth was 65 years, which was seven years higher than the life expectancy of 
women in the Czech population at large (table 6). Among Jewish men, life 
expectancy was 61, which was again seven years higher than that of Czech 
men in the total population. these differences in life expectancy were influ-
enced primarily by mortality conditions in infancy. With increasing age the 
difference in life expectancy decreased. Around the ages of 40 and 50, life 
 expectancy was even slightly higher among men in the majority population 
than among Jewish men. Among women, Jewish life expectancy was higher at 
every age. 

JANA VoBECKá
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Table 6: Life expectancy (ex) by age and sex, Jews in Bohemia and the total population 
in the Bohemian Lands, 1930

Life expectancy in 1930

At the exact age Jews Total population

Males Females Males Females

0 60,6 65,2 54,2 58,0
1 63,0 66,7 61,0 63,7
5 59,5 63,7 58,8 61,5
15 50,8 54,4 50,0 52,8
25 41,9 45,3 41,7 44,4
40 28,8 32,0 29,3 31,8
50 21,0 24,0 21,6 23,6
65 12,0 14,0 11,8 12,6

Source: Census 1930, Vital Statistics 1928–1930, historical life tables for the Czech lands from 1930, 
Czech Statistical office, author’s computations.     
 

Causes of death 

the differences in mortality between Jews and the general population had to be 
reflected in the differences between causes of death as well. Although Jews and 
gentiles were generally exposed to the same external conditions, it is recognized 
that Jews were more effective at combating the potentially fatal consequences 
of these conditions than Gentiles.23 Jewish mortality advantage was the result 
of lower mortality from avoidable diseases. Although scarce, available data on 
the causes of death of Bohemian Jews support this claim. 

the only period in which the full range of causes of death was cross-tabu-
lated with religion in Bohemia was between 1925 and 1927 (table 7).24 these 
data show that Jews had a much lower mortality from infectious diseases, in-
cluding tuberculosis (2.5 times lower than the total population), diseases of the 
digestive system, epidemic and endemic diseases, and respiratory diseases. By 

23 Derosas, “Watch out for the Children!”, Schmelz, Infant and Early Childhood Mortality.
24 Before 1918, the only cause of death that was cross-tabulated by religion in the Vital Statistics was 
suicide (in 1907). Since the late nineteenth century, the number of overall suicides grew, and this 
generated an interest in subjecting it to closer structural analysis by the state authorities. Between 
1908 and 1927, the number of suicides among Jews in Bohemia fluctuated between 20 and 35 
 annually, which, when converted to 100,000 inhabitants, was not significantly different from the 
suicide rate of the total population. 

JEWISH DEMoGRAPHIC ADVANtAGE
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contrast, mortality from diseases of the circulatory system was higher among 
Jews; in fact, it was the cause of one in four Jewish deaths, but only one in 
seven deaths in the total population. Deaths from cancer and diseases of the 
nervous system and sensory organs were also higher among Jews. At the end of 
the 1920s, mortality rates were generally higher among Jews, which reflected 
their older age structure. Lower mortality from infectious diseases and higher 
mortality from cancer and diseases of the circulatory system are signs that the 
Jewish population had better hygiene, better social conditions, and better access 
to medical care. It also reflects its older age structure, when death from cancer 
and diseases of the circulatory system are more common. there is no informa-
tion available on the causes of deaths of infants in Bohemia. the only rough 
indicators are from Vienna before World War I.25 An analysis of these data 
shows that infant mortality among the Jews in Vienna was lower in almost every 
category of common childhood disease (measles, whooping cough, diphtheria, 
acute bronchitis, diarrhea, enteritis, congenital defects, and failure to thrive). 

Table 7: Mortality by cause of death, Jews and the total population, Bohemia, 1925–1927

Average from 1925–1927 per 100 000 inhabitants per thousand deaths

Selected causes of death Jews total population Jews total population

Epidemic and endemic diseases 27 45 19 31
Infectious diseases 83 187 57 130
   of which tuberculosis 66 154 - -
All other diseases 262 154 180 107
  of which cancer 176 128 - -
Diseases of the nervous system 
and sensory organs 170 146 117 101

Diseases of the circulatory system 370 212 254 147
Respiratory diseases (including pneumonia) 138 187 95 130
Digestive diseases 66 128 45 89
Puerperal disorders 8 9 5 7
old age 149 162 102 112
Suicide 41 34 28 24
other 143 177 98 123
total 1,459 1,442 1,000 1,000

Note 1: the rates have as their denominator the sum of the population for the period 1925–1927 
derived from linear interpolation between 1921–1930.
Note 2: owing to the small number of cases among Jews the data were aggregated by sex and only 
more numerous causes of death are displayed. Source: Vital Statistics 1927–1930, Census 1921 and 
1930, author’s computations.

25 Jacob thon, Die Juden in Österreich (Berlin: L. Lamm, 1908)
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Conclusion

Jews were the forerunners in mortality decline in every national context where 
it has been measured. the timing of the decline and the length of the head start 
they had over the local general population differed. In some contexts, such as Italy 
and Bohemia, it is difficult to determine the beginnings of mortality decline due 
to the lack of data, but it seems to go on well before the last third of the eighteenth 
century. In the case of Bohemia, mortality advantage allowed the Jewish popu-
lation to grow rapidly despite fertility levels that were lower than among the 
general population. the population growth sustained by the mortality advan-
tage of Jews slowed down in the second half of the nineteenth century, when it 
was not able to offset the rapid fertility decline. the mortality advantage of 
Jews, however, continued throughout the entire period under study, well into 
the 1930s. the main contributing factor to this advantage was a lower infant 
mortality rate among Jews. the data from the 1930s indicate that Jews had 
lower mortality from treatable diseases (including tuberculosis and childhood 
diseases) and sexually transmitted diseases than the total population. on the 
other hand, they had a higher mortality from diseases associated with advanced 
age, such as cardiovascular diseases, cancer, and diseases of the nervous system and 
sensory organs. An explanation for the Jewish mortality advantage lies in the 
“virtues” of the Jewish religious tradition, lifestyle, childcare, and social institu-
tions, and this seems to be applicable to all Jewries across different European 
regions and periods. A particular factor that could have contributed to lower 
Jewish mortality in Bohemia in early modern times was the fact that Jews primar-
ily lived in rural areas, where they could benefit from a healthier environment 
(water and better hygiene) compared to the congested urban ghettos. Until the 
1880s, the mortality conditions of Jews in Prague were worse than those of 
Jews outside of Prague. After this, the trend reversed and the mortality condi-
tions of both Jews and the total population were better in Prague than in rural 
areas. Jews also enjoyed a certain socio-political stability during the eighteenth 
century: the Familiant law and the numerus clausus put official limits on Jewish 
numbers, but they also offered some stability for those who owned a Familiant 
number. After 1848, when the legal restrictions against Jews were lifted in 
Bohemia as well as in the rest of the Habsburg Empire, Jewish upward social 
mobility helped improve their living conditions, and likely contributed further 
to their lower mortality. Jewish mortality advantage in Bohemia, but also in 
other European contexts, existed well before any upward social mobility of 
Jews en masse was possible. thus even in poor hygienic, social, and economic 
conditions, the advantage over the mortality of Gentiles existed. the conse-
quences of this mortality advantage were, first, a faster population growth, and 
later, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a faster ageing population. 
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Appendix 1: Estimation of the crude death rate before 1848

If population size by the end of year n, Pn is:

Pn = Pn-1 + Bn - Dn

where Pn-1 is the population size by the end of year n-1, Bn is the number of 
births in the year n, and Dn is the number of deaths in the year n. the effect 
of net migration on the population size is omitted here. the estimated number 
of deaths in the year n in our case is:

Dn estim = Pn-1 - Pn + Bn estim 
where Bn estim  is the estimated number of birth in the year n (estimate calcu-
lated by the author26) then CDRn estim = (Dn estim / Pn)*1000.27

the estimated CDRestim for the period 1794–1851 ranges between 25 and 20 
deaths per thousand Jews. However, the CDRestim for 1851 is higher than the 
reliable recorded data for that year, which indicates that the crude death rate 
had to decrease earlier than what is indicated by the CDRestim. It is hard to 
estimate more precisely the mortality decline because the CDR of the total 
population, which could be a guideline for the general trend in the Jewish 
mortality, fluctuated considerably in the first half of the nineteenth century.

Appendix 2: Life table computation and life expectancy of Jews, 
males and females, in 1930

there are several factors that complicate the construction of life tables of Jews 
in Bohemia in 1930, most notably the small number of deaths in some age 
groups and consequently the risk of a random deviation that could have a sig-
nificant effect on the resulting life expectancy. to mitigate the effect of this 
factor, the arithmetical average number of deaths in each age group for the 
years 1928 to 1930 was used. Unfortunately, data for the adjacent years (for 
instance, 1929 and 1931) could not be used because the age categories into 
which deaths were sorted changed in 1931 and cannot be converted to the cate-
gories used in 1930. there was also a problem with calculating the mortality 
coefficients. the probability of dying between ages 0 and 1 (q0) was calculated 
as the average number of deaths until the age of one in 1928–1930 per average 
number of live births in 1928–1930. For the other age categories the average 
numbers of deaths in 1928–1930 were divided by the population size in each 

26 Vobecká, Demographic Avant-Garde, 79.
27 the figure for 1785 is a CDR.
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age categories from the population census as of 1 December 1930. these indica-
tors were taken as death rates (mx) and converted to probabilities of dying (qx). 
the life tables of the Jewish population by sex with life expectancy ex as their 
output:

MALES

Exact age mx qx px lx dx Lx Tx ex

0 0.0534 0.0534 0.9466 100000 5344 96437 6057412 60.6
1 0.0023 0.0092 0.9908 94656 868 376886 5960975 63.0
5 0.0023 0.0231 0.9769 93787 2165 927046 5584089 59.5
15 0.0024 0.0237 0.9763 91622 2174 905351 4657043 50.8
25 0.0035 0.0516 0.9484 89448 4619 1307084 3751691 41.9
40 0.0086 0.0824 0.9176 84830 6991 813338 2444607 28.8
50 0.0244 0.3090 0.6910 77838 24050 987196 1631270 21.0
65 0.0835 1.0000 0.0000 53788 53788 644074 644073 12.0

FEMALES

Exact age mx qx px lx dx Lx Tx ex

0 0.0376 0.0376 0.9624 100000 3761 97493 6520819 65.2
1 0.0035 0.014 0.986 96239 1350 382256 6423326 66.7
5 0.0013 0.0127 0.9873 94889 1204 942869 6041071 63.7
15 0.0017 0.0172 0.9828 93685 1610 928799 5098202 54.4
25 0.003 0.044 0.956 92075 4050 1350748 4169403 45.3
40 0.007 0.068 0.932 88025 5982 850336 2818655 32
50 0.0175 0.2315 0.7685 82042 18993 1088191 1968319 24
65 0.0716 1.000 0 63050 63050 880127 880127 14

Note: mx at the age 0 is already qx
Source: Census 1930, Vital Statistics 1928–1930, author’s computations. 
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VICtoR KARADy

JEwS iN THE HuNgAriAN LEgAL prOFESSiONS 
ANd AMONg LAw STudENTS 

FrOM THE EMANCipATiON uNTiL THE SHOAH

Lawyers: An Emancipatory professional Track for Jews

there is no need to go very far back into the deep well of the past to identify the 
beginnings of the Jewish presence in the Hungarian legal professions.1 though 
the Edict on Jews (1783), the so-called Toleranzpatent, issued by Joseph II, the 
radically reformist emperor of the Habsburg Monarchy, in principle opened 
the doors of elite training to Jews, including university faculties, for a long time 
afterward legal education would represent a professional dead end for Jews, unlike, 
for instance, medicine, philosophy, or the arts. All available careers at the Bar, 
in the judiciary, or in the administration were assimilated to public office. As 
such they remained reserved, on the one hand, for members of State-supported 
“received denominations” (that is, not even for a number of Christian confes-
sions)2 and, on the other hand, mostly for noblemen or, more exceptionally at 
that time, for “honoratiors,” educated offsprings of well-established Christian 
families associated to the gentry. 
 this situation did not change in the Vormärz, the Hungarian Reform Era, 
when the “independentist” liberal nobility, under leadership of the heroes of 
liberal nationalism such as Kossuth and Eötvös, put Jewish emancipation on its 
political agenda with some success. In 1840, the freedom of settlement and 

1 Besides standard works like the Encyclopaedia Judaica or its modest but precious Hungarian ancestor, 
the Magyar Zsidó Lexikon [Hungarian Jewish encyclopedia], edited in Budapest in 1929 by Peter 
Ujvári, this essay is based on Mária M. Kovács’s seminal monographic studies as well as my own 
empirical research results. See among others her The Politics of the Legal Profession in Interwar Hungary 
(New york: Institute on East Central Europe, Columbia University, 1987); Liberal Professions, Illiberal 
Politics: Hungary from the Habsburgs to the Holocaust (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center, 1994); 
and her recent Hungarian-language edited volume: Kései főhajtás: A Holokauszt jogász áldozatai 
 [Belated homage to jurists as victims of the Holocaust] (Budapest: Magyar Közlöny és Lapkiadó Kft., 
2016). My contribution to the field includes the following: “Une nation de juristes. Des usages sociaux 
de la formation juridique dans la Hongrie d’ancien régime,” Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales 
86–87 (1991): 106–24; “Professional Status, Social Background and the Differential Impact of Right 
Radicalism among Budapest Lawyers in the 1940s,” in Professionen im modernen Osteuropa [Professions 
in modern Eastern Europe], ed. Charles McClelland, Stephen Merl, and Hannes Siegrist (Berlin: 
Duncker & Humblot, 1995), 60–89. 
2 the Lutherans, Calvinists, and Greek orthodox were “received” in the Catholic country in 1781 
only due to Joseph II; the transylvanian Unitarians in Hungary were “received” as late as 1848; 
while the Israelite religion obtained this status in 1895. Most of the small Protestant sects were 
excluded from this privilege and remained only “tolerated” by the State until the twentieth century. 
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industrial enterprise was stipulated by law. this gave rise to various movements 
of Jewish–Hungarian rapprochement and assimilation, with the initial peak in 
the 1848–1849 War of Independence, what came to be termed by some histori-
ans as the beginning of the “Magyar–Jewish symbiosis.” However, the results of 
the first ever Emancipation Law in this part of the world, voted during one of 
the last sessions of the independentist National Assembly on 28 July, 1849, 
were condemned and soon afterward cancelled by the incoming absolutist rule 
immediately after the fall of the revolutionary regime. In spite of the severe 
 repression of Magyar nationalism that ensued, the burden of which fell to a 
large extent on Magyarizing Jews (including many volunteers of the Honvéd 
Army),3 the imperial constitution of olmütz (March 1849) proclaimed the 
equality of citizens without reference to their confession. though this liberal-
minded constitution was quickly rescinded, the end of the absolutist decade 
brought about a number of measures improving the professional conditions of 
Jews. By 1860, Jews were entitled to own landed or urban property, become 
pharmacists, reside in the historically privileged mining towns (hitherto entitled 
not to admit Jews), and start any kind of industrial enterprise with Christian 
employees all over the Empire.

this relaxation of pressure was used by some enterprising young Jews to 
challenge the rigidity of a system that excluded them from the legal professions. 
A few of them began their studies in law and applied for membership in the 
Bar obtainable by special exams. In 1853, the imperial Ministry of Justice still 
refused to comply with their demand. A few years later, however, it gave a posi-
tive answer to the relevant question raised by the University of Pest, stating that 
there was actually no legal obstacle preventing Jews to become lawyers. In due 
course, as early as 1858, the first two Jewish lawyers opened their offices in the 
provinces. they were followed by a number of others, but after some time the 
Royal Chamber once again forbade Jews to take the exam for the Bar. Emperor 
Franz Joseph accepted the decision but granted personal prerogatives to those 
actually inclined to pursue legal practice. In 1861, Simon Goldstein and Armin 
Schönberger established themselves in Pest, and a dozen or so similar cases 
were settled positively before the final stage of the emancipation process.4 this 
was definitely closed by Law no. XVII, in November 1867, adopted without 
opposition in the new Lower House, immediately after the historic Austrian–
Hungarian Compromise that founded the Dual Monarchy. 

3 the victorious Austrian authorities imposed an impressive 2.3 million-crown reparation tax on 
the Hungarian Jewish communities as a punishment for their support of the independentist gov-
ernment. the sum was reduced to 1 million in 1850 and destined to the establishment of a Jewish 
teacher training institution. 
4 See Magyar Zsidó Lexikon, 916; Mária M. Kovács, “A holokauszt és az ügyvédség,” in Kései 
főhajtás, 21. 
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Henceforth, once in possession of the required educational credentials obtain-
able after graduation from a law faculty or a legal academy, Jews could get 
practically free access to the Bar. But they could also in principle postulate for a 
position in the judiciary system or in the higher civil service, equally requiring 
graduation from a law faculty. If the civil service was logically accessible with 
other specialized university degrees as well (medical training preparing for posts 
at public hospitals, or a diploma from a faculty of Philosophy for positions in the 
Ministry of Education), the state administration proper was almost exclusively 
reserved for legal graduates. table 1 below offers an overview of the changing 
size of the main legal markets and the share of Jews in its major professional 
categories. 

the launching of the liberal nation-building project generated uniquely 
 favorable conditions for the professional mobility of Jews towards old and new 
intellectual professions, including some of the legal careers. Legal restrictions 
having been ruled out and Jews being freely admitted to all levels of elite school-
ing without apparent formal and officially sponsored discrimination or segre-
gation (including most gymnasia run by the Churches), professional choices 
for Jews depended more and more on the given market opportunities. In the 
intellectual professions, these opportunities were obviously linked first to 
 advanced schooling, but once this was successfully completed, they depended 
heavily upon the implicit, unofficial, but well-respected division of labour of 
sorts between Jewish and Gentile graduates: Jews could freely assert themselves 
in the openly competitive markets, while it was understood that the publicly 
managed activity sectors would remain the preserve of Gentiles. Jews were 
 certainly not excluded from the latter, let alone discouraged to seek admission, 
but in practice the Gentile elite controlled this capital thanks to its well- 
established social positions in the civil service and the public industries. Jews 
could find a career there only on certain conditions: when there was a special 
shortage of specialists, when they overachieved in terms of professional compe-
tence, or else when they could capitalize on their accumulated “assimilationist 
goods” and effective integration in the ruling circles. 

thus the liberal professions became a major avenue for self-assertion for 
young Jews in new middle-class activities. they included above all the Bar and 
medicine, but Jews also took an often spectacularly growing share among engi-
neers, chemists, veterinaries, architects, pharmacists, freelance journalists, and 
artists, as well as all kinds of private executives (Privatbeamte) in trade, industry, 
and even agriculture (estate managers). table 1 below shows the global distri-
bution of Jews and Gentiles in the “intellectual professions” proper, depending 
on university degrees (last four lines of the table) and the share of selected 
 professional clusters with large Jewish and/or Gentile participation.
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Table 1. Jews in the Main Intellectual Professions in 19105

1. Jews 2. altogether 3. % of Jews 4. Gentiles 5. distribution 
of Jews

6. distribution 
of Gentiles

lawyers 3049 6743 45.2 3694 25.1 13.1
assistant lawyers 1900 4364 43.5 2464 15.7 8.7
lawyers’ clerks 923 3376 27.3 2453 7.6 8.7
all legal professionals 5872 14 483 40.5 8611 48.4 30.5

veterinaries 514 1285 40.0 771 4.2 2.7
pharmacists 276 1850 14.1 1574 2.3 5.6
assistant pharmacists 552 2175 25.4 1623 4.5 5.8
medical doctors 2696 5514 48.9 2818 22.2 10.0
all therapeutic professions 4038 10 824 37.3 6786 32.2 24.1

self-employed engineers 500 1353 37.0 853 4.1 3.0
journalists 510 1210 42.1 700 4.2 2.5
free lance teachers 532 1019 52.2 487 4.4 1.7
clerics, priests 681 11413 6.0 10732 5.6 38.1
general total 12 133 40 302 30.1 28 169 100.0 100.0

all liberal professionals* 13 276 48 344 27.5 35 068 70.1 25.7
all in schools or church 
service* 3071 57 713 5.3 54 642 16.2 40.1

all civil service, public 
employees* 2593 49 155 5.3 46 562 13.7 34.2

all formally qualified 
intellectuals 18 940 155 212 12.2 136 272 100.0 100.0

* Including categories indicated in the source but not cited above.

the multiple messages of table 1 can be summarized as follows. Jews were 
significantly overrepresented among the gentlemanly intelligentsia (column 3, 
bottom line). their share was unequal in the main clusters of the latter, being 
at the level of their representation in the general population within the civil 
 service occupations as well as in schooling or religious services, but spectacularly 
high in the liberal professions (last four bottom lines, columns 3 and 5). As to 
the main specific professional tracks pursued by Jews, they are cited in the  upper 
part of the table. In this selection of professional options, the most remarkable 
result is that Jews were more often active, globally, in the legal professions, 
 especially at the Bar (less among clerks), than in the therapeutic brackets, even 
if their presence among medical doctors was notorious (column 5).   

5 Source: Magyar statisztikai közlemények [Hungarian statistical reports] 56, 712–81, passim. 

VICtoR KARADy



27

Assimilation, “Over-Schooling,” and professional Mobility

this development was conditioned internally by the specially heightened 
 propensity of Jews to professional conversion and mobility, including an 
 unprecedented degree of “overschooling” in elite educational tracks. It was, 
however, also an outcome of the liberal (indeed, in some respects, objectively 
philosemitic) policies of the post-1867 political establishment. the latter were 
clearly overdetermined by the need for Jewish support to the nationalizing 
project of the only would-be European nation state, where multiethnicity 
 implicated that the titular national elite was the emanation of an ethnic minority, 
albeit the largest one (with less than 40–42 percent of Magyar speakers in the 
population of pre-Dualist Hungary).6 taken as a whole, the upcoming Jewish 
intelligentsia and economic middle class (both entrepreneurs and employed 
private executives) made up, together with their equivalents of Magyar and—
less often—German ethnic background (including those of the gentry), the 
largest sectors of the politically active population (a mere 6 percent of all male 
adults) firmly supporting the Hungarian nation-building project.

Much has been written about the internal factors of Jewish professional 
 mobility even before emancipation in countries, mostly in Western Europe, where 
“assimilation” was not obstructed and, more specifically, where there was a 
 relatively free entry into the secular educational market. An advanced measure 
of literacy in Hebrew, an ensuing bilingualism or rather multilingualism, “religious 
intellectualism” based on the habit of talmudic learning, the socially in-built 
appreciation of studying (Lernen), and the cult of (sacred) texts and books 
served as the anthropological foundation of the capacity of Jews to develop a 
strong competitive edge in elite schooling and the intellectual professions in 
modern times.7 In addition to this corporal and intellectual discipline imposed 

6 See László Katus, “Multinational Hungary in the Light of Statistics,” in Études Historiques 
Hongroises 1990, ed. Ferenc Glatz, published on the occasion of the XVIIth International Congress 
of Historical Sciences by the National Committee of Hungarian Historians, 118.
7 See my own studies: (with István Kemény) “Antisémitisme universitaire et concurrence de classe: 
la loi de numerus clausus en Hongrie entre les deux guerres,” Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales 
34 (September 1980): 67–96; “Jewish Enrollment Patterns in Classical Secondary Education in old 
Regime and Inter-War Hungary,” Studies in Contemporary Jewry 1 (1984): 225–52; “Juifs et Luthériens 
dans le système scolaire hongrois,” Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales 69 (September 1987): 67–85 ; 
“Jewish over-Schooling in Hungary. Its Sociological Dimensions,” in Sozialstruktur und Bildungswesen 
in Mitteleuropa [Social structure and education in Central Europe], ed. Victor Karady and Wolfgang 
Mitter (Cologne and Vienna: Böhlau Verlag, 1990), 209–46; “Das Judentum als Bildungsmacht in 
der Moderne: Forschungsansätze zur relativen Überschulung in Mitteleuropa,” Österreichische Zeitschrift 
für Geschichtswissenschaften (1997): 347–61; “Jewish over-Schooling Revisited: the Case of Hungarian 
Secondary Education in the old Regime (1900–1941),” Jewish Studies at the Central European Univer-
sity: Public Lectures 1996–1999 (Budapest: Central European University, 2000): 75–91; (with Lucian 
Nastasa) The University of Kolozsvár/Cluj/Cluj and the Students of the Medical Faculty (1872–1918) 
(Cluj: Ethnocultural Diversit Resource Centre, and Budapest–New york: CEU Press, 2004).

JEWS IN tHE HUNGARIAN LEGAL PRoFESSIoNS 



28

by religious observance, community- and family-based social control of young 
people (especially against recklessness, idleness, unprofitable use of time, alco-
holism, rowdyism, and aggressive manifestations of virility) served as a powerful 
complementary mechanism of support. this contributed even before emanci-
pation, but in an accelerated manner afterwards, to the growing tide of Jewish 
enrollment in public educational institutions, with proportions in the student 
body increasing more or less parallel with the level of instruction. In other 
words, the higher the level of education, the larger its Jewish clientele. In the 
last phase of the Dual Monarchy, by 1913–1914 Jews, a mere 5 to 6 percent of 
the general population, occupied countrywide as much as 20 percent of the 
benches in gymnasia with Latin, 36 percent in secondary schools without Latin, 
35 percent in girls’ secondary schools, and some 30.5 percent in the three then 
active universities.8

In their academic success, the much weaker potential for competition of 
their Gentile schoolmates, less motivated for intellectual overperformance, also 
played a role.9 But the main source of Jewish overschooling in elite educational 
tracks was certainly the fact that it represented a royal path to the much 
 sought-after assimilation and social integration. A smattering of Latin and the 
completion of the Matura (érettségi) or university graduation were indeed 
 officially recognized as both required and often sufficient assets for a position 
in the “gentlemanly” (úri) middle class, upon which its association with the 
historic aristocracy—as its social clientele—and the politically still hegemonic 
gentry conferred a continued prestige. By itself, legal competence was a stepping 
stone to political careers proper. As Mária M. Kovács has observed, “From the 
1880s to the First World War private lawyers constituted the second-largest oc-
cupational group in the House of Representatives, next to the landed nobility.”10 
this must have been instrumental in helping personalities of Jewish back-
ground to political careers more often than was publicly recognized (mostly, 
however, at the cost of conversion).11 

8 Data from the relevant pages of Magyar statisztikai évkönyv [Hungarian statistical yearbook] 
(1914). 
9 See my empirical demonstrations in Western languages: “Social Mobility, Reproduction and 
Qualitative Schooling Differentials in old Regime Hungary,” History Department Yearbook 1994–
1995 (Budapest: Central European University, 1996): 134–56; (with Stephane Vari) “Facteurs so-
cio-culturels de la réussite au baccalauréat en Hongrie,” Actes de la Recherche en Sciences Sociales 70 
(November 1987): 79–82; “Les inégalités ethniques et confessionnelles dans les performances 
 scolaires des bacheliers en Hongrie (1851–1918),” Histoire et mesure (June 2014): 167–93. 
10 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 15. 
11 Andrew C. Janos has identified that no less than 22 percent of MPs with Jewish parentage and more 
than a dozen ministers and state secretaries of similar origin supported István tisza’s government 
in 1910. See The Politics of Backwardness in Hungary, 1925–1945 (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1982), 178–79. 
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Now “assimilationism,” support for Magyar nationalism, indeed “Magyarism” 
proper (even against other ethnic minorities) became the prevailing ideological 
stance of modernizing Jewry in the late nineteenth century. Its initial institu-
tional framework was constituted by the “Neolog” observance (as against the 
orthodox majority) after the schism perfected following the 1868 “Jewish 
Congress.” the second institutional condition leading to Magyarism had to do 
with secular elite schooling, a powerful vehicle, with some exceptions, of Magyar 
nationalism.12 Jews who had enjoyed at least eight classes of secondary education 
(even without a Matura proper) could rightly feel to be Magyar gentlemen, 
since they were entitled to the short, “voluntary” military service, could publicly 
wear a sword (a still important privilege in this post-feudal society, previously 
reserved for the nobility), could become “reserve officers” in the Honvéd Army, 
were accepted to fight duels (Satisfaktionsfähigkeit, unlike in Austria or 
Germany),13 and, in principle, were admitted to gentlemanly salons (Salon fähigkeit). 
their status may have been occasionally contested by all sorts of antisemites, 
snobbish noblemen, or their frustrated underdogs, advanced schooling 
 remained an efficient vehicle of the gentrification of the emerging new Jewish 
middle class, offering its members qualified chances to get admitted to the 
highest echelons of Hungarian society, especially if they accepted baptism. the 
Minister of Defense during the first years of World War I, Baron Hazai, was an 
ennobled baptized Jew, and by the end of the war (and the Monarchy), Vilmos 
Vázsonyi, a religious Jew, served as Minister of Justice and Electoral Reform in 
the cabinets appointed by the new emperor Charles. 
 In this process, the objectively philosemitic atmosphere of the prevailing 
liberal nationalism had a large share. to be sure, antisemitism was not unknown 
in post-Ausgleich Hungary, the cradle of one of the earliest movements of 
 political antisemitism in Europe. But the anti-Jewish diatribes of Győző Istóczy 
in  Parliament, starting in 1875, generated reactions of laughter or indignation 
in the ruling majority, and the infamous blood libel trial of tiszaeszlár (1882–
1883), though accompanied by countrywide anti-Jewish agitation, ended with 
the acquittal of the falsely accused Jews. Popular antisemitism could foster 
 occasionally in the Dualist Era, but the Hungarian government never indulged 

12 Since the 1860s, higher education, except the training of the clergy in some churches serving 
ethnic minorities, was carried out only in Hungarian. In secondary education, Hungarian tuition 
was also increasingly preponderant with 30 percent of gymnasia and Realschulen using German, 
Romanian, or Serbian in 1885 (computed from Magyar statisztikai évkönyv (1885), 92–116), but 
only 8 percent by 1910 (see ibid. [1911], 375–78). 
13 this social entitlement of the “gentlemanly” middle class, officially persecuted by criminal 
 justice (especially in case of fatalities), became so important for the upcoming Jewish “assimilees” 
that contemporary criminal statistics show a marked overrepresentation of Jews among such convicts. 
See my study “Denominational Dimensions of Crime in Late Dualist Hungary,” History Depart-
ment Yearbook 2001–2002 (Budapest: Central European University, 2002): 187–97.
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in it or lent it support. on the contrary, when there was such a need, as in 
1882-1883, it did not hesitate to call upon the army to protect the Jews and 
defend law and order. It had a good number of reasons for this attitude. As 
mentioned above, Hungary was a would-be nation state with ethnic minorities 
forming a majority in the population (56–60 percent non-Magyars). the titular 
elite of Hungarian nation building thus needed allies to support its enterprise. 
the Jews were one of the few minorities ready to do so (together with Catholic 
“Swabians,” many Slovakians, and some Lutheran Germans outside transylvania). 
their unique political reliability could be justified by their utter lack of any 
alternative nationalist project of their own, contrary to most other ethnic 
 minorities. Moreover, they proved to be by far the most capable to take over or 
share the burden, together with the benefits, of modernization in the process of 
industrialization, urbanization, and the creation of the economic infrastructure 
of a still heavily underdeveloped country, a task incumbent upon the bourgeois 
strata in the West but exceeding the competences of the ruling Hungarian gentry. 
 thus the “assimilationist social contract” (a metaphor for contemporary 
Jewish–Gentile cooperation) included a division of labor of sorts between Jews 
and Gentiles. Jews could freely extend their command over competitive economic 
and professional markets, while the Magyar gentry and its Christian associates 
(among them many German, Slovak, and other assimilees) ruled the adminis-
tration (and quasi monopolized its positions, as presented above in table 1). 
Incidentally, the “contract” also comprised the protection of Jews against popular 
antisemitism, as well as middle-class social integration, full legal equality, and 
rewards for assimilation, especially at its highest degrees: exceptional compe-
tences or/and baptism opening up senior positions in the Army, the civil service, 
and in government. on the Jewish side, cultural assimilation and political 
“host nationalism” were the expected and readily, indeed enthusiastically, 
 consented price to be paid as a counterpart. 

Jews in Law

the free entry of Jews into the practice of Law was an integral part of the 
“contract,” all the more so because the above-mentioned line of division of 
labor ran across the profession itself. Jews could take up positions at the Bar 
without restrictions in normal market conditions, but legal posts in the civil 
service were more or less exclusively, albeit tacitly, reserved for Gentiles, with 
the prerogatives and privileges of those of noble descent surviving there for a 
long time. one of the consequences of this liberal arrangement was that the 
Bar in Hungary ignored even those measures of self-restriction that were com-
monly applied in the West to protect the legal market against “overcrowding.” 
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thus the legal profession exemplified both the liberalities and the limitations 
of Hungarian nation-building liberalism. In fact, it did something more: one 
could argue that the ever growing—as we shall see—Jewish presence at the Bar 
epitomized the success story of the whole “assimilationist” process.
 Jews could invest a significant part of their cultural heritage at the Bar, since 
relevant legal aspects of talmudic lore could linger on in the collective memory 
of Jewish lawyers. this was an effective means of professional gentrification, 
too, since, unlike in medicine, Jews set up or took over market positions in a 
field erstwhile regarded as a gentry and honoratior preserve, still regarded as 
entirely standesgemäss in circles of the nobility. With this, Jews assumed proper 
“gentlemanly” public functions, a most effective scheme for the integration 
into traditional elites up to its highest echelons. Indeed, Jewish lawyers shared 
the cultural heritage and competence of the aristocracy, whose advanced learn-
ing was also—essentially, if not quite exclusively—limited to law.14 A measure 
of legal expertise was still the staple cultural asset to be acquired by would-be 
members of the political ruling strata in the Dual Monarchy, like most members of 
Parliament. Following various estimations in different years between 1884 and 
1910, between 12 and 28 percent of MPs in this period were actually lawyers.15 
It is true that among the reasons for this situation one must not forget Act 
1875/I, which excluded from Parliament the staff of the administration and 
those in contractual relationships with the government. Hence only lawyers 
could become MPs among graduates endowed with the otherwise much- 
demanded legal training, especially when they were holding an additional degree 
in “State science” (államtudomány). Some 40 percent of the  country’s lawyers 
sat on the boards of municipal or county authorities.16 Endowed with legal 
knowledge, many Jews formally became part of the ruling elite—the “nation of 
jurists,” following the nickname of the entire liberal establishment first pro-
posed, allegedly, by Dezső Buday in 1916.17 thus they continued to carry and 
implement the basic values of national liberalism developed in the Vormärz, 

14 See my studies “Elite Education, Noblemen and Commoners in Late Feudal Hungary (1760–
1848),” Annali di storia delle università italiane 19.2 (2016): 31–52; “the Social Conversion of the 
Nobility in Modern Hungary as Exemplified in Distinctive Student Peregrinations Abroad,” in 
Nobilities in Europe in the Twentieth Century: Reconversion Strategies, Memory Culture, and Elite 
Formation, eds. yme Kuiper, Nikolaj Bijleveld, and Jaap Dronkers (Groningen: Peeters, 2015): 
27–52; “La noblesse estudiantine de Hongrie pendant le long XIXe siècle: pérégrinations à l’étranger 
et choix d’études,” in Parcours d’une sociologue, figures d’un engagement: De la sociologie des élites à 
la transmission des savoirs. Hommage à Monique de Saint-Martin, ed. Mihail D. Gheorghiu, Pascale 
Gruson, and Daniella Rocha (Iași: Editura Universitâtii “Alexandra Ioan Cuza,” 2009), 120–32. 
15 Data cited after contemporary estimations by Kovács, The Politics of the Legal Professions, 10. 
16 Kovács, Kései főhajtás, 21. 
17 Ibid.
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mightily attractive for assimilation-minded Jews. But Jewish candidates to the 
Bar also aspired for participation in a competitive free profession, assuming the 
risks and enjoying the beneficial prospects of free enterprise in an economic 
environment where a majority of capitalists were Jewish, associated to partners 
belonging mostly to other ethnic assimilees, especially of German background. 
together, they laid the foundations of industrial society thanks to their entre-
preneurial know-how and clout. 
 It is understandable, therefore, that the Bar became a major path of Jewish 
professional conversion and mobility in the intellectual crafts, as well as a 
 privileged avenue of cultural assimilation, social integration, and nationalist 
socialization for many educationally mobile “Magyars of the Mosaic faith.” 
this is demonstrated by the quantitative information available about the intake 
of the legal professions, though the expansion of legal learning was a typical 
feature of both the modernization and, to some extent, the continued 
 backwardness of the country, typical for the entire Dual Monarchy. In the 
 Cisleithanian (Western) part of the Monarchy, the proportion of Law students 
in 1910 (33 percent) was almost twice that of Germany (19 percent).18 the 
predominance of Law among intellectual options of the emerging modern 
middle classes in Central Europe occurred to the detriment of applied sciences, 
technologies, medicine, and other forms of modern scholarship. Indeed, at this 
time Hungary appeared to be a world champion of lawyers per population 
unit, with the number of freelance legal experts exceeding that in major European 
 countries. this trend would be aggravated even more in the interwar years, 
when in a rump state reduced to one third of its formal size there were almost 
as many lawyers as before, until the 1930s.19

 As shown in table 2, in this expansion the Jewish participation was absolutely 
preponderant. the size of the Bar more than doubled between the 1870s and 
the 1910s, but this increase was almost exclusively due to Jewish recruitment.20 
the number of Gentile practitioners oscillated at almost the same level (around 
or somewhat over 4000, except in 1910) throughout the whole period, which 
meant that in some denominational clusters of lawyers it actually diminished. 
the absolute number of Calvinist or Lutheran lawyers was actually somewhat 
lower in 1910 than in 1890. Across the same time span, the number of Jewish 
lawyers increased by more than thrice. thus in 1910 almost half of the practicing 

18 Ernst Bruckmüller, “Der Zugang zu den Hochschulstudien im alten Österreich,” in The Role of 
Education and Universities in Modernization Processes in Central and South-Eastern Europe in the 
19th and 20th Century, ed. Peter Vodopivec and Aleš Gabrič (Ljubljana: Inštitut za novejšo zgodovino, 
2011), 115–37, esp. 121. 
19 Kovács, The Politics of the Legal Profession, 23. 
20 Ibid., 24–25.
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lawyers countrywide were Jewish. It is important to note that the differential 
growth continued in the rump state of the interwar years. By 1940, the figure 
for Jewish lawyers, including those of Jewish parentage, reached a historically 
unprecedented level. For Gentile practitioners the growth was spectacular only 
in light of the fact that they were serving a population diminished by two-
thirds after 1919. the differences between the Jewish and the Gentile figures in 
1930 and 1940 must be attributed to the uncertainties of the numbers related 
to baptized Jews in the profession.

Table 2. Jews and Gentiles in the Main Legal Professions (1870 –1944, except Croatia)21

lawyers lawyers lawyers state civil
servants

state civil
servants

state civil
servants

judges,
prosecutors 

judges,
prosecutors

judges,
prosecutors

Jews Gentiles % of Jews Jews Gentiles % of Jews Jews Gentiles % of Jews
1870 ? 4009* ? ? 8852* ?
1880 ? 4619* ? ? 4619* ? ? ? ?
1890 918 4202 21.8 214 6548 3.3 22 1954 1.1
1900 1538 4507 34.1 384 8639 4.4 83 2557 3.2
1910 3049 6743 45.2 720 13017 5.5 111 2893 3.8
1920 2306 4556 50.6 606 13328 4.5 72 1894 3.8
1930 2683 5473 49.2 227 15343 1.5 32 1779 1.8
1940 3523** 3515 52.3 ? ? ? ? ? ?

* Jews and Gentiles together.
** Jews by religion, converts, and those “exempted” from the 1939 anti-Jewish law.22

 In reality, the proportion of those of Jewish background must have been 
significantly higher when religious converts are taken into account. Among 
“jurists” cited in the Hungarian Jewish Encyclopedia, some 18 percent were baptized 
(or even 24 percent of those who declared Law as a secondary profession).23 the 
real share of Jews practicing at the Bar may have been even higher than statisti-
cally indicated because of the simple fact that many lawyers—mostly Gentiles 
at that, presumably—did not actually exert their profession, being MPs or having 
joined the administration in the ministries or, more often, in the counties. this 
happened only exceptionally with Jews: for instance, their share among county 
officials was only 2.4 percent by 1910.24 

21 Sources: for 1870 and 1880, see Lajos Králik, A magyar ügyvédség. Az ügyvédi kar [Hungarian 
lawyers. The Chamber of lawyers] (Budapest: Franklin, 1903), 261, 263; for the years 1890–1930, see 
the census data published by the Central Statistical office in Budapest; for 1940, as cited in note 22. 
22 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 108. In this source, the figure of lawyers of Jewish faith for 1940 was 
2,660, 39.5 percent of the total in the country. the source refers to converts and “exempted” obviously 
only to the extent that they were regarded as non-Jewish as defined in the so-called Second Anti-
Jewish Law from 1939. 
23 Survey results computed from the Magyar Zsidó Lexikon, passim.
24 Magyar statisztikai közlemények 56, 717. 
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 Another “structural” aspect of the Jewish presence in the legal market was 
the concentration of Jewish lawyers in the capital city, as shown in table 3. In 
 Budapest, the main legal market of the country, Jewish lawyers had represented 
a majority since 1900. Among Jewish practitioners countrywide, from 1890 
onward their proportions in the capital exceeded one third, but only after 1919 
did the majority of Jewish lawyers gather in Budapest. It is remarkable, though, 
that the Jewish growth of the profession in absolute numbers continued without 
apparent interruption until the first years of the anti-Jewish legislation, both in 
the capital and countrywide. Interestingly enough, the same applied to Gentiles, 
too, though their figures always remained somewhat below those of Jews in 
Budapest. Paradoxically, the overrepresentation of Jewish lawyers appears to be 
much less unexpected in the capital, since in the interwar years already half of 
the Jewish population (and a large majority of converts) of the rump state was 
concentrated there. For Gentile lawyers, their growing proportions in Budapest 
never attained the relative size of their kin population in the capital.

Table 3. Residential Distribution of Lawyers by Denominational Blocks (1890–1938, 
except Croatia)25

Jewish
lawyers in 
Budapest

all
Jewish
lawyers

% in Budapest
among Jewish 

lawyers

all 
lawyers

in Budapest

Gentile 
lawyers

in Budapest

% of Jews
among

Budapest
lawyers

1876 ? ? ? 720 ? ?
1890 345 918 37.6 739 394 46.7
1900 616 1538 40.1 1069 453 57.6
1910 1050 3049 34.4 1707 657 61.5
1920 1338 2306 58.0 2350 1012 52.9
1930 1523 2648 64.9 2730 1207 55.8
1938 1846 2683 68.8 3386 1540 54.5

 Such quantitative Jewish dominance in the chambers cannot be explained with-
out reference to the implicit but highly effective “division of labor” arrange-
ment in the up-and-coming educated elites of the period. table 2 demonstrates 
clearly that while Jews held majority positions among lawyers, they could only 

25 Sources as for table 2. For 1938 in Budapest, see Kovács, The Politics of the Legal Profession, 40. 
In the latter source the data are somewhat different than in the published statistics, which I used 
from census returns, especially for 1890. For 1876, see Mihály Kollerfy, Magyarország igazolt 
ügyvédjeinek és kir. közjegyzőinek kamarák és székhelyek szerinti név és lakjegyzéke [List of names and 
addresses of lawyers and royal notaries of Hungary by chambers and residence] (Budapest: Magyar 
Statisztikai Hivatal, 1876). In the last source, the share of Budapest lawyers in the legal market of 
the country was 17 percent in 1876. 
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exceptionally gain admission into the judiciary administration. the 1910 census 
found only 4.1 percent Jews among judges proper, 6.5 percent in the staff of 
tribunals and prisons, and 8.7 percent among public notaries and their em-
ployees.26 For a number of reasons, the Jewish share in the profession proved to 
be just as central in qualitative terms. Given the symbolic importance of Law 
inside the national civilization and the “national elite,” regarded as those most 
endowed with the cultural outfit to serve the nation-building process, lawyers 
were the champions of Magyarization. By 1900, 87 percent of them declared 
Magyar as their mother tongue (and 98 percent in Budapest), though only 10 
percent of them were unilingual.27 (this was the first time that official statistics 
registered a slight majority of Magyar speakers in the rank and file global popu-
lation as well, largely thanks to Jewish Magyarizers.) Jewish lawyers must have 
taken part more intensively than others in this “nationalization” process, following 
indications that Jews in general represented close to 60 percent of the movement 
to Magyarize surnames in the two decades preceding the Great War.28 Among 
Jewish graduates of the Budapest Faculty of Law in the years 1870–1919, some 
44 percent already bore Magyar surnames.29 For later periods, due to abundant 
documentation, one can follow the group-specific changes, demonstrating the 
intensive pursuit of the process of surname nationalization in various brackets 
of the Jewish intelligentsia. In the Budapest Chamber of Lawyers in 1939, 61 
percent of Jewish members had Magyar surnames.30 It is not astonishing that 
the author who drafted the Hungarian Penal Code was Károly Csemegi (born 
Nasch, 1826–1899), a baptized Jew who for some time was state secretary in 
the Ministry of Justice and the founder of the Hungarian Legal Association 
(Magyar Jogászegylet). other Jewish lawyers attained professional prominence 
in the regional chambers of the Bar, whereby, since 1874, the profession secured 
its corporate autonomy. this included the right to adopt new members exclu-

26 Magyar statisztikai közlemények 56, 730–35.
27 Ibid., 16, 44–45.
28 See a detailed report on this process in my book (with István Kozma) Családnév és nemzet: 
Névpolitika, névváltoztatási mozgalom és nemzetiségi erôviszonyok Magyarországon a reformkortól a 
kommunizmusig [Surname and nation: the policy of naming, the movement of surname modification, 
and relations of ethnic forces in Hungary from the Vormärz until communism] (Budapest: osiris, 
2002), 76–77.
29 We could gather archival information of all graduates of the two universities as well as large—for 
some institutions, exhaustive—samples of inscribed students of all the legal academies for the 
 period cc. 1870–1948 in the framework of the ELItES08 project supported by the European 
 Research Council (Advanced team Leadership Project), which I directed in association with Péter 
tibor Nagy. 
30 See my book Önazonositás és sorsválasztás: A zsidó csoportazonosság történelmi alakváltozásai 
 Magyarországon [the management of identity and the choice of destiny: Historical alterations of 
Jewish identity in Hungary] (Budapest: Új Mandátum, 2001), 153–67, esp. 160.
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sively among Law graduates of the faculties with doctorates, but not those of 
the Legal Academies. As early as 1886, the Szeged Chamber elected a Jewish 
president, and in general the chambers functioned as integrative melting pots 
for Jews and other outsiders in this sector of the national middle class.

Legal Studies and the Jews

Until the end of the nineteenth century, the very largest disciplinary cluster—
often representing the absolute majority —of students of all higher education 
was enrolled in Law schools, as is shown in table 4 (the last two lines). Be-
sides the two faculties of Law at the Universities of Budapest and Kolozsvár (to 
which two other faculties were added in Debrecen and Pozsony in 1913, via the 
upgrading of the formerly active Law academies), no less than ten additional 
Law Academies (and previously even more) run by the State or the Churches 
catered for the clientele studying Law.31 these legal institutions trained not 
only the bulk of the student body of higher education, but they also made up the 
decidedly biggest and most decentralized network of post-secondary learning 
(besides the theological schools of the Christian Churches). table 4 has been 
constructed in order to offer an overview of the differential impact of legal 
studies for Jews in their participation in higher education. Its multiple implica-
tions and messages are as follows, in shortcuts for the monarchic period.
 As expected, a significant Jewish presence in Law schools started only after 
emancipation. In 1853, there were 11 Jews at the Budapest Law Faculty, and 
even ten years later there was only a handful (5.5–6.7 percent of the total).32 
If the capital city remained the most important legal training center for Jews 
until the end of the Dual Monarchy as opposed to the dispersed provincial 
institutions (including, after 1872, the Kolozsvár Faculty), this was far from 
being the case for their Gentile counterparts. the latter were initially much 
more numerous in the Law Academy network, in fact up until the early 1870s. 
the Law of 1874, reforming the legal profession, divided the hitherto common 
training track of judges and lawyers, prescribing for the latter a university edu-
cation, including a doctorate, completed within three years of apprenticeship 
with a practicing lawyer, as well as admission to the Bar (a regional Chamber 

31 Law academies appeared already in the eighteenth century in the field of Hungarian higher education with 
the explicit aim to train qualified clerks for the administration. In 1874, their curriculum was aligned to that 
of the two Law faculties in Budapest and Kolozsvár, whose courses extended over four years. In spite of the 
closure of several dysfunctional old institutions in Pápa, Győr, and Nagyszeben during the Dual Monarchy, 
there were in 1910 three law academies maintained by the state (Kassa, Nagyvárad, Pozsony), and seven others 
by Western Christian Churches, such as the Catholic institutions in Eger and Pécs, the Calvinist ones in 
Debrecen, Kecskemét, Máramarossziget, and Sárospatak, as well as a Lutheran one in Eperjes. 
32 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 18.
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of Lawyers).33 At the same time, the Law academies were aligned on the faculty 
curriculum, with four years of training instead of three. this pitted the balance of 
recruitment in favor of the university faculties. In 1872, the Academies hosted 
2074 students, the large majority among law students, almost twice as many 
as the Budapest Law Faculty,34 but in 1876 this number had fallen to 1191, 
already much less than at the two university faculties.35 
 the distribution of students between the two existing Law faculties in 
 Budapest and Kolozsvár is also worth to be scrutinized. Kolozsvár always 
 appeared to be lacking behind Budapest in terms of student numbers. this was 
not always so in terms of degrees granted, however. there was an unprecedented 
growth of student numbers in Law, as demonstrated above in tables 1 and 2, 
especially in the first decade of the twentieth century. the attraction of legal 
studies could be attributed not only to the expansion of the market of legal 
competences (as intimated in table 2 in the rapidly growing figures of civil 
 servants, besides lawyers, between 1900 and 1910), but most probably also to 
the relative ease of obtaining a legal degree in the provinces. After 1900, the 
Kolozsvár Faculty became the main center for graduating doctors in Law, with 
inflated numbers due to manifestly relaxed exam standards as compared to the 
Budapest Faculty. throughout the first decade of the twentieth century, two 
and a half times more students enrolled each year at the Budapest Law Faculty 
(an average of 3312) than at its sister institution in Kolozsvár (an average of 
1277).36 During this period, a regular transfer of students could be observed 
from Budapest to Kolozsvár because of easier examinations. Indeed, the annual 
figures for students taking the third (final) legal rigurosum in Budapest in 1900-
1901 and 1909-1910 was 300, out of whom 54 percent failed to pass. the 
numbers in Kolozsvár were 484 (!), with a proportion of failures of only 39 
percent.37 For Jewish students, the incidence of these differences was minimized by 
the fact that they much more often completed their degrees in Budapest (with 
a proportion of 45 percent among legal graduates in the capital in 1900-1909), 
while their presence among students of Law in Kolozsvár was proportionally 
limited to 22 percent in these years.38

33 Alajos Degré, “Ügyvédképzés Magyarországon a polgári korban” [the training of lawyers in the pre-Socialist 
era], in A jogászképzés a magyar felsőoktatás rendszerében [the legal training in the system of Hungarian higher 
education] (Budapest: Eötvös Loránd tudományegyetem állam- és Jogtud. Kar, Magyar állam- és Jogtörténeti 
tanszék, 1984), 57–70. 
34 Magyar statisztikai évkönyv (1872), 446–47.
35 Ibid. (1876), VIII, 16–17. 
36 Computed from annual evidence in the Hungarian Statistical Yearbooks. 
37 Computed from the data for the relevant years in the Hungarian Statistical Yearbooks.
38 Survey results from our prosopographical study. the two figures for Jews here are not strictly comparable, 
since our survey was based on graduates in Budapest only, while for Kolozsvár we could exploit also student 
inscription files thanks to the precious contribution of my Romanian colleague Dr. Lucian Nastasa. 
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But differences between Jews and Gentiles remained flagrant as to their profes-
sional destiny after graduation from Law school, but also as to the weight of Law 
among their study choices. For Jews, Law had certainly been a major option 
since emancipation, but only exceptionally a majority option. For Gentile students, 
however, Law appeared to regularly be the option for the absolute majority 
(apart from theology and the few existing vocational schools).39 Such a dis-
crepancy can also be interpreted in terms of the inequalities of modernization 
 between the two student clusters. For Jews, the two Medical faculties and the 
technical University were also major options, where they occupied, with ups 
and downs, always more than one third, and in Medicine often more than half 
of the benches, while this was hardly so for Gentiles (see also table 5 below). 

Table 4. Jews among students of Law (selected years)40 

Faculties, 
academies students 1870–71 1885–86 1893–94 1903–04 1913–14 1924–25 1932–33 1941

Budapest Law Jews 197 347 552 1224 741 228 231 48***
Budapest Law all 1153 988 2326 4006 3046 2288 2167 2149***
Budapest Law %Jews 17.1 35.1 23.7 30.6 24.3 10.0 10.6 2.2***
Kolozsvár* Law Jews - 5 15 234 149 168 368
Kolozsvár* Law all - 221 301 1333 1202 1107 2359
Kolozsvár* Law %Jews 2.3 5.0 17.6 12.4 15.2 15.6
Law Academies Jews 51 59 66 315 179 81 129 6
Law Academies all 2074 732 928 1749 1511 859 953 436
Law Academies %Jews 2.5 8.0 7.1 18.0 11.8 9.4 13.5 1.3
all in Law Jews 248 411 633 1773 1069 577 728 54
all in Law all 3227 1941 3555 5488 5758 4254 5479 2585
all in Law %Jews 7.6 21.2 17.8 25.0 18.6 13.4 13.3 2.1
all univ. stud** Jews 496 1292 1429 2889 3470 1451 1571 152
all univ. stud** others 4262 3661 3885 7273 8326 11521 11493 6804

Law/universities %Jews 50.0 31.8 44.3 61.4 30.8 39.3 46.3 35.5
Law/universities %others 75.7 41.8 75.2 73.1 57.3 31.9 41.3 37.2

* the faculties of Law in Debrecen, Pécs, and Szeged in the interwar years, together with the reopened Hungarian 
Law Faculty at the Kolozsvár University in 1941–1942. 
** Without theology and vocational higher education, but inclusive of the technical University of Budapest and 
the Law Academies.
*** All students of Law in university faculties.

39 throughout the period under scrutiny this concerned only the military and the agricultural 
academies, as well as the Selmecbánya Academy of Mining and Forestry. the commercial acade-
mies of Budapest and Kolozsvár were founded or upgraded from secondary educational standing 
to higher studies only after 1900. 
40 Sources from the relevant years of the  Hungarian Statistical Yearbooks.
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 Jewish Law students differed in a number of other ways, too, from their Gentile 
counterparts. Unfortunately because of a lack of space, the appropriate analyses 
of the evidence available about these complex socio-demographic issues must 
be reserved for another study, but some crucial discrepancies may simply be 
highlighted here with a few quantified indicators gained from the exhaustive 
prosopographical survey of Law graduates during the Dual Monarchy already 
referred to.41 
 It is worth comparing the process of Magyarization by surname, a rather 
direct illustration of the progress of “nationalization,” between the various 
 denominational student clusters of the Law faculties. Indeed, among Jews one 
can observe a perfect continuity of its development over time, while in the other 
student brackets—especially Roman Catholics and Lutherans—oscillations 
and regressions seem to have been in order. In Budapest, 20 percent of Jewish 
Law students bore Magyar surnames in 1877–1889, and as many as 50 percent 
by 1910–1919. For Lutherans, the comparable figures were 31 percent and 33 
percent—without hardly any progress—and for Roman Catholics 48 percent 
and 51.5 percent—a similarly insignificant change. In the Kolozsvár Law 
 Faculty, Jews started in 1880–1899 with 23 percent Magyar names, and ended 
in 1910–1918 with 36 percent. Now, for both Lutherans and Catholics a slight 
regression could be observed in the same period as to the share of students with 
Magyar surnames: from 18 percent to 17 percent for the former, and from 56 
percent to 55 percent for the latter. Even if the interpretation of such results 
must resort to other factors besides participation in the movement of surname 
Magyarizations—such as the differential educational mobilization of German 
and Magyar elements of Western Christian groups—it is obvious that the pro-
gram of the self-nationalization of ethnic minorities, as required implicitly in 
the “assimilationist social contract,” involved Jews incomparably more than 
others of a non-Magyar background in the would-be elites.  
 As to regional recruitment, our results clearly show that Jewish Law students, 
concentrated as they were in Budapest, were relatively more often gathering 
in from the provinces, especially from the Western and Central regions of the 
country, the residence of the large majority of the Neolog communities, than 
from elsewhere, including the city of Budapest itself (however Neolog most of 
its Jews actually were). the “residential effect”— local residence being an im-
portant push factor to get enrolled in a local university—can thus be regarded 
as properly negligible for Jews, in contrast to Gentiles. In the years 1900–1909, 
for example, approximately one-fifth of all the main denominational clusters 

41 the source is the same as in note 29. For the period 1920–1948, we have representative but not 
exhaustive survey results, though our prosopographical databank covers both enrolled students 
and graduates, and the information collected is much richer (with data on social class origins for 
example) than for the pre-1919 period. 
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of Law students in Budapest had been born in the capital (19 percent among 
Catholics, 20 percent among Lutherans, and 24 percent among Calvinists and 
Jews). But at this time, one-fifth of the Jewish population was living in Buda-
pest as well, and thus Jewish legal students were not particularly “overrepre-
sented,” unlike their Gentile companions, since the capital hosted merely 3 
to 4 percent of the country’s Christian population. Hence, for Gentiles the 
“residential effect” applied fully in the choice of Budapest as the location of 
their studies, but not for Jews. I leave aside here the many implications of this 
marked pattern of residential mobility for Jewish Law students.
 Another highly relevant aspect of differential educational mobility has to do 
with the socio-professional background of students’ families, as illustrated by 
the professional standing of fathers. Unfortunately we have reliable data of this 
sort for students of the Kolozsvár faculty only (besides several academies of 
Law). Here again, the contrast between Jews and Gentiles is striking. Indeed, 
Jewish Law students originated in their majority from lower-class or petty 
 bourgeois families—most probably without a formal elite education during the 
Dual Monarchy. (Elite training, such as it was defined in the 1883 “Law on 
qualifications,” started with the completion of four secondary school classes, 
liable to give access to the lowest echelons of the civil service.) Now, lower-class 
or lower middle-class origins were much more rarely observed among Christian 
Law students. For the entire period of existence of the transylvanian University 
with Magyar tuition language (1872–1918), some 54 percent of Jewish legal 
students actually came from families presumably without advanced learning. 
Among their Christian comrades the comparable proportion did not exceed 23 
percent. Similar figures for those studying in Vienna in the years 1890–1918 
indicate that 47 percent of Jewish students came from lower-class or lower 
middle-class families, as against merely 12 percent of their Gentile counter-
parts.42 Jewish students of Law can thus be regarded as belonging mostly to 
“climbers” in terms of educational mobility. this applied much less to the 
Christian jurists, most of whom represented the self-reproduction and profes-
sional conversion of middle-class elements with some level of elite education, 
such as civil servants, teachers, and members of the Protestant or orthodox 
clergy and the liberal professions. 
 As a last touch to the contrastive characterization of Jewish and Gentile 
Law students in the Dualist era, let me cite in table 5 the place of Law among 
the main disciplinary options of students, broken down—as a highly relevant 
additional variable—by their marks obtained at graduation from secondary 

42 Computed from the list of students concerned in Gábor Patyi, Magyarországi diákok bécsi egye-
temeken és főiskolákon, 1890–1918 [Students from Hungary in Viennese universities and colleges, 
1890–1918] (Budapest: Eötvös Loránd tudományegyetem Levéltára, 2004). 
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education. only the best (1) and the “pass” (3) marks have been retained here 
to facilitate comparisons in this complex issue.

Table 5. options for Higher Studies by Levels of Achievement and Religion among 
 Secondary School Graduates (1900–1914)43

Jews Jews Catholics Catholics others others
mark 1 mark 3 mark 1 mark 3 mark 1 mark 3

Theology 1.3 1.3 24.1 21.8 11.0 28.0
Law 32.1 24.4 24.9 22.7 27.0 19.7
Medicine 22.4 25.0 10.3 6.9 7.9 5.6
Polytechnic 25.9 9.8 13.5 4.1 18.7 4.4
Arts, Sciences 8.4 4.1 17.7 5.0 23.9 4.9
other options 9.9 35.4 9.5 39.5 11.5 37.8
total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
N = 393 1078 875 3228 355 1370

 
the table has two thematic thrusts, one related to the distribution of the main 
study options, the other drawing upon the “qualification effect,” the impact of 
scholarly excellence on available choices. For the first issue, differences between 
Jews and Gentiles are above all determined by the high score of options for 
theology among Christians—close to a quarter of all options—and their rarity 
among Jews. For the former, the option for theology—essentially, the training 
of priests, besides the old theological Faculty of the University of Budapest—
was just as important as that for Law. Medicine and Polytechnics, the two most 
“modern” scholarly orientations, were also predominantly chosen by Jews, 
 especially among the best qualified students. For their Christian counterparts, 
specifically among graduates with the highest mark, the third major option was 
represented by the Arts and Sciences in the Philosophical Faculties, leading to 
secondary school teaching and freelance intellectual professions (private 
 language instruction, journalism, publishing, translating). this was obviously 
a minor option for Jews, since they would have had a hard time finding posts in 
the institutional school market still dominated by Western Christian Churches. 
 As to the “qualification effect,” for all three denominational clusters under 
scrutiny in table 5, one must realize that the best qualified (mark 1) opted 

43 the source of these data is my book Zsidóság és társadalmi egyenlőtlenségek (1867–1945) [Jewry 
and social inequalities (1867–1945)] (Budapest: Replika könyvek, 2000), 204. the evidence listed 
here derives from declarations of graduating students of secondary schools about their plans for the 
future. Individualized results of this inquiry were published irregularly together with the marks 
obtained at graduation by interviewees in annual reports of the schools concerned during the late 
Dualist period. 
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above all for the main four or five disciplinary branches, theology, Law, Arts 
and Sciences, Medicine, and Polytechnics, leaving all other options marginal 
(around 10 percent altogether). the poorly qualified ones (mark 3), however, 
opted much less often for the main disciplines, and more than a third of all 
their choices remained dispersed among studies in vocational colleges of higher 
education (the Selmecbánya Academy of Mining and Forestry, officer’s training, 
schools for agriculture or trade, etc.). this applied to Jews as well as to Gentiles. 
Hence, there must have been a distinctive difference between the average 
 academic level of university students and those in vocational education. More 
interestingly, the frequency of the choice of Law is significantly higher among 
the best-qualified students as opposed to the least well qualified, but the 
 discrepancy between the two brackets is the largest among Jews. this is a clear 
indicator of a measure of intellectual overselection of Law students in general, 
but more strikingly among Jews. Contrary to this, the set-up is very different 
for Medicine. this was such a popular choice for Jews that the less-qualified 
among them opted for it even more often than the best qualified. Among 
 Gentile students, however, Medicine attracted mostly, or significantly more 
often, the best qualified. As to theology, it appears that it was mostly the choice 
of the less-qualified among secondary school graduates, except Roman Catho-
lics. there was apparently no difference in this respect for Jews. For the two 
remaining major options—Polytechnics and the Arts and Sciences—school 
excellence must have exerted a sizable push effect in all the denominational 
clusters. Manifestly, graduates with mark 3 rarely dared to embark upon such 
specialized studies. Intellectually speaking, these two sectors of academia proved 
to be by far the most selective branches of study. Law came only third or 
fourth—a properly mediocre position—in the hierarchy of study choices.

Overcrowding and the Liberal responses of Lawyers

In spite of its mass character, the Jewish presence in Law elicited no manifestations 
of opposition, hostility, or resentment in Christian legal circles, although outside 
the profession it was perceived, by the early twentieth century, as “the Jewish 
invasion of social space” (zsidó térhódítás).44 on the contrary, an apparently 

44 In the report on data related to professional stratification in the 1910 census (published some ten 
years later, during the early “Christian Regime” following Hungary’s antisemitic turn in 1919), for 
the first time a special subchapter with tables was dedicated to this phenomenon, not quite without 
finely tuned anti-Jewish undertones. As for the Jewish presence in the legal profession, the author 
of the report stated for example that “[…] it is almost shocking (megdöbbentő) what a hasty speed 
(rohamos tempó) and steadfastness the Jews manifest in their conquest of positions (térfoglalás) at 
the Bar almost everywhere in the country. Let us point out just a few stupefying (kiáltó) examples 
that illustrate this conquest (térfoglalás).” Magyar statisztikai közlemények 64, 204–208, esp. 207. 
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smooth system of Jewish–Gentile cooperation continued to be the rule up until 
the interwar years, and, in some groups even beyond this, much unlike in the 
other professional clusters (such as physicians or engineers). the overall political 
atmosphere remained favorable to Jews until the end of the Dualist Era due to 
the governing elite, which, without much variation, maintained the basic prin-
ciples of classical liberalism. Inside the chambers, professional harmony was 
based on the liberal consensus as well as on mutual interest relationships. the 
Jewish connection with a good part of the banks, factories, and trading companies 
(founded largely—up to some 60 percent, and even 85 percent in banking—
on Jewish capital investments),45 also helped Gentile legal experts to get access 
to this growing market of business law.46 At the same time, their own connections 
with the political elite secured Jewish participation in the legal market of 
 municipal authorities, big landowners, or even prelates of the Church. Professional 
reliability and expertise obviously were also instrumental to secure good positions 
for Jews in the legal market, but relations of common interest could be also 
grounded in ideological sympathies.
 Many Jewish and Gentile lawyers gathered together in freemason lodges, 
which had kept up the humanist and universalist—“enlightened”—traditions 
of the movement. Some 31 percent of all members of the lodges belonged to 
the liberal professions, amongst who were 10 percent lawyers between 1859 
and 1920 (when they were banned by the “Christian Regime”).47 A good example 
of the consistent maintenance of liberal principles was offered in the crisis 
 situation emerging in the early years of the twentieth century due to the sheer 
popularity of the legal profession. the most spectacular boom in this respect 
occurred between 1900 and 1909, as illustrated in table 2, when the number 
of lawyers (and those of civil servants, too) increased by 50 percent. the number 
of those applying for the entry exam of the chambers almost doubled, from 
248 to 448, and the number of other candidates to the profession (assistants 
active in offices of established lawyers) increased by more than 65 percent 
(from a mere 1929 to 3183).48 As a consequence, the menace of overcrowding 
came to be heftily debated. the question of the possible introduction of a 
 numerus clausus was openly raised, but at this time without any racist over-
tones. With remarkable foresight, the notable MP Vilmos Vázsonyi warned 

45 See Alajos Kovács, A zsidóság térfoglalása Magyarországon [the Jewish occupation of space in 
Hungary] (Budapest: Szerző, 1922), 41–43. 
46 According to a report of the Budapest Chamber, cited by Kovács in Liberal professions, 21, in 1896 
“half of all Budapest’s lawyers […] served on the board of some bank or commercial enterprise.” 
47 Computed from the, probably incomplete, list of members in József Palatinus, A szabadkőművesek 
Magyarországon [Freemasons in Hungary] (Budapest: Könyv- és Lapkiadó, 1944), passim.
48 Data from the relevant pages of the Hungarian Statistical Yearbooks.
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against abandoning the liberal principles of access into the profession, sensing 
that any limitation would have political implications and jeopardize the civil 
equality before the practice of the profession.49 Without saying so, he must 
have kept in mind that an unwritten but effective law of closed numbers against 
Jews already existed in legal employment markets controlled by the public 
powers (as shown in table 2).
 Jumping ahead of time, it is remarkable to note that when, in 1920, the 
anti semitic academic numerus clausus law was passed and right-wing extremist 
c ircles put the enforcement of professional closed numbers against Jews on the 
political agenda again, the majority of the lawyers’ chambers responded in the 
same manner, that is, by refusing any formal restriction of access. In the turbu-
lences of the regime changes after 1919, they did not even accept to purge its 
membership for political reasons, unlike the other professional clusters.50 the 
proposal, in 1927, of the Minister of Justice Pál Pesthy to curb overcrowding 
by a pre-set number of lawyers in each regional district of the country was 
similarly met with refusal.51 Reactions remained the same when, in 1935, the 
Gömbös Government proposed a combination of restrictions and the racial 
selection of board members of the chambers. one of its paragraphs would 
codify denominational discrimination in a hitherto autonomous professional 
body, a direct precedent to the first anti-Jewish law of 1938. this time, too, the 
legal profession rejected the proposal so that the racial paragraph had to be 
dropped.52 the Lawyers’ Union acted similarly against the first anti-Jewish laws 
of 1938 and 1939 by sabotaging its execution within the profession. Resistance 
to the law started from unexpected circles, since the Minister of Justice himself 
resigned from his position and his protestation evoked large echoes among 
practicing Christian lawyers.53

 Going back to the early twentieth century, right-wing anti-Jewish radicalism 
was no more absent from Hungarian political discussions than at the time of 
the infamous tiszaeszlár blood libel (1882–1883), leading to the establishment 
of an ephemeral Antisemitic Party, and, following its demise, to the equally 
 oppositional yet marginal Catholic People’s Party (1895), which was of a more 
conservative and somewhat less openly antisemitic orientation. Still, the majority 
of the legal community manifestly rejected to embrace such temptations. the 
turning point in this respect coincided with the collapse of the liberal regime 

49 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 22–24.
50 Ibid., 76.
51 Ibid., 78.
52 Ibid., 99–100. 
53 Ibid., 106–107. 
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following Hungary’s defeat in the Great War and the ensuing disastrous  trianon 
Peace treaty. this watershed moment, however, was preceded by a leftist 
 radicalization of a sector of lawyers, among whom many Jews, who were 
 dissatisfied with the reigning conservative nationalist establishment. their 
 attitude was motivated, among others, by the limits of assimilation they 
 encountered as would-be candidates to political, academic, or otherwise state-
controlled careers; careers to which they felt themselves entitled based on the 
strength of their intellectual qualifications, but from which, as Jews, they remained 
barred. Within the oppositional movements of leftist intellectuals, such as, for 
instance, the famous debating circle Society for Social Sciences (Társadalomtu-
dományi Társaság), founded by oszkár Jászi (himself a Law graduate of Jewish 
origin), the split between the mostly Jewish radical wing and the more  cautiously 
progressive rest already occurred around 1906. But the deleterious aftermath of 
the war, manifested in two revolutions and the ensuing counter-revolutionary 
White terror, generated specifically painful consequences for the legal profes-
sion and its Jewish members. 

Lawyers in the post-1919 “Christian regime”

the details of the postwar turbulences cannot be presented here. Let us content 
ourselves with the evocation of three major developments in the troublesome 
and agonizing transition period from Liberalism to the authoritarian interwar 
regime, which was particularly traumatic for Jews, including those in the legal 
profession. the first of these experiences was connected to the revolutionary 
changes that were staged first in october 1918, during the Democratic Revolu-
tion (including the separation from Austria and the destruction of the Habsburg 
Empire, one of the most liberal, modern, quasi-federal state formations in 
 Europe), and later, between March and July 1919, during the Hungarian Soviet 
Republic. Among the leadership of the latter was a large Jewish participation, 
but this did not hinder those masterminding the Communist Regime—as brutal 
and as futureless as it may have been—to exert a bloody repression against the 
bourgeoisie and the middle classes, including its Jewish members. Under 
 temporary Bolshevik rule, the Bar and the magistracy were disbanded and 
 suppressed, and all legal training was banned, including specialists’ journals. 
New tribunals were set up with elected “popular judges” often lacking any legal 
education or practice. Lawyers had to forcefully transform themselves into 
 “experts in Law” in order to be admitted to the tribunals. the counterrevolu-
tionary backlash that followed after July 1919 proved to be an even more 
shocking experience, especially for Jews, since it was accompanied by mass 
atrocities worse than under the Communist Regime, with the number of  Jewish 
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victims counted to several hundreds (or even thousands, following certain 
 estimations). the Red and White terror immunized many lawyers, Jews and 
non-Jews alike, against a political extremism that first disregarded, and 
 ultimately did away with, legal security and the rule of Law. this stance 
 prevailed for many of them also after the terror had subsided.
 the second shocking experience, which was shared by the whole country, 
was linked to the dismemberment of historic Hungary. Under the dictate of the 
victorious allies, the map of Central Europe was completely redesigned at the 
Versailles Peace Conference, with the treaty of trianon, signed in June 1920, 
reducing Hungary to a rump state with barely two thirds of its former territory 
and merely 43 percent of its former population. However, in this contracted 
country the bulk of the educated middle classes of the historic territories was 
concentrated. As much as 82 percent of “intellectuals” on the whole, with 80 
percent of civil servants, 84 percent of physicians, and 68 percent of lawyers 
(but 76 percent of Jewish lawyers), remained in post-trianon Hungary, if we 
compare the relevant census data for 191054 and 1920.55 Such overcrowding of 
the intellectual market was due to both temporary and structural causes. on 
the one hand, several generational cohorts of young professionals returned 
from the trenches in search of jobs, and they were quickly joined by tens of 
thousands of their comrades fleeing the regions annexed by the new neighboring 
nation states, who were mistrustful or outwardly hostile to Hungarians, 
 demanding an oath of allegiance from them, which many could or would not 
accept. Moreover, the postwar years witnessed an unprecedented upsurge in the 
number of students composed of secondary school graduates who had been 
prevented to complete their studies during the hostilities, refugee students 
from the lost territories (especially from transylvania, where the second 
 Hungarian University in Kolozsvár was Romanized as of December 1918, or from 
Slovakia, where the third Hungarian University in Pozsony was nationalized), 
as well as new students who sought university enrollment in order to escape 
unemployment, a direct consequence of the postwar economic slump. In the 
early 1920s, some 24 percent of students originated from territories beyond the 
new borders.56 on the other hand, the rump state represented not only the 
 almost exclusively (up to 90 percent) Magyar-inhabited territories of historic 
Hungary, but also much of its most industrialized and developed sectors, where 
a large part of the educated elites had always been located and from which 
 derived the majority of students. In these circumstances, a long-term emergency 
of overcrowding was inevitable in the legal profession, just like in other middle- 

54 See Magyar statisztikai közlemények 64, 737.
55 Ibid. 72, 492.
56 According to my survey results as mentioned before.
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class brackets of the post-trianon rump state. As a result, in 1890, there was one 
lawyer for 3,632 inhabitants of the country, while in 1930 this figure was 1,399.57

 the third and most shocking transformation had to do with the counter-
revolutionary political regime, which rejected Hungary’s liberal heritage and 
openly adopting drastically antisemitic and authoritarian policies. From the 
beginning, the movement of the “Awakening Magyars” advocated a fundamental 
“change of the guard,” implying a forceful squeezing out of Jews from their 
middle-class positions. the regime was born out of a bloodbath with a great 
number of Jewish victims. Jews were victimized first by racist commandos, on 
the pretext that they were responsible for the insufficiencies of the Liberal 
 Regime, defeat in the war (as “internal enemies stabbing the nation in the 
back,” war speculators, and profiteers), as well as the abortive revolutions. this 
scapegoating of Jews was directed above all against the intelligentsia and came 
soon to be institutionalized under various disguises, both unofficial and legislative. 
Since the very beginning of the “Christian Regime,” Jews were systematically 
dismissed or compelled to early retirement from civil service jobs or positions 
controlled by the state. this is clearly shown in the data of table 2, with the 
already low percentage of Jews in civil service jobs almost dwindling towards 
inexistence.
 Even more shockingly, from the start of the academic year 1920-1921, the 
anti-Jewish numerus clausus, with a quota not exceeding 6 percent for Jews, was 
legally imposed on new enrolments in universities and Law academies. It is true 
that the vote for the law, including its contested “confessional clause,” mobi-
lized only one third of the deputies.58 Even the Minister of Education,  István 
Haller, trusted with the execution of the law, abstained from showing up. 
 Academic opinion was heavily divided about the law. It is important to note 
that the lawyers’ chambers were almost unanimously against it.59 they actually 
continued to resist, almost until the very end, any kind of internal restriction 
to the self-reproduction of the profession on a racial basis. Nevertheless, this 
was the first measure transgressing the principle of the equality of the Jews in a 
European country with a long record of Jewish emancipation.60 though some 
provincial universities, especially those of Pécs and Szeged, succeeded for a long 
time to disregard or not fully obey the new law, the numerus clausus represented 
a fundamental break with the progressive evolution of more than half a century, 

57 Kovács, The Politics of the Legal Profession, 23.
58 Ibid., 58. 
59 Ibid., 19. 
60 Romania and tsarist Russia had of course practiced various forms of limitations of Jewish schooling 
since the nineteenth century, but they had not accomplished legal emancipation until the last years 
of World War I (and in Russia until the February 1917 Revolution). 
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securing for Jews a measure of equality in advanced education (though without 
equality of access to academic positions). 
 Henceforth, most Jewish secondary school graduates could only get a university 
degree abroad. they were forced into a previously voluntary exile to Vienna, 
Prague, or Berlin, and later, with the rise of Nazism, to Italy or France. A select 
few of them, only those with the best qualifications and similarly impressive 
social credentials, could hope to be admitted to local institutions of higher 
learning. thus the “Magyar nationalist” orientation of Jewish youth suffered a 
shock. As has recently been demonstrated, this did not change significantly after 
the formal reshuffling of the numerus clausus because of geo-political 
 considerations, stripping it of its openly anti-Jewish edge in 1928.61 Contem-
porary officials actually reaffirmed that the change of the law would not change 
fundamentally the earlier restrictions imposed on the enrollment of Jewish stu-
dents.62 the later Minister of Education, Bálint Hóman, clearly stated: “the 
Jewish quota […] was replaced by a measure that instead of openly naming the 
Jews, served the same goal as the original Jewish quota of 1920 by ‘indirect 
means’ of the quota for occupational groups.”63 this legal change substituted 
the anti-Jewish clause with a purely demagogic requirement, which stated that 
in the student body admitted to universities the various professional and social 
strata had to be represented according to their weight in the active population. 
Needless to say, the satisfaction of this requirement was radically incompatible 
with the contemporary state of student recruitment, where the bulk of the 
population—the proletariat and the peasantry—had a significantly low aca-
demic presence. Furthermore, this legal prescription equaled a properly leftist, 
indeed communist program as regards to the systematic democratization of 
the higher educational system (via the “irony of history,” this tricky clause was 
carried out to the letter, most brutally, two decades later under the auspices of 
the Stalinist university reform).
 

61 See Mária M. Kovács, Törvénytől sújtva: A numerus clausus Magyarországon 1920–1945 [Down 
by Law: the numerus clausus in Hungary, 1920–1945] (Budapest: Napvilág kiadó, 2012). János 
Ladányi has analyzed the circumstances of the apparent alleviation of the numerus clausus in the 
context of premier Bethlen’s foreign policy. See his study “on the 1928 Amendment to the Hungarian 
numerus clausus Act,” in The numerus clausus in Hungary: Studies on the first Anti-Jewish Law and 
Academic Anti-Semitism in Modern Central Europe, ed. Victor Karady and Peter tibor (Budapest, 
Pasts Inc., 2012), 69–111. 
62 See Mária M. Kovács, “the numerus clausus in Hungary, 1920–1945,” in Alma Mater Antise-
mitica: Akademisches Milieu, Juden und Antisemitismus an den Universitäten Europas zwischen 1918 
und 1939 [Alma mater antisemitica: Academic milieu, Jews, and antisemitism at European univer-
sities between 1918 and 1939], ed. Regina Fritz, Grzegorz Rossolinski-Liebe, and Jana Starek 
 (Vienna: New Academic Press, 2016), 85–111, esp. 108–109. 
63 Ibid., 109.
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 Some of the consequences of the numerus clausus can be detected in table 4. 
this situation evolved in the interwar years to the benefit of the three, and by 
1941, four provincial faculties and the legal academies in general, where the 
pressure of the numerus clausus was applied in a more relaxed manner, though 
not necessarily for reasons of justice or humanity. the University of Pécs, a 
post-1919 reincarnation of Pozsony University, could have hardly justified its 
maintenance without its hastily recruited Jewish clientele, hailing from Budapest 
like refugees fleeing the brutality of the proto-Nazi commandos of the 
 “Awakening Magyars.” Nevertheless, the data on the Jewish share in the various 
student populations after 1919 clearly demonstrate that the dynamics of the 
accelerated growth observed until the end of the Dualist era was drastically 
broken. the years examined in table 4, when the numerus clausus had been 
fully implemented for all new inscriptions, shows this most clearly. Several 
 observations account for the new situation of the academic market place. While 
the numerus clausus did effectively break the hitherto unhampered educational 
mobility of Jews in Hungarian higher education, since it touched the most 
 important study choices, it never appeared to have completely succeeded to 
reduce the share of Jews, let alone those of Jewish background, to the prescribed 
proportion of 6 percent in the student body. the elimination of the “Jewish 
clause” in 1928 had an equally limited impact on Jewish enrolment figures.64 
Still, the differences in the proportion of Jewish students in the capital city and 
the provinces were systematically to the advantage of universities outside of 
Budapest. Finally, the last column in table 4 depicts the brutal consequences of 
the Nazi-type anti-Jewish legislation starting in 1938, as by 1941 the Jewish 
presence in higher education had regressed to below pre-emancipation levels, 
close to numerus nullus. 

From “Ordinary” Anti-Jewish violence to Nazification

the shock of the numerus clausus could be only enhanced by the fact that the 
restricted admission of Jews to Hungarian higher education was accompanied 
by something previously unheard of in Hungary: regular outbursts of collective, 
physical anti-Jewish violence. this violence was triggered and quasi-ritually 
organized by right-wing radical student organizations, such as for instance 
T urul.65 Moreover, such actions of Jew baiting that turned into Jew beating 

64 See also Kovács, Liberal Professions, 64. 
65 Robert Kerepeszki, “the Racial Defence in Practice: the Activity of the turul Association at 
Hungarian Universities between the two World Wars,” in The numerus clausus in Hungary, ed. 
Karady and Nagy, 136–49.
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were more often than not tacitly tolerated, and sometimes even approved, by 
members of the teaching staff, if not by academic authorities proper. Universities 
thus became places where for the first time Jews did not always feel secure, 
 unprotected as they remained by Law from antisemitic squads. this only 
strengthened or gave rise to the multiplication of radically universalist ideo-
logical options, such as socialism or communism, among Jews, and later, under 
the growing Nazi menace, to the slow but ultimately still rather rare adoption 
of Zionism. With the benefit of hindsight, one can regard the numerus clausus 
as the harbinger of Nazism with an authentically Hungarian touch, a truly local 
invention. 
 In the first phase of the antisemitic drive under the “consolidation govern-
ment” of Count István Bethlen, a moderate conservative of sorts (1921–
1931),66 Jewish leaders clung to their deep-rooted Magyar national commit-
ment. Even against the infamous numerus clausus they abstained to claim 
reparation, as was urged upon them via pressure emanating from the League 
of Nations and other foreign powers. “the mourning of our nation (as Magyars) 
cannot be the source of our rights (as Jews),” Vilmos Vázsonyi, their most 
 respected representative, publicly declared. His political friends echoed the 
view that  foreign interventions were neither needed nor acceptable to eliminate 
the numerus clausus.67

 this attitude may have been more popular among Jewish lawyers than in 
other Jewish professional circles, since the former remained more or less exempt 
from antisemitic vexations in their professional milieus. to be sure, the legal 
profession was more divided than ever along lines of the “division of labor,” 
with Jews being practically barred from employment in the judiciary outside 
the Bar, as shown in table 2. According to the 1930 census, Jews by religion 
represented a mere 2 percent of all staff in the state-run judiciary, while they 
remained 49 percent of lawyers. thus, considering the presumptively high pro-
portion of converts, a comfortable majority of lawyers were still of Jewish 
 extraction. this could happen only because of the continuously liberal admis-
sion policies of those in charge of the chambers. In the interwar years, some 42 
percent of all new entries in the lawyers’ chambers were Jews.68 Hence, even in 
1939, after the enactment of the first two anti-Jewish laws, the Nure mberg-type 
legislation in Hungary starting in 1938 (without any particular German pressure), 
Jews by religion made up 39 percent of all lawyers, to which some 19 percent 

66 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 51.
67 Ibid., 60. 
68 Ibid., 79. 
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of baptized and “legally exempted” Jews may be added.69 this brings the total 
of those of Jewish background to 58 percent nation-wide (with 60 percent in 
Budapest) during the first phase of Nazification. Survey data for 1941 show 
that Jewish lawyers belonged to the most Magyarized professional brackets, 
since in Budapest 63 percent among them bore Magyar surnames (and 85 
 percent among the baptized),70 a proportion hardly exceeded by their Gentile 
counterparts. the continued national engagement of Jewish lawyers could be 
considered a response to the liberal consensus of the mainstream membership 
of the chambers.
 the maintenance of old liberal values and propensities among the majority 
of Gentiles at the Bar did not, of course, mean that right-wing radicalism was 
absent in the profession. this obviously could not happen in the antisemitic 
atmosphere of the 1920s, or in the 1930s, when people were exposed calami-
tously to the Brown Plague. the proto-Nazi lawyers’ association MÜNE (Ma-
gyar Ügyvédek Nemzeti Egyesülete, the National organization of Hungarian 
Lawyers) was founded much later, in 1927,71 than other, similar professional 
organizations of the “Christian Regime” (especially if compared to physicians 
and engineers). Moreover, contrary to the others, it could never secure a majority 
among Gentile lawyers. Indeed, as Mária M. Kovács observed: “In the 1920s 
the Chamber of Lawyers was an island of old-style liberal politics.”72 the 
MÜNE could hardly gather more than 10 percent of the Chamber prior to the 
late 1930s. In the early 1930s, it profited from the Great Depression to gain 
strength with facile arguments about the allegedly unjustifiably large positions 
Jews occupied in the legal market. In 1935, they masterminded an official 
 project to introduce a racist paragraph into the election procedure of the board 
of the chambers, the first time since 1920, but after intense discussions lasting 
over two years, the project was abandoned in 1937.73

 However, this could not prevent the right-wing conservative National 
 Assembly to start imposing the anti-Jewish quota system in the framework of 
its general anti-Jewish legislation. the “First Jewish Law” of 1938 stipulated a 
20 percent maximization of Jewish membership in the professions. the openly 
racist “Second Jewish Law” of 1939 further restricted the quota to a mere 6 
percent. Accompanied by hundreds of other anti-Jewish measures, these laws 
were a drastic blow for Jewish lawyers, since the quota was destined to be 

69 Ibid.,108.
70 Karády, Professional Status, Social Background, 68–69. 
71 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 77. 
72 Ibid., 76.
73 Ibid., 98–100.
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reached as early as 1942. Nazification made rapid and apparently irresistible 
progress in Hungary, in spite of the uphill battle fought against it by a majority 
of lawyers still trying to maintain the basic ethical principles of their profession: 
the equality of citizens before the law. In other words, they tried to withstand 
the challenges affecting the established historic patterns of Jewish–Gentile 
 coexistence and cooperation in their profession.
 Nazification appeared to be less pervasive among lawyers than in the other 
 “liberal” professions, especially among medical doctors and engineers. According 
to my detailed survey results, some 30 percent of Gentile lawyers never had any 
fascist involvements, and another 14 percent of those who had joined MÜNE 
actually left it during its radicalization in the early 1940s. the hard-core member-
s hip of MÜNE, fighting actively for the purge of Jews from the chambers, 
never won a majority in the chambers. though with only 42 percent of favorable 
votes, MÜNE nevertheless succeeded in taking over the Budapest Chamber by 
means of a coup in January 1942.74 But its efforts to prevent Jewish lawyers 
from practicing met with a partial failure. only new entrants from the recently 
regained territories (Southern Slovakia, Northern transylvania, Subcarpathia, 
and Voivodina) were hit by the exclusion, not the others. Further steps against 
Jewish lawyers met with resistance from the conservative government itself, 
which wanted to avoid turbulences in the legal market during the war years, 
marked by an unprecedented economic boom artificially generated by heavy 
state investments. Further opposition to Nazification was developed and 
 coordinated by a dissident Gentile association, KÜNSZ (Keresztény Ügyvédek 
Nemzeti Szervezete, the National League of Christian Lawyers). Its membership 
in Budapest in 1941 can be estimated at some 25 percent of all Christian 
l awyers. Jewish lawyers, made redundant by the restrictive quotas, could often 
count on the active help of its members, as well as that of other Gentile 
 colleagues, especially in the framework of the so-called Aladár system of orga-
nized moonlighting, a tacitly tolerated practice in a historical juncture where 
corruption flourished in all quarters. Until 1943, it appears that the best Jewish 
lawyers suffered no financial disadvantages because of the repressive legislation.75 
Until March 1944, most Jewish lawyers could even continue their practice with 
more or less difficulty, occasionally aggravated by their conscription in unarmed 
forced labor units, even prior to the war, and later in the army on the frontline. 
Many of the latter fell victim to atrocities on the Russian front, but the majority 
of those remaining in Hungary were spared the worst, at least until the German 
invasion of March 19, 1944. After this date, the destiny of Jewish lawyers did 
not much differ from that of rank and file Jewry. they could hardly escape 

74 Ibid., 110–11. See also Karády, Professional Status, Social Background, 61.
75 Kovács, Liberal Professions, 108.
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 deportation from the provinces, or, in Budapest, from the entire set of anti-
Jewish measures afflicting the Jewish population until the liberation of the city 
in February 1945. After the Nazi takeover on october 15, 1944, by Nyilas 
(Arrow Cross) thugs, the offices of Jewish lawyers were ordered to be closed by 
the police and entrusted to Gentile practitioners. But most Christians who had 
been designated as caretakers refused to comply. In the end, an official list of 
caretakers was drawn up who were obliged, reluctantly, to do the job. In Mária 
M. Kovács’s words, “this was no longer of much help to Jewish lawyers [...] 
Nonetheless, the refusal of hundreds of Christian lawyers to participate in the 
liquidation was one last indication of the survival of intelligent norms of 
 personal conduct inherited from a once liberal and tolerant tradition.”76  
 the tragic end result of the Nazification process may have been similar for 
Jewish members of the various intellectual professions. Still, on the whole the 
majority of Hungarian lawyers distinguished themselves—in contrast to their 
counterparts in medicine or engineering—by the continued respect due to 
 basic human rights and the legal order, as far as it was possible in the given 
“times out of joint.” Further research is needed to clarify whether this had to do 
with a “professional bias” of sorts or whether it was connected to other socio-
historical conditions.

76 Ibid., 132. 
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GáBoR KáDáR AND ZoLtáN VáGI

FOrgOTTEN TrAdiTiON: 
THE MOrpHOLOgy OF ANTiSEMiTiC MASS viOLENCE 

iN NiNETEENTH- ANd TwENTiETH-CENTury HuNgAry
     

Anti-Jewish violence: A permanent Historical pattern

outbreaks of antisemitic violence run through nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
Hungarian history as a bloody leitmotif. the period between the two national 
revolutions, 1848 and 1956, bore witness to several hundred non-state-sponsored 
antisemitic massacres, pogroms, atrocities, and assaults. Aggressive forms of anti-
Jewish sentiments emerged in times of economic crises, system changes, and 
political uncertainty. In those hundred or so years, every major turning point 
of Hungarian history was accompanied by a significant level of antisemitic 
 violence.
 Hungary experienced many dramatic rises and epic falls during this period. 
Its form of government and political structure changed numerous times. It was 
an oppressed country occupied by the Habsburgs (until 1867), a regional great 
power in the multiethnic Austro–Hungarian Empire (1867–1918), a republic 
(1918–1919), a communist dictatorship (1919), a right-wing autocracy (1920– 
1944), a Nazi puppet state (1944–1945), formally a multiparty democracy 
(1945–1948), a Stalinist, and then continuously softening communist dictator-
ship once again (1948–1990). It fought two revolutions for freedom and lost 
each struggle (1848–1849 and 1956). From 1867 to 1918, the Hungarian 
Kingdom was one of the most prominent players in the Central and Eastern 
European political arena, with great ethnic, religious, and cultural multiplicity. 
Losing World War I, two-thirds of its territory, and much of its population, it 
was reduced to a frustrated, small nation-state by 1920. Fuelled by ethnocentric 
ideologies, a sense of cultural superiority, and thirst for territorial expansion, 
it joined Nazi Germany in World War II, and lost again to become a Soviet 
satellite state. 
 In the midst of all these dramatic changes, the forms, intensity, and parties 
of interethnic and intercultural conflicts varied significantly. During the 1848–
1849 anti-Habsburg revolution, Hungarians, Serbs, and Romanians fought a 
bitter, ethnically based civil war with each other. In the course of oppressive 
periods, governments practiced legislative and physical violence against various 
groups. Hungary’s Nazi-equivalents (the Arrow Cross) murdered Roma or 
 deported them to German concentration camps during World War II. After 
1945, the government expelled almost 200,000 ethnic Germans, having 
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charged them with collaboration with the Nazis. Despite the horrific conse-
quences of those atrocities, they did not create a general, permanent historical 
pattern, a coherent cultural tradition.  
 yet, this is exactly what happened in the case of anti-Jewish violence. Anti-
semitism went through many transformations in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries. Religious anti-Judaism and racial political antisemitism appeared on 
multiple levels and in different forms and proportions in public speech. During 
various periods the government opposed or tolerated antisemitism, or even 
moved that hatred to the center of its politics. However, there was one constant 
element: most major economic and political transitions were accompanied by 
waves of antisemitic actions. As we will see, elements of the civilian population 
unleashed anti-Jewish violence typically, but not exclusively, during political 
transitions that resulted in a power vacuum that disrupted public order. 
 this antisemitic historical pattern is almost completely disregarded by the 
historical memory of most of the Hungarian public, as is the xenophobic, 
 exclusionary, and racist phenomena of the Hungarian past in general. these, 
nevertheless, constitute a robust trend in the country’s historical traditions. When 
we, Hungarians consider the past, we tend to give voice to the flattering—and 
undoubtedly existing—traditions of being an “accepting nation.” We frequently 
and gladly mention our king St. Stephen’s wise admonitions from the eleventh 
century about the weakness and the fragility of a country with uniform language 
and customs, the acceptance and settlement of the Cumans and other nomadic 
groups, the invitation of Saxon settlers into the country, the migration policies 
aimed at repopulating the territories largely emptied by the ottoman wars, or 
the phenomena of intensive Magyarization at the turn of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Historical memory is less fond of recalling another extant 
tradition that led from centuries of discrimination and expulsion of Jews to the 
persecution of Protestants, antisemitic pogroms, and the blood libel and 
 cannibalism accusations against Jews and the Roma. 
 the following pages provide a brief overview of this tradition, focusing on 
waves of antisemitic violence.
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The 1848-1849 Anti-Habsburg Fight for Freedom

“the licentiousness of the mob found support and aid in the bitter antipathy 
that the majority of the city’s citizens exhibit towards the Jews. Many Jews were 
terribly beaten along with their innocent families, and they were all counting 
the minutes amidst anxiety and terror,” reported the newspaper Pesti Hírlap on 
the pogrom that happened in Pozsony (Bratislava)1 on March 19, 1848, just a 
few days after the anti-Habsburg revolution broke out in the city of Pest. During 
the first months of the freedom fight, dozens of cities were the scenes of anti-
semitic actions with the participation of tens of thousands of civilians.2 the 
pogroms did not occur on unfertile ground. the institution of equal rights and 
emancipation for the Jews, who had lived under a number of feudal legal con-
straints, was an organic part of the agenda of the liberal nobility who pressed 
for general reform. these efforts met resistance from various layers of society, 
most fervently by urban craftsmen and traders afraid of economic competition. 
their radical anti-Jewish sentiments were echoed by the speech of a Szatmár 
county representative in the national assembly, who said that as far as he was 
 concerned, “even” turks, Persians, and Hindus were welcome in Hungary, but 
not the Jews.  
 Antisemitic anger was instigated not only in the building of the assembly, 
but outside of it as well. on February 19, 1848, a pogrom shook the city of 
Pozsony, after the National Assembly seated in the city started to discuss the 
possibility of Jewish emancipation. It took three days for the army to restore 
order. In just a few weeks, on March 15, 1848, the anti-Habsburg revolution 
and freedom fight broke out, and the existing political system collapsed. the 
temporary public disorder and political uncertainty unleashed anti-Jewish 
 sentiments among the mostly ethnic German urban citizens motivated largely by 
economic interest. others embraced the premodern, superstitious antisemitism 
of the peasantry. on March 19, riots began again in the city after rumors cir-
culated that the National Assembly had decided to introduce measures lifting 
traditional restrictions on Jews. After the two-day rampage, a spontaneous people’s 
assembly of Pozsony made the decision to expel the Jews from the city.

1 the current names of localities that do not belong to Hungary today appear in parentheses. 
2 For the antisemitic incidents of 1848–1849, see Géza Komoróczy, A zsidók története Magyaror-
szágon [the history of Jews in Hungary], Vols. 1–2 (Pozsony: Kalligram, 2012), 1: 1101–88; Róbert 
Hermann, Antiszemita atrocitások az 1848–1849-es forradalom és szabadságharc időszakában [Anti-
semitic atrocities during the 1848–1849 revolution and freedom fight] (manuscript); Idem, Anti-
szemita zavargások, atrocitások, pogromok 1848–1849 [Antisemitic riots, atrocities, pogroms 1848–
1849] (manuscript); Gábor Kádár and Zoltán Vági, A végső döntés: Berlin, Budapest, Birkenau 1944 
[the final decision: Berlin, Budapest, Birkenau 1944] (Budapest: Jaffa, 2013), 77–87. 
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 Similar expulsions were initiated by many municipalities across the country. 
At the end of March, Pécs ordered all Jews to leave. the ancient city of Esztergom 
followed a few days later. In Sopron, Jews were granted 72 hours for their exodus. 
At temesvár (timișoara), it was the Croatian population that most fervently 
urged expulsion. In Székesfehérvár, at a people’s assembly, thousands demanded 
that the Jews “go out of the city” within three days. over the next 48 hours, the 
Jews fled to neighboring villages, leaving their possessions behind. the people’s 
assembly of Kassa (Košice) went even further: they were calling for a complete, 
nationwide purge of Jews. 
 the Szombathely synagogue was destroyed; the torah scrolls were torn into 
pieces and thrown into a well. the wave of pogroms spread throughout the 
country. there were antisemitic disturbances in Keszthely and Körmend as 
well. At Rábahídvég the locals broke windows; in Kőszeg several hundred 
 people demanded that the Jews be driven out. In Nádas (Hontianske trsťany) 
drunken Slovakian peasants demolished and looted Jewish houses and the 
 synagogue. the owners fled. At Vágújhely (Nové Mesto nad Váhom), on May 
2, 1848, the population of the neighboring villages attacked the Jews. A Jewish 
National Guard unit of 60 men attempted to resist the attack, but they were 
swept away. 
 Violence sparked in the large cities as well. on April 19, the mob attacked 
the Jewish quarter of Pest. once again, it took the army to restore order. Four 
days later, the people of Pozsony attacked the Jews for the third time in two 
months. A mob of several thousand people demolished the Jewish school, 
 desecrated the tombstones in the Jewish cemetery, and looted all Jewish houses 
and shops. Several people were killed and some forty were injured. the soldiers 
were chased away; their commander was almost stoned to death. Instead of 
intervening, the National Guard joined the looters in demanding the expulsion 
of Jews. the city council was able to pacify the mob only by issuing an edict 
ordering Jews to move back within the limits of the old ghetto within 24 hours. 
 In the six weeks following the revolution of March 15, antisemitic distur-
bances of various magnitudes broke out in more than thirty cities. tens of 
thousands, among them Germans, Hungarians, and Slovaks, burghers, students, 
and peasants, participated in the pogroms. the nationwide persecution of Jews 
was halted by the new Hungarian government established by the revolution. 
City administrations were ordered to rescind their anti-Jewish ordinances. the 
government threatened to deploy armed forces to put down disturbances—and 
in many cases it acted on its word. However, there was a price to pay: not 
 wishing to further instigate the anti-Jewish sentiments, the government tempo-
rarily took Jewish emancipation off its political agenda. For a while, it also 
 excluded Jews from the revolutionary armed forces. these measures proved to 
be enough to restrain violence.  
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Blood Libels, pogroms, riots

Because of the legal emancipation of the Jews and their great contribution to 
the modernization of the country, the period of the Austro-Hungarian Monar-
chy (1867–1918) has been interpreted by many as the “golden era.” these de-
cades were a time of major transformation, when the post-feudal system was 
turned into a modern, capitalist economy. this change produced beneficiaries 
and losers simultaneously, and therefore resulted in growing social tensions. 
the frustration and anxiety of large groups were directed toward the Jews, who 
were seen by many as the architects of the capitalist system. Among these were 
owners of small and medium-sized estates, who could not manage their proper-
ties once their serfs had been liberated, and who soon found themselves bank-
rupt. they also included noblemen who failed to invest the income of their 
family estates in an enterprise, and stockholders bankrupted by the 1873 
 German–Austrian stock market crash. Although the liberal Hungarian political 
elite did not allow room for the anti-capitalist and antisemitic movements that 
went against its own philosophy of inclusion, by the end of the nineteenth 
 century it had become increasingly obvious that antisemitism was gaining 
 followers in parallel with the rise of anti-capitalism. It was spreading not only 
among the radical segments of the nobility, but also in broader strata of society. 
As in France and Germany, the financial crisis of 1873 boosted anti-Jewish sen-
timents in Hungary as well. 
 Antisemitism gained momentum in 1882, when in tiszaeszlár, a small village 
in the eastern part of the country, a Christian maid disappeared. Soon, the ancient 
blood libel was revived: local Jews had supposedly killed the girl, in order to 
spill her blood for their religious rituals.3 the fabricated accusations collapsed 
before the court, and the indicted Jews were acquitted, but this did not stop a 
new wave of pogroms from sweeping across Hungary.4

 the magnitude of the wave of violence was such that the army had to be called 
in to subdue the mobs in Moson, Vas, Somogy, Zala, Szabolcs, Sáros, Veszprém, 
Ung, trencsén, Pozsony, and Sopron counties as well. When, in August 1883, 
the Jews who had been accused in the tiszaeszlár trial were acquitted, violence 
broke out again. once again, the army had to be called in to disperse the mob 

3 For the tiszaeszlár blood libel case, see the groundbreaking work of Károly Eötvös, A nagy per, 
mely ezer éve folyik s még sincs vége [the great trial that has been going on for a thousand years and 
to which there still is no end in sight] (Budapest: Révai, 1904), and the most recent and most 
 thorough scholarly monograph by György Kövér, A tiszaeszlári dráma: Társadalomtörténeti látószögek 
[Drama in tiszaeszlár: Aspects of social history] (Budapest: osiris, 2011). 
4 For the history and details of the riots, see Kádár and Vági, A végső döntés, 88–99; Judit Kubinszky, 
Adalékok az 1883: Évi antiszemita zavargásokhoz [Additional data on the history of the 1883 
 antisemitic riots], Századok, 1968/1–2, and Kövér, A tiszaeszlári dráma, 595–655.
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beating Jews and pillaging shops in Budapest. More than 200 people were 
 arrested, most of them artisans, apprentices, and day laborers. over the next 
year, Jews were attacked and their houses and shops were ransacked in more 
than a hundred localities. In Nyulas (Jois), a pregnant woman was shot; in 
Zala egerszeg, a Jew was beaten to death; in Sárhida, a Jewish innkeeper was 
 murdered. In Zala and Somogy counties, martial law had to be introduced. In 
most places, only armed soldiers were able to restore order, sometimes by 
 shooting at the mob. 
 the 1881–1884 wave of violence spread to practically all parts of the country. 
overall, several hundred pogroms, atrocities, and disturbances took place. the 
main foci of violence were Pozsony, Sopron, Moson, and Nyitra counties, as 
well as those in Southwestern transdanubia: Zala, Somogy, and Vas. We know 
of several dozen incidents in the capital and its environs, at least two dozen in 
the counties of transylvania, but only a few in the Southern regions. there are 
surprisingly few reports of incidents from Northeastern Hungary and Carpathian 
Ruthenia, although orthodox and Hasidic Jewish communities, seen by many 
as the most alien, lived there. 
 While riots claimed a number of Jewish lives, the main objective was loot 
and destruction of property rather than murder. Interestingly, there was a much 
larger number of victims among the rioters themselves. Dozens of attackers 
died, mostly as a consequence of the stern measures employed by the army and 
police. the majority of the perpetrators were young men, but women also 
played a part in the events. In Kisfalud, for instance, women supplied the roof 
tiles that the men used to break the windows of the Jews, and they were also 
present in the riots in Zalaegerszeg. the majority of the attackers were artisans, 
laborers, and peasants. In many cases, external provocateurs appeared to fire up 
the mob, and often distributed money to the participants.
 In the last decade of the nineteenth century, antisemitism lost ground. the 
National Antisemitic Party that was organized and gained popularity by 
 exploiting the powerful outburst of anti-Jewish sentiments virtually disappeared 
by the 1892 general elections.  However, the years of relative tranquility were 
not without antisemitic incidents either. In May 1887, a Jewish family was 
 expelled from the village of Budaörs by a group of local antisemites. the same 
month the ancient blood libel emerged again in Pozsony, one of the usual 
 epicenters of antisemitic movements. Law enforcement had to be deployed to 
suppress the potential explosion of violence. the same happened in December 
1892 in the transylvanian city of Kolozsvár (Cluj-Napoca). In June 1898, in 
the tab district of Somogy County, several Jews were beaten up in the wake of 
yet another blood libel accusation. In December 1901, far-right university 
 students attacked theaters performing yiddish pieces in Budapest. In Salgótarján, 
during the heated election campaign of 1905, the military had to put a halt to 

GáBoR KáDáR AND ZoLtáN VáGI



61

the violent actions of the antisemitic mob raiding Jewish homes and shops as 
well as the local synagogue.5    

revolutions and Counterrevolutions: 1918–1920

At the turn of the twentieth century, political antisemitism returned with 
 renewed intensity, combined with anticapitalist arguments. At the same time, 
emerging Social Darwinism began to serve as the basis for race-based nationalism. 
Anti-Jewish sentiments gained strength during World War I. As a result of the 
prolonged war, the rationing of food and other basic items, together with 
 ethnic tensions that were destabilizing the Monarchy, antisemitism broke out 
of its political isolation and flooded Hungarian public life in 1916.6 the 
 Hungarian Parliament and press were discussing the “Jewish question” with an 
intensity that foreshadowed public discourse during the 1930s anti-Jewish 
 legislation. For antisemitism—which had been artificially repressed by the 
 traditional political elite of the Monarchy—to be unleashed, just one more 
 factor was missing: a political and/or economic crisis that would weaken the 
power of the state. 
 this was brought about by the defeat in World War I and by the independence 
movements of the various nationalities, bursting apart the Austro–Hungarian 
Monarchy. In Hungary, a revolution broke out in october 1918, which by 
March 1919 led to a communist dictatorship, the Hungarian Soviet Republic. 
But Bolshevik rule collapsed due to resistance from society and as a conse-
quence of military defeat by neighboring countries. Power slipped into the 
hands of right-wing conservative Admiral Miklós Horthy and his “National 
Army.” 
 the frequent system changes of this period triggered further antisemitic 
waves of violence. With the fall of the Monarchy in october 1918, law and 
order evaporated and the countryside descended into chaos. Soldiers returning 
en masse from the front, peasants angered by the privations of war, and the 
desolate urban populations began their pillaging. Antisemitic violence was not 
limited to any particular region. From Mohol (Mol) in the south to Pócspetri 

5 See these incidents in detail in Anna Deme and Gábor Kádár, Interetnikai konfliktusok, antiszemita 
erőszak, zsidó ellenállás 1887–1918 [Interethnic conflicts, antisemitic violence, Jewish resistance, 
1887–1918] (manuscript), and Gábor Kádár and Zoltán Vági, Zsidóellenes attitűdök és antiszemita 
erőszak a 19–20. század fordulójának Magyarországán [Anti-Jewish attitudes and antisemitic 
 violence in Hungary at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries] (manuscript).
6 About the antisemitic tide of the war years, see Péter Bihari, Lövészárkok a hátországban: 
 Középosztály, zsidókérdés, antiszemitizmus az első világháború Magyarországán [trenches in the 
 Hinterland: Middle class, Jewish question, antisemitism in Hungary during World War I] 
 (Budapest: Napvilág, 2008). 
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in the north, from Dénesfa in the west to Gyöngyös in the east, from Héjjasfalva 
(Vânători) in transylvania to Rózsavölgy (Ružindol) in Northern Hungary, 
 several thousand Jews were attacked and beaten. their houses and shops were 
looted and destroyed.
 Many towns hosted repeated atrocities. In Kiskunfélegyháza, locals attacked 
Jews three times in a single year. In the last winter of the war, in February 1918, 
the hungry crowds already had been shouting: “the Jews and the rich have their 
lard and their meat.” they soon began to rob Jewish-owned shops. According 
to the police report, some 5,000 people participated in the unrest. Restoring 
order took three days for the 300 soldiers and gendarmes deployed in the town. 
on November 11, 1918, after a whole day of celebrating the end of the war by 
locals, on the streets, the evening brought anti-Jewish violence. Soldiers and 
civilians broke into stores. After drinking the alcohol they found, they began to 
rob Jewish-owned shops and houses on the edge of town. Several people were 
injured in the chaos. In February 1919, the police raided the market. When a 
policeman confiscated the goods of black marketeers, a demonstration evolved 
into a riot. the mob again attacked Jewish-owned businesses and residences. 
Some people were beaten to death; others were about to be shot. When law 
enforcement units arrived at the scene, rioters attacked and disarmed them. 
the desperate local authorities asked the government for assistance. two hun-
dred soldiers arrived and martial law was declared.7

 the November 3 assembly of locals turned into an antisemitic riot in  Salgó tarján 
as well. the drunken crowd demolished a Jewish-owned shop in nearby 
 Baglyasalja. When the local National Guard commander attempted to calm 
them down, he was ridiculed even by his own men. Finally, the police were 
called by telephone because the drunken looters “were strongly in favor of 
 murdering the Jews, and we were certain that the first shop would be followed 
by a second, and that our Israelite public servants and then the others would 
also be attacked.”8 Six weeks later, the region descended into unrest again. that 
time, miners fired up by communists against the government and the “war 
profiteers” occupied the mines, the post office, and the railway, then attacked, 
once again, the Jews. they spent several days taking home the plundered valuables. 
During the looting, law enforcement units were afraid to take action against 
the rampaging crowd.9

7 For the events in Kiskunfélegyháza, see tibor Iványosi-Szabó, ed., Olvasókönyv Kiskunfélegyháza 
történetéhez [textbook on the history of Kiskunfélegyháza] (Kecskemét, Vár. tes., 1985), 327–47.
8 Letter of mine director Schmidt. Quoted by Cecília Pásztor, ed., Salgótarjáni zsidótörténet 
[Jewish history of Salgótarján] (Salgótarján: Nógrád Megyei Levéltár, 2003), 46.
9 Pásztor, Salgótarjáni zsidótörténet, 44–47.
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 By March 1919, the revolution had given birth to the Hungarian Soviet 
 Republic, the first communist dictatorship in Hungary. Politicians of Jewish 
descent constituted approximately 60 percent of the top ranks of the Bolshevik 
leadership.10 According to the antisemitic trope that has remained very popular 
ever since, the communist dictatorship was a “rule of Jews.” But if the Soviet 
Republic had indeed been ruled by “the Jews,” its policies should clearly have 
represented Jewish interests. yet, along with other groups, the bourgeoisie was 
among the prime targets of oppression, and that strata of society had a particu-
larly high proportion of Jews. “We will exterminate, if necessary, the entire 
bourgeoisie”—that was how tibor Szamuely, the leader of the Bolshevik terror, 
summarized his “philosophy.”11 Because in Hungary the bourgeoisie and the 
middle classes were significantly Jewish, it would have been hard to interpret 
that as a philosemitic program. 
 therefore it is not surprising that many of the victims of the communists 
were Jewish.12 yet all of that was only a prelude to the swell of atrocities follow-
ing the fall of the Bolshevik dictatorship.13 Miklós Horthy’s new regime was 
built on antisemitic violence. the showdown against the communists became 
intertwined with anti-Jewish actions. Special units of his “National Army” 
murdered many Jews who had nothing to do with the Soviet Republic; some 
of them actually had been persecuted by the Red forces as well.14 While most 
of the atrocities were committed by members of Horthy’s units, the non-Jewish 
population also participated in the wave of riots that swept through the country. 
In nearly 40 instances, Jews were plundered, raped, and murdered by their own 
neighbors. Some of the pogroms were actively fomented by the special units; 
others broke out spontaneously.
 Jews were murdered, for example, in Celldömölk and Diszel. In tinnye, five 
people were beaten and looted by the locals; in Kisbér, there were four such 
victims. In Ráczalmáskulcs, a Jew was tied to the tail of a horse, and an epileptic 
war veteran was dragged off along with his wife by armed peasants. A military 
officer saved them from being hanged. In Simontornya, the public assembly 
decided that the Jews had to leave within 48 hours. In Mezőszentgyörgy, Jews 

10 János Gyurgyák, A zsidókérdés Magyarországon [the Jewish question in Hungary] (Budapest: 
osiris, 2001), 103.
11 Quoted by Konrád Salamon, Proletárdiktatúra és a terror [Communist dictatorship and terror], 
Rubicon, 2011/2, 16–23, here 22.
12 See several examples in the Jewish journal Egyenlőség (September 11, 1919; october 12, 1919) 
and Péter Ujvári, ed., Magyar Zsidó Lexikon [Hungarian Jewish lexicon] (Budapest, 1929), 220. 
13 For the details of the antisemitic atrocities of 1919–1920, see Hungarian Jewish Archives, PIH 
I-E, Box B 10/3.
14 See examples in Kádár and Vági, A végső döntés, 110.
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were given 12 hours to “emigrate to Palestine.” In Gyöngyös, in early 1920, a 
mob of 2,000 people attacked the local Jews following the meeting of the 
 extreme right-wing Association of Awakening Hungarians. During the pogrom 
of tapolca, in late August 1919, the mob included soldiers, railway workers, 
local residents, peasants from the neighboring villages, even women and 
 children. two Jews were killed. the riot was ended by a military unit arriving 
in an armored train.
 terror flooded the streets of Budapest as well. Right-wing extremist student 
associations terrorized Jewish students at the universities. the opening of the 
academic year was cancelled in 1919, partially because of the ongoing “Jew-
beatings.” Before occupying the city in November 1919, Horthy allegedly told 
his men: “there’s going to be no pogrom, but some people will swim.”15 the 
Admiral’s “permissive” words meant additional months of terror for the Buda-
pest Jews. Until the summer of 1920, members of the special units regularly 
beat up, tortured, and murdered Jews in the capital. the nationwide rage was 
eventually ended by Horthy himself who wished to consolidate his newly 
 acquired power. the units were disbanded and public order was restored. While 
violent antisemitism was suppressed, it was never completely eliminated; beating 
up and humiliating Jewish students in the universities by “patriotic fraternities” 
became an every-day occurrence during the coming years all around the country.

The Holocaust in Hungary 

the 1919–1920 foundation of Miklós Horthy’s regime brought about the fourth 
wave of pogroms in 71 years (1848, 1881–84, 1918, 1919). It was the first one 
not opposed and suppressed by the government. Quite the contrary: it happened 
with the silent approval of Horthy and his circle. Also, this was the first occasion 
when part of the atrocities were committed by organized, paramilitary units, 
and anti-Jewish violence was institutionalized for the first time. 
 Antisemitism became the ideological and political cornerstone of the Horthy 
regime. In 1920, Hungary passed one of the first antisemitic laws in post-
World War I Europe. Before German occupation began, in March 1944, nearly 
300 anti-Jewish laws and decrees had been introduced in Hungary, the over-
whelming majority of them after 1938.16 State-sponsored antisemitic actions 

15 Recollection of Ödön Beniczky (1925) in Dezső Nemes, ed., Iratok az ellenforradalom történeté-
hez. 1. köt. [Documents on the history of the counterrevolution, vol. 1.] (Budapest: Szikra, 1953), 
195–96.
16 For details, see László Karsai, “Anti-Jewish Laws and Decrees in Hungary, 1920–1944,” in The 
Holocaust in Hungary: A European Perspective, ed. Judit Molnár (Budapest: Balassi, 2005), 144–48.
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claimed thousands of lives between 1941 and the mass deportations of 1944. 
In the summer of 1941, nearly 20,000 Jews were deported to Ukraine by the 
Hungarian authorities; there, most of the deportees were massacred by the SS 
and their local collaborators. In January 1942, approximately 1,000 Jews were 
murdered by the Hungarian military and gendarmerie in Újvidék (Novi Sad). 
Many Jews who had been conscripted into the labor service were killed by 
Hungarian army personnel.17 
 After the beginning of the German occupation of the country in March 
1944, in the course of just a few months, Jews were plundered, disenfranchised, 
and ghettoized. Finally the Hungarian authorities “set a record” by deporting 
430,000 Jews to Auschwitz-Birkenau in less than two months. yielding to 
 international pressure and the understanding that his German allies were losing 
the war, Horthy suspended the deportations in early July 1944, hence for the 
time being hindering the deportation of the Budapest Jews, who were to have 
been shipped off to the death camp in the following weeks. 
 Horthy seized control in 1919 with the involvement of foreign powers; after 
twenty-five years, he lost it the same way. After he failed to break away from 
Germany’s side, in october 1944 the Nazis forced him to resign and hand over 
power to the far-right Arrow Cross Party and its leader, Ferenc Szálasi. Under 
the Arrow Cross regime, additional tens of thousands of Jews were handed over 
to the Germans and thousands were murdered in Hungary.  
 Considering the history outlined above of the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, it might be surprising that we have no knowledge of traditional 
 pogroms during the era of the Holocaust, the largest state-sponsored series of 
antisemitic actions in Hungarian history. Unlike in other Eastern European 
regions (for instance, Polish, Ukrainian, and Lithuanian territories), we see no 
example of the local population murdering Jews on a mass scale.   
 this does not mean that there were no atrocities committed by civilians. 
According to survivor accounts, in the so-called Southern Province (Délvidék), 
Jewish labor servicemen marching from Serbia to Hungary in the fall of 1944 
frequently were assaulted by locals fleeing toward the heart of the country. 
“Women, youngsters entertained themselves by shooting at us and beating us 
with whips,” remembered Kálmán Fisch in 1945.18 Pál Smilovits reported the 
same: “It happened that thirteen- and fourteen-year-old girls and boys, young 
women took their rifles and shot our poor comrades, drawing their aims from 

17 For details of these events, see Zoltán Vági, László Csősz, and Gábor Kádár, The Holocaust in 
Hungary: Evolution of a Genocide (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers and United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum, series “Documenting Life and Destruction. Holocaust 
Sources in Context,” 2013), xxxviii–lxvii and 1–69. 
18 Hungarian Jewish Archives, DEGoB protocols, no. 554.
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the cars.”19 According to Rezső Rosenthal, a similar bloodshed was halted by 
the SS man escorting the column of the labor servicemen.20 
 At the turn of 1944-1945, thousands of slave laborers working on the 
 western border were lodged in agricultural buildings (barns, shacks, and the 
like) attached to private houses. the “hosts” sometimes treated them humanely, 
but more often they were hostile; it also happened that they murdered the Jews. 
In Hidegség, a twenty-year-old man beat two people to death.21 the locals 
 attacked the labor servicemen and beat them up with clubs in Harka.22 At 
many places the Jews were guarded and brutalized by the paramilitary units 
enlisted from the ranks of the local civilians, mainly Germans and sometimes 
Croatians.23   
 During the Szálasi regime, thousands of Jews were murdered by various 
 Arrow Cross authorities. the special force of the Arrow Cross law enforcement, 
the National organization for Calling to Account (Nemzeti Számonkérő 
Szervezet), “focused” predominantly on the political prisoners and (often alleged) 
members of the anti-Nazi resistance. the Political Department of the Budapest 
Police (Budapesti rendőrfőkapitányság Politikai Rendészeti Osztálya) hunted 
 military deserters and Jews in hiding. Nevertheless, Jews were most often 
 tortured and murdered by the paramilitary units of the Arrow Cross Party Force 
(nyilas pártszolgálat) and National Armed Force (fegyveres nemzetszolgálat). A 
significant portion of their membership consisted of civilians who joined the 
militias after the Arrow Cross takeover, the enlistees motivated in large measure 
by a desire to murder and loot. they were fresh recruits who became members 
of “law enforcement” simply by putting on an armband and taking weapons 
in hand.  
 Even though these atrocities committed by civilians claimed thousands of 
Jewish lives in 1944–1945, they cannot be classified as “classic” pogroms. the 
reasons for the lack of such events during this period are manifold. First, by 
1944 the Hungarian population was accustomed to the notion that anti-Jewish 
actions were a state monopoly. Since the launch of the discriminatory legislation 
in 1938, state agencies implemented increasingly severe anti-Jewish policies, 
including violent actions, such as the forceful roundup and deportation of 
 “foreign” Jews in 1941 or the plunder and assaults by the Hungarian army in 
the territories occupied by Hungary between 1938 and 1941. the government 

19 Ibid., no. 3199.
20 Ibid., no. 3062.
21 Ibid., no. 1524.
22 Ibid., no. 2121.
23 For example in Kópháza. Hungarian Jewish Archives, ibid., no. 3161.
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exceeded even the wildest dreams of the radical antisemites in 1944. the dis-
enfranchisement, ghettoization, and deportation of the Jews were carried out 
quickly,  efficiently, and with extraordinary brutality. the state-sponsored 
violence did not only stir up, but also channeled, and controlled the population’s 
anti semitic sentiments.
 Second, during the pogroms of the previous decades, financial gain was a 
crucial factor in the rioters’ motivations. In 1944, the looting and redistribution 
of Jewish-owned property was organized by the government itself. there were 
“legal” and non-violent means to obtain possession of the neighbor’s or the 
business rival’s assets.24  
 However, probably the most important contributing reason is that despite 
the German occupation and the tribulations of the war (bombardments, 
 rationing, and so on), public order was not dismantled and there was no power 
vacuum for an extended period of time. the traditional state administration 
was in place; the “normal” conditions of life were not disrupted. However, 
 parallel to the Arrow Cross takeover, Soviet troops invaded the country and the 
Hungarian state was collapsing. It is no accident that this was the time when 
most of the above-mentioned civilian atrocities were committed. 

postwar years

the extreme poverty of the war-torn country and the continuously intensifying 
struggle between the political parties created an uncertain, volatile situation in 
the immediate postwar years. Between 1945 and 1948, at least 250 incidents 
occurred in which—among other factors—antisemitic motivations played a 
role.25 In more than twenty cases, these escalated into mass violence, plunder, 
devastation, or murder. the atrocities peaked in the period between February 
and August 1946. this was a time of heightened social and economic tensions. 
Hungary experienced the largest-scale inflations of world history. At the end of 
July 1946, prices were on average increasing by 158,486 percent every day and 
food shortages also escalated in this period.
 the fate of Jewish assets played a key role in this wave of violence as well. In 
1947, close to 100,000 law suites arose nationwide where a survivor tried to 
reclaim the property that he or she had handed over to an acquaintance for 
safeguarding during the Holocaust. According to a contemporary estimate, 

24 For details of the state-organized plunder, see Vági, Csősz, and Kádár, The Holocaust in Hungary, 
177–211.
25 László Csősz, Népirtás után: Zsidóellenes atrocitások Magyarországon 1945–1948 [After genocide: 
Anti-Jewish atrocities in Hungary 1945–1948] (manuscript).
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only in Budapest did the police investigate about 60,000 ownership claims. 
tensions around the issue of property played a significant role in the outbursts 
of antisemitic violence.
 Another reason triggering the wave of pogroms was nakedly political: having 
been defeated in the free elections in November 1945, the Communist Party 
planned a counterattack against their strongest rivals, the Smallholders, in the 
spring of 1946. Communists, who wanted to refute the label “Jewish party” 
through demonstrative action against the “capitalists,” incited the public against 
“black marketers” and “price speculators,” labels that many people easily inter-
preted as antisemitic slogans. this accusation was used at a communist-organized 
incident in the summer of 1946 in Miskolc, when a Jewish mill owner and his 
production manager were lynched by a mob of young factory workers. the 
Jewish police officer interrogating the perpetrators was beaten to death after the 
rioters stormed police headquarters. Local political conflicts led to a pogrom in 
another industrial center, ózd, in February 1946. Upon hearing rumors about 
an alleged assassination attempt against a local communist leader (a former 
member of the Arrow Cross Party), the ironworkers raided and robbed Jewish 
houses and stores.
 As a particular feature of this wave of pogroms, a modern interpretation of 
the old blood libel accusation surfaced and swept across the country. It was 
predominant in Eastern Hungary, but cases were also reported from Budapest, 
where the superstitious fear of Jews kidnapping and murdering children 
 triggered antisemitic incidents.   

The 1956 revolution

the communist dictatorship of 1949–1956 was falsely interpreted by many as 
a “Jewish revenge” for the Holocaust, particularly since many Jews participated 
in the political leadership as well as in the law enforcement and administrative 
apparatuses. Considering this and the history of the previous century, the 
 number of antisemitic incidents during the 1956 anticommunist revolution 
was relatively low, and anti-Jewish violence was marginal. Nevertheless, several 
cases occurred varying from verbal insults to violent riots.26 Most of these 
 happened in a span of just a few days: between october 26 and 28, in the interim 
period when the regime’s local administration had lost power and the new, 
revolutionary authorities had not yet stabilized their positions. the new forces 
usually tried to stop the violence: for instance, in Füzesgyarmat, members of 

26 For details, see Attila Szakolczai, Antiszemita bűncselekmények az 1956-os forradalomban [Antise-
mitic crimes in the 1956 Revolution] (manuscript).
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the National Guard had to rescue the Moskovits brothers from the hands of the 
mob ready to lynch them. 
 In some cases it is difficult to deconstruct the motivations behind the incidents 
or to identify how much antisemitism may have been a main driving force, 
since anti-Jewish and anticommunist sentiments were tightly entwined. For 
example, in Miskolc, the crowd beat to death two Jews, the local police deputy 
chief and another individual, who probably had worked for the communist 
secret services. In other cases the anti-Jewish element is obvious: in Hajdúnánás 
locals who were intoxicated by alcohol plundered from Jews, attacked the syna-
gogue, beat up people, and broke into Jewish-owned homes. 

Conclusions

Antisemitic violence has been part of the Hungarian historical tradition, but 
this pattern is almost completely missing from the country’s national public 
memory. However, the violent practice had been so tightly interwoven with 
 local heritage that certain areas became the hotbed of anti-Jewish violence 
 during more than one pogrom wave. For example, in the Northeastern city of 
Salgótarján and its surroundings, Jews were attacked three times: in 1905, in 
the heat of the election campaign; in 1918, in the last weeks of World War I 
when the Austro–Hungarian Empire fell apart; and in 1919, by the mob instigated 
by the local communists. In the Southeastern location of Kiskunfélegyháza, in 
the span of a year between 1918 and 1919, three antisemitic riots broke out. 
Many  villages in Zala County, in Southwest Hungary, saw anti-Jewish mass 
violence in 1848, 1883, and 1919 as well. In Miskolc, in the northeast, within 
a decade Jews had been murdered by the locals twice: in 1946 out of anticapitalist 
rage, while in 1956 due to anticommunist anger.  
 As we demonstrated, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, whenever 
public order was loosened and power vacuum situations were generated, anti-
semitic hatred exploded. Revolution or counterrevolution, “red” or “white” terror, 
world war, freedom fight, or domestic political turmoil: the events took the 
same spin. Exploiting the weakening of state, masses of civilians stormed their 
Jewish neighbors. Radical economic transformations (such as in the 1870–
1880s) or dire financial and tense, volatile political situations (for instance, in 
1946) also played a part in the waves of pogroms and atrocities. It is indicative 
that during the two iconic revolutions of the era (1848 and 1956), most of the 
incidents happened in the interim period between the fall of the old and the 
stabilization of the new power (March–April 1848 and october 26–28, 1956, 
respectively). 
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Many of the perpetrators belonged to the losers of the given transition and/or 
system change. often, hatred against the real or alleged beneficiaries of these 
changes was exploited, mongered, and directed by extremist political forces and 
actors. During the Holocaust, when the government organized anti-Jewish 
 violence on a mass scale, outbursts of antisemitic sentiment were less prevalent—
almost non-existent, actually—and were restricted only to the last months, 
when the war brought along the collapse of the state.    
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SHLoMo AVINERI

KArL MArx’S JEwiSH QuESTiON(S)

i.

Karl Marx’s Jewish origins have always been well known, but the vehemence of 
his 1843 essay Zur Judenfrage (on the Jewish Question) has presented a 
 dilemma that has not yet been carefully looked at. Nor has the context of his 
father’s conversion to Lutheranism been adequately addressed. the biographical 
details are straightforward: both Marx’s grandfathers were rabbis, and his paternal 
grandfather, Mordechai (Marx) Levi, was the chief rabbi in trier, Karl Marx’s 
city of birth. During the French Revolution, the city, like most of the Rhine-
land, was occupied and then annexed by France, and the Jewish population was 
granted equal rights in accordance with French Law. Under French rule, Karl 
Marx’s father, Heinrich, entered the legal profession, but when the region was 
annexed to Prussia in the wake of the Congress of Vienna, he converted to 
Protestantism in an overwhelmingly Catholic trier, as he could not continue 
his practice as a lawyer unless he converted. From Heinrich Marx’s correspon-
dence with the Prussian authorities we know that his conversion was done 
 reluctantly, and there is no evidence that he or his family embraced their new 
religion with enthusiasm or conviction. 
 this story has recently been documented in great detail.1 yet in all of Karl 
Marx’s voluminous writings and correspondence, there is not even a single 
 reference to this family history. one can speculate about the reasons for this 
lacuna, but in all probability it had its roots in a deep feeling of unease and 
ambiguity. Like all Rhenish Jews, Marx’s family went through both Emancipation, 
offered when the Rhineland was occupied and annexed by France and its  Jewish 
population was granted equal rights, as well as the de-emancipation that followed 
the annexation of the region to Prussia. the families of Heinrich Heine, Moses 
Hess, Ludwig Börne, and many others went through similar experiences, with 
their accompanying initial exhilaration and eventual disappointment. It should 
not be surprising that as a consequence of these traumatic experiences, which 
are unique to early nineteenth-century Jewish history, a relatively large number 
of Rhenish Jews became radicalized, much more than Jews from other regions 
in Prussia or from Germany in general.

1 See, in particular, Manfred Schöncke, Karl und Heinrich Marx und ihre Geschwister: Lebenszeug-
nisse, Briefe, Dokumente (Bonn and Wuppertal: Pahl-Rugenstein Nachfolger, 1993).
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 Despite the fact that there is no clue to these family circumstances in his writ-
ings, it is reasonable to assume that when Marx set down to write his response 
to Bruno Bauer’s 1843 essays Die Judenfrage, this was not just a theoretical issue 
to him. In a small town like trier, the Jewish origins of Marx’s family could not 
be overlooked, especially as Heinrich Marx continued to serve as the Jewish 
community’s lawyer, obviously closely cooperating with his brother Samuel 
Marx, who inherited their father’s rabbinical chair. Marx’s Zur Judenfrage, written 
in 1843 and published in 1844 in the Deutsch-Französische Jahrbücher, is ostensibly 
a review and a critique of Bruno Bauer’s two tracts on Jewish Emancipation.2 
yet it is a much more multi-layered treatise, in which Marx argues not only 
against Bauer’s views on Jewish Emancipation, but also develops his fundamental 
critique of the limits of the ideas and achievements of the French Revolution 
(“political emancipation”), as against the more radical “human emancipation” 
advocated by Marx. Read in this context, and together with the other essay 
Marx published in the DFJ entitled Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie: 
Einleitung (on the critique of the Hegelian philosophy of right: Introduction),3 
it constitutes the first public presentation of his radical critique of Left 
 Hegelianism and his espousal of a revolutionary program going beyond the 
demands for a bourgeois liberal constitutional system.
 Having in mind Prussian censorship regulations, Marx found it convenient 
to present his ideas under the rather innocuous umbrella of dealing with Jewish 
Emancipation and Hegel’s political philosophy, rather than under more radical 
headings. But it is obvious that despite the seemingly academic and political 
respectability of the titles of the two essays, the call for a revolutionary over-
throw of the existing political systems, to be anchored in the social potential of 
the proletariat, is clearly advocated. the two essays have to be taken together if 
one would like to understand their place in Marx’s intellectual and political 
development: Marx is writing here not as a radical democrat but as a social 
revolutionary calling for the abolition of bourgeois society based on private 
property.4 It is also in this context that his critique of Bauer’s views on Jewish 
Emancipation has to be understood.
 Bauer, in his two essays, argued that as long as the Jews maintained their 
separate religion, they should not be granted equal rights. Basing his position on 
the Hegelian concept of the political realm, Bauer argued that the Jews could 
not claim the right to participate in public affairs, which by their very nature 

2 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Werke I, ed. Institut für Marxismus-Leninismus beim ZK der 
SED (Berlin [DDR]: Dietz, 1961), 346–77.
3 Ibid., 378–90.
4 See my book The Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx (Cambridge; Cambridge University 
Press, 1968), 52–65.
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are based on universal norms, while at the same time keep their particularistic 
identity as a separate religious community. only if they give up their separate-
ness and their particularistic religion (in other words, if they convert to 
 Christianity, which is, after all, a universal religion) can they claim equal rights. 
Since at that time Bauer had already reached a post-Christian position and 
called for transcending religion as such, his views on Jewish Emancipation 
amounted to maintaining that Jews could be equal citizens only if they 
 converted to Christianity and were ready, like all Christians, to transcend religion 
into a universal and post-religious humanity.
 It is on this issue that Marx centers his critique. His essay is divided in two 
parts. Part I contains a complex philosophical argument, steeped deeply in 
Hegelian terminology, against Bauer’s position, which denies the Jews as they 
are equal rights. It is here that Marx develops his views of “human emancipation,” 
which is a coded reference to social revolution, going beyond the mere political 
emancipation of the French Revolution. It is here, too, that Marx argues for 
equal rights for the Jews in the existing bourgeois society and harshly criticizes 
Bauer for excluding the Jews from society unless they convert. to Marx this is 
proof that Bauer was not yet free from his Christian theological anti-Jewish 
prejudices, which still considered Judaism as an inferior religion. Marx’s  support 
for Jewish Emancipation and equal rights is quite clear.
 But it is Part II, in which Marx expresses some extremely critical views 
about Judaism, identifying it with capitalism (without using the term), which 
has made Marx’s essay notorious. Paradoxically, it figures prominently both in 
the writings of radical socialists and in those by right-wing critics of socialism, 
who used Marx’s harsh criticism of Judaism as a vehicle for calling him antise-
mitic, or, given his Jewish background, a “self-hating Jew.” It is obvious that 
Marx’s text made both socialists and Jews uneasy. the gap between these two 
parts of Marx’s essay—calling for Jewish equal rights while at the same time 
 being extremely critical of Judaism—may lead to a cognitive dissonance on the 
one hand and to misinterpretation on the other. It calls for a critical and 
  nuanced reading of the text.
 Marx’s argument in the fist part of the essay is clear: Jews should be granted 
equal civil and political rights in Prussia and in the German states generally. He 
agrees with Bauer that contemporary society is far from free, but argues that 
Bauer is still viewing the question of Jewish rights as a theological issue, over-
looking the fact that the issue is not theological, but political and social. What 
matters is not the theological differences between Christianity and Judaism, 
but the rights of a people who because of Christian triumphalism have been 
discriminated and persecuted. Moreover, Bauer does not, according to Marx, 
distinguish  between political emancipation,—which among others entails the 
separation of state and religion,—and human emancipation, which will even-
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tually liberate humankind from the very need for religion, which, to Marx, as he 
states in the essay on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, is “both the expression of real 
suffering and the protest against real suffering.” once human beings will be 
free from the alienation inherent in existing society, there will be no need either 
for Judaism or for Christianity, and the quest to find in religion a sort of illusory 
redemption will have been made void. to argue, as Bauer does, that Christians 
can be truly freed from religion by moving one step up while Jews have to move 
two steps, embracing Christianity first, is a regression to theological scholasti-
cism, not an answer to the political challenges facing contemporary society.5

 Most of Part II of Zur Judenfrage has an entirely different tone. After 
 brushing aside Bauer’s opposition to Jewish emancipation as a remnant of the old 
Christian theological anti-Judaism, Marx launches an extreme and sometimes 
vituperative attack on Judaism. Had Marx published only Part I of his essay, he 
would be remembered as a champion of Jewish Emancipation and equal rights. 
Part II has largely pushed the liberal political argument of Part I into the 
 shadows and gained Marx the reputation of a hater of the Jews. Much of what 
Marx says in this part of the essay is indefensible, especially given his own 
theoretical premises. By trying to extricate the debate from Bauer’s theological 
framework, Marx says, quite reasonably, that one should look at the “real, secular 
[weltlichen] Jew, not as Bauer does at the Sabbath-Jew, let’s look at the Jew of 
everyday life.” the problem however is that after this sensible statement, there 
is nothing in Marx’s essay that proposes an analysis of the social role of “really-
living Jews” in existing society. Perhaps one of the reasons Marx does not do 
this is that he knew very little about the living conditions of Jews, either in 
Germany or elsewhere. It should also be added that at this stage in his intellectual 
development, Marx’s arguments for a social revolution were still exclusively 
anchored in a philosophical discourse, and thus almost completely devoid of 
social analysis; this would come only later.
 Hence, despite Marx’s call for dealing with the “Jew of everyday life,” we get 
instead such generalized statements like: “What is the secular foundation of 
Judaism? Practical need, self-interest. What is the secular cult of the Jew? Haggling 
[Schacher]. Who is his secular God? Money.” We are then offered the solution: 
“the emancipation from haggling and from money, that is, from practical, real 
Judaism, would be the self-emancipation of our epoch.” And in the oft-quoted 
final sentence of the essay: “the social emancipation of the Jew is the emanci-

5 It is a question of mere speculation as to how much this impassioned objection to Bauer’s insis-
tence that Jews have to be baptized first before being granted equal rights is an echo of the conver-
sion of Marx’s father to Christianity in order to be able to continue his law practice. It is, however, 
conceivable that this aspect of his family history could not have been totally absent from at least 
some of the background of Marx’s principled position that Jews should be granted equal rights in 
existing bourgeois society.
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pation of society from Judaism.” Nasty as these statements are, when quoted 
outside of the context of an essay which calls for Emancipation and equal rights 
for the Jews, they can very easily be construed in a way that certainly does not 
fit into the political meaning that was at the base of Marx’s argument against 
Bauer’s exclusionary views of the Jews.
 It is difficult to speculate about the reasons that caused Marx to launch this 
diatribe. Was he using Judentum, as was sometimes the case in nineteenth-
century German, as a code word for “capitalism,” since he did not want to use 
the latter term for fear of censorship? this is possible, but it still makes a reader, 
especially of our day, cringe at the wild language. Nor does it help to suggest 
that much of what Marx wrote in this essay about Judaism—about which he 
knew obviously very little, given his good Lutheran schooling—came from 
Moses Hess’s essay Über das Geldwesen (on money), which was published later, 
but which Marx had read in manuscript form before writing his own treatise.6 
yet there is still another aspect to this. After making his extremely harsh criti-
cism of Judaism, Marx goes on to say that

Judaism survived alongside Christianity not only as a religious criticism of 
Christianity, not only as an incorporated doubt of its religious origins, but 
even more because the practical-Jewish spirit, Judaism, maintained itself in 
the Christian society and even reached its highest development in it. […] 
Christianity has overcome real Judaism only apparently […]. Christianity is 
the sublime thought of Judaism; Judaism is the crude application of 
 Christianity.

 In other words, after having equated Judaism with the world of commerce, 
Marx identified capitalism with Christianity. Not only Judaism, but also Chris-
tianity is the spiritual expression of the alienated world. the rhetoric is power-
ful, the overarching historical generalizations are impressive, and yet the 
 concrete social analysis is as weak as the earlier arguments against Bauer were 
theoretically grounded.
 Be this as it may, anyone reading Marx’s essay in full could come out a bit 
confused by the combination of the passionate demand for Jewish Emancipation 
with the visceral attack on Judaism. But quoting out of context, whether out of 
ignorance or willfully, the extreme criticism of Judaism in Marx’s essay is clearly 
a misrepresentation of a complex argument. It appears that one does not have 
to be an admirer of Judaism, or of Jews, to call for their Emancipation.

6 See Moses Hess, Philosophische und sozialistische Schriften 1837–1850, ed. Auguste Cornu and 
Wolfgang Mönke (Berlin [DDR]: Akademie-Verlag, 1961), 329–47. the fact that Hess later became 
one of the forerunners of Zionism, in his Rom und Jerusalem: Die letzte Nationalitätenfrage (Leipzig: 
 Wengler, 1862), only adds to the irony of this connection.
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ii.

Marx returned to this complex argument in much greater detail, and with an 
even stronger support for Jewish Emancipation, in Die heilige Familie (the 
Holy Family), published a year later in 1845. this book, written together with 
Friedrich Engels, is dedicated to a wide-ranging and detailed critique of the 
radical young Hegelians, including not only Bruno Bauer, but also his brother 
Edgar Bauer, Max Stirner, and others. In three subsections of Chapter VI, entitled 
“Zur Judenfrage,” Marx returns to his earlier argument with Bauer on Jewish 
Emancipation.7 these passages are much less known than Marx’s essay Zur 
J udenfrage, and are rarely referred to or quoted in the voluminous literature on 
Marx’s approach to the Jewish question. In these three subsections, Marx refers 
to two articles published by Bauer in the Allgemeine Literatur-Zeitung in which 
he responded to some Jewish writers who reacted to his earlier essays on the 
Jewish question. In a way, they are short independent essays, and two aspects 
stand out: first of all, the extreme criticism of Judaism as it appeared in Part II 
of Zur Judenfrage is totally absent; secondly, Marx refers in detail to some of the 
Jewish polemicists against Bauer (such as Gustav Philippson, Samuel Hirsch, 
and Gabriel Riesser), whom he calls “liberal and rationalist Jews,” as well as 
to French Jewish leader Adolphe Crémieux, and strongly supports their argu-
ments for equal civic and political rights for the Jews both in Germany and in 
France (where Marx was living at the time).
 the general argument of Marx against Bauer repeats the line taken in his 
original essay: that Bauer’s argument reflects traditional theological Christian 
anti-Judaism. Marx approvingly quotes Philippson’s contention that Bauer 
projects an “ideal philosophical state,” overlooking the fact that the question of 
Jewish civic rights has to be approached in the context of existing society, and 
given its principles and reality there can be no argument against granting the 
Jews equal rights. Marx then describes in some detail the acrimonious debate 
between Bauer and Dessau rabbi Samuel Hirsch. When Hirsch, in a typical 
Jewish apologetic argument, maintained that after all the Jews did make a 
 contribution to history and “modern times,” Bauer dismissed this by agreeing 
but then adding that the Jews had always been “an eyesore.” Marx’s response to 
this is vehement: “Something that has been an eyesore to me from birth, as the 
Jews have been to the Christian world, and which persists and develops with 
the eye is not an ordinary sore, but a wonderful one, one that really belongs to 
my eye and must even contribute to a highly original development of my 

7 Marx and Engels, Werke II, 91–95, 99–104, 112–15. In the table of contents, which Marx and 
Engels appended to the published version of the book, all these three subsections are specifically 
attributed to Marx.
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 eyesight. […] [this] revealed to Herr Bruno [Bauer] the significance of Jews in 
‘the making of the modern times.’”8 Furthermore, Marx supports the position 
of Gabriel Riesser, perhaps the most outspoken Jewish proponent of Emanci-
pation, in his polemic against Bauer, adding: “Mr. Riesser correctly expresses 
the meaning of the Jews’ desire for recognition of their free humanity when he 
demands, among other things, the freedom of movement, sojourn, travel, 
 earning one’s living, etc. these manifestations of ‘free humanity’ are explicitly 
recognized in the French Declaration of the Rights of Man.”9 Marx adds a 
wider dimension to the question of Jewish Emancipation when he refers to a 
debate in the French Chamber of Deputies, when Deputy Crémieux declared 
that French Jews accepted the public observance of Sunday as an official day of 
rest “out of respect to the religion of the majority of Frenchmen.” But then 
Marx adds a surprisingly critical note, revealing the internal dilemmas of Jews 
even in a liberal state that grants them equal rights. this is how Marx puts it: 
“Now according to free theory, Jews and Christians are equal, but in practice 
Christians have a privilege over Jews; for otherwise how could the Sunday of 
the Christians have a place in a law made for all Frenchmen? Should not the 
Jewish Sabbath have the same rights?” to Marx it is clear that Jews should have 
equal rights in existing society, but to him the French case suggests how even in 
relatively liberal societies, full equality cannot be achieved. only in a state of 
“human emancipation,” which would transcend the inherent alienation of 
bourgeois society, can such an equality be achieved, when no religion, Christian 
or Jewish, will be necessary anymore to give human beings solace.
 Summing up his position contra Bauer, Marx states unequivocally that “the 
Jew who demands freedom and nonetheless is not willing to give up his religion 
[…] is making a demand which does not contradict political freedom.” More-
over, “the states which cannot yet emancipate the Jews politically have to be 
judged against the fully developed political states—and found wanting.” It is 
not entirely clear why Marx found it necessary to revisit in such great detail his 
polemic against Bauer on Jewish Emancipation, and devote to it three separate 
subsections of Die heilige Familie, quoting so extensively and surprisingly the 
Jewish polemicists who had criticized Bauer. Was he perhaps a bit uneasy with 
the way his extreme attacks on Judaism in his Zur Judenfrage could be miscon-
strued and used against granting Jews full equal rights, and thus undermine his 
support for Jewish Emancipation? Did he feel that his equation of Judentum 

8 Marx and Engels, Werke II, 93. 
9 this may be the only oblique reference in Marx’s writings to the fact that his father, Heinrich, 
was able to exercise his right of “earning a living” as a lawyer when the French Declaration of the 
Rights of Man was in force in trier, and afterward under French rule—and was later denied this 
right, and hence converted to Christianity, when the city was annexed to Prussia in 1815.
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with modern capitalism was misguided? Did he want—living as he was at the 
time in France—to distance himself from some French socialists, like Charles 
Fourier and some of his disciples, who viewed Jewish bankers and merchants as 
the symbols of capitalism? there is no clear answer to these questions. yet the 
extensive discourse in Die heilige Familie clearly shows the double dimension of 
Marx’s views on the issue: a radical critique of Judaism (and, incidentally, of 
Christianity) as a religion, coupled with an unequivocal support of equal rights 
for Jews.
 this theoretical position also had some practical expressions in the revolu-
tionary atmosphere of 1848. When serving as editor of the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung, Marx reported about a delegation of Jewish leaders from Cologne who 
came to ask for his support for granting full equal rights to the Jews. As in his 
theoretical writings, his response is indicative of the way he separated his views 
of Judaism from his support for Jewish emancipation. In a letter to Arnold 
Ruge, Marx said that he would of course support the Jewish leaders’ petition 
for equal rights out of political principle, despite the fact that “their religion has 
always been distasteful [widerlich] to me.”10 A few months later, when the revo-
lutionary waive had abated and the first signs of the resurgent reaction were 
becoming visible, he twice wrote in the NRZ that reversing Jewish Emancipa-
tion was already a clear sign that reactionary forces would be able to undo the 
liberal achievements of the 1848 revolution.11

iii.

to this a coda may be added. In the 1850s and early 1860s, Marx wrote weekly 
reports on European politics for the radical New York Daily Tribune. For many 
years these dispatches, written in fluent but not always idiomatic English, were 
his major source of income. At the outbreak of the Crimean War in 1854, he 
sent a long report on the social, political, ethnic, and religious conditions in the 
ottoman Empire, a subject about which few readers in Western Europe, let 
alone America, knew much. Since the immediate cause of the war originated in 
a conflict between various Christian denominations regarding their respective 
rights in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, Marx devoted a passage to local 
conditions in Jerusalem. He opened by stating that Jerusalem had a sedentary 
population of about 15,500 people, with a Jewish majority (“4,000 Mussul-
mans [sic] and 8,000 Jews”). the Muslims, he added, “forming about a fourth 
part of the whole, consisting of turks, Arabs, and Moors, are of course the 

10 Marx to Ruge, March 13, 1848, in Marx and Engels, Werke XXVII, 418.
11 Neue Rheinische Zeitung, November 17 and 29, 1848, in Marx and Engels, Werke VI, 25, 75.
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 masters in every respect.” then he offered the following description of the 
 Jewish community: 

Nothing equals the misery and the suffering of the Jews at Jerusalem, inhab-
iting the most filthy quarter of the town, called haret-el-yahoud, in the 
quarter of dirt, between Zion and the Moriah, where their synagogues are 
situated—the constant objects of Mussulman oppression and intolerance, 
insulted by the Greek, persecuted by the Latins [Catholics], and living only 
upon the scant alms transmitted by their European brethren. the Jews, 
however, are not natives, but from different and distant countries, and are 
only attracted to Jerusalem by the desire of inhabiting the Valley of 
 Jehoshaphat, and to die on the very place where the redemption is to be 
expected. “Attending their death,” says a French author, “they suffer the 
pray. their regards turned to that mountain of Moriah, where once rose the 
temple of Lebanon, and which they dare not approach, they shed tears on 
the misfortunes of Zion and their dispersion over the world.” to make these 
Jews more miserable, England and Prussia appointed, in 1840, an Anglican 
bishop at Jerusalem, whose avowed object is their conversion. He was dread-
fully thrashed in 1845, and sneered alike by Jews, Christians and turks. He 
may, in fact, be stated to have been the first and only cause of union  between 
all the religions at Jerusalem.12

 one should probably not read too much into these passages. But it may 
perhaps be of some significance that the only place in his enormous opus where 
Marx shows empathy for any Jewish group, is in his discussion of the small Jew-
ish community in Jerusalem. Equally, there may be some faint echoes of the 
circumstances of his father’s conversion in what appears as an oblique critique 
of the attempts to convert the Jews of Jerusalem to Christianity. this may also 
be reflected in his obvious Schadenfreude at the beating of the Anglican bishop 
of Jerusalem—Michael Solomon Alexander, himself a converted German Jew 
from Posen, born Michael Wolff—who was sent to Jerusalem by the London 
missionary society with the explicit aim of converting the Jewish community. 
Be this as it may, it appears clear from this passage as well that whatever criti-
cism Marx had expressed more than a decade earlier of Judaism, his approach 
to real, living Jews was quite different.

12 New York Daily Tribune, April 15, l845, republished in Karl Marx on Colonialism and Moderniza-
tion: His Despatches and other Writings on China, India, Mexico, the Middle East and North Africa, ed. 
Shlomo Avineri (Garden City, Ny: Doubleday, 1968), 142–43.
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CARStEN WILKE

HEiNriCH grAETz’S NEOLOgiSM “MArrANO” 
ANd THE HiSTOriOgrApHiCAL pArAdOx 

OF THE NON-JEwiSH JEw

Heinrich Graetz’s monumental historiographical effort has graced subsequent 
generations of historians with a unified narrative of Jewish world history, which 
weathered the times in different reformulations until it came massively under 
attack in the late twentieth century. It is especially the observation that Jewish 
tradition interacted and even identified with cultural norms of its respective 
environments that undermines an all-embracing conception of historical identity. 
It demands the formulation of a conceptual framework that would take the 
manifest plurality, ambivalence, and discontinuity of Jewish diaspora cultures 
seriously. Facing this challenge, one possible set of solutions previews the 
 fragmentation of the subject area of Jewish Studies into a manifold variety of 
Jewries, Judaisms, and Jewish experiences. the alternative is a dialectical exercise 
by which the very inauthenticity of the diaspora Jew becomes the distinctive 
marker of his or her reaffirmed identity. this option has received its most typical 
expression in oxymoronic formulae, such as in Isaac Deutscher’s “non-Jewish 
Jew,” Gerson D. Cohen’s “blessing of assimilation,” Jean-François Lyotard’s lower-
case “jew,” Edgar Morin’s “Judeo–Gentile,” Steve Aschheim’s “insider/outsider” 
paradox, and many other terminological solutions that have tried to spell out 
the process known as the dialectics of Enlightenment.
 My contribution explores the history of what may be called the mother of 
historiographical oxymora expressing Judeo–Gentile ambivalence, namely, the 
pseudo-medieval coinage Marrano. A fourteenth-century Spanish word of 
 Judeo- Arabic roots, meaning “pig,” “Marrano” was supposed to vituperate the 
late-medieval forced Judeo-converts of the Iberian world, as well as their early 
modern descendants, as long as they did not fully assimilate to Christianity. 
Being originally an insult, “Marrano” is irremediably an imprecise term, as it 
does not allow any rational disentanglement of the categories of race and religion.1 

* A previous version of this paper was presented on March 10, 2015, at the international conference 
“Jewish Historical Writing: 140 years to Heinrich Graetz’s History of the Jewish People,” organized by the 
Western Galilee College in Akko, Israel. 
1 Henry Méchoulan, Être juif à Amsterdam au temps de Spinoza (Paris: Albin Michel, 1991), 12: 
“Le terme est une injure qui, dans l’Espagne des statuts de pureté de sang [...] touche aussi bien le 
pseudo-catholique que le juif sincèrement converti depuis de longues années. Son usage est donc 
source d’équivoque.” on the medieval history of this insult, see Arturo Farinelli, Marrano (storia 
di un vituperio) (Geneva: olschki, 1925).
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As such, a historian who is committed to the ideas of the Enlightenment can-
not use the same word in order to indicate both the deliberately chosen identity 
and the outwardly imposed one. My teachers Haim Beinart and Henry 
Méchoulan used to avoid the term with an almost religious horror, while other 
historians, such as yosef Haim yerushalmi, have vainly tried to limit its use to 
a precise meaning, such as the baptized Jew who secretly practices Judaism under 
conditions of persecution.2

 the flexible and ambiguous character of the “Marrano” concept makes it 
regrettable that its modern conceptual history, or Begriffsgeschichte, has not yet 
been explored. one of the results of my present analysis is that the concept was 
invented as an analytical descriptive term one hundred and fifty years ago by 
Heinrich Graetz in the eighth volume of his History of the Jews, and that it cor-
responded to the key conception of Jewish peoplehood in Graetz’s late oeuvre. 
Graetz’s terminological choice was followed by historians of early modern 
 Sephardic Jewry. through a complex cooperation between fictional and non-
fictional discourse, it ended up becoming one of the most popular cyphers for 
reflections on the inner contradictions of modern Jewish identity.
 Very roughly, I distinguish three successive waves of interpretive expansion 
on the topos. the first takes place in nineteenth-century German–Jewish fiction 
and historiography, between Heinrich Heine and Heinrich Graetz, which elab-
orated an aspect of premodern Sefarad into a historical cliché and a projection 
space.3 the second wave emerges in the intellectual history writing of interwar 
Europe, interested in the dialectical genealogy of the modern world, including 
Gershom Scholem and three non-Jewish historians of thought (Carl Gebhardt, 
Marcel Bataillon, and Américo Castro). the third wave arrived during the heyday 
of structuralism, starting with yirmiyahu yovel, an Israeli philosopher who in 
1988 authored a succinct history of modern antireligious philosophy, Spinoza 
and Other Heretics, which detected the Marranos as the predecessors of this 

2 yosef Hayim yerushalmi, From Spanish Court to Italian Ghetto: Isaac Cardoso, a Study in Seven-
teenth-Century Marranism and Jewish Apologetics (New york: Columbia University Press, 1971), 50. 
See also Elia Boccara, L’ invenzione marrana: Ricostruzione dell’anima in un’alba di modernità 
(Florence: Giuntina, 2014); Natalia Muchnik, De paroles et de gestes: Constructions marranes en terre 
d’Inquisition (Paris: éditions de l’EHESS, 2014),  9: “Le terme, synonyme de crypto-judaïsant, 
désigne un chrétien observant en secret le judaïsme.”
3 See Florian Krobb, Kollektivautobiographien, Wunschautobiographien: Marranenschicksal im 
deutsch-jüdischen historischen Roman (Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 2002); Jonathan 
Herr, Middlebrow Literature and the Making of German-Jewish Identity (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2010), especially the chapter “Under the Sword of the Spanish Inquisition: the Sephardic 
Legacy and the Making of Middlebrow Classics,” 26–71; Carsten Schapkow, Vorbild und Gegenbild: 
das iberische Judentum in der deutsch-jüdischen Erinnerungskultur, 1779–1939 (Cologne: Böhlau, 
2011).
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“immanentist” current of thought and, in addition, of modern Jewry.4 Spinoza, 
the “Marrano of Reason,” translated into the philosophical sphere an existential 
experience of uprootedness. the book became an amazingly popular text 
among secular Israelis, to whom it offered a usable Jewish past.5

 It is important to take note of the fact that the “Marrano” topos acquired a 
politicized dimension in Israeli party propaganda. While yovel, who has been 
active on the political left, praised the Marranos as productive pioneers of Jewish 
innovation, the late Benzion Netanyahu (the present prime minister’s father) 
highlighted in his historical studies the pernicious assimilationist passivity of 
the same group. For yovel, the “Marrano” reference helps to distinguish between 
“the Jews’ special attributes and their bare existence.” this bare existence is 
linked to an “existential Jewishness,” in interaction with the equally existential 
character of anti-Jewish hatred, and which does not need to respond to any demand 
for more saturated religious orthodoxy or national discipline, as “none of these 
has a right to impose its ‘we’ on him or her or recruit him or her to its cause.”6

 During the first years of the twenty-first century, especially in France and 
Germany, yovel’s work generated a steady flow of similarly essayistic treatments 
on Jewish identity. the “Marrano” these publications refer to is a symbolic inter-
pretation of the oxymoronic narrative of Jewish modernity, rather than an 
 objective fact of Iberian Jewish history. A few years ago, I devoted a seminar to 
this literary genre of “historicizing reflection,” to use the definition by Edgar 
Morin,7 which I called at that occasion “Marranosophy,” without implying a 
derogatory connotation. Shmuel trigano and Daniel Lindenberg have  described 
“Marranism,” or the existential state of marranité, as a “syndrome” from which 
all the modern options inherent in the Jewish religion can structurally, as well 
as historically, be deduced. the authors take care to stress that they  understand 
“Marrano” as a “historico-mental structure,” in yovel’s terms, as a “symbol,” 

4 yirmiyahu yovel, Shpinoza wekoferim ah.erim (tel Aviv: Sifriat Poalim, 1988), translated as Spi-
noza and Other Heretics (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989).
5 See also the essays in his honor, The Philosopher in the Public Sphere: Essays for Yirmiyahu Yovel, 
ed. Pini Ifergan (Jerusalem: Van Leer Institute and Hakibbutz Hameuhad, 2011).
6 yovel, The Other Within: The Marranos: Split Identity and Emerging Modernity (Princeton: Princ-
eton University Press, 2009), especially the chapter “Existential Anti-Semitism and Existential 
Jewishness,” 360. Jewishness inheres in “the person’s bare existence, stripped of all qualities” (374); 
“Existential anti-Semitism thereby lays the ground for an existential Jewishness, which is neither 
religious nor nationalist, but precedes both as bare existential and historical factum that a person 
cannot deny without self-negation and self-deception” (375). this undetermined Jewishness can be 
given more saturated forms, “but none of these has a right to impose its ‘we’ on him or her or recruit 
him or her to its cause. An existential link transcending religion was anticipated by the Conversos’ 
peculiar use of Nation” (ibid.).
7 Edgar Morin, Le monde moderne et la question juive (Paris: Seuil, 2006), 17.
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 according to Shmuel trigano,8 a “hidden tradition,” following Dan Diner,9 a 
“metaphor,” a “paradigm,”10 or a “hypothesis,” according to others.11 the term 
is occasionally chosen to give a catchy title to autobiographies reflecting on the 
author’s marginality in a wide variety of contexts.12 In brief, “Marranism” has 
become a general term that can be used to refer to any subversion of social 
 coercion through the tenacious resilience of individual autonomy, if one wants 
to give it a Jewish connotation. to mythless modernity, “Marranism” provides 
a Jewish myth of origin.
 yovel, who was awarded the Israel Prize in Philosophy in 2000, convinced 
the public, but not the professional historians. Henry Méchoulan dismissed his 
work as a sluggish piece of research that transformed, “thanks to a media 
 marketing, Marranism and the Marranos into a profitable business stock.”13 
David Nirenberg suspected yovel’s Marranosophy of owing “more to modern 
stereotypes than to knowledge of the past”; in particular, the Sombartian view 
of Jewish modernity seemed to loom in the background.14 In 2014, in a talk at 
the 46th Annual Conference of the Association for Jewish Studies, entitled “the 
Myth of Converso Modernity,” Miriam Bodian rejected the delusive idea 
 according to which the Marranos’ inner conflict was the initial spark that gen-

8 Shmuel trigano, “Marranisme: un modèle multidimensionnel,” Pardès 29 (2000): 261–69. See 
also trigano, “Le geste marrane du monde moderne,” in Inquisition et pérennité, ed. David Banon 
(Paris: Cerf, 1992), 71–78; Daniel Lindenberg, Destins marranes: l’ identité juive en question (Paris: 
Hachette, 1997; pocketbook edition 2004); Agata Bielik-Robson, Jewish Cryptotheologies of Late 
Modernity: Philosophical Marranos (London: Routledge, 2014); Ira Robinson, “Who Is a Marrano? 
Reflections on Modern Jewish Identity,” in History, Memory, and Jewish Identity, ed. Ira Robinson 
(Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2016), 337–64.
9 Dan Diner, “Marranische Einschreibungen: Erwägungen zu verborgenen traditionen bei Han-
nah Arendt,” Babylon 22 (2007): 62–71.
10 Morin, Le monde moderne et la question juive, 35–55; Elaine Marks, Marrano as Metaphor: The 
Jewish Presence in French Writing (New york: Columbia University Press, 1996); Susanne Zepp, 
Herkunft und Textkultur: über jüdische Erfahrungswelten in romanischen Literaturen 1499–1627 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2010), 181, in the chapter “Marranische Erfahrungskultu-
ren als Paradigma der Moderne”: “Im vorliegenden Zusammenhang ist, das wurde gesagt, mit dem 
Begriff des Marranischen weniger die ursprüngliche historische Bedeutung gemeint als vielmehr 
eine Metapher [...] Als marranisch werden hier also die ins Universale ausgreifenden Überschrei-
bungen der Geschichte der Juden und Konvertierten jener Zeit verstanden.”
11 Marc Goldschmit, L’Hypothèse du Marrane: le théâtre judéo-chrétien de la pensée politique (Paris: 
Le Félin, 2014).
12 Albert Bensoussan, Le Marrane, ou la confession d’un traître (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1991); évelyne 
Knef, Une infance interdite, ou, la petite marrane (Paris: L’Harmattan, 1997); Luciano Ascoli, Tu vil 
marrano (Rome: Bardi, 2002); Eduardo Manet, Marrane! Récit (Paris: Hugo, 2007); Louis-Albert 
Révah, Un Marrane d’aujourd’ hui: Juif, mais pas simplement (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2007).
13 I. S. Révah, Des marranes à Spinoza (Paris: Vrin, 1995), 7.
14 David Nirenberg, “Unrenounceable Core,” The London Review of Books, July 23, 2009, 16–17.
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erated the modern autonomy of the subject.15 only the most insular view of 
Jewish history can claim attitudes of religious dissimulation and skepticism as 
“Marranic,” while in fact they were not more frequent among the crypto-Jews 
than among other Europeans caught in the religious turmoil of the Reformation 
age.16 In similar terms, Shmuel Feiner pointed to the absurdity of attributing 
the origins of European secularization to a socially insignificant circle inside the 
Portuguese Jewish community of Amsterdam,17 as if secularization was not a 
collective process but a technical formula that a philosopher invented at some 
point, that became a structural model and was successfully serialized in other 
people’s minds and lives. And still, in spite of the experts’ protests, Marranosophy 
seems to be here to stay. However mythic, anachronistic, ambiguous, and obvi-
ously unfit for serious scholarly use, the essayistic topos of “Marrano modernity” 
expresses an insistent and passionate self-portrait of contemporary Jews and 
non-Jews that should in its own right attract the attention of the historian.
 We must keep this important element in contemporary Jewish thought in 
mind when we turn to its historical origins among German Jewry of the Eman-
cipation era. At that time, the forced apostasy of late medieval Hispanic Jews 
was repeatedly quoted as a model of what had happened to their modern 
 successors. the parallel was most obvious with those who actually converted, and 
indeed Heinrich Heine depicted himself, after he received a Protestant baptism 
in 1825, with the features of the moor Almansor, a Muslim convert to Cathol-
icism.18 But the Iberian mass conversion came to be a metaphor even for those 
modern Jews who underwent conversion only in a cultural sense. the Spanish 
crypto-Jew embodied the restriction of Jewishness to the limited sphere of 
 personal religious practice after the politically recognized collective framework 
of communal autonomy was abolished and after most of the external markers 
of difference were abandoned. Medieval mass conversion and modern Emanci-
pation corresponded across the illusionary watershed of the Enlightenment.
 Already in Christian Wilhelm Dohm’s call for the naturalization of the 
Prussian Jews, published in 1781, the Iberian converts, called here “New Chris-
tians” or “secret Jews,” appear as the very models of the collective integration 

15 Miriam Bodian, “the Myth of Converso Modernity,” 46th Annual Conference of the Association 
for Jewish Studies, Baltimore, December 14, 2014.
16 Perez Zagorin, Ways of Lying: Dissimulation, Persecution, and Conformity in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990); Jon R. Snyder, Dissimulation and the Culture 
of Secrecy in Early Modern Europe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012).
17 Feiner, The Origins of Jewish Secularization in Eighteenth-Century Europe, trl. Chaya Naor 
(Jerusalem: Zalman Shazar Center for Jewish History, 2010), 18.
18 Heinrich Heine, Briefe, ed. Friedrich Hirth (Mayence: Kupferberg, 1948), Vol. 1, 163; Historisch- 
kritische Gesamtausgabe der Werke, ed. Manfred Windfuhr (Hamburg: Hoffmann und Campe, 
1975), Vol. 1, 974.
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that the author tried to encourage. According to Dohm, the Spanish converts 
would have successfully amalgamated with Christian society had majority prej-
udice and persecution not insisted on setting them apart.19 Moses Mendelssohn 
rejected this historical parallel by insisting on one obvious difference: German 
Jews searched to maintain the public recognition of their religion, which proved 
their moral sincerity in the pursuit of political rights precisely in comparison 
with their Iberian predecessors, who had resigned to become insincere members 
of the Church: “Couldn’t we enjoy all the rights and civil liberties if only we 
were ready to become hypocrites, as our brethren in Portugal and in Spain?”20

 A positive identification with the Iberian converts can first be found among 
their direct descendants. In 1790, the delegates of the Jewish Nation of  Bayonne 
presented to the French National Assembly an address in which they pointed 
to their crypto-Jewish ancestors as the precedents of a modern regime of 
 separation. “the Jews had learnt to respect the dominant religion and the 
 imperial law, they limited themselves to an internal devotion, but their faith to 
the latter was the most secure guarantee of their faith towards the sovereign.”21 
the compromising fact of apostasy is masked here with the euphemism “to 
respect the dominant religion.”
 Likewise, conversion remains a taboo when the Iberian convert becomes a 
hero in the earliest Jewish imitations of Walter Scott’s historical novel. During 
the 1830s, Grace Aguilar in England and Ludwig Philippson in Germany 
 inaugurated Jewish historical fiction in the vernacular with novels set in Spain 
shortly before the expulsion of the Jews. the protagonists are never shown 
 involved in Christian practices, but they ultimately suffer martyrdom for their 
Jewish faith. they practice their double religious identity through a strict 
 division of their living spaces, between the splendors of the court and a well-
protected hideaway where Jewishness can be lived out in all its authenticity, 
strictly hidden from Christian eyes. Philippson imagines a cave where the secret 
Jews meet, just like the Christian martyrs of contemporary “catacomb novels,” 
which post-secularization Catholics so much cherished. Both Aguilar and 
 Philppson avoid depicting any inner religious conflict in their novels, as their 
intrigues are unfolded by the love the secret Jewish heroine feels for a Christian 
knight. In a word, the novels evoke ambivalent situations, not ambivalent 
 identities.

19 Christian Wilhelm Dohm, Ueber die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden (Berlin–Stettin: Friedrich 
Nikolai, 1781), Vol. 1, 74; Schapkow, Vorbild und Gegenbild, 65–66.
20 Moses Mendelssohn, Gesammelte Schriften (Leipzig: Brockhaus, 1844), Vol. 5, 513.
21 Gérard Nahon, “yshak de Acosta et David Silveyra: mémoire rabbinique, mémoire politique de 
l’Espagne, Bayonne, 1722–1790,” in Mémoires juives d’Espagne et du Portugal, ed. Esther Benbassa 
(Paris: Publisud, 1996), 145–69, esp. 164.
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 Ludwig Philippson’s aforementioned novella was published in 1837, attributed 
to his brother Phöbus, and bears the exotic title Die Marannen. the author 
thus uses a term that had been presented to the European public by Juan 
 Antonio Llorente, a former secretary of the Spanish Inquisition, who in 1817 
inaugurated the critical historiography on his institution. Llorente mentions 
the different insults converted Jews (he calls them “New Christians”) had to 
endure, and in this context he states that the old Christians continued to treat 
them as “Jews,” while their former Jewish brethren now called them by the 
name of Marrano, to which Llorente gave an imaginative etymology from the 
Aramaic maran atha, “cursed.”22 In 1832 and 1834, Llorente’s considerations 
were taken up by two German historians, Isaac Marcus Jost, a Frankfurt Jewish 
schoolmaster, and Georg Bernhard Depping, a Catholic author who migrated 
to France. Jost alternatively uses the terms “New Christians” and  “secret Jews,” 
while Depping speaks generally about “converts.” At one moment, each author 
reports the Spanish Jewish insult Marrano, which Jost renders as “Marannen” 
(single r, double n)23 and Depping as “Marranen” (double r, single n).24 
Philippson, whose “Marannen” have the single r and double n as in Jost, is not 
aware of any special semantics of the word, which he applies to Jews as well as 
to converts. He seems to use the word merely in order to provide local color to 
his description and to caricature the intense Jew-hatred of the  Christian perse-
cutors. Unlike Llorente and Depping, he uses the term not as an example of 
Jewish anti-Christian speech,25 but of Christian anti-Jewish speech, which he 
puts in the mouth of the Inquisitor torquemada.26 

22 Juan Antonio Llorente, Histoire critique de l’Inquisition d’Espagne: Depuis l’ époque de son établis-
sement par Ferdinand V, jusqu’au règne de Ferdinand VII, trans. Alexis Pellier (Paris: treuttel and 
Wurtz, 1817), Vol. 1, 142: “Les Juifs se servaient entre eux (comme en signe de malédiction) de 
l’expression hébraïque marranos, dérivée par corruption, des mots maran-atha, c’est-à-dire le 
 Seigneur vient. Cet usage fut cause que les anciens chrétiens appelèrent par mépris cette classe de 
nouveaux fidèles la génération des marranos, ou la race maudite.”
23 I. M. Jost, Allgemeine Geschichte des israelitischen Volkes, sowohl seines zweimaligen Staatslebens als 
auch der zerstreuten Gemeinden und Secten, bis in die neueste Zeit (Berlin: Amelang, 1832), 402: 
“Die Mauren waren besiegt, die Mariscos zum Christenthum gezwungen. Sie und die Marannos 
(Jüdische neue Christen) hoffte man durch die tribunale zu Christen zu machen, oder durch  Feuer 
zu vertilgen.” See also 399–400: “neue Christen”; and 401: “heimliche Juden.”
24 G. B. Depping, Die Juden im Mittelalter (Stuttgart: E. Schweizerbart’s Verlagshandlung, 1834), 
313: “Es bildete sich eine beträchtliche Klasse, die der neuen Christen, welche die Juden aus Ver-
achtung Marranen nannten, und welche die Christen selbst weder mit grosser Achtung noch mit 
grossem Vertrauen behandelten.” Elsewhere he calls them “die getauften Juden,” “die Neugetauften,” 
and “die Konvertiten.”
25 Cf. still Meyer Kayserling, Sephardim: Romanische Poesien der Juden in Spanien (Leipzig: Hermann 
Mendelssohn, 1859), 83: “[…] wurden sie von den öffentlichen, sich nicht verleugnenden Juden 
‘Maraños’ [!] genannt.”
26 Phöbus [i.e., Ludwig] Philippson, “Die Marannen: Novelle aus dem letzten Jahrzehend des funf-
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 It seems, thus, that the word “Marrano” entered into the European languages 
as an archaeological discovery that is part of the artificial Middle Ages evoked 
by the Romantics. Devoid of any clear meaning, it opens up a vague field of emo-
tional values, mainly consisting of the associative link between collective deju-
daization and heroic suffering. the “New Christian” was not yet a split person-
ality in Philippson, but he became one in a novella that Ludwig August Frankl 
published in 1854 in Philippson’s journal. In it Frankl presents a Spanish pro-
tagonist who, separated as a child from his crypto-Jewish parents, becomes an 
inquisitor and is about to condemn his own sister to death. on the night before 
the autodafé, his mother enters the Inquisition’s palace and confronts him with 
his origins. She reveals that both he, the inquisitor, and the condemned Jewish 
girl are her children that she jointly reared, and she underscores her words by 
baring her breasts before him. this literary scene unfolds a double level of ex-
istence: day and night, public and private, male and female, religious education 
and the nude body.27 Confronted with his “existential Jewishness” (to use yov-
el’s term), the protagonist flees a double life that no spatial division can harmo-
nize. He leaves Spain and becomes a Jew abroad.
 Heinrich Graetz had pondered the lessons of historians and the fiction of 
novelists when, in 1864, he arrived at the chapter on medieval Judeo-converts 
in volume eight of his History of the Jews.28 His treatment was very original for 
the standards of the time, as Graetz meets and fights with the three major 
 enemies of any historical conceptualization I mentioned earlier: diversity, 
 duplicity, and discontinuity. to start with, Graetz is the first historian to recognize 
the heterogeneity of the convert group, which included, apart from those who 
remained Jews in secret, large fringes of fanatic Christians, cynical careerists, 
and indifferent, frivolous, or scared persons. However, Graetz is not ready to 
give up on the unity of the forcibly converted collectivity. As he writes, “the 
baptized Jews who remained in Spain formed a group by themselves: Christians 
on the outside and Jews in the inside, one may name them Jewish Christians 

zehnten Jahrhunderts,” Allgemeine Zeitung des Judenthums 1:2, May 4, 1837, 6; and ibid., May 11, 
1837, 19: “[…] daß sich unter den Gemeinden, die den Namen der neuen Christen heuchlerisch 
angenommen, schändliche Marannos [!] im Ueberfluß gefunden. Sie haben unsere heilige Religion 
zur Maske herabgewürdigt, hinter welcher sie ungefährdeter niedere Zwecke zu erreichen streben.”
27 Ludwig August Frankl, “Geschichte Diego de Aguilar’s,” Allgemeine Zeitung des Judenthums, 18 
no. 50 (Dec 11, 1854): 630–34, 656–61; see Carsten Wilke, “Ludwig August Frankl als histori-
scher Mythograph der Marranen,” in Ludwig August Frankl (1810–1894), eine jüdische Biographie 
zwischen Okzident und Orient, ed. Louise Hecht (Cologne, Weimar, Vienna: Böhlau, 2016), 221–40.
28 Heinrich Graetz, Geschichte der Juden von den ältesten Zeiten bis auf die Gegenwart, Vol. 8: 
 Geschichte der Juden von Maimuni’s Tod (1205) bis zur Verbannung der Juden aus Spanien und 
 Portugal (Leipzig: Ries’sche Buchdruckerei (Carl B. Lorck), 1864), 300–99; Vol. 9, 244–309, 
 343–52, 361–80, 512–27.
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(Juden-Christen).”29 Not even the monks and church dignitaries of Jewish stock 
could pass the religious border entirely, as they formed a class of ambitious 
  individuals who had been indifferent to religion already before their conversion. 
once they were free from the constraints of the Jewish tradition, “they adapted 
externally to Christianity, they even became devout if this promised some 
 advantage, but they did neither gain in religious nor in moral value.”30

 All members of the group thus share a complex psychology. Any soul that 
 resigns to a double practice must transform, split, and deny itself. Even among 
the converts who remained secretly faithful to Judaism, Graetz postulates 
 “inner struggles” (Seelenkämpfe), and he gives the example of one of his heroines, 
Dona Gracia Nassi, who experiences jointly “the love of the ancestral religion, 
which she had to deny, and the revulsion against the imposed Catholic credo, 
that she had to practice daily through attending church, falling on her knees 
and confessing sins [...]. She longed for a country where she could follow her 
heart enflamed for Judaism.”31

 tracing the dynamic outcome of religious alienation, Graetz invents the 
narrative structure of rejudaization, which is the third innovative element in his 
treatment of the topic. He finishes the ninth volume with his influential 
 canonization of the legendary tale of Daniel Levi de Barrios on the foundation 
of the Jewish community of Amsterdam. this allows Graetz to finish on an 
optimistic note: through persecution and abnegation, Sephardi Judaism arrives 
at a new reconstruction that would ultimately lead to a “sort of equality.”32

29 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 8, 80–81: “Aus diesen in Spanien gebliebenen Zwangstäuflingen bildete 
sich eine eigene Klasse, äußerlich Christen, innen Juden; man könnte sie Juden- Christen nennen. 
Von der christlichen Bevölkerung wurden sie aber mit mißtrauischem Auge betrachtet und als 
Neuchristen mit dem Spitznamen Marranos oder die Verdammten fast mit noch glühenderem Has-
se als die treugebliebenen Juden umlauert, nicht etwa wegen ihrer heimlichen Liebe zum Judenthu-
me, sonder wegen ihrer Abstammung, ihrer eifrigen Rührigkeit und Anstelligkeit.”
30 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 8, 81: “Sie schmiegte sich äußerlich dem Christenthume an oder heuchelte 
Gläubigkeit, wenn es ihr Vortheil mit sich brachte, wurde aber deswegen weder religiöser, noch besser.”
31 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 9: Von der Verbannung der Juden aus Spanien und Portugal bis zur dauernden 
Ansiedelung der Marranen in Holland (1618) (Leipzig: oskar Leiner, 1866), 366–74, 366–67: “Aber 
welche Seelenkämpfe mußte sie durchmachen, bis sie sich frei Gracia (Channa) nennen durfte! [...] 
Die Liebe zu ihrer angestammten Religion, die sie verleugnen mußte, und der Abscheu gegen das 
aufgezwungene katholische Bekenntniß, das sie täglich durch Kirchenbesuch, Kniebeugung und 
Beichte bethätigen mußte, wo sie vielleicht gar von Spionen umlauert war, machte ihr Flandern 
eben so widerwärtig, wie Portugal. Sie sehnte sich nach einem Lande, wo sie dem Zuge ihres für 
das Judenthum glühenden Herzens frei folgen könnte.”
32 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 9, 510–17, 510: “Es scheint abermals als ein Werk der Vorsehung, daß 
der jüdsche Stamm, der in Europa und Asien, in der Christenheit und unter dem Islam, am Ende 
des sechzehnten Jahrhunderts keinen rechten Halt mehr hatte, gerade in dem Lande ihres hart-
näckigsten Feindes, Philipps II. von Spanien, festen Boden fassen und von da aus sich eine Gleich-
stellung erobert konnte.”
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 Where Jost simply states that “all the baptized remained nevertheless Jews,”33 
Graetz brings an unprecedented nuance into his picture of the group that 
 suffered forced conversion: it appears simultaneously as diverse, double, and 
dynamic. But while stressing these three d-s of critical historiography, Graetz 
copes with the ensuing fugacious historical reality by locking it into a common 
term. In the 1864 volume, Graetz is the first to use the term “Marrano” not as 
an alleged specimen of Spanish popular speech, but as a fully-fledged historical 
analytical concept, which will appear in the very title of the ninth volume in 
1866, with the reference to the “permanent settlement of the Marranos in 
 Holland.” taken from polemical language, the “Marrano” cypher is capable of 
embracing extremes and expressing the idea that “even after they had received 
baptism, the Jews remained the same as before, blind and obstinate, that is, 
loyal to the faith of their ancestors.”34 though Graetz follows Depping rather 
than Jost in his writing—double r and single n—it is the image of Jost, unified 
with the fiction of Ludwig Philippson and Ludwig August Frankl, which he 
translates into historiography. the “Marrano” reference restitutes Jewishness in 
its concentric, hierarchic, and teleological parameters.
 Graetz’s solution to cover a complex reality with a simple and ambivalent 
term must be seen against the background of his general hesitation between 
two conceptions of Jewish identity, an idealistic and an ethnic one, a struggle 
that Markus Pyka has convincingly analyzed in a recent book.35 Still, in 1853, 
Graetz accredits literary creation as the “core of Jewish history,” but in 1860, 
with the introduction to volume five of his History, he accomplishes a conscious 
turn towards a cultural history that, he says, “has not individual minds as its 
bearers, but an entire nation [Volk].”36 Graetz now insists on the “national 
 character” that singularizes Jewish history even after the talmudic period, and 
he describes this ethnic dimension during the 1860s with the terminology that 
dominated German historiography at the time, namely Volk, the ethnic nation, 
and Stamm, the tribe.37 United by ethnic origin, Jewry remained at the same 

33 Jost, Allgemeine Geschichte, 406: “Alle Getauften blieben indeß Juden.”
34 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 8, 198: “Die Juden blieben nach empfangener taufe eben so, wie vorher, 
halsstarrig und blind, d.h. treu dem Glauben ihrer Väter.”
35 on the following, see Marcus Pyka, Jüdische Identität bei Heinrich Graetz (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 2008), 251–57.
36 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 5, 1860, 6; Pyka, Jüdische Identität bei Heinrich Graetz, 251.
37 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 5, 3. on the “Stamm” topos, see Abigail Green, Fatherlands: State-Building 
and Nationhood in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 
270–73; till van Rahden, “Germans of the Jewish ‘Stamm’: Visions of Community between 
 Nationalism and Particularism, 1850 to 1933,” in German History from the Margins, ed. Neil Gregor, 
Nils Roemer, and Mark Roseman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2006), 27–48; Pyka, 
Jüdische Identität bei Heinrich Graetz, 252–53.
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time a community of memory, culture, and expectation.38 Graetz did not see 
any conflict between the biological and the cultural definition of ethnicity, but 
he believed in a natural “interaction between the national body and the national 
soul.”39 this organic metaphor, linking the ethnic fact to the religious mission, 
has recently been pinpointed by Shlomo Sand, who speculates about Graetz’s 
particular indebtedness to his friend Moses Hess, and who even promotes the 
Graetz of the 1860s to the position of the main inventor of Jewish people-
hood.40 In his 1863 essay, “the Rejuvenation of the Jewish tribe,” Graetz 
 subscribed to a national mystique as a vital force that is not conditioned by 
race, language, territory, politics, or high culture, but precedes all of these.41

 In developing, between 1864 and 1866, his concept of the “Marrano,” 
Graetz creates an almost mythical coherence between the biological and the 
doctrinal, the collective and the individual aspects of religion. It inscribes 
 Jewishness into a concentric system of religious intensity (from full practice to 
mere descendancy), establishes a hierarchy of psychological attitudes (from 
 sincerity to alienation), as well as a preordained itinerary in time and space 
(from spiritual exile to rejudaization). Graetz acknowledges that there are 
 different criteria of Jewishness—ancestry, conviction, public image, halakhic 
status—but in singular historical circumstances, one of these criteria can take 
the function of the other to such an extent that they all become equivalent and 
interchangeable. 
 Besides its considerable popularity, Graetz’s ninth volume of the History of 
the Jews also had an immediate impact on Jewish historical fiction. the already 
mentioned Reform rabbi Ludwig Philippson novelized Graetz’s Amsterdam 
plot, while his orthodox opponent Markus Lehmann based himself on Ludwig 
August Frankl’s story of the Jewish inquisitor.42 Both authors lived in Catholic 
regions on the Rhine (Bonn and Mainz, respectively), where the “catacomb 

38 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 5, 3: “[…] hörten die Glieder des jüdischen Stammes doch nicht auf, sich 
in Religionsbekenntniß, geschichtlicher Erinnerung, Sitte und Hoffnung als ein einheitliches 
Volkswesen zu fühlen.”
39 Graetz, Geschichte, Vol. 5, 2: “Wechselwirkung dieses Volksleibes und dieser Volksseele”; Pyka, 
Jüdische Identität bei Heinrich Graetz, 255.
40 Shlomo Sand, The Invention of the Jewish People, trans. yael Lotan (London: Verso, 2009), 80.
41 Graetz, “Die Verjüngung des jüdischen Stammes,” Jahrbuch für Israeliten 10 (1863–1864), 1–13; 
Gregor, Roemer, and Roseman (eds.), German History from the Margins, 175; Sand, The Invention 
of the Jewish People, 80–81.
42 Ludwig Philippson, Jakob Tirado: geschichtlicher Roman aus der 2. Hälfte des sechszehnten Jahr-
hunderts (Leipzig: Leiner, 1867), 24: “[…] daß die armen Marranen (Neu-Christen) eine 
 Zufluchtsstätte finden mögen, wo sie endlich einmal den Durst ihrer Seele befriedigen und den 
Gott ihrer Väter wieder bekennen mögen.”; Marcus Lehmann, Die Familie y Aguillar (Zürich: 
 Morascha, 1990 [1873]), 7: “[…] seitdem die ersten Marannen nach Holland entflohen und dort 
eine Freistätte fanden.”

HEINRICH GRAEtZ’S NEoLoGISM “MARRANo”



94

novels” about secret Christians were pious entertainment at the time. It is prob-
ably not surprising that they continue the representation of “Marranos” as cave 
dwellers using subterranean synagogues. Both authors adopted the dynamic 
plot of the emigration of the “Marranos” to freedom, but had misgivings about 
the diversified image of the group and the inner duplicity of individuals. the 
religious divide between Philippson and Lehmann manifests itself in their dif-
fering spelling conventions: Philippson converted to the option of double r 
and single n, while Lehmann remains faithful to the Jost tradition of a single r 
and double n. Graetz and his fictional reincarnations assured the neologism 
 “Marrano” a prompt success among the German, French, and English public.
 the word was new, and even the learned Monatsschrift misspelled it.43 But 
most, if not all, Jewish users of the term were firmly convinced that they were 
quoting a living Spanish term, an emotion-laden word that allegedly encapsu-
lated Iberian anti-Jewish hate speech from the Middle Ages to the present. 
Linked to stereotypes about the Spanish obsession with genealogical purity, this 
belief in the historical stability of a racist slur allowed for its transformation 
into a key term for one’s identity. the strong sense of groupness expressed 
through racist hate speech gives both the distinctive profile and the moral 
 excuse for a unified self-image. the tragic horizon of Inquisitorial persecution 
and the imagined historical continuity of Spanish anti-Judaism from the 
 Middle Ages to the present is encapsulated in the term “Marrano,” which alone 
is sufficient to mold its victims into a romantic collectivity, as Cecil Roth 
 explained in his History of the Marranos from 1932: “the word expresses 
 succinctly and unmistakably all the depth of hatred and contempt which the 
ordinary Spaniard felt for the insincere neophytes by whom he was now 
 surrounded. It is the constancy shown by them and their descendants that has 
redeemed the term from its former insulting connotation, and endowed it with 
its enduring power of romance.”44 
 Roth was mistaken, as in modern Spanish “Marrano” had conserved only 
the plain meaning of “pig” in its zoological or generally insulting sense, and its 
Jewish semantics was reimported through the translation of English and French 
works written in the Graetzian vein. When in 1941, a Jewish editor in Argen-
tina published a translation of Cecil Roth’s history as Historia de los marranos, 
the Hispanophone audience reportedly wondered what this “History of the 
pigs” may have been about. the second edition of the book, which came out in 
Madrid in 1979 for a non-Jewish audience, chose the title Los judíos secretos. 

43 Heinrich Graetz, “Don Balthasar Isaak orobio de Castro: Eine biographische Skizze,” Monats-
schrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft des Judenthums 16 (1867), 321–30, here 321: “von tausenden 
jüdischer Morranen.”
44 Cecil Roth, History of the Marranos (New york: Schocken, 1974), 28
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Still, in 1970 a Spanish historian revealingly spoke of “the New Christians (or, 
as the Jewish historians prefer to say, Marranos).”45 It took until Marco  Aguinis’s 
novel La gesta del marrano from 1992 for the Graetzian neologism to become 
actually naturalized in Spanish.
 the forgotten medieval insult arrived in Spain as a reimport from Breslau 
via oxford and Buenos Aires. Encapsulated in a deeply ambivalent word, 
Graetz has been able to pass on to his readers, and to an entire current of modern 
Jewish thought, his organicist metaphor of the equation between the national 
body and the national soul. Rather surprisingly, a worldview of romantic 
 nationalism from Richard Wagner’s age stands behind the Marranosophy that, 
in yovel’s late twentieth-century formulation, could praise anti-religious rebellion 
and universal rationality while still laying claim to a canonical Jewish past. It is 
this hidden presence of nineteenth-century traditions that accounts for the 
 belated character of the contemporary cult of the “Marrano.” the historicism 
it manifests is not a concern with the marginal zones of Sephardi history, but 
through them engages obliquely with the discredited, yet attractive, heritage 
from German romantic ethno-nationalism.

45 Juan Guillermo García Valdecasas, Las Academias morales de Antonio Enríquez Gómez (Seville: 
Universidad de Sevilla, 1970), 12: “[…] los cristianos nuevos (marranos, que prefieren decir los 
 historiadores judíos).”
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MIHáLy KáLMáN

“THE SECONd JudAH MACCABEE”: 
JOSEpH TruMpELdOr ANd THE JEwiSH LEgiON iN ruSSiA

Joseph trumpeldor (1880–1920) became the first modern towering heroic figure 
of the yishuv and of Zionism on account of his death during the defense of 
tel-Hai in the Upper Galilee, and this feat overshadowed much of his earlier 
oeuvre in the sphere of Jewish militarism.1 As his involvement in setting up 
Jewish units in Russia demonstrates, however, even before his death, trumpeldor, 
as an individual embodying the Zionist ideal, possessed immense mobiliza-
tional potential. While representing an outcast strand in the Zionist politics of 
the time, trumpeldor’s relentless struggle to pursue ambitious projects places 
him among the tendencies of experimentalism and utopianism of the revolu-
tionary year 1917, when he joined the new cohort of visionaries in Russia.2 At 
the same time, trumpeldor’s detachment and his ability to maneuver in the 
labyrinth of the corridors of power in Petrograd testified to the unprecedented 
possibilities opened up by the European turmoil for Jews in general and Zionists 
in particular.3 

trumpeldor’s successes in his military endeavors, however short-lived, dem-
onstrate the appeal Zionism commanded and the extent to which autonomous 
Jewish military organizations were able to appeal to a broad pool of potential 
volunteers and activists—in marked contrast to later attempts by Soviet and 
Soviet Jewish institutions to mobilize Jews to the Red Army to defend the 
 international revolution and the Soviet state, rather than Jewish security and 
well-being.4 trumpeldor’s activities also shed light on the opportunities realized 

1 yael Zerubavel, Recovered Roots: Collective Memory and the Making of Israeli National Tradition 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 33–34, 43–47.
2 Richard Stites, Revolutionary Dreams: Utopian Vision and Experimental Life in the Russian Revo-
lution (New york: oxford University Press, 1989), 38–40.
3 Jonathan Frankel, “the Paradoxical Politics of Marginality: thoughts on the Jewish Situation 
during the years 1914–1921,” in Crisis, Revolution and Russian Jews, ed. Jonathan Frankel (New 
york: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 142–43, 145–46. Frankel pointed to the Jewish units of 
the British Army, and the pro-British Jewish espionage network, Nili, as the most expressive 
 examples of successful adventurism on the part of free-floating Zionist political activists.

4  on Jews and the Red Army, see especially: Joseph Nedava, Trotsky and the Jews (Philadelphia: 
Jewish Publication Society of America, 1972), 110–15; Baruch Gurevitz, “An Attempt to Establish 
Separate Jewish Units in the Red Army during the Civil War,” Michael: On the History of the Jews 
in the Diaspora 6 (1980): 86–101; oleg Budnitskii, “‘Evreiskie batal’ony’ v Krasnoi armii” [Jewish 
battalions in the Red Army], in Mirovoi krizis 1914–1920 godov i sud’ba vostochnoevropeiskogo evre-
istvo, ed. oleg Budnitskii  (Moscow: RoSSPEN, 2005), 239–61; oleg Budnitskii, “the ‘Jewish 
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by maneuvering within the space of the Russian Provisional Government’s (March 
to November 1917) and early Soviet institutions, adjusting his priorities and focus, 
negotiating with authorities and building a mass base as a token of legitimacy.

A russian Jewish Expeditionary Force?

Vladimir Jabotinsky upset the Zionist movement during the war by abandoning 
the principle of neutrality, pledging allegiance to the British and establishing, 
in April 1915, the Zion Mule Corps of the British Army. His pariah status in 
some Zionist circles, however, did not translate into popular resentment toward 
his cause of Zionist militarism and of participation in defeating the ottoman 
Empire as a source of postwar Jewish claims to Palestine. the allure of Jabotinsky’s 
pro-Allied stance was also boosted by the Balfour Declaration, issued in November 
1917. At the same time, the appeal of patriotism, defensism, and national 
mobilization soared among Jewish soldiers of the Provisional Government’s 
Russian Army. Jewish soldiers’ organizations mushroomed across the front and 
the garrisons, culminating in the establishment of the Union of Jewish Soldiers 
(UJS) in the summer of 1917, an organization headquartered in Kiev until 
January 1918.5

By the time Jabotinsky’s right-hand man, Joseph trumpeldor, a decorated 
veteran of the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) with a distinguished service 
carrier and an amputated left hand, arrived to Petrograd in late June of 1917, 
his bravado was very much the talk of the street. For Zionist soldiers, trumpeldor’s 
feats represented a promise of being able to actively participate in occupying 
the Land of Israel, and for Jewish soldiers in general his figure embodied 

Battalions’ in the Red Army,” in Revolution, Repression and Revival: the Soviet Jewish Experience, ed. Zvi 
Gitelman and yaacov Ro’i (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 2007), 15–35; oleg 
Budnitskii, Russian Jews between the Reds and the Whites, trans. timothy J. Portice (Philadephia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2012), 356–405.
5 on Jewish soldiers’ organizations and the UJS, see especially: Mikhail Samoilovich Frenkin, 
Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 1917–1918 [the Russian Army and the revolution, 1917–1918] (Munich: 
Logos, 1978), 248–54, 543–45, 715–18; Vladyslav Hrynevych and Liudmyla Hrynevych, 
“Deiatel’nost’ soiuza evreev-voinov Kievskogo voennogo okruga (iul’ 1917–ianvar’ 1918 gg.)” [the 
activities of the Union of Jewish Soldiers of the Kyiv Military District (July 1917–January 1918)]; 
Vestnik Evreiskogo universiteta v Moskve 6 (24) (2001): 207–48; Vladyslav Hrynevych and Liudmyla 
Hrynevych, Natsional ’ne viis’kove pytannia v diial ’nosti Soiuzu ievreïv-voïniv KVO: (lypen’ 
1917– sichen’ 1918 rr.) [National military questions in the activities of the Union of Jewish Soldiers 
of the Kyiv Military District (July 1917–January 1918)] (Kyiv: Natsional’na akademiia nauk Ukraïny, 
Instytut istoriï Ukraïny NAN Ukraïny, Instytut politychnykh i etnonatsional’nykh doslidzhen’, 
2001); Iaroslav tynchenko, Pid zirkoiu Davida: Evreis’ki natsional ’ni formuvannia v Ukraini v 
1917–1920 rokakh [Under the star of David: Jewish national units in Ukraine in 1917–1920] (Kyiv: 
tempora, 2014), 16–56. on the UJS in Russia in 1918, see the present author’s forthcoming article 
in World War I and the Jews, eds. Marsha Rozenblit and Jonathan Karp.
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 patriotism, loyalty, and courage, rewarded by professional advancement in the ranks. 
Voina i evrei (The war and the Jews), the main organ of Jewish soldiers during 
the war, presented trumpeldor as the role model for Russian Jewish soldiers, 
once portraying him on the cover of the journal with his British decorations: 
four St. George Crosses and a St. George Medal adorning his chest.6 Shortly 
after trumpeldor’s arrival, the periodical of the 5th Army depicted his chivalrous 
feats as deputy commander of the Zion Mule Corps, leading his Jewish soldiers 
to battle under a banner decorated with a Star of David.7 As Ruvim Rubinshtein, 
the young Zionist journalist and a member of the 1st Jewish Joint Detachment, 
recalled, during the revolution individuals attracted little attention compared 
to the masses, but trumpeldor’s exceptional figure was talked about; his history 
of heroic feats in the siege of Port Arthur and the battle of Gallipoli, his lost left 
arm, and his decorations immensely captivated Jewish youth.8

trumpeldor’s personality and appearance also commanded respect. Rubinshtein 
described him as a “real leader”: confident, calm, and taciturn with a shy smile, 
while the medic of his detachment recalled that he was of the type of people 
who “whether they want it or not, occupy half of the room.”9 Similarly im-
pressed was yitzhak Sadeh, later Haganah commander and founder of special 
units. Leaving his position as a commander in the Petrograd police, Sadeh 
joined a self-defense unit before joining the Red Army, and later admiringly re-
called trumpeldor’s confident optimism, frankness, as well as the “sturdy body, 
military-like stance, and a clear and hewn manner of speech.”10

6 yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern, Jews in the Russian Army, 1827–1917: Drafted into Modernity 
 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 262.
7 “Evreiskii polk” [Jewish regiment], Izvestiia armeiskogo komiteta 5-i armii 66 (July 23, 1917): 4. 
8 Ruvim Rubinshtein, “trumpel’dor v dni revoliutsii (otryvki iz vospominanii)” [trumpeldor in the 
days of the Revolution (Excerpts from my memoirs)] in Zhizn’ Iosifa Trumpel ’dora: Vospominaniia 
[the life of Joseph trumpeldor: Memoirs], ed. David Belotserkovskii (Berlin: s.n., 1924), 119–20; 
Pesach Ben ‘Amram (Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor: Life and Works (Jerusalem: youth and Hechalutz 
Department, World Zionist organization, 1953), 64; Pesach Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor: ‘ ishiyuto, 
chayaw, pe’ulotaw [Joseph trumpeldor: His personality, life, and deeds] (tel-Aviv: tarbut we-chinuch, 
1967), 82.
9 Rubinshtein, “trumpeldor v dni revoliutsii,” 125–26; Ruvim Rubinshtein, “yisud ha-haganah 
be-Petrograd” [the establishment of self-defense in Petrograd], in Moreshet Tel-Chai [the legacy 
of tel-Chai.], ed. Gershon Rivlin (tel Aviv: Ma‘arakhot, 1948), 189; Iakov Veinshal, “Vospominaniia 
(Publikatsiia V. Khazana)” [Memoirs (published by V. Khazan)], in Diaspora: Novye materialy 
 [Diaspora: New materials], ed. oleg Korostelev, Vol. 4 (Saint Petersburg: Feliks, 2002), 53; Iakov 
Veinshal, “Vospominaniia” [Memoirs], Ierusalimskii zhurnal 10 (2002): 244. See also Veinshal’s 
memoir on the Haganah History Archive (henceforth HHA), 198.19/3. the Petrograd Commu-
nity member Menachem Rudnitski and the Poalei tsionist leader Nir-Rafalkes were similarly 
 impressed with trumpeldor’s uniform and looks: Menachem ‘Adir, “yosef trumpeldor,” ha-Po‘el 
ha-tza‘ ir 27 (March 12, 1957): 6; Nokhem Nir-Rafalkes, Ershte yorn: In rod fun dor un bavegung 
[the first years: In the circle of a generation and the movement] (tel Aviv: y. L. Peretz, 1960), 344.
10 yitzchaq Sadeh, “Pegishot ‘im yosef trumpeldor” [Meetings with Joseph trumpeldor], ‘Al 
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the former British captain turned up in the Russian capital flaunting an 
 immaculate British officers’ uniform complete with a khaki tie, breeches, and 
top-boots, and a Sam Browne belt with polished leather straps, stretching 
through his chest below his chiseled face and broad shoulders.11 Indeed, it was 
due to both his personal stature and the appeal of his ideological tenets that his 
quest to organize self-defense found an attentive ear among Jewish youth, who 
“believed him, since we already loved him wholeheartedly.”12 As another of his 
admirers recalled, “Jewish youth, too, drifting with the stream of struggle for 
new life, was yearning for a hero, for a warrior […] [w]e designed for ourselves 
new notions of power, beauty, and heroism, but we tied these to Eretz Israel, 
the place where all hopes shall be fulfilled.”13

trumpeldor was determined to forge a new generation of Jewish warriors. 
As he wrote to Jabotinsky, “We need to create a generation without interests, 
without customs. Simply a piece of iron.”14 to be sure, trumpeldor had oppo-
nents among the youth as well: when rumors about his planned self-defense 
unit began to spread, a group of Bundist students accused him of splitting the 
forces of the revolution by establishing chauvinistic military formations—
trumpeldor laughed off the matter.15

 ha-mishmar 7, no. 2032 (March 31, 1950): 5, republished as: yitzchaq Sadeh, ‘Albom [Album] (tel 
Aviv: ha-Qibbutz ha-meuchad, 1972), 3; Shlomoh Derekh, ed., Ktavim: Yitzchaq Sadeh [yitzchak 
Sadeh’s writings], 3 Vols., Vol. 1 (ha-Pinqas patuach, reshimot ‘otobiyografyot shonot) [the open 
notebook, various autobiographical notes] (tel Aviv: ha-Qibutz ha-me‘uchad, 1980), 303. According 
to a Geholuts member who met trumpeldor in Minsk, the Geholuts committee was full of adora-
tion for trumpeldor and ready to “follow the Second Judah Maccabee”; however, the latter was 
uncomfortable with his appearance and abilities. trumpeldor was angered when a Geholuts member 
addressed him in a letter as “our one-armed hero,” and to a request permission for a lame youth 
asking to be admitted to Geholuts, he replied: “We primarily need people of full physical value, 
fighters able to endure life under military conditions and hard work; during the day they will work 
under the scorching sun with spuds, picks, and shovels, and during the night will be on guard.” Iser 
Kosovskii, “Vstrechi s trumpel’dorom” [Meetings with trumpeldor], in My nachinali eshche v Rossii 
[We began already in Russia], ed. Ieguda Erez (Jerusalem: Biblioteka Aliia, 1983), 78–80.
11 Rubinshtein, “trumpel’dor v dni revoliutsii,” 121; Ben ‘Amram (Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor, 
64; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 82–83.
12 Rubinshtein, “trumpel’dor v dni revoliutsii,” 123.
13 yitzchaq Rabinovitz, mi-Mosqvah ‘ad Yerushalayim: ha-Ma‘avaq ha-yehudi ha-le‘umi be-Vrit ha-Mo‘atzot 
[From Moscow to Jerusalem: the Jewish national struggle in the Soviet Union] (Jerusalem: Re’uven 
Mas, 1957), 30.
14 Anna Viktorovna Simonova, “Sionistskoe dvizhenie v Sovetskoi Rossii (1917–20-e gody)” [the 
Zionist movement in Soviet Russia (1917–1920s)] (PhD Diss., Moskovskii gosudarstvennyi univer-
sitet servisa, 1999), 69.
15  Rubinshtein, “trumpel’dor v dni revoliutsii,” 123; Rubinshtein, “yisud ha-haganah,” 188.
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Building on his popularity among youth, trumpeldor visited a number of 
larger urban centers to set up armed Jewish groups. In late 1917, he partook in 
a front soldiers’ meeting in a synagogue in Lutsk (Volhynia), urging partici-
pants to form self-defense.16 Around the same time, in keeping with his penchant 
for military pageantries, he oversaw a physical education class in a Minsk high 
school, and was introduced by the teacher as a hero. When trumpeldor  declared 
his intention to organize self-defense and teach Jewish youth to handle  weapons, 
almost all students expressed their willingness to join.17 While at Minsk, 
trumpeldor received numerous letters from Geholuts (Hehalutz youth 
 movement) members declaring their readiness to follow “the second Judah 
Maccabee.”18

In Petrograd, trumpeldor’s aide-de-camp negotiated with the Makkabi 
 Jewish sports association about forming a joint armed force destined to go to 
Palestine. A military parade was organized so that the Makkabi members could 
meet the hero of Port Arthur in person, and for trumpeldor to inspect the able-
bodied young Makkabists. trumpeldor, moved at the sight, called on them to 
“study war and prepare to spill your blood if necessary for the Land of Israel.”19 
As a participant later recalled, this was the first time when he and his comrades 
first heard the words “homeland, occupation, self-sacrifice.” Indeed, the club 
and trumpeldor began planning the introduction of a military training course 
into the Makkabi program.20 the Joint Detachment later also provided space 
for the Makkabi to store the ammunition of their scout and shooting teams, 
while the Detachment’s soldiers were allowed to use the Makkabi’s  gymnastics 
equipment.21

Such initiatives by trumpeldor were part of his mission—crafted with 
 Jabotinsky—to stem the tide of pacifism and anti-war sentiment among Russian 

16 HHA 32.22/1.
17 Archive of the oral History Division of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem (henceforth oHD) 
(42) 25/1–2; yitzchaq Brodner, “‘Im-trumpeldor we-yitzchaq Sadeh” [With trumpeldor and 
yitzhak Sadeh], in Minsq: ‘Ir wa-’em: qorot, ma‘asim, ‘ ishim, haway [Minsk: City and mother: 
 History, deeds, personalities, experiences, life], ed. Shlomo ‘Even-Shosan, 1 vols., vol. 2 (Jerusalem: 
‘Irgun yotze Minsq u-vanoteyha be-yisra’el - Bet lochame-ha-geta’ot ‘al-shem yitzchaq Qatznelson 
- Qiryat-Sefer, 1985), 175–76.
18 Kosovskii, “Vstrechi s trumpel’dorom,” 78.
19 Ben ‘Amram (Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor, 66; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 85–86.
20 oHD (42) 8/5; ya‘aqov ya‘ari (Polesqin), Cholmim we-lochamim [Fighters and dreamers] (Petach 
tiqwah: S. Z. Gisin, 1922), 287; Rabinovitz, mi-Mosqvah ‘ad Yerushalayim, 30–31.
21 “V otdelakh Makkabi: Petrograd” [In the Makkabi Departments: Petrograd], Makkabi 4–5 
(February–March 1918): 65–66. See also: Mikhail Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 1917–1939: 
Natsional’naia zhizn’ i sovetizatsiia [the Jews of Leningrad, 1917–1939: National life and sovietiza-
tion] (Moscow and Jerusalem: Mosty kul‘tury, 1999), 48.
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Jews, and open another front by forming a 100,000-strong Russian-Jewish 
army that would march through the Caucasus to reach Palestine.22 In early 
March 1917, Jabotinsky expressed his concerns about the pacifist sentiments 
among the Jews of Russia and the United States to British Prime Minister 
Lloyd George. He proposed to conduct an extensive propaganda and recruit-
ment campaign directed specifically at Jews, in particular by appealing to them 
with the promise of a Jewish Regiment fighting for Palestine, which would 
“force every Jew to realise that his own national interest entirely depends upon 
the prosecution of the war to a victorious end.”23 Upon receiving support for 
this project, Jabotinsky informed trumpeldor in late March that he had asked 
one of the few of his remaining aides, Meir Grossman, to travel to Russia in 
order to raise the question of the Jewish Legion.24

the developments of 1917 and initiatives emanating from Russia also en-
couraged Jabotinsky to undertake the formation of a Jewish army there: he 
received requests from his confidantes in Petrograd to organize a Jewish unit, 
and his nephew wrote him from odessa that many would support the organi-
zation of a Jewish legion in that city. However, although British military 
 authorities offered him to take a leave of absence so that he could transfer to the 
Russian Army, Jabotinsky seems to have been too preoccupied with the final 
stages of organizing a Jewish battalion in Britain to take the task upon himself. 
As he wrote to Chaim Weizmann in early May, “the Zionist idea now is identi-
cal with the idea of a British Palestine, and therefore a Zionist legion can only 
be started in England.” While he was convinced that only after sending a Jewish 
unit to Palestine under British colors could additional units be recruited in 
Russia or America, Jabotinsky gauged that the Foreign office was interested in 
pro-war propaganda among Jewish youth in Russia, and pro-British propa-
ganda in the papers and at pro-war meetings. As he remarked, there was “plenty 
of inflammable material for a great pro-war movement [in Russia] and that 
setting it ablaze is only a matter of strong concentrated will and of a good 
battle cry”—Palestine.25

Before committing to send another of his close aides after Grossman to Russia, 
Jabotinsky made an attempt—to no avail—to inquire with Pavel Miliukov, 

22 Such attempts were not unprecedented before trumpeldor’s. In June, Staff Captain Zagovorskii 
proposed that the War Ministry form a Jewish Army of 500–600,000 Jewish soldiers on the 
 Caucasian Front. Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 251–52.
23 Jabotinsky Institute Archive (henceforth JA) A1/2/7/2667; see also: yitzchaq Ma’or, ha-Tnù ah 
ha-tziyonit be-Rusyah: me-R‘eshitah we-‘ad yemenu [the Zionist movement in Russia from its 
 beginning to this day] (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1986), 481. In mid-April, Jabotinsky made a similar 
suggestion to Balfour. JA A1/2/7/2669.
24 JA A1/2/7/2664. 
25 JA A1/2/7/5988.
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Kadet leader and Minister of Foreign Affairs, about the advisability of pro-war 
propaganda and recruitment among Jewish youth. In addition, it turned out 
that most delegates at the 7th Russian Zionist Congress held in Petrograd at the 
end of May were also staunchly opposed to the idea of the ostracized Jabotinsky 
forming a Jewish legion. Led by Grossman, the “activist-legionist” fraction at 
the Congress wowed to tread an Anglophile line and support Jabotinsky in his 
quest, but was repeatedly shouted down by delegates preferring to preserve the 
neutrality of the Zionist movement, fearful of the uncertain consequences of 
aligning themselves with, and offering military support for, the Allies in a time 
of war. Iekhiel’ Chlenov—a doyen of Zionist leaders and co-chairman of the 
congress—insisted that a fundamental principle of the Zionist Executive 
 Committee was the commitment to a swift peace agreement in order to prevent 
the destruction of the yishuv, and to neutrality in order to preserve the unity of 
the Zionist movement.26

Despite the lack of tangible results in shoring up support for a Jewish  legion 
among Zionists and in the hallways of power, in mid-June, Jabotinsky dis-
patched trumpeldor to Petrograd, hopeful that his comrade-in-arms would be 
able to secure the establishment of a Jewish unit there, and the two would meet 
up in Palestine.27 Shortly after his arrival, trumpeldor expressed hope to 
 Jabotinsky that “within a month we will receive permission and within two or 
three months we will be at the front, with the red flag of the Russian Revolu-
tion, and the blue and white flag of Jewish revival flying above our heads.”28 

26 Joseph B. Schechtman, Rebel and Statesman: The Vladimir Jabotsinky Story, Vol. 1 (the Early 
years) (New york: the American Book–Stratford Press, 1956), 238–40. on the congress episode, 
see also a first-hand account of a Zionist Socialist participant in the Lavon Institute Archive 
III/19/47/1/11/7–8, and Aryeh tzentziper, “Wa‘idot ‘artziyot shel tziyone Rusyah” [the national 
congresses of Russian Zionists], in Qatzir: qovetz le-Qorot ha-tnù ah ha-tziyonit be-Rusyah [Harvest: 
Collection on the Zionist movement in Russia],  ed. Dawid Zaka’y, ‘Aleksader ‘Ezer, and Aryeh 
tzentziper, 2 vols., (tel Aviv: tarbut we-chinukh, 1972), vol. 2, 274; yehudah Ben’ari, Yosef 
Trumpeldor, ‘Ishim ba-‘am ha-yehudi [Joseph trumpeldor, personalities of the Jewish people] (tel-
Aviv: ha-Qongres ha-yehudi ha-`olami, 1975), 27; Ma’or, ha-Tnù ah ha-tziyonit, 443–44; Itskhak 
Maor, Sionistskoe dvizhenie v Rossii [the Zionist movement in Russia], trans. o. Mints (Jerusalem: 
Biblioteka “Aliia,” 1977), 355–56. Back in 1915, Chlenov reportedly torpedoed Jabotinsky’s attempt 
in the War Ministry to set up a Jewish Legion: Schechtman, Rebel and Statesman, vol 1, 208.
27 JA A1/2/7/2826. According to Jabotinsky, trumpeldor went to Russia on his own volition, having 
been denied—on account of his disability—the possibility to serve in the 38th Royal Fusiliers, the 
Jewish battalion organized by Jabotinsky, formed in August 1917: Vladimir Jabotinsky, The Story 
of the Jewish Legion, trans. Samuel Katz (New york: B. Ackerman, 1945), 89. According to his letter 
from late March 1917, however, trumpeldor had been planning to set up a Jewish Legion to cross 
the Caucasus to Palestine in Russia months before his departure. Ch. Fridman, “‘he-Chalutz’” 
[Hechalutz], in me-Chaye Yosef Trumpeldor: Qovets reshimot we-qit̀ e mikhtavim [on the life of Jo-
seph trumpeldor: A collection of writings and excerpts of letters], ed. Menachem Poznanski (tel-
Aviv: Am oved, 1953), 303.
28 Fridman, “‘he-Chalutz’,” 304. See also yehudah Slutzki, ed., Sefer toldot ha-haganah [History of 
the Haganah] 8 Vols., vol. 2/1 (Mi-haganah le-ma‘avaq), Ha-sifriyah ha-tzionit [From defense to 
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By late July, trumpeldor reported to Jabotinsky that he had managed to turn 
the initial hostility of Zionist circles into an “almost benevolent neutrality.”29 
Within a month, he formed an initiative group, which sent a proposal to then 
Deputy Minister of War Boris Savinkov, outlining a plan for the organiza-
tion of the Jewish Legion. The manpower was to be drawn from volunteers, 
soldiers in rear units, and new draftees, all joining voluntarily. Jewish junkers 
were to be appointed as junior officers, while the senior commanding staff was 
to consist of officers regardless of nationality. The Legion was to be identical 
to other army units as regards its uniform, language of command, and other 
characteristics, but—true to trumpeldor’s aforementioned vision—it was to fly 
a white-blue flag along with the red one.

Although the proposal proclaimed that the most desirable front for the Legion 
was the Palestinian one, the initiators expressed readiness to subordinate them-
selves to the orders of the High Command, and observe the unity of the front 
by defending first and foremost the Revolution, whose defeat the proposal 
 declared to be synonymous with the defeat of Russian Jewry. thus, while the 
initiators proclaimed that it was the “national call ‘For a Jewish Palestine!’ [that] 
is the new mighty impulse for victories and self-sacrifice,” they also assured the 
Provisional Government that “national-territorial interests of Jewry lie within 
the boundaries of Russia.” thereby, trumpeldor aimed to avert suspicions that 
the Legion might become a tool of centrifugal forces of separatism or national 
mobilization already driving wedges into the fringes of the crumbling state.30 

one author of the plan also underlined the opposition to monarchism, Bolshe-
vism, and “revolutionary defeatism,” while distancing Jews from Bolshevik 
leaders of Jewish origins: “Jews, the stepchildren of autocracy cannot allow 

struggle] (s. n.: tzava’ haganah le-yisra’el - hotza’at ma’arakhot, 1959), 24; Shulamit Lasqov, 
Trumpeldor: Sipur chayaw [trumpeldor: A biography] (Haifa: Shiqmonah, 1972), 153; Ben ‘Amram 
(Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor, 64–65; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 83; Ma’or, ha-Tnu‘ah 
 ha-tziyonit, 482.
29 Schechtman, Rebel and Statesman, 240.
30 “Khronika: Evreiskii legion v Rossii” [Chronicle: Jewish Legion in Russia], Evreiskaia nedelia 35 
(September 3, 1917): 22; see also: “Be-Rusyah: Legiyon yehudi be-Rusyah,” ha-‘Am / Goom 34 
(August 27 [September 9], 1917): 2; “Evreiskaia zhizn’: Sredi voennykh” [Jewish life: Among the 
troops], Evreiskaia rabochaia khronika 11 (17) (September 14, 1917): 20–21; “yidisher legyon in 
Rusland” [the yiddish Legion in Russia] Petrograder togblat 87, republished as: Avrom Kirzshnits, 
Der yidisher arbeter: Khrestomatye tsu der geshikhte fun der yidisher arbeter, revolutsyonerer un sotsyal-
istisher bavegung in Rusland [the Jewish worker: A chrestomathy for the history of the Jewish labor, 
revolutionary, and socialist movement in Russia], Vol. 4 (Di yorn 1917–1918) [the years 1917–
1918] (Moscow: Shul un bukh, 1928), 84–85  According to the latter two articles the slogans of the 
unit were to be “For free Russia! For a united democracy! For independent Palestine!” See also: 
Schechtman, Rebel and Statesman, 240; Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 47. on the urge of political elites 
in the period of the Provisional Government to prevent secession along national lines, see Rex E. 
Wade, The Russian Revolution, 1917 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 146–49.
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even the thought of returning to the shameful past […]. Jews cannot bear 
 accusations of defeatism on account of some people who have nothing in common 
with Jewry. ‘We want to […] unite the name of the Jew with the name of the 
fighter for free Russia. We want to die together or triumph together.’”31

the proposal was duly accepted almost without modifications, though the 
final version stipulated that instead of new draftees wishing to join the Legion, 
only those with various levels of medical exemptions be admitted to its ranks. 
this in effect absolved the Russian Army’s draft pool from any significant 
draining away of manpower from the fronts. In addition, the recruitment cam-
paign was to be limited to the Petrograd area, and conducted in coordination 
with regional military organs.32 Some Zionist activists, to be sure, were inspired 
to put the plan into practice far and wide: at the end of September, a UJS meet-
ing involving numerous Zionist soldiers was held in Batumi, where Avraham 
Katznelson, later a prominent politician and a signatory of Israel’s Declaration 
of Independence, informed the audience about trumpeldor’s Jewish Legion 
project. By December, a recruitment center was set up in Batumi, and units 
were reportedly organized in trabzon, tbilisi, Erzurum, and Vladikavkaz.33

By the summer, incitement against Jews encompassed not only Ukraine, 
but also Russia, including Petrograd,34 and by the fall Jewish pogroms staged by 
demobilized soldiers and discontented peasants became increasingly common-
place.35 Thus, apart from pursuing the project of the Jewish Legion, trumpeldor 
increasingly gravitated toward establishing self-defense units. Expressing deep 
distrust in the impact of the revolution on the security of Russian Jews, 

31 “Evreiskii legion” [Jewish Legion], Vlast’ naroda 102 (August 26, 1917): 2; “Be-Rusyah: Legiyon 
yehudi be-Rusyah” [In Russia: Jewish Legion in Russia],  ha-\Am / Goom 34 (August 27 [September 
9], 1917): 2; see also: Vladimir Prokhorovich Buldakov, “Rossiiskoe evreistvo i bol’shevistskii 
perevorot v Petrograde, oktiabr, 1917–ianvar’ 1918 goda” [Russian Jewry and the Bolshevik Revo-
lution in Petrograd, october 1917–January 1918], in Arkhiv evreiskoi istorii [Archive of Jewish history],  
ed. oleg Budnitskii, vol. 4 (Moscow: RoSSPEN, 2007), 95.
32 Gosudarstvennyi arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii (State Archive of the Russian Federation, hence-
forth GARF) fond 7747, opis’ 1, delo 4, list 1 (henceforth 7747/1/4/1).
33 HHA 80/257P/8 “Chanukah be-chezit Kawkaz bi-shnat 1917: tzava’ `ivri be-chezit Kawkaz” 
[Hanukkah on the Caucasian front in 1917: Jewish Army on the Caucasian Front].
34 Vera Lebedeva-Kaplan, “Evrei Petrograda v 1917 g.” [the Jews of Petrograd in 1917], Vestnik 
Evreiskogo universiteta v Moskve 2 (1993): 12–14.
35 on pogroms in 1917, see, e.g.: Elias tcherikower, Istoriia pogromnogo dvizheniia na Ukraine, 
1917–1921 gg. [the history of the pogrom movement in Ukraine, 1917–1921], Vol. 1 (Antisemitizm 
i pogromy na Ukraine, 1917–1918 gg.: K istorii ukrainsko-evreiskikh otnoshenii) [Antisemitism 
and pogroms in Ukraine, 1917–1921. to the history of Ukrainian–Jewish relations] (Berlin: ost-
jüdisches Historisches Archiv, 1923), 29–32, 49–63; Vladimir Prokhorovich Buldakov, “Freedom, 
Shortages, Violence: the origins of the ‘Revolutionary Anti-Jewish Pogrom’ in Russia, 1917–
1918,” in Anti-Jewish Violence: Rethinking the Pogrom in East European History, ed. Israel Bartal, et 
al. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2011), 74–91.
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trumpeldor, at the 1st Conference of the Union of Jewish Soldiers held in mid-
october in Kiev, warned that “the pogrom atmosphere has grown [such] deep 
roots in the Christian population, [that] even children and those parents 
hearing pogrom speeches often commit attempts to stage pogroms.”36 Indeed, 
the combined effect of the october Revolution, strengthening pogrom agita-
tion, and sporadic anti-Jewish violence forced trumpeldor to temporarily 
abandon his designs for a Jewish Legion.

Self-defense

Upon his return from the Kiev conference, where he was appointed commissar 
for Jewish soldiers’ affairs, trumpeldor was admitted to the Executive Committee 
of the Socialist Union of St. George’s Cross-Bearers,37 and still in october proposed 
to the Soldier’s Section of the Petrograd Soviet to create a special self-defense 
unit against pogroms.38 A delegation of the Petrograd UJS, in turn, was first 
received by the Minister of trade, Aleksander Konovalov, on october 16. 
Complaining about the passivity of the government in the face of pogroms, 
and recalling the blood spilt by half a million Russian Jews in the war, the UJS 
demanded permission to form self-defense units. Konovalov promised to 
consult with Kerenskii, while the delegation was promised support by the All-
Russian Central Executive Committee (VtsIK) Chairman Nikolai Chkheidze 
and VtsIK member Abram Gots.39 on october 21, at a general gathering of 
the Petrograd UJS attended by Petrograd Garrison dignitaries, the Supreme 
Commander of Petrograd Military District, Colonel Bagratuni, gave permission 
to set up a battalion-strong Joint Jewish Detachment. Bagratuni ordered military 

36 Archives of the yIVo Institute for Jewish Research (henceforth yIVo) RG80/22/1772.
37 GARF 7747/1/1/13; Fridman, “‘he-Chalutz’,” 304. See also: Aleksandr Mikhailovich Gak, Iosif 
Trumpel’ dor - chelovek-legenda (tel Aviv: Aleksandr Gak, 2006), 54 [Joseph trumpeldor: Man and 
Legend].
38 St., “Proekt evreiskoi voennoi samooborony” [the project of Jewish military self-defense], Evreiskaia 
nedelia 43–44 (November 19, 1917): 5–7; yosef trumpeldor, “ha-Gdudim ha-yehudiim” [the 
Jewish battalions], Davar 9956 (March 3, 1958); see also Birzhevie Vedomosti (october 21, 1917), 
cited by Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 48.
39 “Soiuz evreev-voinov i pogrom” [the union of Jewish soldiers and pogroms], Razsvet 13, no. 14 
(october 11, 1917): 38–39; “Petrograd,” Vestnik 4 Armii 81 (october 6, 1917): 4; “Deputatsiia 
evreev-voinov” [Delegation of Jewish soldiers], Golos X armii 70 (october 5, 1917): 4; “Rezoliutsii 
soldat-evreev” [Resolutions of Jewish soldiers], Evreiskaia nedelia 43–44 (November 19, 1917): 36; 
“Rusiyah” [Russia], ha-Tzfirah 37 (November 8, 1917): 15. See also: Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i 
revoliutsiia, 157, 544; Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 47; Buldakov, “Rossiiskoe evreistvo,” 95–96; Vlad-
imir Khazan, Pinkhas Rutenberg: Ot terrrorista k sionistu: Opyt identifikatsii cheloveka, kotoryi delal 
istoriiu [Pinkhas Rutenberg: From terrorist to Zionist: An attempt to identify a man who made 
history], vol. 1 (Rossiia – pervaia emigratsiia [1879–1919]) [Russia: First emigration (1879–1919)] 
(Jerusalem: Gesharim-Mosty Kul’tury, 2009), 379–80; tynchenko, Pid zirkoiu Davida, 22–23.
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organizations of the Petrograd Military District to dispatch all Jewish soldiers 
volunteering to the unit without delay, and provide them with uniforms, 
certificates, and allowances.40 Reportedly, trumpeldor also sought material 
support from the Petrograd Jewish Community, harshly denouncing their 
preoccupation with “empty declarations,” and calling them to help him defend 
Jewish lives and honor.41

trumpeldor was soon appointed head of the UJS Self-Defense Staff by the 
Petrograd Military District Staff. the Military-Revolutionary Committee of 
Petrograd allowed the Staff of the Jewish Self-Defense to store 50 rifles and 
drive around its car without limitations.42 While the unit did not initially 
 receive weapons amidst the upheaval of the revolution, it begin to function 
 already on october 21. Heavily Jewish parts of the city were divided into five 
districts, each with a separate staff and 15–20 people, while the central self-
defense staff—composed of Jewish officers and party representatives—had a 
few dozen men, mostly carrying out intelligence work. With the help of political 
parties and student organizations the Jewish youth in Petrograd were mobilized 
to work in the reconnaissance, sanitary, and supply organs of the self-defense. 
At the same time, the mobilization of soldiers was met with obstacles, since the 
Petrograd Garrison refused to subordinate to the staff of the military district, 
and thus Jewish soldiers were able to join the detachment only upon the agree-
ment of their immediate superiors. Military schools, on the other hand, did not 
pose such difficulties, and the staff maintained contacts with schools in 
Petrograd, Peterhof, and Gatchina. Numerous junkers appeared at the self-
defense staff, comprising an “inspirational force” with their youthful energy 
and as one of the first cohort of Jews undergoing officers’ training in Russia. 
overall, trumpeldor counted on two thousand men that could be mobilized. 
Due to the lack of any serious pogrom threat and the resulting inactivity, how-
ever, the self-defense unit soon became demoralized and dispersed.43

40 Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi arkhiv sotsial’no-politicheskoi istorii (Russian State Archive of Socio-
Political History, henceforth RGASPI) 273/1/5/28ob; GARF 7747/1/1/21, see also RGASPI 
273/1/10/61; “Rusyah” [Russia], ha-Tzfirah 37 (November 8, 1917): 15; “Foreign and Dominion 
News: Captain trumpeldor’s triupmh,” The Jewish Chronicle 2550 (February 15, 1918): 8; Gak, 
Iosif Trumpel ’dor, 54–55; Lasqov, Trumpeldor: Sipur chayaw, 155. Bagratuni himself was involved 
in the Armenian Military Commission set up in Petrograd in May, which aimed to form ethnic 
Armenian units; in August, he was appointed as Armenian Military Commissar to tbilisi. Grant 
A. Avetisian, “General Akop Bagratuni (1879–1943),” Patma-Banasirakan Handes 1 (1997): 44–46.
41 Menachem ‘Adir, “yosef trumpeldor,” ha-Po’el ha-tza’ ir 27 (March 12, 1957): 6.
42 GARF 7747/1/1/, 14, 15, 16; RGASPI 273/1/5/29; see also Gak, Iosif Trumpel ’dor, 54.
43 RGASPI 273/1/5/29ob; yIVo RG80/22/1725-1725ob; yosef trumpeldor, “ha-Gedudim ha-
yehudiim” [the Jewish battalions], Davar 9956 (March 3, 1958): 3; yitzchaq Vilenchuq, “25 le-
‘oqtober 1917: mi-pirqe ha-haganah ha-yehudit” [october 25, 1917: Episodes from Jewish self- 
defense], Davar 12889 (october 25, 1967): 4.
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In early November, days before its dispersal, the unit made an attempt to 
position itself as a model for self-defense units throughout Russia. It issued a 
circular calling on other towns to establish self-defense units corresponding to 
local conditions, but broadly based on the guidelines provided by the Petrograd 
unit. As the instructions detailed, the units had to be apolitical, serving only to 
combat pogroms, but operate in coordination with “public-democratic 
 organizations.” the units were advised to set up intelligence and communica-
tion departments, as well as combat and medical detachments, under the com-
mand of a staff. All forces of Jewish society—but soldiers in particular—were 
to be mobilized. As the circular declared, “[t]he self-defense unit of Petrograd 
is at the center of public-political life,” and thus asked to be kept informed of 
steps taken, while promising to help the budding units.44

Fig. 1. Certificate to self-defense member Moisei Monovich Bliumberg from 
the Self-Defense Staff, issued in Petrograd on october 28, 1917, signed by 
trumpeldor as Commander. (Slutzki, ed., Sefer toldot ha-haganah, Vol. 2/1, 27. See 
copies in the Central Zionist Archives F-30/94/2.)

44 yisra’el Heylperin, ed., Sefer ha-gvurah: ‘antologyah historit-sifrutit [the book of heroism: Histor-
ical-literary anthology], 4 Vols., Vol. 4 (Haganah ‘atzmit we-ma‘avaq mezuyan bi-shnot milchemet 
ha-‘olam ha-ri‘shonah wa-‘achareha [1914–1921]) [Self-defense and armed struggle in the years of 
the First World War and afterward] (tel Aviv: Misrad ha-bitachon, 1980), 99–100, quote from 100.
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After October

Unrelenting in his determination to create a Jewish military force, trumpeldor 
embarked upon establishing a unit of his own in mid-November. Considerably 
scaling back the plans for the Jewish Legion, he notified the UJS’ Central Com-
mittee in Kiev that he intended to create an expeditionary force of 100–1000 
men destined to go to Palestine. By this time, however, the British Egyptian 
Expeditionary Force had already laid siege to Jerusalem, and thus trumpeldor 
acknowledged that it might hardly be possible to get his unit to Palestine before 
the end of the war, but suggested that they might also partake in reinforcing 
occupational forces, or working on and defending the land.45

trumpeldor negotiated untiringly with various authorities,46 but the military 
commanders in Petrograd also presented obstacles to the speedy formation of 
the unit: as a delegation of the self-defense informed the Military-Revolutionary 
Committee in mid-November, regiment committees that had previously permit-
ted soldiers to be commanded to the self-defense’s counterintelligence unit, 
now demanded the MRC’s approval, which, however, expressed its support on 
condition that they be presented with the list of names of soldiers to be com-
manded to the unit.47 In late November, the Military-Revolutionary Commit-
tee agreed to command Jewish soldiers from the Petrograd Military District to 
trumpeldor’s newly minted 1st Joint Jewish Detachment (Pervyi svodnyi evreiskii 
otriad), with Supreme Commander Nikolai Krylenko granting it an exception 
from his order banning the formation of national units. on December 7, he ordered 
 establishing the Detachment and sending it all volunteers from the Military Dis-
trict.48 the jubilant trumpeldor urged his comrades to even greater efforts.49 

45 yIVo RG80/21/1678ob.
46 yitzchaq Sadeh, “Pgishot ‘im yosef trumpeldor” [Meetings with Joseph trumpeldor], ‘Al  ha-mishmar 
7, no. 2032 (March 31, 1950): 5, republished in Derekh, ed. Ktavim, vol. 1, 303.
47 Isaak Izrailevich Mints, Efim Naumovich Gorodetskii, and Izrail Mendeleevich Razagon, eds., Do-
kumenty velikoi proletarskoi revoliutsii  [Documents on the great proletarian revolution], 2 Vols., Vol. 1 
(Iz protokolov i perepiski Voenno-revoliutsionnogo komiteta Petrogradskogo soveta, 1917 goda) [From 
the protocols and correspondence of the Military Revolutionary Committee of the Petrograd Soviet, 
1917] (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo “Istoriia grazhdanskoi voiny,” 1938), 256; Dmitrii Ageevich 
Chugaev, ed. Petrogradskii Voenno-Revoliutsionnyi Komitet: Dokumenty i materialy v trekh tomakh [the 
Petrograd Military-Revolutionary Committee: Documents and materials in three volumes], 3 Vols., Vol. 
3 (Moscow: Nauka, 1967), 107. See also Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 715.
48 GARF 7747/1/1/17, 21; also published in Mints, Gorodetskii, and Razagon, eds., Dokumenty velikoi 
proletarskoi revoliutsii, 311–12; Chugaev, ed., Petrogradskii Voenno-Revoliutsionnyi Komitet, 414.; “Evre-
iskaia zhizn’: Evreiskii otriad” [Jewish life: the Jewish Detachment], Evreiskoe slovo 1 (January 28, 
1918): 4; “Khronika: Evreiskii otriad” [Chronicle: Jewish Detachment], Evreiskaia nedelia 47–48 (De-
cember 31, 1917): 30. See also Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 715; Lasqov, Trumpeldor: Sipur 
chayaw, 154; Buldakov, “Rossiiskoe evreistvo,” 113; tynchenko, Pid zirkoiu Davida, 36.
49  Shmu‘el Gotz, “he-Chalutz u-manhigo” [the Halutz and its leader], in Chalutzim hayinu be-Rusyah 
[We were pioneers in Russia],  ed. yehudah Erez (tel Aviv: ‘Am ‘oved - tarbut we-chinukh, 1976), 29.
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the Detachment was officially established on December 14, after trumpeldor 
was appointed military commissar by the War Ministry, and the unit soon 
 developed into a battalion-strong force of about one thousand soldiers.50 Its 
books show that the Detachment initially had 820 soldiers, 84 officers, about 
120 horses, and 50 carts; there were communication, machine gun, mounted 
intelligence, and sapper units, as well as a number of non-combatant staff such 
as scribes, paramedics, and sanitary workers.51 For wartime conditions, the 
manpower was to be divided to four companies, each consisting of 200 soldiers, 
16 unit commanders, and 4 commanders.52 As trumpeldor informed the UJS’s 
Central Committee, however, the Detachment became so popular with Jewish 
youth that not only soldiers from the Petrograd Garrison, but also civilian 
 volunteers and Jewish soldiers from other garrisons flocked to it.53 the largest 
recorded manpower of the Detachment at one point reached 1168.54

Indeed, an additional goal of the 1st Joint Jewish Detachment was to provide 
a possibility for Jews to resume military service after being squeezed out of 
 nationalized army units. As the Head of the Mobilization Section, Isaak 
Shpunt, underlined, this ingathering of Jews had the potential to prevent them 
from fighting each other in the Civil War. Military districts outside of Petrograd 
were thus also asked to draft people to the Detachment, all the more so since 
the Petrograd Garrison alone did not have a sufficient draft pool of Jewish 
 soldiers.55

trumpeldor was unanimously elected as commander of the detachment on 
December 29, and issued his first order on January 1, 1918. By this point, he 
omitted any mention of his initial plans to march with the unit to Palestine; 

50 ‘Aryeh Zaydman, “ha-‘otonomyah ha-le‘umit ha-yehudit ba-‘Ukra‘inah ha-atzma‘it ba-shanim 
1917–1919” [Jewish autonomy in independent Ukraine in 1917–1919] (PhD Diss., University of 
tel-Aviv, 1980), 192; Fridman, “‘he-Chalutz’,” 305; Slutzki, ed., Sefer toldot ha-haganah, vol. 2/1, 
26; Ben ‘Amram (Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor, 66; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 86; Ma’or, 
ha-Tnu‘ah ha-tziyonit, 483. trumpeldor was nominated to become Commissar for Jewish Soldiers’ 
Affairs by the 1st UJS conference in mid-october, and assigned to take measure to form a Central 
Committee of Self-Defense under the Petrograd UJS. yIVo RG80/22/1773ob, 1175ob; Frenkin, 
Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 544. See also an order from January 2 on the inclusion of soldiers into 
the detachment: RGASPI 273/1/10/73.
51 GARF 7747/1/4/2-4ob, 19-21ob.
52 GARF 7747/1/1/18-18ob.
53 RGASPI 273/1/13/5ob; on non-Zionist Jewish soldiers volunteering to the unit, see: Ben ‘Am-
ram (Lipovetzky), Joseph Trumpeldor, 66; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 85. Reportedly, 
 non-Jewish socialist soldiers determined to prevent pogroms also joined. Lasqov, Trumpeldor: Sipur 
chayaw, 155.
54 GARF 7747/1/1/25-26ob.
55 yIVo RG80/24/1911-1911ob = 1916. Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 48; tynchenko, Pid zirkoiu 
 Davida, 36.
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instead, he warned that the “black reaction crawled out of its dirty lairs and 
prepares to attack the achievements of the revolution from the rear,” urging his 
soldiers to defend not only “the life and property [but]—most importantly—
the honor of the Jewish population.” The detachment elected a committee 
headed by trumpeldor, a court, representatives to the Petrograd Jewish Com-
munity, and a committee for compiling statutes.56

Following the UJS model, the Detachment aimed to prevent and suppress 
pogroms while abstaining from participation in political or interethnic struggles. 
Acting as a national armed force of Russian Jewry, it was to be subordinated to 
the All-Russian Jewish Congress regarding political matters, and to the Petrograd 
Jewish Community in everyday questions. the commander was nominated 
and confirmed by the Community and elected by members of the  detachment. 
the Self-Defense Committee was planned to fulfill economic, cultural, and 
administrative functions. Daily practical and theoretical training was to be 
held, apart from Saturday, Jewish, and state holidays, and the statutes called for 
maintaining strict order in the premises; playing cards, gambling, and smoking 
was forbidden.57 By subordinating the Detachment to the Petrograd Commu-
nity, trumpeldor hoped to achieve a measure of legitimacy to the unit, and 
with Zionists winning nearly fifty percent of the votes at the community elections 
in early December, he might have hoped for a fruitful cooperation with Jewish 
authorities.58

Apparently uninformed about the increasingly apparent failure of trumpeldor 
to lead a Jewish unit to Palestine, at the end of December Jabotinsky asked 
trumpeldor to send him the materials regarding the latter’s negotiations about 
the Jewish Legion, particularly about the attitudes of Zionists, moderate 
 Socialists, and the Kadets (Constitutional Democrats).59 While trumpeldor’s 
response is not known, his endeavor was not universally welcomed, many voicing 
reservations similar to those of the 7th Russian Zionist Congress. Before the 
formation of the Joint Detachment, an author of the Petrograd Zionist weekly 

56 RGASPI 273/1/10/70-71. Quote from l, 70; see also Gak, Iosif Trumpel’ dor, 56–57. According 
to his service record, trumpeldor became commander on December 7, but this is likely mistaken. 
GARF 7747/1/1/9ob. trumpeldor placed great emphasis on honorable service, and honorable 
death; as he wrote in the journal of Jewish soldiers, Der yidisher soldat, self-defense organizations 
had to be established regardless of their efficiency in preventing or suppressing pogroms, but merely 
for the sake of washing Jewish honor in the blood of the Black Hundreds; see a translation in yosef 
trumpeldor, “ha-Gedudim ha-yehudiim” [the Jewish batalions], Davar 9956 (March 3, 1958): 3; 
also cited in Slutzki, ed., Sefer toldot ha-haganah, vol. 2/1, 27. See also Lasqov, Trumpeldor: Sipur 
chayaw, 154.
57 GARF 7747/1/1/24-25ob; see also Gak, Iosif Trumpel’ dor, 55–56.
58 Mikhail Beizer, “the Petrograd Jewish obshchina (Kehilla) in 1917,” Jews and Jewish Topics in 
the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 10 (1993): 26–27.
59 JA A1/2/8/5987. the same latter, dated from September 30, is found in JA A1/2/8/2829.
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Evreiskaia nedelia cautioned against establishing the unit, at the same time 
 admitting that by then such a plan was viewed favorably in local Zionist circles, 
and that the readiness of Jewish soldiers to organize self-defense was “more than 
natural and can only evoke a feeling of deep sympathy to the initiators of the 
cause.” the author warned that repressive measures against pogroms by Jewish 
self-defense units might turn out to be ineffective and thus harmful, providing 
a pretext for further violence. the article also warned that even prophylactic 
measures, such as calls directed at Jewish soldiers to join self-defense units, 
would fan the flames of “pogrom agitation feeding on, mainly, rumors, ill- 
intentioned slanders, and gossip,” and that such units would be interpreted as 
a plot against the Christian population. In conclusion, he proposed involving 
“all well-meaning and influential parts of the population” in self-defense, thereby 
inculcating the sense of self-defense as being a common—rather than a par-
ticularly Jewish—cause of soviets and dumas, and avoiding demonstrative 
actions such as forming separate Jewish units, which would signal that they 
were to be responsible for the security of the Jewish population, thereby 
absolving the authorities of this responsibility.60

At the 8th Bund Congress, held during the first half of December in Petrograd, 
trumpeldor again advocated in vain for the separation of Jewish soldiers into 
organizations that would serve as the basis for self-defense.61 At a front congress 
of the Jewish soldiers of the 5th and 12th Armies held in mid-December in 
Dvinsk, a representative of the Poalei tsion also protested against a proposal to 
form joint detachments, and called Jabotinsky’s undertaking to form Jewish 
units in the British Army blatant adventurism.62 In the end, the proposal to 
form joint detachments was voted down with a narrow majority of 12 voting 
against and 11 for, and the resolution condemned the formation of Jewish 
military units in general.63 Even Iakov Brams from the Folkspartey, a prominent 

60 St., “Proekt evreiskoi voennoi samooborony” [the project of Jewish military self-defense], Evreiskaia 
nedelia 43–44 (November 19, 1917): 5–7; see also Buldakov, “Rossiiskoe evreistvo,” 110.
61 G., “V Petrograde: Vos’moi s’’ezd Bunda” [In Petrograd: the 8th Congress of the Bund], Evreiskaia 
nedelia 47–48 (December 31, 1917): 18. Among the records of the congress, there is no indication 
that trumpeldor’s proposal would have been put on the agenda: RGASPI 272/2/9, partly published 
as Kirill Mikhailovich Anderson, Aleksadr Davidovich Stepanskii, and Iurii Nikolaevich Amiantov, 
eds., Bund: Dokumenty i materialy, 1894–1921 [the Bund: Documents and materials, 1894–1921] 
(Moscow: RoSSPEN, 2010), 1104–15. See also a report in yankev Sholem Herts, “Di tsveyte 
ruslender revolutsye (1917 un vaytere yorn)” [the second Russian revolution (1917 and later years)], 
in Di geshikhte fun bund [the history of the Bund], ed. Gregor Aronson, et al., 5 Vols., Vol. 3 (New 
york: Unzer tsayt, 1966), 176–88.
62 “‘Poalei-tsion’ na frontovom s’’ezde v Dvinske” [Poalei tsion at the Front Congress in Dvinsk], 
Evreiskaia rabochaia khronika 1–2 (23–24) (January 27, 1918): 59. See also Beizer, Evrei Leningrada, 48.
63 yIVo RG80/21/1549; “Sredi evreev-voinov: Konferentsiia evreev-voinov Severnogo fronta” 
[Among Jewish soldiers: the conference of Jewish soldiers of the Northern Front], Razsvet 3–4. 
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member of the UJS and of the Petrograd Self-Defense Staff, voted against the 
proposal, enraging trumpeldor, who claimed that Brams had voted in contra-
diction to his mandate from the Petrograd UJS.64 this, in turn, was 
a cknowledged by the Executive Committee of the Petrograd Garrison UJS, 
which asked the conference to transform Brams’ vote into a positive one, which 
would have turned the tables.65

the 1st Military Congress of Zionists of the Western Front, however, 
 supported the formation of joint detachments,66 and the Zionist Central Com-
mittee prepared to raise the issue at the Kiev UJS conference in January.67 
 Similarly, the Moscow UJS decided to ask permission from Nikolai Muralov, 
commander of the Moscow Military District, to organize a joint detachment 
just two weeks after trumpeldor’s unit was established in Petrograd. Muralov, 
however, refused to take responsibility for the decision, and transferred the 
 request to Military Commissar Nikolai Podvoiskii.68 Before the end of the year, 
the Moscow UJS reported to the Kiev center that apart from organizing a joint 
detachment in the city, they were planning to broaden their activities to  include 
the Moscow Military District and the Western Front, and inquired about UJS 
branches located there.69

Although trumpeldor’s plan to extend the model of joint detachments 
 indeed materialized in Moscow, his own unit was doomed to fail. In January, a 
unit of Chekists came to the Ivriia School, where the Detachment was head-
quartered, to arrest trumpeldor and other staff members on charges of anti-
Soviet activities. Although they were soon released, the Detachment ceased to 
exist.70 According to his service record, trumpeldor was removed from the 

(January 31, 1918): 33–34; “Rezoliutsii Frontovogo S’’ezda evreev-voinov v Dvinske” [Resolutions 
of the Front Congress of Jewish soldiers in Dvinsk], Evreiskaia rabochaia khronika 1–2 (23–24) 
(January 27, 1918): 44.
64 “Sredi evreev-voinov,” Razsvet 3–4 (January 31, 1918): 34; see also Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i 
revoliutsiia, 716. on Brams’ biography, see RGASPI 273/1/6/10.
65 “V Iskoev’a Petrogradskogo garnizona” [In the executive committee of the union of Jewish 
 soldiers of Petrograd Garrison], Razsvet 5 (February 24, 1918): 40–41.
66 Kishon, “Sredi evreev-voennosluzhashchikh: S’’ezd soldat sionistov zapandnogo fronta” [Among 
Jewish servicemen: the congress of Zionist soldiers of the western front], Razsvet 14, no. 8 (March 
8, 1918): 24; see also Frenkin, Russkaia armiia i revoliutsiia, 715.
67 tsentra’lnyi derzhavnyi arkhiv hromadskykh ob’’ednan’ Ukrainy (Central State Archives of 
Public organizations of Ukraine) 41/1/237/3.
68  RGASPI 273/1/23/8ob-9, 11ob-12; see also yIVo RG80/21/1543.
69 yIVo RG80/21/1543-1543ob.
70 Slutzki, ed., Sefer toldot ha-haganah, vol. 2/1, 28.vol. 2/1, 28.  See also Ben ‘Amram (Lipovetzky), 
Joseph Trumpeldor, 68; Ben ‘Amram, Yosef Trumpeldor, 88; Gak, Iosif Trumpel ’dor, 58. According 
to a source the Ivriia School was forcibly occupied by the detachment. Rubinshtein, “trumpel’dor 
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office of the Petrograd Uezd Military Commander on February 24, 1918, and 
discharged in April.71 Although for a few months he continued to entertain the 
idea of returning to large-scale self-defense organization, trumpeldor mean-
while moved on to organize the Geholuts youth movement, preparing its mem-
bers for agricultural work—and also providing some with military training.72 

While the dispersal of the Detachment coincided both with the establish-
ment of the Commissariat for Jewish Affairs and the formation of a collegium 
to organize the Workers’ and Peasants’ Red Army, it is unclear whether either 
of these developments were directly responsible for sealing the fate of trumpeldor’s 
project. The Jewish Commissariat viewed autonomous Jewish institutions in 
general, and Jewish armed forces in particular, with utmost suspicion, but having 
just been formed, it is unlikely to have had had the clout in January 1918 to 
have the Detachment dissolved on its own. It seems more likely that the unit 
was swept up in the wave of the reorganization of the armed forces, doing away 
with paramilitary formations and decentralized volunteer militias.73

In addition, the unit’s fate was influenced by what Mordechai Altshuler 
dubbed the “centralist-integrationist” Jewish policies of the regime, oscillating 
between theoretical considerations and practical challenges, with the tip of the 
balance guided by political utility.74 While the Evkom was intent on co-opting 
Jewish organizations to channel the political will of the government to the Jewish 
street, the Detachment was somewhat of an outlier that deviated considerably 

v dni revoliutsii,” 124–25; Rubinshtein, “yisud ha-haganah,” 188–89. See also “Foreign and 
 Dominion News: Capt. trumpeldor’s Self-Defense Corps,” The Jewish Chronicle 2547 (January 25, 
1918): 9. According to another—more plausible—account, the building was in fact provided by 
the Petrograd Jewish Community: Gotz, “he-Chalutz u-manhigo,” 29. the Joint Jewish Detach-
ment was also provided the premises of the Municipal Military Hospital No. 183, with all the 
 appropriate equipment. Apparently, overzealous Red Guards attempted to search the premises of 
the Self-Defense already in late November, but the Military-Revolutionary Committee forbade 
them to do so. GARF 7747/1/1/18.
71 GARF 7747/1/1/9ob. In February, the Regiment Committee of the Detachment was still opera-
tional and discussed a number of cases related to discharging soldiers who possessed no documen-
tation on their service. on January 31, trumpeldor still referred to the Detachment as an existing 
unit. GARF 7747/1/1/22; Ma’or, ha-Tnu’ah ha-tziyonit, 483.
72 See his letters from March and May 1918. ya’ari (Polesqin), Cholmim we-lochamim, 289.
73 In Moscow, for instance, the Red Guard was forced to accept a statute stating that it was to be 
reorganized as a Red Army unit, and beginning in January 1918 the transformation of the Red 
Guards proceeded swiftly in Russia proper. John L. H. Keep, The Russian Revolution: A Study in 
Mass Mobilization (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1976), 284; Aleksandr’ Mikhailovich 
Konev, Krasnaia gvardiia na zashchite Oktiabria [the Red Guard in defense of october] (Moscow: 
Nauka, 1989), 225–26. For the centralization of the police forces, see Paul Hagenloh, Stalin’s 
 Police: Public Order and Mass Repression (Washington D.C. and Baltimore: Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press and Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009), 25–26.
74 Mordechai Altshuler, “the Attitude of the Communist Party of Russia to Jewish National 
 Survival, 1918–1930,” YIVO Annual of Jewish Social Science 14 (1969): 74.
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from the desirable political line, was of local significance, and at the same time 
constituted a military force, rather than a cultural or political organization of 
the sort the Soviet authorities or Evkom were more immediately ready to work 
with.75 Although trumpeldor gradually toned down the Zionist objectives of 
the unit, the origins of his project as well as his persona—which helped in set-
ting it up—might have also contributed to the Detachment’s demise. He and 
his unit were tied not only to Zionism, but to what Bolsheviks viewed as Jewish 
involvement in British imperialist endeavors, which hindered trumpeldor’s 
and his endeavors’ acceptance even in Russian Zionist circles.

75 In contrast, among other Jewish organizations, the Petrograd Evkom co-opted the oRt (Society 
for the Promotion of Handicraft, Industry, and Agriculture among Jews), which not only had an 
extensive network, but whose goals coincided more evidently with those of the Evkom in the sphere 
of “productivizing” the Jewish workforce. Nina Mikhailovna Romanova, “Evreiskii otdel Petro-
gradskogo komissariata po delam natsional’nostei (1918–1923 gg.)” [the Jewish department of the 
Petrograd Commissariat for nationality affairs (1918–1923)] Vestnik Evreiskogo universiteta v 
Moskve 10 (1995): 63; Leon Shapiro, A History of ORT: A Jewish Movement for Social Change (New 
york: Schocken, 1980), 131–33.
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GABRIEL ANDREESCU

ANTiSEMiTiC iSSuES iN OrTHOdOx puBLiCATiONS 
iN rOMANiA, 1920–1944

Orthodox publications between 1920 and 1944

the creation of Greater Romania after World War I, in 1918, had a major impact 
on the Romanian orthodox Church (RoC). on April 23, 1919, the Metro-
politan of transylvania and the Holy Synod of Bucharest were united, and in 
1925 the RoC was organized as a Patriarchate. this resulted in a new dynamic 
within the RoC structures and the orthodox clergy, and generally in an in-
creased interest in publishing. Each diocese wished “to have its own magazine, 
or at least a newssheet, with an unofficial literary section, along the church 
magazines with a long history and renown. An important number of parishes 
even printed their own parish newssheet, meant to disseminate among the 
faithful the thoughts and advice of a priest, who feels too few listen to his 
words from the pulpit.”1 In an article from 1928, the theologian Alexandru. t. 
Bogoane summarized the atmosphere that led to a multiplication of religious 
publications under the RoC aegis: “After the war, new horizons opened [for 
the religious press], with many current interests. the establishment of new dio-
ceses, as well as the different religious needs of the parishioners, and then there 
are academic considerations to add to this—all these led to an increase in the 
number of religious periodicals after the war, a large increase over the number 
of those before the war.”2 Bogoane added several thoughts on the main purpose 
and the characteristics of the religious press, namely, pursuing a program that 
is “very broad and varied, which could have as its final goal the religious educa-
tion of future generations,” collaboration towards “the development of differ-
ent  theological disciplines, that are lagging behind in our country,” and the 
fight against other religious movements. 

As a result of the war, a wave of faithlessness came over the Christians here; 
there are attempts to topple old beliefs; different sectarians have created 
nests here and there and, taking advantage of the poverty and wavering 
faith of the faithful, they attract many proselytes. And from this, a new 
interest for the theological literature stopping and combating the different 

1 “the Religious Press,” Revista Teologică (1925), 221.
2 Alexandru. t. Bogoane, “Publicaţiile religioase perioodice din România de după războiu” [Religious 
periodicals in postwar Romania”], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 3, 564 (March 1928), 270.
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deviations from the orthodox faith (which can be observed in the dioceses 
from transylvania and Bessarabia).3

the following characterization that Bogoane made of the religious press is 
true of orthodox publications throughout the entire interwar period: “Looking 
at it from this perspective, we cannot expect from our church press an eminently 
scholarly character, nor a purely religious one, instead it has, rather, a very 
 pronounced character of social Christian press, within the bounds of the program 
sketched and still being sketched by the ethnic life of our people, of course.” 
this “social character” was to a surprising extent concentrated in hostility 
 towards everything that was perceived as an opponent of orthodoxy. Almost 
all publications not entirely dedicated to printing official decisions and internal 
RoC issues called for combating Protestants, freemasons and atheists, Greek-
Catholics and Roman-Catholics, etc. one can also notice a slow evolution of 
the attitude towards Jews, which became more and more hostile with the 
 passage of time.

one issue that deserves special attention is the fact that the publications 
printed under the aegis of the RoC were just one segment of the press interested 
in religious topics. one example suggests the scale of the phenomenon. on the 
topic “faith,” and under the same title, between 1920 and 1944 the following 
 periodicals were published: Credință (“Faith”) in Arad (1940–1943), a “weekly 
student publication” in Brăila (1923), one publication in Bucharest (1927–
1928) and another publication from Bucharest with the same title but  published 
between 1933 and 1938, the publication of the National Party of Nicolae Iorga 
(1927), one publication in Huși (1932–1935), a “national, cultural, economic, 
and social newssheet” in Reghin (1933), a newssheet belonging to the  National 
Party organization in Râmnicu Sărat, and a newssheet belonging to the 
 Nationalist-Democratic Party in târgu-Jiu (1921–1923). titles mentioning 
“faith” also include Credință și fapte (“Faith and facts”), in Iași (1932), Credință 
Gorjului (“the faith of Gorj”), an independent publication for cultural action 
and citizen militancy (1935), Credință și muncă (“Faith and labor”), a magazine 
of the Romanian youth, a magazine of the (girls-only) School for teachers in 
Buzău (1940) and another with the same title for the School for teachers in 
Cluj (1939), Credință Națională (“National faith”), a newssheet of the National 
Party in County tutova, Bârlad (1925) and another with an identical name 
belonging to the National Party in Covurlui, Galați (1931), Credință 
Naționalistă (“Nationalist faith”), a newssheet of the Nationalist-Democratic 
Party in County Covurlui, Galați (1922–1923), and the one in târgu-Jiu (1921), 
Credință Noastră (“our faith”), an independent gazette for spiritual and 

3  Ibid.
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 national militancy from Bălți (1936–1937), another in Bucharest (1933), a 
publication for nationalist militancy of the same name in Râmnicu-Vâlcea 
(1925–1937), a publication for the support of cultural and national issues in 
Râmnicu-Vâlcea (1943–1944), Credință Ortodoxă (“orthodox faith”), from 
Bucharest (1942–1943) and “a newssheet for spiritual development” with the 
same name from Roman, Cernăuți, and Bălți (1931–1932, 1940), Credință 
strămoșească (“Ancestral faith”), a religious newssheet for the people in Galați 
(1937) and one in Huși (1934–1944). 

Leading the pro-orthodox secular press are the well-known magazines 
 Gândirea (“thought”),4 Cuvântul (“Word”),5 Sfarmă Piatră (“Stone crusher”),6 
and others published under the aegis of well-known orthodox cultural person-
alities, like Nichifor Crainic and Radu Gyr, or as propaganda arms of the 
 Legionary Movement. Inevitably, the publications appearing under the aegis of 
the RoC discussed and found inspiration in their secular “sisters.” the latter 
are constantly quoted and mentioned in the religious press. Some RoC periodicals, 
chief among them the official magazine of the Synod, Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română (“the Romanian orthodox Church”), have sections dedicated to 
 reviewing the content of pro-orthodox secular publications.  

the types of secular messages that are most interesting to RoC magazines 
are exemplified by an article by Nichifor Crainic in Sfarmă Piatră, which was 
republished by the magazine of the Romanian orthodox diocese in oradea, 
Legea românească (“Romanian order”). the orthodox magazine felt drawn to 
the following paragraph, stroking its ego: “In a country where all national 
 institutions are slowly ground away by the mildew of democracy, the orthodox 
Church alone is a great force that builds a civilization and develops souls. It is 
the glory of our priesthood at a time when it is most struck by the masonic 
villain.”7 But along with the praise, it also embraced other “conclusions” by the 
philosopher: “We are antidemocratic. today any Romanian who loves his 
country has to be antidemocratic. our aversion towards this cursed regime 
does not stem from a theoretical reason. Because in theory democracy is a 
 sublime regime, if you want. In practice, it is the safest method to destroy 
slowly and stealthily a state, a country, a people.”8 the religious press also 

4 From 1926 onward, the editor-in-chief of Gândirea was Nichifor Crainic, who instilled an 
 orthodox-traditionalist orientation.
5 Cuvântul had the pro-legionary philosopher Nae Ionescu as editor-in-chief. Some orthodox 
 authors like Mircea Vulcănescu and Nichifor Crainic also published in this magazine.
6 Sfarmă Piatră was an antisemitic magazine published during the late 1930s and early 1940s.
7 Nichifor Crainic, “Democrație și altar” [Democracy and the sanctuary], Legea românească 7–8, 
April 1–15, 1936, 82–84.
8  Ibid.
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 referenced non-religious publications when the latter discussed relevant topics. 
For example, the monthly Tomis republished an article from the newspaper 
Universul (“Universe”) because its title and content supported its own policies: 
“the fight Against the Sects in transylvania.”9 Articles by orthodox theolo-
gians such as Dumitru Stăniloae also found their way into magazines like Gândirea 
and Cuvântul. It can be assumed that in this manner the RoC press had some 
influence over the secular orthodox press, and that, correspondingly, the 
 content of the RoC press reflected in a significant way the debates and 
a ssumptions of the entire orthodox press.

The Theological and practical Exclusivism of the rOC

the attitude of the RoC press towards religious and ethnic diversity in Romania 
mirrored its nationalistic theology, embraced and expressed most often in 
mythological terms: “No other people in this world enjoy this greatest of spiritual 
advantages, to be Christian right from the moment it was created, as the 
 Romanian people does. If the colonists brought by traian to inhabit the  Dacian 
territory were largely Christian, undoubtedly there was also within the borders 
of Decebal’s former homeland some Christian seed, sown by the St. Apostle 
Andrew and the descendants of the Apostles.”10 the conclusion put the RoC 
at the center of national life: “As in the past, so today and forever the Church 
shall have an overwhelming role in preserving unblemished the national 
 conscience and in assuring a shining future for our Romanian Nation. For this 
great reason, we all have the sacred duty not only to recognize its essential 
 contribution, but also to help it to be able from now on to fulfill its divine 
mission, as a loving Mother of our Nation.”11 

Following this “great imperative,” representative orthodox publications, or 
those with mostly local influence, showed a virulent hostility towards “enemies 
of the ancestral faith” or of the “Christian religion.” In a 1928 issue of the 
magazine of the Holy Synod, the author lists those, “from outside the Church, 
and some from within it” who were aiming at its core doctrine, its tradition, 
and its worship, and to strike “at the representatives of the Church, the clergy 
of all levels, [to] undermine religion.”12 the oldest enemies of Christianity, he 

9 “Lupta împotriva sectelor din Ardeal,” Tomis 12 (December 1928), 9–11. 
10 Laurențiu Gh. Popovici, “Rolul național al Bisericii în trecutul neamului” [the national role of the 
Church in the history of the Romanian people], Mitropolia Moldovei 6–7 (June–July 1942), 305.
11 Ibid., 316.
12 Editorial, “Dușmanii religiei creștine” [Enemies of the Christian religion], Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română 5, 566 (May 1928), 414.
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said, were the pagans. then came the atheists, who “hurl at the Church of 
Christ all kinds of forced misconstructions of the Christian doctrine, misrep-
resent the teachings of the Lord through various convolutions entirely alien in 
fact to the essence of divine truth.”13 Enemies, too, were the “artists who have 
greatly offended religious sentiment and belief in general,” as well as their 
work. “Fine arts through their generous shapes and the nakedness of human 
bodies, drama, through some of its plays frivolous to the point of immorality, 
choreography, through its scandalous games of today, decorative arts, through 
the images of naked bodies, film, through its nerve-wracking, passions-inciting, 
cruelty- and crime-inducing movies, graphic arts, through the pornographic 
and humorous literature depicting some weaknesses of the clergy, inseparable 
from human nature.”14 Socialist, communist, and Bolshevik parties were add-
ed to this list, as well as “cremation men,” who “trample and decide that man 
shall no longer return into the ground, but into fire and shall become ash.”15 

the behavior of the RoC towards Freemasonry, seen as a dangerous adversary, 
deserves a separate discussion, given the stereotypes regarding the relationship 
between the Freemasonry and the Jewish people.16

Internal enemies were seen as extremely dangerous: the schismatics, the 
heretics, and the members of sects (or even unworthy priests): 

the strikes against our religion do not only come from those, previous sons 
of the ancestral Church, who have strayed, but also from wicked priests, 
snipped off the body of the militant Church by embracing Protestant views 
and beliefs, welcomed and encouraged by sectarians and heretics, happy 
with the diversion and the laceration right into the orthodox priestly corps. 
their emergence on the frontlines of the fight against the mother Church, 
just like that of traitors of a country against their brothers, can be judged 
and classified by any unbiased and sane man.17

the official publication of the RoC itself stated that the other great denomi-
nations were also very dangerous: 

With the Roman-Catholics of the Pope in Rome and later the Protestants, 
however, the Romanian orthodox Church had life-and-death-heavy battles. 

13 Ibid., 415.
14 Ibid., 416.
15 Ibid., 417.
16 See below the subchapter “Antisemitism and Freemasonry in the orthodox Imagery.”
17 Ibid., 420.

ANtISEMItIC ISSUES IN oRtHoDoX PUBLICAtIoNS IN RoMANIA



124

And not only did it have such battles in the past, but it is threatened even 
today, in its dogmatic and missionary canonic organization, within the unified 
state of the Romanian nation, by Roman-Catholics, through the existence 
of their subversive Church in our midst and especially through the apple of 
discord thrown between us Romanians and the United Church in transylvania; 
and by Protestants through the numerous sects with the same  tendencies 
toward dissolving and destroying both church and nation.18

there is almost no year without articles that accused non-orthodox religious 
groups, and the hostile references to “sects” often appeared in series of successive 
issues. the word “combat” is one of the most frequently used words by orthodox 
theologians. tolerance is castigated. transylvanian publications are also anti-
Hungarian and hostile to transylvanian Saxons. throughout the interwar period, 
in important publications, articles against religious minorities numbered in the 
hundreds, while antisemitic articles numbered in the tens. one significant 
aspect is the almost general support for the intervention of the state police 
forces. the expulsion from the country of sects was supported even by the 
more “balanced” publications such as Foaia diecezană from Caransebeș: “the 
ultimate interest of the Romanian state prevails over any kind of compassion 
for some of its citizens that want to secure their frontline places among the 
chosen on the back of the state. Within the state, which is accountable to no 
one when it defends itself against dangers, the slow and gentle evangelism of 
priests may be discussed from all sides.”19 thinking of social life in exclusionary 
terms was an integral part of RoC life, to the point where the Synod decreed 
that believers should be prevented from reading the so-called anti-Christian 
press, and orthodox publications supported this idea.20 It is interesting that 
anti-Muslim articles were rare. once in a while, neutral information was  published 
about, for example, Islamism21 or the reform of the “religion of Mohammed.”22 
one single unfriendly reference to turkish people can be found in the maga-
zine Tomisul, which belonged to the Diocese of Constanța: “the turkish, in 

18 Grigore L. Botoșăneanu, “Biserica ortodoxă Română și celelalte confesiuni” [the Romanian 
orthodox Church and other confessions], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 5, 566 (May 1928), 387.
19 Ștefan Cioroianu, “Statul și sectele” [the State and the sects], Foaia diecezană 8, February 25, 
1940, 1–2.
20 “Război împotriva presei anticreștine” [War against the anti-Christian press], Foaia diecezană 
49, November 5, 1937, 2: “Against this press, we the defenders of the Church have the duty to as-
sume a defensive stance, to denounce the danger and to prevent it in the world of believers.”
21 Constantin Rudnean, “Islamismul” [Islamism], Foaia diecezană 25, June 30, 1929, 2–3.
22 “Reforma religiunii mohamedane” [the Mohammedan religion reform], Foaia diecezană 32, 
August 5, 1928, 5.
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their fanaticism for their law, want to introduce the Gregorian calendar and 
our people do not want to understand, especially those in Bessarabia.”23 one 
reason for this peaceful attitude is that the RoC did not perceive Islam as a 
competing religion. Another reason is the century-old tradition of cooperation 
between the ottoman Empire and Christian states in regards to protecting 
Muslims and Christians, respectively.

Antisemitism in the rOC’s Exclusivist Attitude

It should be noted that an understanding of the position of the orthodox 
publications towards Jews, and its antisemitic manifestations throughout the 
period 1920–1944, does not emerge from theological studies, but primarily 
from various short texts that discuss Jews only marginally. the totality of short 
texts on Jewish issues outlines a global image of the atmosphere surrounding 
Jews created by these publications. For this reason, it is necessary that sources 
that appear marginal are also included in this overview, because they convey 
the generally antisemitic climate in the orthodox press.

Antisemitism in the official publication of the Romanian Orthodox Church

Given the authoritarian relationships within the RoC, the position of the 
 official publication of the Holy Synod, the monthly Biserica Ortodoxă Română, 
on Jewish topics deserves special attention. the important role of this publication 
was explicitly recognized by the Holy Synod, when, in 1934, it decided to 
 restructure the monthly: “As an official publication of the highest canonic 
 authority of our Church, it has a duty, first of all, to preserve and to portray the 
intellectual and practical life of our Church in all it has best, as well as of the 
holy orthodox Church in general.”24 the evolution of this publication in terms 
of its attitude towards Jews is apparent. In the beginning, it disavowed attacks 
against them (1922),25 and differentiated between Freemasonry and Jews (the 
latter were not always treated aggressively, as proven by an article from 1923).26 

23 Short text in Tomisul 11, February 15, 1926, 223.
24 Editorial, Biserica Ortodoxă Română (1934), 1. In 1934, to increase dogmatic control, the Editorial 
Board was replaced by a Directorial Board, and the section “Short notes,” very important because 
of its inciting short texts, disappeared. 
25 “o revistă ‘creștină’” [A “Christian” magazine], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 12 (September 1922).
26 Îrineu Mihălcescu, “Iudeii în Statul Român” [Jews within the Romanian State], Biserica 
Ortodoxă Română 8 (May 1923), 545–54.
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then its attitude towards Jews became distant and ironic,27 to the point where 
it began to highlight their “guilt.”28 Some events involving Jews were presented 
in a neutral manner, such as the Vatican’s statement against antisemitism29 and 
the preparation of a revised edition of the Bible.30 In 1928, Bishop Grigore L. 
Botoșăneanu explained the hostility against Jews in national, non-religious 
terms: “With regard to the Jews, who infiltrated the Romanian states much 
later and inconspicuously, there was never a question of a religious fight. It is 
only in our times that a national fight emerged, with a moral and religious 
background, because the invasion of Jews from all sides over our borders and 
their tendency to dissolve and discredit have started to be a serious threat to 
us.”31 two articles by the theologian Îrineu Mihălcescu, published a few years 
apart, made an analytical but also empathetic effort regarding the Jews. one 
of his texts, from 1923, is a rather positive account of the presence of Jews 
throughout Romanian history.32 But the theologian stayed within the orthodox 
dogmatic view. Writing about the relationship between Christianity and Juda-
ism, he concluded: “the superiority of Christianity and the areas of disagreement 
are easily seen.”33 the most important text published in the official publication 
of the Synod is an article from 1937 about Freemasonry, described as a group 
of organizations dominated by Jews.34 the article embodied the official 
 discourse of the Romanian orthodox Church on this topic and preceded its 
series of actions meant to outlaw the organization. this position goes against 
the opinions expressed in the 1920s in the same magazine by Mihălcescu.35 

27 “Ceva mai practic pentru dezlegarea chestiunii evreiești” [Something more practical for addressing 
the Jewish problem], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 10 (July 1923), 735.  
28 “Antisemitism ‘creștin’? sau cea mai cumplită erezie a veacului” [“Christian” antisemitism? or 
the worst heresy of the century], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 10 (1926), 619–20; “Zbârleală evreiască 
în apărarea unui haham” [Jewish tantrum in defense of a Jewish innkeeper], Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română 5 (May 1931), 471.
29 “Vaticanul contra antisemitismului” [the Vatican against antsemitism], Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română 5 (May 1928), 474.
30 “teologii evrei prepară o ediție revăzută a Bibliei” [Jewish theologians are preparing a revised 
edition of the Bible], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 1, 574 (January 1929), 124.
31 Botoșăneanu, “Biserica ortodoxă Română și celelalte confesiuni,” 387.
32 Mihălcescu, “Iudeii în Statul Român,” 545–54.
33 Îrineu Mihălcescu, “Raportul dintre creștinism și iudaism” [the relationship between Christi-
anity and Judaism], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 3 (March 1925), 137–43.
34 “Ce este Francmasoneria?” [What is Freemasonry?], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 1–2 (1937), 
1–22.
35 Îrineu Mihălcescu, “Francmasonii și Biserica” [Freemasons and the Church], Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română 11 (August 1923): 756–54; Îrineu Mihălcescu, “Din trecutul francmasoneriei” [the past 
of Freemasonry], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 12, 510 (September 1923), 791.
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Other Orthodox Publications

In Muntenia, several publications covered Jewish topics. Păstorul ortodox (“the 
orthodox shepherd”) published a single article in 1942 that discussed the 
 issues of the baptism of Jews and the census.36 the basic idea was that the RoC 
could not forbid the baptism of Jews, but that this did not confer rights outside 
the sphere of competence of the Church. these arguments expressed the fear 
of Catholic competition in this matter. the four articles in Renaşterea (“the 
Rebirth”) are hard to interpret in regards to their attitude about the Jewish 
topic. A text by priest Grigore Cristescu from 1924 saw in “the Jewish perspective” 
a form that kills the spirit and destroys inner life, thereby bringing the greatest 
misfortune.37 In an article from 1930, Ioan V. Popescu talked about “the crisis 
this people is experiencing,” while appearing concerned with the great persecution 
“this people” will fall victim to.38 Another one of his articles, from 1937, is a 
theological analysis of Judaism, which, according to the author, “does not allow 
for a human intermediate between the Creator and his creation.”39  

the monthly Îngerul (“the angel”) of the Diocese of Buzău was mistrust-
fully neutral. It mentioned discussions on a “Numerus clausus” in universities, 
which concerned Jewish people, who were highly overrepresented in these 
 institutions.40 It described the Bern trial on “the Protocols of the Elders of 
Zion,” based on two uncommented antisemitic sources,41 and it stated that the 
paradox about Israel was “the opposition between the divine promises made to 
the ‘Chosen people’ and the latter’s inclination to idolatry and spiritual collapse.”42 
In Dobrogea, the magazine Tomis practically ignored Jews, the only reference 
being a simple commentary in 1932 on the theology of the Israelites regarding 

36 Marin D. Preoțescu, “Înăsprirea chestiunii semite, în timpul din urmă. Probleme delicate” [the 
worsening of the Jewish problem, these later days. Delicate issues”], Păstorul ortodox 2–3 (Febru-
ary–March 1942), 53–56.
37 Grigore Cristescu, “Două concepții: iudaică și creștină” [two views: Jewish and Christian], 
Renaşterea 5 (May 1924), 67–71.
38 Ioan V. Popescu, “Problema evreească în prezent” [the Jewish problem in the present], Renașterea 
12 (December 1930), 443–45.
39 Ioan F. Popescu, “Isus predicat în sinagogi” [Jesus preached in Synagogues], Renașterea 3 (March 
1937), 81–89.
40 I. N. V., “Numerus Valachicus” [Numerus Valachicus], Îngerul 1–2 (January–February 1935), 
47–53.
41 “Protocoalele Înțelepților Sionului” [the Protocols of the Elders of Zion], Îngerul 12 (December 
1937), 747–51.
42 Ioan Frăsineanu, “Paradoxul Israelului” [the paradox of Israel], Îngerul 11 (November 1936), 
1–10.
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restitutio in integrum.43 In Caransebeş, Foaia diecezană (“the  Diocese bulletin”) 
had the richest material, but it was ambivalent. Neutral articles were published,44 
as well as positive45 and antisemitic ones: a critical text  regarding a complaint 
filed by Romanian Jews with the League of Nations46 and one about “the danger 
represented for [Christians] by Judaism with its  billions of tentacles.”47 

Luminătorul (“the luminary”) from Bessarabia was almost entirely hostile to 
Jews: “the fight between Jews and Christianity is not just economic and even 
less just political”;48 Jews “regard all old religions with contempt, considering 
true only the one given by God to its chosen people […]”;49 the talmud “proves 
the hate and the malice that Jews feel towards the Goyim [non-Jews]”;50 Judaism 
“creates animosity between Christians and all other religions”;51 the Jews have 
an “atavistic inclination to pervert the truth, to present everything to the world 
in a manner required solely by their predatory interests, and in particular in 
their well-known tendency to call all Romanian leaders ‘antisemitic,’”52 
 “Judaism with all its ramifications, as a religious concept, is by principle an 
enemy of Christianity and could never be friendly to it”;53 and, finally, “priests 

43 Ion Mănucu, “Legea conversiunii din punct de vedere biblic” [the law on conversion from a 
Biblical point of view], Tomis 6–7 (June–July 1932), 183–86.
44 “Elevii evrei scutiți” [Jewish students exempt], Foaia diecezană 4, January 22, 1933, 7; “Evreii nu 
mai pot fi botezați” [Jews cannot be baptized], Foaia diecezană 31, August 4, 1940, 7; “Reglemen-
tarea situatiei evreilor in România” [Regulating the Jewish situation in Romania], Foaia diecezană 
32, August 11, 1940, 7.
45 “Reclădirea Palestinei” [the rebuilding of Palestine], Foaia diecezană 30, July 25 and August 7, 
1921, 5; “Not only can Jews enter the empire of grace of the Savior, but they must do so.” In: Marcu 
Bănescu, “Mesianismul Israelului convertit” [the Messianism of converted Israel], Foaia diecezană 
4, January 23, 1938, 2–3.
46 “Plângerea evreilor la Liga Națiunilor” [the complaint filed by Jews at the League of Nations], 
Foaia diecezană 6, February 6, 1938, 8.
47 “Creștinism și iudaism” [Christianity and Judaism], Foaia diecezană 51, December 22, 1935, 
7–17.
48 Grigorie Demidețchi, “Rolul evreilor în adventism” [the role of Jews in Adventism], Luminătorul 
19–22 (July–August 1924), 76–84.
49 Constantin Popovici, “Biserica lui Hristos și dușmanii ei (I)” [the Church of Christ and its 
 enemies (I)], Luminătorul 22, November 15, 1929, 31–37.
50 Alexei of Saratov, “Morala talmudului” [the morality of the talmud], translated by Codrat 
Rață, Luminătorul 12, June 15, 1931, 648–56.
51 Serghie Bejan, “Creștinismul și mosaismul ca factori sociali” [Christianity and Judaism as social 
factors], Luminătorul 24, December 15, 1931, 1216–23.
52 C. t., “Problema palestiniană” [the Palestinian issue], Luminătorul 9 (September 1937), 522–28.
53 Serghie Bejan, “Creștinismul și dușmanii lui” [Christianity and its enemies], Luminătorul 2 
(February 1940), 72–79.
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should not welcome into the Christian community the talmudic devils.”54 
the priest Codrat Rață expressed his enthusiasm about the idea that splitting 
Palestine into three parts—only one of which, “the size of one of our counties,” 
became the Jewish state—signified “the death of the Jewish national state.”55 
there was also one positive article. Spread over three issues, the 1928 article by 
priest Ilie tocan described the role that Jews played in the religious evolution 
of the world in these terms: “the Jewish people was chosen by God for a certain 
providential purpose. Among others the main purpose was for this people, 
uniquely defended and protected by God, to be the light for all peoples, that is 
to receive for keeping the true monotheistic religion.”56

At the pinnacle of orthodox antisemitism are the publications from tran-
sylvania. the already mentioned weekly, and later bi-monthly, Legea Românească 
published antisemitic texts only in the 1920s, with one exception. Revista 
Teologică (“the theological journal”) took over in the 1930s, with three texts. 
In an article from 1931, Nicolae Neaga, professor of old testament and 
 Hebrew Language concluded that “Israel fulfills its religious role and stops 
existing as a ‘chosen people.’”57 He also wrote: “As antisemites fighting Jews, I 
think we should not stop with the Jews, but also fight the old testament, in 
order to save our traditions.”58 Grigorie t. Marcu, in an article in which he 
made the point that the entire Freemason nomenclature, being Jewish, “proved 
yet again the great influence of Jews within Freemasonry,” concluded: “Free-
masonry is put in the pillory.”59 the most aggressively antisemitic publication in 
the country and in transylvania, was Telegraful român (“the Romanian tele-
graph”). the importance of this publication within the orthodox press and 
within the antisemitic movement was so significant that it deserves a separate 
analysis.60

54 D. Cănădău, “Ce spun canoanele despre primire în Creștinism a Evreilor” [What the canons say 
about welcoming Jews into Christianity], Luminătorul 7–8 (July–August 1942), 196–205.
55 Codrat Rață, “Prăbușirea sionismului” [the collapse of Zionism], Luminătorul 10 (october 
1937), 611–12.
56 Ilie tocan, “Influența religioasă a mozaismului asupra lumii păgâne (I)” [the religious influence 
of Judaism over the pagan world (I)], Luminătorul 13, July 1, 1928, 47–55.
57 “Nicolae Neaga, “Mai există popor ales?” [Is theres still a chosen people?], Revista Teologică 3 
(March 1931): 82.
58 Nicolae Neaga, “Antisemitism şi Vechiul testament” [Antisemitism and the old testament], 
Revista Teologică 4 (April 1937), 147.
59 Grigorie t. Marcu, “Francmasoneria pusă la stâlp,” Revista Teologică, no. 710 (July–october 1936): 
349–53.
60 See below, under the subheading “Dumitru Stăniloae and the Telegraful român: the Antisemitism 
of a theological Personality Embraced as a Representative of the RoC.”
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Regional Differences

the impact of regional differences on the attitudes promoted by orthodox 
publications is easily discernable. one sensitive issue was the situation of 
Bessarabia, seen as a backward region, or, at best, in need of guidance from the 
“center.” the inferiority–superiority complex at the basis of the relation between 
the two orthodox communities is perfectly captured by the answer given by 
priest Mihail Vasilache in an article of 1930, responding to criticism from 
Archimandrite Scriban61 regarding the clergy of Bessarabia. “Why so much 
disdain?” he wondered. While at first he was “filled with a certain indignation,” 
the priest remembered that “a big part of the press and public opinion always 
shows this duplicity towards Bessarabia: on one hand they sing the praises of 
this forlorn province, which is ours and which cannot be stolen by anyone, and 
on the other hand, they shout with indignation and disdain towards the 
 innocent Bessarabians, always labeling them as Asian Bolsheviks!”62 In Banat 
and Dobrogea, the impact of a multicultural tradition is discernable. Foaia 
diaceneză (“the Diocese bulletin”) of the Diocese of Caransebeş mentioned 
communities other than the orthodox. It promoted the weekly Glasul 
minorităților (“the voice of minorities”), from Lugoj, which discussed minority 
issues in the Romanian language. Tomis, the publication of the Diocese of 
Constanţa, published empathetic articles on the Armenian, Bulgarian, and 
Greek communities. their orthodox religion was certainly a factor.

the regional differences can also be noticed in the choice of groups and 
attitudes these publications combat. Mitropolia Moldovei (“the metropolitan 
of Moldavia”) of the Archdiocese of Iași was particularly concerned with the 
sect of “stylists.” the magazine Îngerul of the clergy in the Diocese of Buzău 
concentrated its antisectarian propaganda on the Adventists. All the publica-
tions in transylvania included numerous articles hostile to Catholicism, the 
Vatican Concordat, Greek-Catholics, and Hungarians. Given the small num-
ber of instances, it is difficult to qualify the regional variations in the antisemi-
tism of these publications. the transylvanian press is an exception, because it 
published antisemitic texts with a much higher frequency than the rest of the 
country. this suggests that the antisemitism of the publications was not so 
much a motivation in itself, as much as it was a result of the exclusivist nation-
alism that dominated the Romanian orthodox Church.

61 Archimandrite Scriban had the important function of editor-in-chief of Biserica Ortodoxă 
Română (“the Romanian orthodox Church”), the magazine of the Holy Synod.
62 Mihail Vasilache, “De ce atîta desconsiderare?” [Why so much disdain?”], Luminătorul 12, June 
15, 1930, 734.
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All Orthodox publications are exclusivist, but some do not publish 
antisemitic articles

Many orthodox publications, like the Calendar of the Archdiocese of 
Bucharest,63 only made place for religious decisions, statistics, and announcements 
regarding internal issues of the dioceses. the publications relevant here, how-
ever, also included articles, studies, or information for the larger community. 
the annual Directory of the Romanian orthodox theological Academy in 
Caransebeș, essentially a theological magazine, did not include any antisemitic 
articles between 1920 and 1941, the last year of publication. Its articles 
 concentrated on the contemporary moral crisis,64 sometimes embracing an 
 extreme position on the dangers of parties, theater, and the cinema. “the biggest 
danger,” however, “is represented by the so-called modern dance.” the publi-
cation was sympathetic towards Legionarism: “true education is only possible 
within the family, and later in organizations like blood brotherhoods, the 
Legion.”65 It resonated with the declared values of the legionary state: “our 
national legionary State, understanding the sacred purpose of women, calls 
upon women to follow their purpose given by God […].”66 

Noua Revistă Bisericească (“the new ecclesiastical review”) published constant 
attacks against the Adventists and other “sects.” It advocated for an  orthodox 
evangelization of the nation, for supporting the dominant position of the RoC 
within the state, and for financing church activities from the  public budget, 
while it looked at ethnic minorities only from the point of view of RoC interests 
in the organization of religious education.67 But it was uninterested in Jewish 
issues. Păstorul orthodox, which militated all throughout the interwar period 
against sects in almost all of its issues and embraced radical positions on the 
topic,68 did not give space to Jewish issues either. one article from 1942, in 

63 Published by the Romanian Patriarchate, Metropolitan of Ungrovlahia, throughout the period 
1920–1944.
64 octavian tursa, “Chemarea și lupta păstorului de suflete împotriva imoralității timpului nostru” 
[the call and the fight of the pastor of souls against the lack of morality of our time], Anuarul 
Academiei Teologice Ortodoxe Române (1920–1939), 270–324.
65 Ibid., 299. 
66 Ibid., 305.
67 Constantin Vartolomeu, “Minoritățile etnice față de biserica noastră națională” [Ethnic minorities 
and our national Church], an answer to an article by Cioranu, “Reforma școlară; laicizarea 
învățământului” [School reform: secularization of education”], Noua Revistă Bisericească (1922), 220–22.
68 the magazine supported a measure to force students belonging to different religious sects to attend 
orthodox religious education or that of another religious denomination: “Încă o măsură salutară, cu 
care statul vine în ajutorul Bisericii în lupta cu sectele” [Another salutary measure by which the State 
helps the Church in the fight against sects], Păstorul ortodox 3–4 (March–April 1944), 194.
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which the baptism of Jews is discussed, is an exception. the author states that 
“the Church cannot prohibit baptisms, but the latter cannot confer rights 
outside the sphere of action of the Church.”69 the arguments are theological in 
nature, but also discuss the possible competition with other denominations 
that may integrate Jews. In 1940, another author wrote about “the positive 
social outcomes” of Italian fascism,70 but without discussing Jews. the only 
article on Jewish issues in the magazine Tomis of the Diocese of Constanța in 
the entire interwar period is one that comments on the theology of Israelites. 
the magazine, however, was virulent against Adventists, Baptists, and other 
“sectarians,” as well as against Catholics, Greek-Catholics, and Hungarian 
 revisionists at the other side of the country. 

Evolution in time and the role of responsible editors

In general, during the 1930s the frequency of antisemitic texts in orthodox 
publications increased. In Îngerul, texts accusing Jews or promoting legionarism 
were only published between 1935 and 1940. In Revista Teologică, from transylvania, 
antisemitic texts and positive views about Hitler were only published in the 
1930s. out of 17 texts on Jewish issues published between 1924 and 1944 in 
the bi-monthly Luminătorul, 16 appeared between 1928 and 1944. the anti-
semitic attitudes of the orthodox press had institutional roots, but the public 
personalities leading the publications also played a role. A notable case is that 
of the bi-weekly Telegraful român. Between 1920 and 1934, when George Proca 
led the publication, a few articles were published about Jews, some positive and 
some negative. once the theologian Dumitru Stăniloae took over the helm in 
1934, and until the outlook of the war changed in 1943, the number of Jewish-
related texts increased dramatically, and they became quite hostile. With the 
support of Stăniloae, Telegraful român came to suggest, support, and welcome 
the final solution. 

the monthly Legea Românească, which between 1921 and 1942 was led by 
Bishop Roma Ciorogariu, underwent a mirror-image evolution over time. 
 During the first year, under the editorship of Andrei Magieru, an  insinuating 
piece of news was published: “the authors of the violent attempt at the Senate 
have been caught. the majority of them are Jewish.”71 In 1922, two accusing 

69 Marin D. Preoțescu, “Probleme delicate” [Sensitive issues], Păstorul ortodox 2–3 (February–
March 1942), 54.
70 P. Popescu, “Fascismul și religia” [Fascism and religion], Păstorul ortodox 6–9 (June–August 
1940), 217–20.
71 “Autorii atentatului de la Senat” [the authors of the violent attempt at the Senate], Legea 
Românească 2, November 14 and 27, 1921, 5. the leader of the group, Max Goldstein, was Jewish.
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texts were published: “Jewish Materialism and the ‘Essence of Pharisees,’”72 
and “Jews in Palestine are Atheists.”73 one with a positive message appeared: “[…] 
a Jewish problem will exist as long as we live alongside each other. the solution 
of the problem is not to convert Jews to Christianity but to find the conditions 
for a peaceful coexistence with them. our attitude towards them can be none 
other than the one shown by Christ: peace.”74 the magazine  published four 
antisemitic texts in 1923, three hostile texts in 1924, and one short antisemitic 
text in 1925. Afterward, Vasile Lăzărescu, professor of  dogmatics, morals, and 
theology, became editor-in-chief. Under his leadership no antisemitic texts 
were published. From 1933 onward, Ioan Evuțian, a  diocesan councilor, took 
over the helm of the publication. the only offensive text of the 1930s, “Crucea 
și zvastica” (the cross and the swastika), was  published then, and stated that 
“Because the Christian people are in danger today in their being, peace and 
culture from Jews, who are […] the deadly enemies of Christian law, the swas-
tika is the universal sign of the fight against Jews.”75 In January 1937, the ed-
itor-in-chief changed again: first Ștefan Munteanu, professor of old testa-
ment and Hebrew Language, then Dimitrie Belu, professor in dogmatics, and 
later, A. Dărăban, a diocesan secretary.  During these years, when other mass 
media frequently found a place for articles and texts hostile to the Jews, Legea 
Românească did not publish any antisemitic materials. 

dumitru Stăniloae and the Telegraful român: The Antisemitism of a 
Theological personality Embraced as a representative of the rOC 

Dumitru Stăniloae and his work are seen as “a pinnacle of Romanian 
theology.” In religious circles, Stăniloae is described as one of “the greatest 
orthodox, if not Christian, theologians of our century,” someone who “was 
also a milestone for other areas of today’s Romanian culture.”76 this is also the 
opinion of some academics in the social sciences today: in their view, Dumitru 

72 D. Ioanoviciu, “Materialismul jidovesc și ‘aluatul fariseilor’” [Jewish materialism and the “essence 
of Pharisees”], Legea Românească 20, May 15 and 22, 1922, 4.
73 “Evreii din Palestina sunt ateiști” [the Jews in Palestine are atheists], Legea Românească 42, 
 october 16 and 29, 1922, 7.
74 Andrei Magier, “Antisemitism?” [Antisemitism?], Legea Românească 48, November 27 and 
 December 10, 1922, 1.
75 “Crucea și zvastica” [the cross and the swastika], Legea Românească 15, August 1, 1936, 150.
76 Gheorghe I. Drăgulin, “teologi români de seamă din prima jumătate a veacului al XX-lea” [Famous 
Romanian theologians in the first half of the twentieth century], Studii teologice 4, 2nd edition (July–
August 1991): 64–83.
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Stăniloae is “the most important Romanian orthodox theologian of the 
twentieth century.”77 In what follows, I will discuss Stăniloae’s views on the 
Jewish issue and not the appropriateness of the above assessments. Meanwhile, 
the natural question arises as to the value of a theology that feeds such a virulent 
antisemitic discourse.

Exclusivist nationalism

Between 1934 and 1944, Dumitru Stăniloae was solely in charge of the flagship 
periodical Telegraful român. In this bi-weekly magazine that became “a must-read 
of transylvanian priests,”78 Stăniloae promoted the idea of assimilationist 
 nationalism: “Nationalism is the Romanian soul permeated by the consciousness 
of its rights and its mission on this Earth.”79 He advocated for a nationalism 
centered on orthodoxy and the RoC, in which the political power was called 
upon to ensure “nationalist and Christian discipline.”80 He was an ardent anti-
semitic, but fought equally fervently against any other religious community 
that, in this view, endangered the absolute domination of the Romanian 
 orthodox Church. He called for outlawing Freemasons with an extraordinary 
harshness: “[...] Freemasonry [was] like worms consuming the body of our 
State, bringing apathy into souls and decay of our national unity, pouring the 
winning corrosive over the love of nation. Between all of them there is a 
 connection, all of them were united by the malicious conspiracy to lead this 
nation to the grave.”81

the opposition towards religious minorities was a widespread attitude 
among the RoC clergy, but Telegraful român expressed an ethnic hostility 
 towards everything non-Romanian. For instance, sending the Roma into work 
camps was considered a welcome act. News such as, “We are told that in 
orăștie 74 local Gypsies, old and young, that became a material and moral 
burden upon the city, were transported to work camps,” is conveyed with 

77 Lavinia Stan and Lucian turcescu, Religion and Politics in Post-Communist Romania (New york: 
oxford University Press, 2007), 45.
78 Cătălin Bogdan, “omorul serafic (II) Cazul Stăniloae” [the seraphic murder (II): the case of 
Stăniloae], Revista 22, February 2, 1996.
79 Dumitru Stăniloae, “Biserica şi naţionalismul” [Church and nationalism”], Telegraful român 28, 
July 5, 1936, 2.
80 Editorial, “Disciplina naţionalismului” [the discipline of nationalism], Telegraful român 2, 
 January 9, 1938, 1.
81 Stăniloae, “Restaurarea românismului în destinul său istoric” [Restoring Romanism and its his-
toric destiny], Telegraful român 39, September 22, 1940.
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 undisguised satisfaction.82 the German and the Hungarian ethnic minorities 
were also attacked constantly. Dumitru Stăniloae, called by his apologists “the 
theologian of love,”83 viewed sectarians with anger: “Sects are all that is most 
dangerous for the unity of the people and its future. they grind slowly the 
massive rock of Romanism, turning it into dust that will easily be swept from 
existence by the first wave from the outside, or scattered in all directions by 
the first brisk wind.”84 He asked for the repression of Baptists, Adventists, 
Pentecostals, and the other religious groups treated as sects: “[…] when the 
government comes with an ordinance to disband the sects that split our nation 
and create anarchy within our state, we will be able to greet a new act of great 
national importance.”85 He called Catholicism “the mask and the instrument” 
of Hungarian irredentism, and asked that the Vatican concordat should be 
denounced. Beyond these ideas, his language shows the intensity of his hatred 
towards Catholics, whom he condemned for “[...] the shameless audacity, the 
wickedness, and the scorn with which we have been treated as a state by the 
leaders of the Catholic State.”86

Stăniloae was a totalitarian thinker, who fought for making the orthodox 
religion a state religion and for education to follow orthodox principles.87 He 
believed that attending an orthodox church should become a national 
obligation,88 and he asked that education be “Christianized” by “Christianizing” 
the pedagogy professors at the universities.89 towards the end of the war, when 
the Soviet troops had entered the country, Stăniloae adapted the policy of 
T elegraful român to the new situation. He exhibited an unexpected opportunism, 
given the haughty posture of this militant theologian: “[…] it is no wonder that 
the meeting at that time [the passing of the Russian armies through transylvania’s 
towns and villages in 1848] between our people and the Russian army was 
engraved into the hearts of our elders as a most powerful memory. Ever since, 
our people have been convinced that the Russian people have a good and kind 

82 “Scăpați de o povară” [Get rid of a burden], Telegraful român, September 27, 1942.
83 Bogdan, “omorul serafic (II).”
84 Editorial, “Pericolul sectelor” [the danger of sects], Telegraful român 10, March 6, 1938, 1.
85 Editorial, “Disciplina naţionalismului.” 
86 Stăniloae, “Catolicismul: masca și unealta iridentei maghiare” [Catholicism: the mask and the 
instrument of Hungarian irredentism], Telegraful român 9–10, January 30, 1932, 1–2.
87 In this sense, the contention that Stăniloae disliked “especially the Jews” is irrelevant. See also 
Bogdan, “omorul serafic (II).”
88 Editorial, “Mersul la biserică—obligaţiune naţională” [Going to church—National duty], 
T elegraful român 11, March 13, 1938, 1.
89 Editorial, “Încreştinarea învăţământului” [Christianization of education], Telegraful român 21, 
May 18, 1938, 1.
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heart.”90 All of a sudden, the nationalistic magazine began to discover “the qual-
ities of the working man’s soul.”91 At the same time, the texts about  Hitler, previ-
ously complimentary, became contemptuous. At the end of the 1940s, Dumitru 
Stăniloae actively participated in the activities aimed at destroying the Romanian 
Church United with Rome (Greek-Catholic), a goal of the RoC that he had also 
supported during the interwar period. outlawing the RCUR was only possible 
once the totalitarian communist regime came into power in 1948.

Blatant antisemitism

From 1920 to 1934, under the editorship of George Proca, Telegraful român 
had a complicated policy towards the Semitic theme. In 1922, teodor Scorobeţ 
published an extensive, three-piece article discussing the historical importance 
of Jews in a positive manner. According to Scorobeţ, the Jewish people had the 
merit of becoming “famous in human history for the valuable services it had 
provided to human life and progress.”92 After about a year and a half, a short 
text amalgamated Bolsheviks and Jews, and stated that “the Russian colossus 
will at some point wake up from the state in which it was brought by Jews and 
then it will shake itself and crush all the Semitic parasites that have climbed 
onto its head.”93 In 1924, a short text decried the fact that after a brawl in a 
Jewish tavern, the police found the fault was on the part of the Romanian.94 In 
1927, Nicolae Neaga praised the old Jewish way of educating children and 
more generally the attitude of the Jewish community: “Looking at the ancient 
and troubled history of this people, we can notice an extraordinary phenome-
non: because it values its ancestral faith and fights to preserve its national 
customs.”95 But a year later, another short text accused Freemason lodges of 
being “the concealed political weapon of Jewish international finance.”96 

90 Stăniloae, “Rusia și Ardealul” [Russia and transylvania], Telegraful român 37, September 13, 1944, 1.
91 Stăniloae, “Sufletul muncitorului” [the soul of the worker], Telegraful român 76, october 24, 
1944, 1.
92 teodor Scorobeţ, “Însemnătatea istorică a Evreilor” [the historical significance of Jews], 
 Telegraful român 31–32, April 22 and May 5, 1922, 3–5; Telegraful român 33, April 26 and May 9, 
1922, 2–3, Telegraful român 34, April 29 and May 12, 1922, 1–2.
93 “Liga pentru lupta in contra antisemitismului” [the league for the fight against antisemitism], 
Telegraful român 83, october 10–23, 1923, 3.
94 “Îndrăzneala unor evrei” [the audacity of some Jews], Telegraful român 40–41, May 23, 1924.
95 Nicolae Neaga, “Educația copiilor la vechii evrei” [the education of children of ancient Jews], 
Telegraful român 66–67, September 16, 1927, 2–3.
96 “Despre Fracmasonerie” [on Freemasonry], Telegraful român 70, october 3, 1928, 1.

GABRIEL ANDREESCU



137

From 1934 on, once Dumitru Stăniloae became editor-in-chief, no more 
positive texts on Jews were published. only antisemitic texts were now available 
on the pages of the Telegraful român, as Stăniloae “scrutinized not only ideo-
logical leanings, but also every single line published there.”97 the antisemitic 
propaganda took on many forms, direct and indirect. the magazine  defended 
the most representative antisemites of the interwar period: it shed tears in 
 remembrance of Ioan Moţa and Vasile Marin98 and the celebrated professor A. 
C. Cuza.99 Ion Antonescu, often eulogized, is usually called “the Leader.”100 
Adolf Hitler himself was mentioned and praised as a “great statesman.”101 Under 
Hitler’s leadership, “the German people traverses a new and characteristic era 
[…]. It could be said that the main point of the Hitler revolution resides in the 
words of its undisputed leader: ‘you are nothing. your people are everything.’”102 
In particular, Hitler was praised for “ending the political power of the Catholic 
Church in Germany.”103

As for the antisemitic discourse of the magazine and its editor-in-chief, it 
contained extremely violent phrases. In 1938, Stăniloae made statements that 
would soon gain a tragic connotation: “All countries should see that it is in 
their interest and that of world peace that they do not become tools of Inter-
national Jewry, but to start by mutual agreement to clean the air of a microbe 
that fosters continued discord among peoples.”104 He welcomed signs of this 
“cleansing” every time they could be seen in the country: 

“the measures taken or announced during its first days in power [of the 
octavian Goga government] validate this belief. through one of these mea-

97 Bogdan, “omorul serafic (II).”
98 “Lacrimi în amintirea lui Ioan Moţa” [tears in memory of Ion Mota], Telegraful român 5, January 
31, 1937, 1.
99 I.e., Alexandru C. Cuza, Romanian far-right politician, founder of the radical party National 
Christian Union.   (“Sărbătorirea dlui profesor A. C.” [Celebrating Professor A. C.], Telegraful 
român 16, April 18, 1937, 2).
100  Dumitru Stăniloae, “Cuvântul Conducătorului” [the word of the Leader], Telegraful român 15, 
April 6, 1941, 1.
101 “Ce a spus marele bărbat de stat Adolf Hitler” [What the great statesman Adolf Hitler said], 
Telegraful român 12, March 22, 1942, 1; “Darul făcut de Fûhrerul Adolf Hitler” [Führer Adolf 
Hitler’s gift], Telegraful român 38, September 20, 1942, 4.
102  Dumitru Călugăr, “Ideea socială şi tineretul din Germania” [the social idea and the youth in 
Germany], Telegraful român 1, January 2, 1938, 1.
103  N. t., “Biserica Romei în Germania lui Hitler” [the Church of Rome in Hitler’s Germany], 
Telegraful român 52, December 15, 1935, 4.
104  Editorial, “Necesitatea soluționării problemei evreești” [the need to solve the Jewish problem], 
Telegraful român 3, January 10, 1938, 1–2.
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sures he purified Romanian  intellectual life of the poisonous miasma of Judaism. 
the cancellation of over a hundred thousand licenses of rural Jewish tavern 
owners will banish poverty and disease from the villages of Moldova and 
Maramureş. By decongesting our cities and our commercial and industrial 
enterprises of the colonies of parasites that came to our country after the 
war we will provide health and breath to the entire Romanian life.”105 

At the end of the 1930s, the Jewish issue had become an obsession of the 
magazine: “the Jewish issue is the order of the day all over the world. It would 
be natural and good if it, this issue, with all its seriousness, would not delay too 
much here either, because we are, in terms of the proportion of Jews, the second 
country on Earth.”106 the preparations for war were blamed on “Jewish 
 finance,” which “fuels the war propaganda. For years this finance has worked 
to make national states capitulate before its money, so powerful in the past. Its 
efforts are supported by the stock exchange, the press and many news 
agencies.”107 Stăniloae welcomed the seizure of Jewish property, describing it as 
an expression of the will of the people: “General Ion Antonescu put his finger on 
the problem through these words; he gave voice to the feeling that dominates 
the breadth of the Romanian soul.”108 the “theologian of love” went as far as 
to welcome the “final solution” in its transnistrian version: “the newspaper 
Raza from Bessarabia prints the joyful news that the last Jewish convoy from 
Chișinău is heading towards the Russian steppe, and thus the city got rid of the 
Jewish cancer. According to the aforementioned newspaper, the departure of 
the Jews took place with the same swiftness in the other cities of Bessarabia. So 
it should be—in Bessarabia and all the other provinces of the country.”109 
 Romanian public opinion was informed with satisfaction that “the Jewish pop-
ulation, eliminated from the villages, is guided towards concentration camps, 
so it would no longer exploit the work and the products of Christians.”110

In fact, Stăniloae and his magazine went further in regards to the “Jewish 
problem” than the domestic nationalist leanings in whose name they pretended 
to speak. they supported all the actions against Jews outside the country: 
“the removal of all Jews from the trades that are important to the life of the 

105  Editorial, “Disciplina naţionalismului” [the discipline of nationalism], Telegraful român 2, 
 January 9, 1938.
106 “Problema jidovească” [the Jewish problem], Telegraful român 22, May 28, 1939, 3.
107 “Finanța jidovească” [the Jewish financiers], Telegraful român 8, February 19, 1939, 3.
108 “Proprietăți ce trec în patrimoniul public” [Nationalized properties], Telegraful român 15, April 
6, 1941, 1.
109  “Au plecat!” [they left!], Telegraful român 47, November 16, 1941, 4.
110  “Cernăuți și Chișinău” [Cernăuți and Chișinău], Telegraful român 32, August 3, 1941, 3.
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people, said the [Slovak] minister, is the commandment of this moment. the 
Jews excluded from mainstream activities will be used, to the last one, in other 
fields of work, where they will only do manual labor.”111 they supported a final 
solution throughout Europe: “the fate of the Jews in Europe is already decid-
ed. the fact that one can still see, here and there in Europe, Jews with or with-
out the Star of David is a temporary situation created by the war. After the end 
of the current great battle and after the complete realization of the new order, 
these last Jews will also disappear from the European firmament.”112 Dumitru 
Stăniloae and Telegraful român, published under the authority of the Metro-
politan of transylvania, Nicolae Bălan, were central sources of chauvinism, 
 xenophobia, and antisemitism during the interwar period. Paradoxically, the 
theologian and the magazine are embraced to this day as historical models of 
honorability in the tradition of the Romanian orthodox Church. 

Antisemitism and Freemasonry in the Orthodox imagery

An issue relevant to the antisemitism of the RoC is the connection between 
Jews and Freemasons. Before the RoC’s official condemnation of Freemasonry 
and its request to outlaw it, this issue had been treated in the orthodox press 
with a certain nuance. In a long article by Mihălcescu in 1923, in the official 
publication of the Synod, Freemasonry was criticized, but in a mild tone, as an 
ontological, but not ethical, mistake.113 the following paragraph is ironic, but 
not aggressive: “We wish Freemasons the biggest and most thorough success in 
this direction [of recognizing the previous identity of those embracing Free-
masonry] because their actions, springing from deeply-held convictions about 
order and fed by a high and pure idealism, will benefit, along with the two-
millennia-long activity of the Church, the ennoblement of humankind and an 
increase in the goodness and happiness in the world.”114 Mihălcescu did not 
make the connection between Jews and Freemasons. Moreover, in the next 
 issue of Biserica Ortodoxă Română, where he wrote on the subject again, he 
stated: “Equally baseless is the myth that Freemasonry has Jewish roots and 
originated with Hiram, the architect of the temple of Solomon.”115

111 “Chestiunea jidovească” [the Jewish issue], Telegraful român 14, April 5, 1942, 4.
112  “Au să dispară din Europa” [they will disappear from Europe], Telegraful român 40, october 4, 
1942, 4.
113  Mihălcescu, “Francmasonii și Biserica,” 756–64.
114  Ibid., 761.
115  Mihălcescu, “Din trecutul francmasoneriei,” 791.
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Freemasonry was sometimes associated with communism, without pursuing 
this connection to blame the Jews for communism. A virulent article from 
Foaia diecezană, “Freemasonry and Communism,” invited the religious press 
to “fight with more courage” against the organization: “It is even a duty of the 
religious press especially since the position occupied relative to the national 
Church by the Freemasonry is directly destructive, these are not simple suspicions 
but facts that lead us to believe that the entire endeavor to unravel the soul of 
the people, all the social misfortunes masked as communism, sectarianism, 
atheism etc., all began within the Freemason lodges.”116 other orthodox 
 articles discussed the Freemasonry–Jewish connection questioningly. In a text 
from Păstorul ortodox from 1935, priest Ștefan Udrescu criticized three books 
on the subject, and commented: “[…] I think it is not happenstance that the 
authors of these two books, as well as the translator of the first, are Jews.”117 
other orthodox publications stated that an important connection existed 
 between Freemasonry and Jews. According to Revista Teologică, 

“It is known that Jews are present within all lodges in great numbers and 
are the most  decisive factors in Freemasonry. […] Freemasonry is closely 
connected to the B’nai B’rith organization, a purely Jewish Freemasonry. 
the Jewish members of Freemasonry are also part of the lodges of B’nai 
B’rith, whose ideas they bring into Freemason lodges. the entire nomencla-
ture of the Freemason rite, by  being Jewish, proves again the great influence 
of Jews within Freemasonry.”118

In 1937, Biserica Ortodoxă Română returned to the Freemasonry theme, 
with material that established a doctrine, written by Metropolitan Nicolae 
Bălan of transylvania, and which received the approval of the Holy Synod. 
the article included a full subchapter on “Freemasonry and the Jews.”119 It 
stated that Jews had an important and even dominant role within Freemasonry, 
as they had created all the high ranks. In England, the article continued, out 
of 300,000 Freemasons 43,000 were Jews. In the Great orient lodges in 
Romania, a branch of the Great orient in France, the proportion of Jews 

116  D. V. Anuțoiu, “Francmasonerie și comunism” [Freemasonry and communism], Foaia diecezană 
25, June 21, 1936, 2–3. the linguistic violence is surprising in a publication that was usually more 
restrained. In a text on “outlawing Freemasonry in Switzerland” (Foaia diecezană 2, January 10, 
1937, 7), Freemasons were called “werewolves.”
117  Stefan Udrescu, “Din acțiunile francmasoneriei” [Actions of Freemasonry], Păstorul ortodox 5 
(May 1935), 173.
118  Grigorie t. Marcu, “Francmasoneria pusă la stâlp” [Freemasonry put in the pillory], Revista 
Teologică 7–10 (July–october 1936), 351.
119 “Ce este Francmasoneria?” 1–22.
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reached 90 percent. the Freemasons of Soviet Russia had established the 
 Romanian national great lodge, which also included Jews. It concluded that 
Jews ran the entire Freemasonry through the purely Jewish Freemason order, 
B’nai B’rith, as its members were also part of the lodges that included 
Christians.

As a corollary to these “facts,” the article concluded that Freemasonry had 
“a Jewish character,” an idea reinforced with a quote from the Freemason mag-
azine Symbolisme: “the most important mission of Freemasonry is to glorify 
the Jewish race which has kept pure the Godly essence of knowledge. then it 
should support the Jewish race in erasing national borders.”120 With the con-
clusion that “Freemasonry fights against the natural law, wanted by God, ac-
cording to which humankind is made up of nations,” the article decided upon 
the duties of the RoC: to lead a persevering oral and journalistic activity “of 
unmasking the purpose and the nefarious activities of this organization” and 
to urge  Romanian intellectuals who are part of the lodges to leave them, oth-
erwise the Church would refuse to perform their funeral ceremonies; the idea 
that priests would advise the people to avoid Freemasons and not to vote for 
them; the Holy Synod and the organizations of the Church would try to con-
vince the government to outlaw Freemasonry, and if the government would 
not do so, it would take care to get a parliamentary initiative in this respect.121 
However, even after this official statement of the RoC Synod, the connection 
between Freemasonry and Jews was not mentioned as a rule. In a 1937 article 
of the magazine Îngerul, the priest C. Neguț firmly condemned the organization 
without belittling it as a manipulation initiated by Jews: “the Freemason 
lodges gather together Jews and Christians and Freemasonry states that only 
those gathered in its lodges know the truth and rise above other people. this 
would imply that Christianity provides no advantage in knowing the truth and 
achieving salvation to its members. the Church cannot watch quietly as no 
other than the mortal enemies of Christ are considered superior to Christians, 
from the point of view of knowing the greatest truths of salvation.”122

Conclusions

All the periodicals published under the aegis of the RoC included texts whose 
purpose was to combat certain social and political attitudes, as well as some 

120  Ibid., 4.
121  Ibid., 22.
122  C. Neguț, “Condamnarea Francmasoneriei” [Condemning Freemasonry], Îngerul 3 (March 
1937), 137.
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religious minorities and their organizations. An “aggressive” and “militant” 
position was characteristic of the RoC press. Accusing articles and texts tar-
geted Protestants, Freemasons, atheists, Greek-Catholics, and sectarians. the 
topic of Bolshevik crimes, especially when the victims were priests, appeared 
only sporadically in some magazines, while being constantly discussed in others, 
not only in the orthodox press from Bessarabia (in the official magazine of the 
Diocese of Chișinău and Hotin, Luminătorul), but also in the rest of the country 
(the publication of the Diocese of oradea, Legea românească, among others). 
the importance given to different minority groups as threats to orthodoxy 
depended on the geographic region. In transylvania, the most numerous and 
most radical militant texts targeted Baptists, Greek-Catholics, Catholics, and 
Hungarian irredentists. In Moldavia, the sect of “stylists” received great attention. 
In the Diocese of Buzău, priests were mainly concerned with the activity of 
Adventists.

this research shows that Jewish people occupied a peripheral role in the 
militant policy of the orthodox press. the main “adversaries” of the RoC, the 
“sects,” the Romanian Church United with Rome, and the Roman-Catholic 
Church,123 were discussed in periodicals in almost every issue, while Semitic 
topics appeared at the intervals of sometimes years. With rare exceptions, Jews 
were treated with hostility. Globally, there was a slow evolution in attitude 
 towards antisemitic propaganda that became more severe as the years passed. 
But there were also magazines that, due to staff changes, discussed the Semitic 
topic less or not at all during the “hot” decade of 1933–1943. the best example 
is Legea Românească, which included short, mean-spirited antisemitic texts in 
the 1920s, but once the editor was replaced in the 1930s, it stopped printing 
such texts. this phenomenon is a further argument for the decisive role of the 
leaders of editorial boards and of editors in general in shaping the ideology of 
the RoC press. 

the official publication of the RoC Synod, Biserica Ortodoxă Română, had 
a rather hostile attitude towards Jews. this can be seen in some short texts or 
comments, such as “Jewish tantrum in Defense of a Jewish Innkeeper.” However, 
many texts were neutral, and some theological articles even had positive refer-
ences to Jews, such as “Jews, the People of the Book!” the main “antisemitic 
contribution” of the official publication of the RoC Synod was to turn the idea 
that Freemasonry was dominated by Jews and should be outlawed into dogma.

the other publications in Bessarabia, transylvania, Banat, Moldavia, 
Dobrogea, and Muntenia rarely included references to the Jewish topic, but if 
they did, the tone was generally negative. Even in magazines that did not show 

123 these are the religious groups and organizations that competed with the RoC or otherwise 
 limited its confessional dominance.
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hostility towards Jews, the most “tolerant” judgment seems to have been: “the 
superiority of Christianity and the areas of disagreement are easily seen.”124 
one of the leading promoters of antisemitism among orthodox publications, 
from the moment that theologian Dumitru Stăniloae became its editor-in-chief, 
was Telegraful român. In this periodical, the antisemitic policy reached new 
heights: it welcomed the seizure of Jewish properties, announced the “joyful 
news” that Jewish convoys were sent to transnistria, cheered the internment of 
Jews in concentration camps, expressed happiness at the removal of Jews from 
all important professions in Slovakia, and hoped that in the future “these last 
Jews will also disappear from the European firmament.”125 the systematic and 
intense incitement to antisemitism that characterized Telegraful român was, 
however, an exception. In general, the orthodox press showed marginal interest 
in Semitic topics, and when references to Jews appeared they expressed “a 
background hostility.” the most important result of this overview of the 
orthodox press is the observation that its antisemitism was a peripheral element 
of its outpouring of ethnic and religious chauvinism, and, respectively, a 
 peripheral component of the antisemitism of the period 1920–1944. Interwar 
orthodox nationalism strengthened its aggressiveness by exercising it over 
 everyone who was alien to orthodoxy: Protestants, Roman-Catholics, Greek-
Catholics, Freemasons, and atheists. the fate of the Romanian Jews was the 
result of a political manipulation of antisemitism in the context of an exacer-
bated exclusivist nationalism that intersected with tragic international trends.

124  Îrineu Mihălcescu, “Raportul dintre creștinism și iudaism” [the relationship between 
 Christianity and Judaism], Biserica Ortodoxă Română 3, 358 (March 1925), 139.
125 “Au să dispară din Europa,” 4. 
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HENRy DE MoNtEty

THE FrENCH CATHOLiC CHurCH 
ANd ANTiSEMiTiSM duriNg wOrLd wAr ii

In this article, I will rely on various works about the history of Vichy France. 
therefore, I shall begin with a short presentation of the historiography. the 
question of antisemitism in these works is prickly. While all of them are serious and 
honest, they also have their own nuances. Putting the emphasis on such or 
such an angle, it happens that their conclusions may diverge sensibly. After a 
brief introduction to the historiography, I will outline a few historical markers, 
and then analyze in detail the attitude of the French Catholic Church towards 
antisemitism during World War II. I will conclude with a particular case study.

Historiography

Emphasis on the German constraints applied to Vichy France
to explain the lenient approach toward the French responsibilities in Robert Aron’s 
book La France de Vichy (Vichy France), published in 1954, one often mentions 
the so-called third way disposition of the author as well as the bias of the sources 
available in the fifties. By “third way” I mean the attempt shared in the thirties 
by a part of the French youth and certain spiritual milieus to surpass the Right/
Left dilemma, namely, the opposition between capitalism and communism. 
of course, this easily led to the suspicion of acquaintance with Vichy or with 
fascism, or even with Nazism, even though, in this case, the author was Jewish.

Emphasis on the autonomy of Vichy France
Robert Paxton published La France de Vichy in 1972, a few years after the release of 
the movie Le chagrin et la pitié (the sorrow and the pity). His approach discovered, 
or rediscovered, what French antisemitism had been. In another book, Vichy et les 
juifs (Vichy and the Jews), published in 1983, Paxton deepened his thesis that the 
French anti-Semitic legislation anticipated the German requirements.

Duality and permeability in Vichy France and the Resistance
Reacting to certain schematizations of Paxton, some French authors, such as 
Jean-Paul Cointet and François-Georges Dreyfus (1996),1 considered it useful 

1  Jean-Paul Cointet, Histoire de Vichy (Paris: Perrin-tempus, 2003, c1996) and François-Georges 
Dreyfus, Histoire de la résistance (Paris: Fallois-Poche, 1996).
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to show the complexity of the sociology and the political tendencies in both 
Vichy France and the Resistance.

More focused or specialized approaches

During the last twenty years, several authors have dealt with more focused 
 aspects of the Vichy regime, for example public opinion or its historiography.2 
More recently, two books have brought up the topic of the salvation of the Jews 
and the role of the Catholic Church in this process.3 As far as events are con-
cerned, Vichy’s antisemitic policy can be divided into two periods, one before 
and one after the great round-ups of the summer of 1942.

1940–1942: The First and Second “Jewish Statutes”

Dated June 2 and october 3, 1941, the two laws on the “Jewish Statutes” con-
tained two main sections, one defining the population concerned, the other 
the constraints imposed upon them. In regards to the constraints: the first law 
mainly forbade Jews to hold positions in the public services and the education 
sectors, as well as several professions in the cultural sector. the second law 
extended the ban to the finance, banking, and property sectors, while it also 
imposed (rather low) quotas on professionals, craftsmen, and commercial and 
industry professions. In regards to the definition as who counted as a Jew: the 
first law imposed a purely racial definition, while the second law added a religious 
criterion, though not with the intention of exempting the converted. Quite the 
contrary, it seemed that the adjustment was made for matters of clarity. Further-
more, several exemptions were provided, targeting mainly war veterans. the 
second law also granted exemption to the descendants of deceased fighters for 
France. the racist factor was thus counterbalanced by a patriotic notion. 
 During this first period, prefects were furthermore allowed to jail foreign Jews 
in special camps.

2 Pierre Laborie, Persécutions et entraides dans la France occupée. Comment 75% des juifs en France 
ont échappé à la mort [Persecutions and mutual aid in occupied France: How 75 percent of the Jews 
escaped death in France] (Paris: Arènes-Seuil, 2013).  Persécutions et entraides dans la France occupée. 
Comment 75% des juifs en France ont échappé à la mort [Persecutions and mutual aid in occupied 
France: How 75 percent of the Jews escaped death in France] (Paris: Arènes-Seuil, 2013).
3 Sylvie Bernay, L’Église de France face à la persécution des juifs [the Church of France facing the 
persecution of Jews] (Paris: CNRS éditions, 2012). Henry Rousso, Le syndrome de Vichy de 1944 à 
nos jours [the Vichy syndrome from 1944 to our days] (Paris: Seuil, 1983).
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Robert Paxton noted that: “Most books wrongly considered that all these 
steps were imposed by Germany.”4 Instead, Paxton insists on the autonomy of 
Vichy France, which started implementing its antisemitic policy before any 
orders from Berlin reached Paris. thus, Paxton reveals the presence in Vichy 
France of far right ideas, as they had crystallized especially at the time of the 
Dreyfus Affair at the turn of the century. Paxton’s works sparked a plethora of 
reactions. In its wake, historians such as Jean-Paul Cointet wanted to show the 
complexity of political commitments in 1940, especially among the men of 
Vichy. In another spirit, Gérard Noiriel denounced what he called the “repub-
lican origins of Vichy,” that is, the progressive implementation, well before 
Vichy, of a special class of foreign citizens, even when naturalized.5

In 1940 and 1941, the first two “Jewish Statutes” did not arouse an official 
reaction from the Church. the only personality who protested publicly was the 
pastor Marc Boegner, president of the French Protestant Federation. there-
with, while being “viscerally philosemitic,” Boegner was to remain a steadfast 
support of Marshall Pétain.6 In his “History of the Resistance”, François-
Georges Dreyfus somehow defends the Church, stressing that no laic personality 
reacted either.7 However, the Church had special duties in terms of moral 
 questions, and also enjoyed relatively unspoiled authority. For example, it could 
successfully oppose Vichy’s attempt to create a single youth movement.8 one 
could ask what the attitude of the government would have been had the Church 
protested against the “Jewish Statutes.”

yet, the atmosphere was not one of protestation, but of contrition, a general 
contrition that the Church willingly joined. As Pétain himself said: “the spirit 
of enjoyment has (too long) prevailed over the spirit of sacrifice.” the Church 
could see in the so-called National Revolution a way to apply the “third way” 
program it used to dream about, combining corporatism with a vision of com-
munity. this strange blindness was encouraged by the traditional loyalty of the 
Church toward the State, as well as that of the faithful toward their hierarchy, 

4 Robert o. Paxton, La France de Vichy (Paris: Seuil “Point Histoire,” 1997), 225. In English: Vichy 
France: Old Guard and New Order, 1940–1944 (New york: Knopf, 1972).
5 Gérard Noiriel, Les origines républicaines de Vichy [the republican origins of Vichy] (Paris: 
Hachette, 1999), 158. the author refers to Joseph Barthélémy, a former legal expert in the third 
Republic who became Minister of Justice in Vichy France, emphasizing that “either consciously or 
unconsciously, he uses a way of thinking which reproduces exactly the Republican trypticum: those 
‘strangers’ were expelled because they were not assimilated, and they did not bring anything to ‘us’ 
and they rather were a ‘menace’ for the national community.” (155.)
6  Dreyfus, Histoire de la résistance, 380–82.
7 Ibid.
8 Denis Pelletier, Les catholiques en France depuis 1815 [Catholics in France since 1815] (Paris: La 
Découverte, 1997), 83.
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particularly at times of crisis. Furthermore, support for the Vichy regime might 
have contained an ambition of self-fulfilling prophecy, along the lines of the 
attitude of the Vatican, which favored diplomacy and prudence to any frontal 
opposition. However, a few Catholics raised their voice, particularly in Lyon, 
where the first signs of the so-called spiritual resistance were opening up 
around Father Chaillet. I will discuss him in more detail later.

1942: The Turning point

We are used to locate the turn of the war in 1942, between the American war 
industry’s rise and the battle of Stalingrad. As far as France is concerned, 1942 
was indeed also a turning point. on November 8, the Allies landed in North 
Africa. two days later, on November 10, the German army invaded Southern 
France, which until then had been directly administrated by Vichy. In domestic 
politics, this turning point followed the great round-ups of the summer, that of 
the Vel’ d’hiv in Paris on July 16 and 17, deporting 22,000 people, and that in 
the Southern zone on August 27 and 28, deporting 7,000 people. the French 
police forces participated in these operations. It seems that the Vichy regime 
willingly took part because of its obsession with maintaining its sovereignty 
over the whole territory of France.9 However, this reasoning sometimes leads to 
absurdity. thus, the head of the government, Pierre Laval, was going to claim 
that—while being judged for this after the war—he had allowed the arrests of 
children for “human reasons,” as he did not want families to have to part.10 He 
said he had wished to “avoid the worst.”11 on May 29, 1942, the Germans 
 introduced the yellow star in the Northern zone of France. Vichy did not. 
 Furthermore, having felt the turn of opinion after the round-ups of the summer, 
the Vichy regime began to slow down, as it appears in the archives of the 
 Wilhelmstrasse (the German Ministry of Foreign Affairs).12 However, the 
 deportations from France continued until 1944. 
 Before analyzing the opinion and the reaction of the Church, we need to 
take stock of the deportations, as estimated by Serge Klarsfeld. the number of 
Jews living in France before the war was around 330,000, of which 200,000 

9 Cointet, Histoire de Vichy, 253.
10 Ibid., 254.
11 Paxton, La France de Vichy, 412.
12 “Pour nous résumer, il faut constater que le gouvernement français ne veut plus nous suivre dans la 
question juive…” (In short, we have to admit that the French government now refuses to follow us 
as far as the Jewish question is concerned…). Report from August 14, 1943, Wihelmstrasse Archives, 
CDJC, IV-B, SA 225, in Cointet, Histoire de Vichy, 256–57.
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had French nationality. the  persecutions led to 80,000 victims, of which 
24,500 were French and 56,500 were foreigners.13

reaction of the Church

In his conclusions, Robert Paxton does not mention the Church as one of the 
factors opposing the persecution of the Jews in France. In his mind, mountains 
and forests were more relevant.14 However, he does recognize that Vichy 
 “considered the opinion of French people and the opposition of the Church.”15 
Moreover, according to Paxton, Vichy’s policy aggravated the fate of Jews in 
general, rather than eased it.16 It is difficult to draw univocal conclusions from 
this. one French historian suggests that the heritage of anti-Judaism and the 
French Church’s “short-sighted and cautious policy” weighted heavily upon 
the fate of the Jews.17 these views are widespread, and it is true, indeed, that 
one can always do better. In fact, sometimes it is difficult to distinguish  between 
opinions about the Vichy regime and opinions about the Church, because we 
are used to consider Vichy France as a clerical regime. thus, authors who are 
the most sensitive to the positive role of the Church are often also those who 
tend to nuance—but not deny!—the responsibilities of the Vichy government. 
Jacques Sémelin, who wrote on mutual aid in occupied France, asserted that 
“maintaining a State apparatus in France (Vichy) had a positive effect on the 
survival of Jews in France,”18 a total contradiction to Paxton. François-Georges 
Dreyfus emphasized that it was the Catholics “who raised to most the attention 
to the Nazi danger.” Conscious that his affirmation might astound his readers, 
he continued: “Some will say that I am overstating: I am not sure they are 
right.”19 Finally, another historian, Pierre Laborie, recalled the synchronization 

13 Serge Klarsfeld’s conclusions are unanimously agreed upon. they are available, for example, on the 
AKADEM website, which belongs to the Fonds Social Juif Unifié with the support of the Fondation 
pour la mémoire de la Shoah. See http://www.akadem.org/medias/documents/—bilan-france-6.pdf.
14 Paxton, La France de Vichy, 425–29.
15 Ibid., 236.
16 this is the general spirit of his book written with Michael Marrus, Vichy et les juifs (Paris: Calmann-
Levy, 1981). In English: Vichy France and the Jews (New york: Basic Books, 1981).
17 Pelletier, Les catholiques en France depuis 1815, 86.
18 Jacques Sémelin, interview at La Croix, March 21, 2013. See http://www.la-croix.com/Actualite/
France/Jacques-Semelin-75-des-juifs-vivant-en-France-ont-echappe-a-la-deportation-_NP_-2013-
03-21-923518 [last accessed: November 27, 2016]. See also Sémelein, Persécutions et entraides dans la 
France occupée. 
19 Dreyfus, Histoire de la résistance, 371.
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between French opinion and that of the Catholic (and Protestant) Church, 
whose protests smashed the “complicity of silence” in 1942.20

What were these protests? the one by the Assembly of Cardinals and Arch-
bishops, delivered to Pétain on July 22, 1942, was not made public, as it seems 
that there were fears of retaliations, particularly on youth movements. on the 
other hand, during the summer, several high prelates delivered individual 
 declarations, which were read on Sunday by their diocese clergy: dated August 
20 by Archbishop Jules Saliège in toulouse, August 28 by Bishop Pierre-Marie 
théas in Montauban, September 6 by Bishop Jean Delay in Marseille and 
Archbishop Pierre Gerlier in Lyon, and September 20 by Archbishop Jean- 
Joseph Moussaron in Albi. one fourth of the bishops in the entire Southern 
area protested. Jacques Sémelin stressed that Archbishop Saliège’s declaration 
in particular “had a multiplying effect” and even “an international dimension,” 
because The New York Times referred to it.21 Sylvie Bernay has stated that the 
Catholic Church intended to alert public opinion,22 emphasizing that individual 
declarations were not individual initiatives, but were the result of consultations, 
notably with the nuncio, Valerio Valeri.23 Indeed, those reactions did not remain 
without consequence. Germans noticed “a lively effervescence among the 
Catholics and within the religious circles.”24 In Vichy, a member of General 
Marshall’s secretariat wrote in his diary on August 6: “If we now become in the 
free [Southern] zone accomplices of the German persecutions, the Catholic 
clergy will give up its loyalty.”25 Even to a Hungarian journalist, György  ottlik, 
who visited France at that time, Pétain spontaneously brought up the subject 
of the deportations. “this proves,” said ottlik, “the extent to which this problem 
haunts them, touches them and even hurts them deeply, and finally forms the 
determining factor of the current political atmosphere in France.” ottlik also 
reported that Pétain added with a temper: “I am acting in the interest of France, 
and look how the French clergy turns against me!”26

20 Pierre Laborie, L’opinion française sous Vichy [the French opinion during Vichy] (Paris: Point-
Seuil, 2001, c1990), 282. 
21 Sémelin, interview.
22 Sylvie Bernay, interview at La Croix, July 15, 2012. See http://www.la-croix.com/Religion/
Actualite/Des-1942-l-Eglise-a-proteste-_EP_-2012-07-15-831491 (last accessed: February 29, 2016).
23 Sylvie Bernay, L’Église de France face à la persécution des juifs.
24 Nuremberg Archives, CDJC, CXXVI-12, in Cointet, Histoire de Vichy, 260.
25 Ibid., 259.
26 Report by György ottlik about his journey in Italy, Switzerland, France, and Germany, August 
18 to September 28, 1942. Magyar országos Levéltár (MoL) [National Archives of Hungary], 
K64, 1942–41–437, Külügyminisztérium, politikai osztály rezervált iratai, 1942, különböző [Reserved 
documents of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Political Department, 1944, miscellaneous]. See an 
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Sylvie Bernay, who recently wrote a thesis about the reaction of the French 
Catholic Church to the persecutions, proposes a chronology for the phenomenon: 
first, a “time of withdrawal,” until autumn 1941; then, a period of hesitation 
following the second “Jewish Statute,” while the tools for assistance to the 
 persecuted were also being drafted; then, public protestations during the summer 
of 1942, prepared by previous, underground, and isolated actions since 1940. 
Finally comes what she calls the “time of rescue,” until the liberation. one 
thing that certainly curbed the action of the Church, as well as of French opinion, 
was the distinction between French and foreign Jews, or, the illusion that such 
a distinction should be made. this reality, however, was already exposed in the 
interwar period by novelists such as Joseph Roth.27 Indeed, after the war, Vichy’s 
high officers defended themselves by saying that they had tried to save the 
French Jews to the detriment of the others.28 Even the chief of the Central 
 Israelite Consistory, Jacques Helbronner, who died in a death camp in 1943, 
was stuck for a long time in this trap. About the deportations of foreign Jews 
in 1942, he feared that “if we raised the question, similar measures could be 
taken against the ‘French Israelites.’”29 one could also argue that distinguishing 
between foreign and French Jews was not necessarily a matter of ranking, but 
simply taking into account a situation and trying to make the best of it. More-
over, numbers are telling: the survival rate for foreign Jews is 57 percent, while 
it exceeds 90 percent for French Jews.

these words by the chief of the Central Israelite Consistory can be found in 
François-Georges Dreyfus’s study. they were pronounced in the summer of 
1942 in the office of Cardinal Pierre Gerlier, in the presence of Father Chaillet, 
who was precisely asking for an official reaction against the first round-ups of 
foreign Jews. this brings us back to those who, already in 1940, were working 
at enlightening public opinion. In particular, it brings us back to this Jesuit 
priest, with whom I will end this paper.

analysis in Henri de Montety, “Le voyage de Georges ottlik en Europe en 1942. L’avenir vu de Vichy 
et de Berlin” [Georges ottlik’s journey through Europe in 1944: The future seen from Vichy and 
Berlin] Hungarian Studies 30, 1 (June 2016): 99–110. While I found this interesting document with 
astonishment in the 1990s, it tuned out that it had already been collected earlier by Elek Karsai in his 
vast compilation Vádirat a nácizmus ellen: Dokumentok a magyarországi zsidóüldözés történetéhez [An 
indictment against Nazism. Compilation of documents on the persecution of Jews in Hungary], ed. 
Ilona Benoschofsky and Elek Karsai, 3 Volumes (Budapest: A Magyar Izraeliták országos Képviselete 
Kiadása, 1967), 64 n. 1. I express my thanks to László Karsai, who brought this to my attention.
27 See for example Joseph Roth, The Spider’s Web (1923), Flight Without End (1927), and Right and 
Left (1929).
28 Paxton, La France de Vichy, 236; Cointet, Histoire de Vichy, 253.
29 Dreyfus, Histoire de la résistance, 369.
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Father Chaillet between Hungary and France

Father Pierre Chaillet is the symbol of the so-called spiritual resistance. He was 
admitted within the Righteous among the Nations. From early 1941 onward, 
together with pastor Boegner, he managed the Amitié chrétienne (Christian 
friendship), an organization that supported refugees by providing escape chan-
nels. He was also the founder of the Cahiers du témoignage chrétien (“Booklet 
of christian testimony”), an underground journal whose circulation reached 
120,000. the first issue, published in December 1941, was entitled “France, 
Beware of Losing your Soul!” Further issues dealt, among other subjects, with 
racism and antisemitism.

Father Chaillet had personal experiences with Nazism in Germany and 
Austria after the Anschluss. In 1939, he wrote L’Autriche souffrante (Suffering 
Austria). When the war broke out, he enlisted in the secret service and was 
dispatched to Hungary with the mission to contact Hungarian anti-Nazi 
 milieus. As soon as he arrived in Budapest, in october 1939, he met a key per-
sonality in Hungarian propaganda, who was sensitive to a dialogue with the 
Western powers, József Balogh, editor-in-chief of the Nouvelle revue de Hongrie 
and the Hungarian Quarterly.30 Chaillet’s main aim, as it appeared in the 
articles he published under a pseudonym in the French Jesuit press, was to 
maintain the neutrality of Hungary.31 In December 1939, that is, after the 
second Hungarian Anti-Jewish Law had been passed, he praised Count Pál 
teleki, whose gravitas was in contrast with, as he put it, the general cowardice. 
Even Béla Imrédy, to him, was “a sincere Catholic and a dedicated Hungarian.” 
Chaillet, it seems, was ready to go far into a compromise in order to save what 
was to be saved. 

Chaillet testified that he heard General De Gaulle’s “Appeal of 18 June” 
while he was in Budapest. His change of mind seemed to have happened dur-
ing the summer. In September, he refused to endorse the second Vienna Award 
in the columns of the Nouvelle revue de Hongrie.32 Soon afterward, he was 
 recalled to France by his superior in the Society of Jesus.33 A testimony from a 
travel companion, en route from Belgrade to Marseille via Constantinople, 

30 Letter of József Balogh to tibor Eckhardt, october 2, 1939, Széchenyi Library, Manuscripts, Fond 
Balogh 1/879.
31 Pierre Scey (Father Chaillet’s pseudonym), “Climat de neutralité. Impressions de voyage” [A 
climate of neutrality: Impressions of a journey”], Études (october–December 1939), 637–52; 
Pierre Scey, “Hongrie 1940. Bilan provisoire de neutralité” [Hungary, 1940. Provisional balance of 
neutrality”], Études (May 1940), 376–95.
32 Letter of Chaillet SJ to Balogh, September 7, 1940.
33 Letter of Norbert de Boyne SJ to Charles-Roux, october 21, 1940, Ministère des Affaires 
Etrangères Archives [Archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs], (Vichy)-Z-Europe, 422–29.
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showed Chaillet as “having decided to stand against all injustice and ready to 
act for the sole truth, […] be it that he appears intolerant.”34 this new attitude 
contradicted his strategy in Hungary. We know what happened afterwards. 
Father Chaillet entered the resistance, and contributed significantly to the 
awareness about the fate of Jews and the dangers of Nazism not only of French 
Catholics, but also of the Church’s hierarchy.

What did Father Chaillet retain from his experiences in Hungary? I am 
tempted to think that for him, it was the end of an illusion. He went to the end 
of his Hungarian dream, a mysterious dream, because it is difficult to insert it 
in his intellectual and ideological itinerary, between the denunciation of Na-
zism in the thirties and his resistance in the forties. one could say that in 
Hungary—proportion-wise, of course, because the deportations in Hungary 
started only two years later—Father Chaillet saw Vichy before Vichy; in other 
words, he saw in advance and in real terms what it meant to segregate part of 
the population. yet only the shock of the French defeat was able to raise his 
awareness; his own patriotism made him react. As his companion on the jour-
ney back to Marseille at the end of 1940 said, Chaillet intended to obey the 
“purest patriotism.”35 From the experiences of Father Chaillet we can learn that 
compassion toward foreigners does not contradict patriotism (and the other 
way around). Another thing we can learn is that open-mindedness, and the 
search for true and genuine information, are at the origin of awareness.

34 Recollections of Joseph Blanchard (1973). Personal interview with Mrs. Renée Bédarida, December 
2004.
35 Ibid.
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AttILA JAKAB

THE CHurCHES ANd THE HOLOCAuST iN THE HuNgAriAN 
CATHOLiC ANd rEFOrMEd ECCLESiASTiCAL prESS

one of the classical questions of the academic historiographical debate is to 
determine what the role of the historian is. In my view, the historian makes 
an attempt to objectively reconstruct past events from the available sources, 
often fragmented and/or biased, which themselves are interpretations and 
narratives. the historian creates a narrative in which he or she interprets and 
reinterprets, recounts and tries to uncover the causal correlation of the events 
and happenings, the individual motivations of the players determining the 
developments, and the processes that resulted from these developments in the 
longer term. According to a wording I like: “What historians do best is to make 
connections with the past in order to illuminate the problems of the present 
and the potential of the future.”1 

the systematic research on ecclesiastical antisemitism between the two 
world wars, on the road leading to the Holocaust, and on the behavior of 
the Churches and overall society during the Holocaust in the light of the 
contemporary ecclesiastical press, conducted without interruption by the Civitas 
Europica Centralis Foundation for the last four years, attempts to establish this 
link.2 the work done so far and the results achieved clearly confirm historian 
Géza Komoróczy’s words, which are very much to the point, namely: “History 
only exists if we are aware of it and if we talk about it.”3 While the bishop of 
Székesfehérvár ottokár Prohászka (1858–1927) is somewhat in the limelight 
mainly because it is difficult to miss him and his obvious antisemitism, the 
routes and motivations of everyday ecclesiastical antisemitism have never 
been at the forefront of Hungarian history writing of the twentieth century. A 
flagrant example of this is Ignác Romsics, who wrote a “history of twentieth-

1 Joyce Appleby, Lynn Hunt, and Margaret Jacob, Telling the Truth about History (New york and 
London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1995), 9.
2 For a more detailed analysis, see Attila Jakab, “the perception of Jews in the Hungarian Catholic 
and Reformed Press and their Attitude towards the Jewish Community between 1919 and 1944,” 
in Churches – Holocaust: Christian Churches in Three Countries of Central and Eastern Europe and 
the Holocaust, eds. Attila Jakab and Erika törzsök (Budapest: Civitas Europica Centralis, 2016), 
7–50; Attila Jakab, “A magyarországi keresztény média a zsidótörvények idején (1938‒1942)” 
[Hungarian Christian media during the anti-Jewish law period (1938‒1942)], in Tanulmányok a 
Holokausztról VII [Studies on the Holocaust VII], ed. Randolph L. Braham (Budapest: Múlt és 
Jövő, 2016), 13–108.
3 Géza Komoróczy, Holocaust (Budapest: osiris, 2000), 134.
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century Hungary,” including the history of the Horthy era,4 without uttering a 
single word about the Churches, even though in this period it was practically the 
Catholic Church that was “one of the bases of legitimacy of the Horthy regime.”5 
Present-day Hungarian society is not aware of this, it does not talk about this, 
and we could say that it does not even wish to know about this, and talk about it 
even less. But this past existed; it is there in the daily, weekly, and monthly press.

Ecclesiastical antisemitism did not start in 1919, when it was absolutely clear 
in the contemporary confessional, mainly Catholic, press that raising the “Jewish 
issue” and keeping it on the agenda basically served the purpose of (1) diverting 
the attention from the unavertable Paris Peace treaty; (2) making the inter-
national Jewish community responsible for the mutilation of the “Christian” 
and “Great” historical Hungarian country; and (3) making it seem as if the 
solution to Hungary’s social problems lay in solving the “Jewish issue.” In terms 
of the routes of antisemitism within the Catholic Church during the era of the 
first anti-Jewish law, Nemzeti Ujság (National newspaper) published on May 6, 
1938, the position regarding the draft of the anti-Jewish law adopted by an 
 assembly of 70 Catholic priests organized in Budapest by József Pehm, a parish 
priest from Zalaegerszeg (the future Cardinal Mindszenty):

We regard the Jewish issue as a social, economic, and ideologic issue. our 
ancestors and we have been standing on the side of Istóczy and later of the 
National Party for 50 years even when almost everyone was a liberal friend 
of Jews in the entire country. the Christian Party supported by us adopted 
the only racial law, the Numerus clausus, bearing all the horrible conse-
quences up till today.6 

While declaring Jews to be the scapegoats for all social problems and for 
liberalism, other voices could also be heard. Some claimed that a truly Christian 
renewal was needed in Hungary for the country to rise and be able to demon-
strate different types of social quality. But what were the tone and style of those 
urging for “a Christian renewal”? 

4 Ignác Romsics (ed.), Magyarország története [History of Hungary] (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadó, 
2010), 773–958.
5 Máté Gárdonyi, “Üldöztetés és felelősség. A magyar Holokausztról egyházi szemmel” [Persecution 
and responsibility: About the Hungarian Holocaust from the perspective of the Church], in 
Szétosztott teljesség. A hetvenöt éves Boór János köszöntése [Split wholeness: Saluting the 70-year old 
János Boór], eds. Marcell Mártonffy and éva Petrás (Budapest: Hét Hárs – Mérleg, 2007), 269.
6 “A katolikus papság a szociális reformokért. országos értekezleten foglalkozott a kor bajaival és 
emlékirattal fordult az illetékesekhez” [Catholic clergy for social reforms. It dealt with the problems 
of the era at a national meeting and sent a memorandum to the persons in charge of the issue], 
Nemzeti Ujság XX, Issue 101, May 6, 1938, 5. Emphasis in the original.
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on Sunday, September 14, 1919, on the occasion of the glorification of the 
Holy Cross, the author of the Fejérmegyei Napló (“Fejér County journal”) put 
the following question to his readers: “Shall we hit the Jews?” Here is the answer:

Do we need that the scums of a tenacious race that obtained rights only 50 
years earlier grab the power in Hungary and outragously beat us to blood 
with Christian support? Do we need that these beasts desecrate our God, 
violate our churches, and eradicate religiousity, patriotism, and enthusiasm 
towards all that is good from our children’s soul and implant godlessness 
and the imbecility of internationality and the rotten flowers of Devil’s cult? 
Without this hard lesson we would not have woken up from the lethargic 
dream of negligence because although we knew, saw, and understood that 
the Jews are the rulers in Hungary, we failed to act and instead we were 
patiently waiting with our hands crossed in our lap for the flood to take us 
away. […] So our Jewish neighbours do not have to continuously paint the 
phantom of pogroms on the wall and now in the days of waking up, the 
slogan crosses the country as a storm: Hit the Jew! […] But if we want to 
take the rein out of the Jews’ hands—and we must do this because Hungary 
cannot be anything else than Christian—we must hit the Jew, hard and 
hell-bent, but not with a stick but with their own weapon. We will beat them 
if the now ongoing Christian organization will not be a flash in the pan and 
will be able to merge the entire Christianity into one strong unity; if we do 
not dispute, and if we displace them from their dominant positions step-
by-step, working selflessly, if we carve into our children’s soul this outrage 
committed against us, this memento filled with horror influencing all ages 
and properly educate them and direct them to professions which the Jews 
are occupying today. Let us train craftsmen, traders, farmers, financial 
experts, doctors, lawyers, engineers, etc., give them support in every area 
possible, and a Christian should befriend only a Christian, and let’s hit the 
Jews in this way to make their soul hurt! then once we have achieved that, 
once there will not be any more illiterates throughout Hungary, and the 
poorest pesant child will not write down the title in the way I did at the 
beginning of this article, then we will have given the first hard blow which 
will destroy the Semite rule and the not so Christian call Hit the Jew! will 
become unnecessary.7

overall, we can say that in the period between 1919 and 1921, the national 
and regional Catholic press dealt a lot more with the Jewish community than 

7 N.a., “Üssük-e a zsidót?” [Shall we hit the Jew?], Fejérmegyei Napló XXVI, Issue 95, September 
14, 1919, 1–2. Emphasis in the original.
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the Reformed press, which had by default much less publications in number 
compared to the Catholics. Moreover, on April 24, 1920, the Debreczeni protestáns 
lap (“Debrecen Protestant paper”) was forced to defend itself against the 
accusation of “Jewish patronage” and to deny this claim.8 this was repeated in 
1933. At that time, in relation to the disparagement of the Reformed bishops 
Dezső Baltazár and László Ravasz, the Újpesti Református Értesítő (Újpest 
Reformed Bulletin) took the following stand: “We refuse to react to the anti-
Reform attacks of the press, hitting the Jews then hugging them. these seem to 
express their disbelief by diminishing the big spiritual values of the Reformed 
church and of their valued bishops.”9

What characterizes the period until 1938 in general—that is, the period 
until the start of the anti-Jewish laws—is that the “Jewish issue” and articles 
dealing with the Jewish community were a lot less frequent in the ecclesistical 
press. In the case of parochial bulletins, which were very local publications, we 
can say that they not only failed to deal with the Jewish community during 
the period 1919–1920 to 1937, but they did not even raise “Jewish” topics. 
Even during the war and the Holocaust, nothing was mentioned that referred 
to what was happening in the country and in public life. the local parochial 
news, including spiritual writings and draft preachings, did not leave room for 
dealing with public and social issues.

It seems that the person of the editor was a key player when it came to the 
“Jewish issue.” In Catholic circles, this was confirmed by the case of the Csepeli 
Őrszem (“Sentinel of Csepel”), published as a political weekly between March 
1, 1941 and December 22, 1944, whose responsible editor and publisher was 
initially Chaplain József Folláth, and then, as of May 21, 1943, Canon János 
Róbl. Both published antisemitic articles. Similarly, we can mention Egyházi 
Élet (“Ecclesiastical life”), considered the official newspaper of the óbuda 
Reformed Church (published between March 1930 and December 1939), 
where despite the obvious antisemitism of Aladár Kontra, a pastor and member 
of Parliament, Jew-bashing gained prominence only after the appoinment of 
the new editor, Endre Deák (october 1932), as early as November 1932.

there is an interesting difference between the attitude towards Jewish 
conversion in the Catholic and Reformed press between the two world wars. It 
is practically not a topic in the Catholic press, while in the Reformed press the 
Jewish “mission” is part of a more general missionary strategy in the country, 
and especially outside its borders. the missionary paper Hajnal (“Aurora”), 

8 K. B., “Zsidópártolás?” [Jewish patronage?], Debreczeni protestáns lap XL, Issue 17, April 24, 
1920, 65–66.
9 “Mi a támadásokra nem felelünk!” [We do not respond to attacks!], Újpesti Református Értesítő 
8, Issue 4 (1933), 6.
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which informed readers about the Hungarian protestant missions elsewhere in 
the world, consistently deals with the relationship between Jews and Christians 
and the issue of the Jewish “mission” from 1921 all the way until 1937. I can 
even mention the name of someone who was very active in this area: Gyula 
Forgács, the minister of the Scottish Mission. the urgency of this mission was 
reiterated by Reformed bishop László Ravasz in 1938: 

It must be emphasized that against any stylish ideologies, the Christian 
Church can never give up its missionary vocation and order regarding the 
Jews. Nowhere in the Bible can we read “make your disciples every people 
but the Jews.” the Christian Church will never give up on its missionary 
order for the sake of any racial theory. But at the same time, the Christian 
Church emphasises that when trying to gain the souls, it is not driven by 
the assimilation laws but the eternal Holy Gospel. We do not baptise a soul 
for it to assimilate to the club, but because we want them to assimilate to 
Christ.10 

However, bishop Ravasz also stated that Jews can only be baptised if they are 
seeking Christianity for the sake of Christ, and if for this they are willing to 
assume suffering and, if necessary, martyrdom. this “pure strain” among Hungarian 
Christians expected from Christian Jews to prove their Hungarianness by 
tolerating their deprivation in silence. 

In the same year, Béla Pap formulated the following in his “Letter to a 
Reformed Jew”:

From your Hungarianness, suffering for this land is still missing. If you 
indeed feel to be an assimilated Hungarian together with a few hundred of 
your fellow sufferers, the time is here to testify about your Hungarianness 
before the entire world. testify so that you offer for the nation what most of 
the Hungarians have undying need for. Be the first to voluntarily offer your 
land property for cultivation purposes, or—if managing a factory—volun-
tarily offer your factory and your capital for the deep-rooted Hungarians.  If 
there are one hundred Christian Jews who do this, then Hungarians, just as 
the whole world, will believe that Jewish assimilation is possible. And once 
you did all that and although public opinion considers you as alien, 
parasite, and intruder, you still love this land and its people even if it does 

10 “Győzelmes magyarság. A keresztyén egyház nem mondhat le a zsidósággal szemben missiói feladatáról. 
Részletek dr. Ravasz László mátészalkai konferenciai előadásából és felsőházi beszédéből,” [Victorious 
Hungarians. the Christian Church cannot abandon its task concerning the conversion of the Jews. 
Quotations from the conference given at Mátészalka and from the Upper House speeches of dr. László 
Ravasz], (Szegedi) Egyházi Híradó [Ecclesiastical Herald (of Szeged)] 17, Issue 22–23, June 4, 1938, 2.
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not give you enough bread to eat you cannot live without it—then you are 
truly Hungarian!11

Béla Pap sought nothing less than the self-sacrifice of the Jews and the wordless 
and patient acceptance of the suffering awaiting them. In 1939, Dr. Miklós 
Halász, a converted Jew to Reformed Christianity, answered positively to the 
above in his text “those Who Believe and those Who Are Loyal: Come to a 
Halt. Letter to the ‘Reformed Jews’”:12

If our mother hits us unfairly, she does not stop being our mother and the 
son can never retaliate. those who considered this land as their home only 
as long as it represented an economic hunting field and offered social 
emergence, but are today seeking possibilities abroad, were never Hungarians 
and their leaving the country will benefit all, except the receiving state. But 
that saintly minority whose Hungarianness is not merely made out of 
egotistic interest, but a reality turned to soul and blood, face the future 
storms with tough resolve and grateful peace. our public rights may be 
mutilated, our opportunities may be restricted and we may be exiled, but 
our Hungarianness will never be taken away. Being Hungarian is not a 
matter of well-being and not a matter of legal equality: it is only a question 
of the soul and of honor. If our ancestors joined this nation several 
generations ago, who now continue to live in us, then we must hold on even 
though—although only temporarily—those for whom we are assuming the 
approaching sufferings repudiate us. […] Nothing on earth happens without 
purpose and meaning; there is no human blood or tear shed that would not 
contribute to the springing of new life. the sad times falling upon us will 
not only make us stronger Hungarians and more believing Christians, but 
will form a necessary chapter of the fight fought for the Hungarian life. […] 
We are also about to enter a war in which our only weapon is our belief and 
loyalty, in which we should only receive wounds but never give wounds. 
With the comradery created by our common fate and with the trust in 
providence—no matter what happens to us—we must fight this battle with 
never fading love for the Hungarian people.

11 Béla Pap, “Levél egy ‘református zsidóhoz’” [Letter to a “Reformed Jew”], Magyar Út VII, Issue 17, 
April 28, 1938, 1.
12 Miklós Halász, “Aki hisz és aki hű: megáll. Levél a ‘református zsidókhoz’” [the one who 
believes and is true: stops. Letter to the “Reformed Jewry”] Keresztyén család 19, Issue 5, January 
29, 1939, 1–2; Magyar Út VIII, Issue 4, January 28, 1939, 8; (Szegedi) Egyházi Híradó XVIII, Issue 
5, February 4, 1939, 3–4.
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During the Horthy era, the need to protect the old testament appeared more 
openly in the press of the Reformed Church. Some exemples: Bishop László 
Ravasz said:

those who read the Bible know that in the entire old testament the Godly 
statement is one of anti-Judaism, God’s permanent educating crusade against 
a rough, hot-blooded and selfish people. the New testament was born from this, the 
writers and readers of which were also Jews in the same way as the readers 
and the writers of the old testament but which is the peak of the Godly claim 
taken over from the old testament and developed in the New testament.13

the Reformed Pastor Lajos tóth (1878–1962) wrote about “the religious value 
and meaning of the old testament from the aspect of the Christian Church.”14 
the famous Reformed Pastor and theologian Dr. Sándor Czeglédy (1909–
1998): “those who reject the old testament are not Christians. the Second 
Helvetian credo.”15 And: “Fight against the old testament. We should not 
make the old testament the Bible of the Jews because it is ours, it belongs to 
those who believe that Jesus is the promised Messiah.”16 We can affirm, based 
on the confessional Catholic and Protestant press, that the “Jewish issue” as it 
came into the forefront of public life strongly correlates with the speech of 
Prime Minister Kálmán Darányi delivered in Szeged at the end of April 1937, 
who affirmed openly that in Hungary there existed a real “Jewish problem.”17 
With this political speech the dam broke, and antisemitism became an everyday 
subject in public discourse.

During the Horthy era, despite the mandatory catechism—or maybe 
because of it—empty religious forms ruled Hungarian society, especially during 
the years of the anti-Jewish laws and the Holocaust. Hungarian society and its 
political and spiritual elite expected the revision of the trianon treaty and the 

13 “Dr. Ravasz László püspök az ótestamentumról” [Bishop Dr. László Ravasz about the old 
testament], (Szegedi) Egyházi Híradó IV, Issue 18, May 2, 1925, 2–3.
14 Lajos tóth, “Az ó-testamentum vallási értéke és jelentősége a keresztyén egyház szempontjából” 
[the religious value of the old testament from the point of view of the Christian Church], 
Dunántúli protestáns lap XXXVII, Issue 42, october 17, 1926, 185–86; Issue 43, october 24, 
1926, 185–86; and  Issue 44, october 31, 1926, 190.
15 Sándor Czeglédy, “Aki az ótestamentumot elveti, az nem keresztyén. A Második Helvét 
Hitvallás,” Református Jövő 1, Issue 3, April 6, 1940, 1–2.
16 Sándor Czeglédy, “Harc az ótestamentum ellen. Ne tegyük az ószövetséget a zsidók Bibliájává, 
mert az a mienk, azoké, akik azt vallják, hogy Jézus a megígért Messiás,” Református Jövő V, Issue 
35, August 30, 1944, 1.
17 “A miniszterelnök szegedi beszéde” [the speech of the Prime Minister in Szeged], Dunántúli 
Hírlap 45, Issue 17, April 25, 1937, 1.
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restitution of the old historic state borders by way of a Godly miracle, and this 
is why they prayed. When it happened, thanks to Adolf Hitler, at the Vienna 
Awards in 1938 and 1940, the Hungarians regarded this as the will and the act 
of God. Also, from 1937 onward, they practically classified all social problems 
that the political elite in power could not solve—and in reality did not want to 
solve—as the “Jewish issue,” and in this the Christian Churches were partners. 
Not only because their leaders did not question the rightfulness and the ethical 
appropriateness of general segregation and therefore voted for the first two anti-
Jewish laws (in 1938 and 1939), but also because the religious press played an 
active role in turning their readers against the Jews. the Catholic and Reformed 
press did not present any counter-opinion or show opposition. the fact that in 
the debate about the first anti-Jewish law the clearest Christian position was 
formulated by Gróf György Széchényi, the founder and owner of Korunk Szava 
(“the words of our time”), a Catholic paper, says everything about the leaders 
of the contemporary Christian Churches.  “From this proposal, I see the spirit 
of the National Socialism reflected,” he claimed, “and this is the main reason I 
turn against it.”18 According to his opinion, formulated in Korunk Szava, “it is 
clear that this proposed bill not only concerns but attacks such questions that 
affect the very core of our Catholic belief that are irreconcilable with our whole 
ideology and therefore, a Catholic person cannot accept this proposal with a 
clear consciousness.”19

the anti-Jewish laws immediately raised the problem of baptized or 
Christian Jews. Apart from some nice words, these doubly marginalized 
people—approximately 70,000 to 80,000 of them—did not receive any 
protection whatsoever. their suddenly increased desire to be baptized generated 
problems and fears in the Christian Churches. János tihanyi, a parish priest of 
the Mohács downtown church, proposed the suspension of baptizing Jews 
when it became known that the second anti-Jewish law was under preparation.20 
In order to protect Catholics affected by the anti-Jewish laws, it was not the 
Catholic high clergy but the converted Baron Móric Kornfeld who established 
the Hungarian Holy Cross Association. Its first patrons were the Archbishop 
of Kalocsa, Count Gyula Zichy († May 1942), and later the bishop of Győr, 

18 “the meeting of the House of Representatives: Proposal for the Memorial of Szent István about 
the Parliamentary Meeting to be held in Székesfehérvár—Gróf György Széchényi: ‘No single 
position accumulation should have been allowed prior to submitting the Jewish proposal,’” Nemzeti 
Ujság XX, Issue 106, May 12, 1938, 5.
19 György Széchényi, “A társadalmi és gazdasági élet egyensulyának hatályosabb biztositásáról” 
[About the more efficient insurance of the balance between social and economic life], Korunk 
Szava VIII, Issue 9, May 1, 1938, 278.
20 “Vigyázzunk a zsidó áttérésekkel!” [Be careful with Jewish conversion!], Uj Nemzedék XX, Issue 
283, December 14, 1938: 4; Issue 290, December 22, 1938, 4.
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Vilmos Apor. However, archbishop Zichy had the bitter experience that his 
efforts were met with “indifference and resistance from all sides and the cynical 
attitude of the state power.”21 What is more, during this era opinions like “in 
this whole Jewish issue, although the Jewish community is the suffering party, 
the Christian community is suffering even more” were often heard. Mainly 
because the Christian Churches—Catholic, Reformed, and Lutheran—allowed 
that Christianity be used as an “assimilation argument,” they did not 
appropriately object “when they made it a national allegiance criteria” and did 
not stand up with blaming rage “when being Christian or non-Christian was 
made the subject of political or economic calculations.”22

the third anti-Jewish, or racial protection law, logically followed from the 
first two. the Church leaders could not vote for this law because it clearly went 
against Christian teaching: it fully neglected baptism! Nor could it be ignored 
that the apostolic legate Angelo Rotta objected in person to the Foreign 
Minister against the proposed bill, or that, while the Catholics hoped the new 
law would ban civic marriages, the Reformed and Lutheran Churches did not 
want to hear about it. on August 15, 1941, Rotta objected in a solemnly 
formulated note against the third anti-Jewish law because it was against 
Catholic marriage rights. In the response, dated August 23, 1941, the 
Hungarian government called attention to the fact that in 1895, the Catholic 
Church had been against the introduction of civic marriages because it enabled 
the mixed marriage or Christians and Jews. However, this law had completely 
unexpected consequences. In order to save their families, the “racially true” 
Hungarian wives of Jewish husbands converted to the Jewish religion.23 As a 
result, the new anti-Jewish bill seemed to be logical and was not delayed any 
longer. In 1942, the fourth anti-Jewish law cancelled the Jewish religion from 
among the established religions. this also meant that a Christian could no 
longer officially convert to the Jewish religion. the fifth anti-Jewish law, from 
1942, expropriated land ownership and thus completed the exclusion of the 
Jews, which Hungarian society was already very much attuned to. According 
to the historian János Pelle, the corruption process of the middle-class started 
en masse in 1943, and the desire to obtain benefits proved stronger than any 

21 Gergely Jenő, “A magyarországi katolikus egyház és a fasizmus (különös tekintettel az 1930-as 
évektől 1944-ig)” [the Hungarian Catholic Church and Fascism (with special regard to the period 
1930 to 1944)], Századok 1 (1987): 44.
22 Lajos Kóts, “A keresztség értékelése” [the appreciation of baptism], Evangélikus Élet VII, Issue 
8, February 25, 1939, 4–5.
23 See Dr. Gyula Hévey, parish priest of Budapest’s terézváros, “A mostani aposztáziák lelkipásztori 
tanulságai” [the pastoral lessons taken from the current apostasy], Egyházi Lapok II (LXV), Issue 
1 (January 1942), 11–13.
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attempt of the Kállay government to “educate the nation.”24 During the 
Holocaust, this desire found consummation in the deportation of the Jews.

It is an interesting phenomenon that the vast majority of ecclesiastical press 
publications, with the exception of Catholic political press, mentioned Jews 
only sporadically in 1944, and all of them practically kept silent about the 
 deportations. What appears in these writings is none other than the fear of the 
presumed mass conversion of Jews to Christianity. therefore, in the summer of 
1944, Christian Churches made the conditions for baptizing Jews more  severe: 
they required a strictly controlled education that lasted at least six months! We 
can say that the years between 1938 and 1942 can be regarded as the period of 
complete moral failure on behalf of the Hungarian Christian Churches, of 
which one of the “most apparent phenomena was a silent Christianity.”25 this 
failure and loss of credibility happened because the  restrictive measures and 
deprivations affecting the Jewish community did not result in any resistance 
on behalf of the churches; instead they more or less agreed with these 
measures, and, willingly or not, contributed to Hungarian society’s complicity 
in the Holocaust. Furthermore, the ecclesiastical press  continuously kept the 
“Jewish issue” on its agenda and reported the Parliamentary debates about the 
anti-Jewish laws to its readers, mainly voicing negative opinions, thereby 
significantly contributing to an anti-Jewish—we could say antisemitic—social 
feeling.

24 János Pelle, A gyűlölet vetése [Sowing hatred] (Budapest: Európa, 2001), 282.
25 László Gaudy, “A megfélemlített keresztyénség” [threatened Christianity], Protestáns Szemle 
XLVIII, Issue 11 (November 1939), 521–23, here 521.
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AttILA SIMoN

THE rELATiONSHip OF THE CATHOLiC 
ANd LuTHErAN prESS TO THE JEwiSH iSSuE iN SLOvAKiA 

BETwEEN 1919 ANd 1944

Scope of the Study

A prevalent myth in Czech and Slovak schoolbooks, accepted by public opinion 
as well as by part of the relevant scholarly literature, is that the Czechoslovak 
Republic (1918–1938) under President tomáš Garrigue Masaryk was free of 
open antisemitism. Scholars such as Ješajahu Jelínek or Miloslav Szabó, how-
ever, have demonstrated that this is far from true.1 Although the Czechoslovak 
laws provided equality under the law for the Jewish community, and the political 
elite led by Masaryk insisted on observing them, this could not eliminate the 
strong prejudices against Jews in large strata of society. this is particularly true 
for Slovakia, where antisemitism, originating from traditional anti-Judaism, 
anticapitalism, and nationalism against Hungarians, was deeply rooted in the 
mostly Catholic, rural population. In the eyes of average Slovaks, their Jewish 
compatriots were not only the murderers of Jesus Christ and the exploiters of 
Slovaks, but also the embodiment and tools of the thousand-year-long 
 Hungarian oppression. thus, even if antisemitism did not openly appear in 
political public life and administration, it was a living tradition, providing a 
strong social background and foundation for the government-level antisemitism 
of the totalitarian Slovak state led by Jozef tiso after 1938, and, in this way, 
also for the Holocaust of the Slovakian Jews.

the present study will not deal directly with Slovakian antisemitism, but it 
will try to reveal the attitude of the Catholic and Lutheran press in Slovakia 
towards the Jewish issue. these two denominations have been selected primarily 
because the Catholic and the Lutheran Churches covered the majority of Slovak 
society. According to the figures of the 1921 census, 71.6 percent of the popu-
lation were Catholics, 12 percent belonged to the Lutheran Church of the 
Augsburg Confession, while Israelites made up 4.1 percent of the population.2 

1 Ješajahu Andrej Jelínek, Dávidova hviezda pod Tatrami. Židia na Slovensku v  20. Storočí 
[the star of David under the tatras: Jews in Slovakia in the 20th century] (Prague: Vydavateľstvo 
Jána Mlynárika, 2009); Miloslav Szabó, Od slov k činom. Slovenské národné hnutie a antisemitizmus 
(1875–1922) [From words to deeds: the Slovak national  movement and antisemitism (1875–
1922)] (Bratislava: Kalligram, 2014).
2 Xénia Šuchová, “Prílohy I – obyvateľstvo,” in Slovensko v Československu 1918–1939 [Slovakia in 
Czechoslovakia (1918–1939)], ed. Milan Zemko (Bratislava: Veda, 2004), 528.
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the two Churches had a fundamentally different relationship to the Slovak 
government, which led to different stands regarding the Jewish issue. the 
 Slovak Lutherans were important supporters of the Czechoslovak government 
of the First Republic, while they played the part of a tolerated internal enemy 
during the tiso era. the Catholics, on the other hand, opposed the Prague 
Government at the time of the First Republic, but were considered the major 
supporters of the system from 1938 to 1945. 

thanks to the liberal attitude of the Czechoslovak Republic, the contempo-
rary press, including the denominational newspapers, was quite rich. If local 
bulletins published by parishes and newspapers active for less than three years 
are disregarded, the number of printed documents within the Catholic sphere 
published between 1919 and 1944 is over fifty.3 However, they included a 
 significant number of religious newspapers, in which topics relating to public 
life were completely absent. In regard to public life, however, the dailies and 
weeklies with connections to the various Catholic-style parties represented the 
extremes. one of the newspapers included in the analysis is Slovák, the official 
paper of Andrej Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party, which had the largest electoral 
basis. Slovák was published between 1919 and the spring of 1945, at Rózsahegy 
(Ružomberok), the headquarters of the Slovak People’s Party. Although it was 
a political daily, it was the sounding board of a party that did not only have 
close links to Catholic principles in its program, but its leading personalities 
included a high number of Catholic priests.4 the Party’s first two presidents, 
Andrej Hlinka and Jozef tiso, were Catholic priests. Especially in Hlinka’s 
case, it is true that he held the paper under strict control, only publishing 
 articles that reflected his ideas. 

In addition to Slovák, this analysis zooms in on two Catholic religious 
 papers which can be considered the best representatives of the contemporary 
Church. the first is the semi-official paper of the Slovak Catholic clergy, 
Duchovný pastier (“Spiritual pastor”), which first appeared in 1917, published by 
the Saint Adalbert Society, and is still published today. Its first editor-in-chief 
was the Catholic Priest Jozef Buday, who also acted as a leading personality in 
the Hlinka Party for many years, as its representative in Parliament. Later on, 
 Andrej Hlinka also edited the paper. the Duchovný pastier published holiday 
and weekday sermons, catechisms, news related to the Slovak dioceses and the 
Catholicisms of the world, literary works, and a small number of writings 

3 the source of these data is Mária Kipsová, ed., Bibliografia slovenských a  inorečových novín 
a  časopisov z rokov 1919–1938 [Bibliography of Slovak and other language newspapers and maga-
zines from the period 1919–1938] (Martin: Matica Slovenská, 1968).
4 With regard to Hlinka’s People’s Party, see Robert Letz et al., Slovenská ľudová strana v dejinách 
1905–1945 [the Slovak People’s Party in history, 1905–1945)] (Martin: Matica Slovenská, 2006).
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 related to public topics. the other important paper was the monthly Katolická 
jednota (“Catholic unity”), published in Nagyszombat (trnava) between 1920 
and 1945 by a Catholic charity organization of the same name, and targeting 
mainly women.

In addition to these two important religious monthlies, this analysis includes 
a paper by college students with Catholic connections, Svoradov, published in 
the students’ hostel of the same name. this hostel was run by the Catholic 
Church, and it was an important spiritual basis for young Slovak intellectuals 
who were to serve the Slovak People’s Party of Hlinka. the journal was pub-
lished between 1931 and 1940, initially in six, and later in eight editions per 
year. the final Catholic paper included in this study is the monthly Új Élet 
(New Life), published between 1932 and 1944 in Košice. It was the paper of the 
Reformed Catholic movement of the  Hungarian national minorities in Slovakia, 
the Prohászka ottokár Körök Szövetsége (Federation of ottokár Prohászka Groups). 
Elemér Rády and Ferenc Sinkó were its best-known editors, and the monthly 
continued to be published after Košice was annexed to Hungary in 1938.

Except for Slovák, all of the available volumes of the Catholic papers were 
analyzed, so that a near complete picture of the articles dealing with Jewish 
topics can be presented here. In regards to Slovák, however, which appeared 
daily, this proved to be a rather impossible undertaking for the entire 25 years 
under review. Instead, about a quarter of the issues was reviewed, making sure 
not to omit a single year or even a single month. this sample can be regarded 
as representative, and the conclusions drawn from it solidly founded. In total, be-
tween 1919 and 1944, 55 articles in Duchovný pastier, 22 in Katolická  jednota, 
243 in Slovák, 1 in Svoradov, and 16 in Új Élet dealt with the Jewish commu-
nity and discussed it in some manner. this body of 337 articles forms the core 
of the analysis.

periodization

Based on the distribution of the articles by time and content, it becomes clear 
that the Jewish issue was present continuously throughout the period between 
1919 and 1944, both within the Church and in Catholic public discourse, 
although its intensity and charge varied during the different periods. these 
changes were in close correlation with the political evolution of (Czecho-)
Slovakia. Accordingly, the following four periods can be differentiated (being 
aware, however, that it is subjective, as is every periodization, and the end of an 
era and the beginning of a new one does not in fact imply a sharp transition; 
rather, they are points in a longer process): the first period covers 1919 to 1924; 
the second 1925 to 1932; the third 1933 to 1938; and the fourth 1938 to 1944.
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the first five years (1919–1924) following the establishment of Czecho-
slovakia was a period of building and solidifying the republic. It was also the 
time, similar to other European states, of postwar social unrest, triggered by 
the war and the Bolshevik revolutions, as well as social and political reflection 
in Slovakia. In addition, the national revolution in Slovakia following the dis-
solution of the historic Hungarian Kingdom and the birth of Czechoslovakia 
increased social tensions.5 this economic and social context in itself had an 
impact on the Jewish issue. However, it is important to note that from the 
 beginning the 1918–1919 regime change in Slovakia was accompanied by 
 violent antisemitic acts. these acts were mostly limited to looting, but in some 
cases they caused a loss of life.6 At first they were instinctive acts triggered by 
the deterioration of the public order and the poor supplies of food, but the 
second phase of the anti-Jewish movement was encouraged by Slovak intellec-
tuals and the new public authorities in power.7 At this time, the national issue 
was the primary motivating force, since Slovak nationalism had always regarded 
the Jewish community as an alien body supporting the efforts of “Magyarization.” 
Antonín Štefánek, one of the founders of Slovak sociology and a defining 
 personality in political life, said:

the Jews were always an alien body in the regions populated by them. 
they lived among us as foreigners, they had a different language, a different 
religion and they made business and behaved in a different manner. they 
fully exploited the advantages originating from the political protection of 
the ruling Hungarian race, the economic underdevelopment of Slovaks, 
their natural tolerance and the carelessness of both simple people and the 
intelligentsia as well […] It is a historical fact that our cities have become 
“Magyarized” so quickly because the Jews provided social support promoting 
dogged but silent de-nationalizing activities among the Slovaks in the fields 
of language, economy, and culture.8

As a result, a fairly openly expressed anti-Jewish atmosphere was present in 
Slovak society in the period between 1919 and 1924, although with decreasing 

5 Regarding the different aspects of the evolution of the future Slovakia, which had been an organic 
part of historic Hungary before 1918, see László Szarka, ed., A Multi-Ethnic Region and Nation-State 
in East-Central Europe (Budapest: Atlantic Research and Publications–Balassi Institute, 2011).
6 For documents on anti-Jewish movements, an important source is Karol Anton Medvecký, 
 Slovenský prevrat I–IV [the Slovak turmoil] (Bratislava: Spolok sv. Vojtecha, 1930).
7 Jelínek, Dávidova hviezda pod Tatrami, 124.
8 Quoted from the book by Antonín Štefánek, Základy sociografie Slovenska [the foundation of 
sociography in Slovakia], published in 1945 by Ján Mlynárik, in Dějiny židů na Slovensku [History 
of the Jews in Slovakia] (Prague: Academia, 2005), 71.
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intensity. this is reflected in the press: taking into account annual averages, 
the Jewish community as a topic was the second most frequently mentioned 
issue during these years. If you analyze the content of the articles, it is clear that 
the assessment of the Jewish community was the most negative, at the same 
time as the linguistic tools used were the rudest and least sophisticated, among 
the issues discussed.

By the middle of the 1920s, Czechoslovakia had been consolidated both 
with regard to its foreign and its domestic policy. Living standards had 
 increased, and ethnic tensions had eased. At the same time, the Jewish community 
had accepted the new state and responded to legal certainty with loyalty. the 
Prague Government and the majority of Czech and Slovak society welcomed 
the step-by-step dissimilation of the Jewish community from the Hungarian 
minority.9 In the 1910 census, the majority of the Jews living on the territory 
of the future Slovak state reported Hungarian as their mother tongue. In 1930, 
however, most of them said they belonged to the Israelite minority or were 
Czechoslovaks, and only a small part identified as Hungarian.10 Naturally, 
Slovak nationalists wanted more. they wanted the Jews to be fully assimilated 
to the Slovaks, which was a difficult process with a slow start. Particularly in 
the first years of the republic, it lacked a proper motivation because the Jewish 
community did not perceive becoming Slovak as a step forward in society. 
Lacking this motivation, the Jewish community, irrespective of its reported 
nationality, continued to speak Hungarian and remained a player in the 
 Hungarian cultural space. 

Nevertheless, the aversion to Jews clearly declined during this second phase 
(1925–1932), and conflicts became less frequent. Antisemitism did not cease 
to exist, but it took a more latent form, which is also reflected in the press. Not 
only did the number of articles dealing with Jewish topics significantly decline; 
most of them were now almost neutral in their content, having lost their sharp 
edge. the extreme linguistic tools used by part of the Slovak press in the years 
following the 1918–1919 regime change had more or less ceased to be used. 
the radicalism of the daily Slovák must have been moderated by the fact that 
between 1926 and 1929, the Slovak People’s Party of Hlinka had a governmental 
position as a member of the so-called Gentlemen’s Coalition.

9 About the relationship of the Slovak Jewish community to Hungarian society in Slovakia, see Attila 
Simon, “Kettős szorításban. A dél-szlovákiai zsidóság trianon és Auschwitz között” [In a double grip: the 
Jews of Southern Slovakia between trianon and Auschwitz], Fórum Társadalomtudományi Szemle 4 (2014): 3–16.
10 At the time of the 1930 census, 53 percent of those identifying as Israelites reported to belong to 
the Jewish national minority and 32 percent to the Czechoslovak nation. Sčítání lidu v republice 
Československé ze dne 1. prosince 1930, Díl I (Prague: SÚS, 1934), 106.
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the period of grace that characterized the second half of the 1920s gradually 
changed by the early 1930s. this was due partly to the effects of the great  economic 
crisis that hit Slovakia in 1932, as well as the political changes occurring in 
Europe and Czechoslovakia during this third period (1933–1938). Most 
 importantly, Adolf Hitler had come to power in Germany in January 1933, and 
Czechoslovakia had seen crucial developments in its domestic climate, such as 
the acceleration of Slovak efforts to achieve autonomy. Worrying news arrived 
from Germany regarding the position of the Jewish community, and nationalism 
continued to gain strength. this resulted in the fact that the Slovak Jewish 
community found itself involuntarily in the crossfire of the Slovak–Hungarian 
national minority conflict, being the target of fierce attacks by both parties. 
the Slovak People’s Party of Hlinka, which had an unambiguous influence 
not only on Slovák but also on the Slovak Catholic Church and its media, 
started to take open sides with the model of Nazi Germany instead of the Italian 
example. this had tragic consequences for the Jewish issue. 

this resulted in an obvious increase in antisemitism as indicated by the 
frequency of open conflicts and the attitude of the Slovak media. Although 
the number of articles dealing with Jewish issues did not significantly increase 
in the Church press, an analysis of the articles in Slovák indicates an increased 
antisemitic atmosphere. of the four periods, the number of documents dealing 
with the Jewish community was the highest between 1933 and 1938, and their 
content had definitely become more radical. the degree of anti-Jewish emotion 
is similar in intensity to the years of the 1918–1919 regime change, but their 
form had changed. A more conscious and sophisticated form of antisemitism, 
which then became the means of an increasing political struggle, had replaced 
the “primitive antisemitism” of previous years. 

In autumn 1938, the Czechoslovakia built by tomáš Garrigue Masaryk 
and Edvard Beneš collapsed from one day to the next. this did not only damage 
the territorial integrity of the state, but it also harmed the idea of Czechoslovak 
democracy. In Slovakia, which became autonomous, and then independent, in 
March 1939, the Slovak People’s Party of Hlinka established a single-party 
dictatorship. the totalitarian Slovak state in many respects followed the Nazi 
model, and was extremely nationalist and antisemitic.11 In this fourth period 
(1939–1944), antisemitism permeated legislation, government politics, as well 
as everyday life. the first decrees hitting the Jewish community came in 
 autumn 1938, followed by a series of stringency measures in 1939–1940. the 
peak of antisemitic legislation in Slovakia was the so-called Aryanization Laws, 
allowing Jewish property to be robbed, as well as the so-called Jewish Code, 

11 Regarding the antisemitic politics of the Slovak State, see Eduard Nižňanský, Nacizmus, holokaust, 
slovenský stat [Nazism, Holocaust, Slovak State] (Bratislava: Kalligram, 2010).
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taking effect in autumn 1941, which was built on racial foundations and covered 
every area of life. In spring 1942, the Slovak authorities deported about 58,000 
Jews to Nazi death camps. the deportation of the remaining Jews, who had 
been saved but lived in a state of total legal and material deprivation, took place 
in autumn 1944, following the German occupation of the country. of about 
80,000 Slovak Jews, only about 10,000 survived the end of World War II. 

In the independent Slovak state, the position and the possibilities of the 
media were entirely changed, as the totalitarian state wanted to control Slovak 
society. Slovák had become an official government paper and an important 
means of social control. It continued to deal with the Jewish issue by not only 
publishing the orders, decrees, laws, and announcements of the political elite, 
but also other texts contributing to the extreme antisemitic atmosphere that 
characterized public discourse in Slovakia. the Catholic Church had a privi-
leged position, because a Catholic priest, Jozef tiso, was the head of state, and 
Catholic doctrine had become official state ideology. Still, the administration 
represented by tiso and some members of the clergy had a rather inharmonious 
relationship with the Vatican. one of the reasons for this was the Jewish issue 
and its tragic end. the number of press releases related to the Jewish issue was 
fairly high in the first years of the final period (1939–1941), but it fell back as 
the deportations started. Its style was negative, even inflammatory, in case of 
Slovák, but the latter’s radicalism was missing from the two Church papers.

Content of the Articles

the articles were classified into three main categories: neutral writings, which 
were neither positive nor negative in their attitude to the Jewish community; 
positive writings; and negative writings. of Duchovný pastier, which was mainly 
a religious journal, it can be said that about one-third of its texts were neutral, 
while two-thirds presented a negative image of the Jewish community. the 
ratio is even worse for Katolická jednota, targeting Catholic women: two of 
twenty-two articles can be regarded as neutral, while the rest belongs to the 
negative category. In other words, in religious journals the decisive majority of 
writings related to the Jewish community had a negative attitude. this situation 
was aggravated by the fact that a significant part of the neutral category writings 
were sermons, in which Jews were mentioned in a biblical context in which a 
negative tone was impossible. the proportions are similar for Slovák, where 
about 80 percent of the writings belonged to the negative group, and only news 
about foreign Jews, statistical reports, and a few other articles made up the 
group of neutral writings. there was only one article that expressed a positive 
attitude. of the other journals, the only text on Jewish issues in Svoradov 
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 belonged to the category of neutral writings, while the majority of the sixteen 
texts in the Hungarian-language monthly Új Élet were neutral, while four 
 belonged to the negative group and one to the group of positive writings. 

you can learn more about these texts if you categorize them according to 
their contents. In the Church papers, Jews often appeared in the texts of sermons, 
homilies, and catechisms, since they were almost impossible to avoid in biblical 
allegories. the tone is usually neutral, but not in every case. In connection 
with the Easter holidays, for instance, the story of the crucifixion of Christ is a 
particularly sensitive topic, and traditional anti-Judaist accusations often 
 appear in texts dealing with it.12 For instance, an article by Ján Kalina in the 
February 1924 issue of Duchovný pastier, entitled “New World,”13 focused on 
the “original sin” of the Jews, in other words, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. 
Still, the text is not unambiguously negative in its tone, because the author 
surpasses the traditional anti-Judaist clichés and expresses his hope that the 
Jewish community will find a way back to the Lord (the reconquest of Palestine 
is evaluated as an element in this process). Although Kalina uses the term 
 “Jewish intrigue,” he also emphasizes that instead of hating them, Christians 
should be pleased with the adjacent conversion and repentance of the Jews. 

Jews were most often mentioned in Duchovný pastier in the column “In the 
Catholic World.” this column was an outstanding source of news and infor-
mation about Jews emigrating to Palestine. the paper regarded the  expansion 
in Palestine, a topic that appeared in all of the papers, as a mixed blessing. 
Some writings focused on the drawbacks, but most of them, almost out of reflex, 
took an adverse view on the process. objections focused on the accusation that 
the Jews, with their traditional spirit of hoarding, would push Christians out 
of their businesses,14 and that Zionists would continue to insult and provoke 
Christians and fail to respect their rights.15 In connection to the alleged attacks 
on Christian values, the articles in Duchovný pastier compared the situation to 
the conquest and the behavior of the Seldzhuk turks in the Middle Ages, and 
raised the idea that another Crusade should be organized, this time not against 
the turks, but against the Jews.16 the summary of a report by an Italian monk 
in the Holy Land is the odd one out of all texts related to Palestine, because it 
does not only report about the Jews buying land in the Holy Land without any 

12 See Pavol Jantausch, “Na piatu (smrtnú) nedeľu pôstnu,” Duchovný pastier, April 1, 1922, 69–70.
13 Ján Kalina, “Nový svet,” Duchovný pastier, February 1, 1924, 29–31.
14 “(Z katolíckeho sveta) Palestina-Seldžukia,” Duchovný pastier, March 15, 1922, 53.
15 Štefan Zlatoš, “V Palestíne niet náboženského pokoja,” Duchovný pastier, February 1, 1925, 
9–10; “Palestína,” Katolická jednota 2 (1937), 18–19.
16 “(Z katolíckeho sveta) Palestina-Seldžukia,” 53.
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negative connotations, but it underlines that the Jews would certainly take better 
care of the land than the Arabs.17 Although Slovak Catholic public opinion did 
not welcome the repopulation of Palestine by Jews, the option that it could also 
involve the exodus of part of the Slovak Jewish community seemed to many a 
good idea. When in 1923, 35 Slovak families left for the Holy Land, a com-
mentary in Slovák expressed disappointment that the figure was not larger by 
some zeros.18 In 1937, the same daily, probably responding to contemporary 
international news, wrote that it did not matter where the Jews were moving 
to—Palestine, Madagascar, or Birobidzhan—the important thing was that 
they should leave.19 

In texts about Jews in other European countries, the Soviet Union played a 
major role, because it was supposed to prove the idea that Bolshevism was a 
Jewish ideology. Articles contemplating the relationship between the Soviet 
system and the Jewish community were fairly frequent in the 1920s and 1930s, 
not only in Slovák but also in Katolická jednota. An evergreen topic was the 
anti-Christian feelings of the Soviet system, controlled by Jews,20 with the aim 
of trying to prove the privileged status of Jews in the Soviet Union. the  concept 
of Judeo-Bolshevism was repeated in Slovák,21 which at the time of World War 
II wrote that Stalin was of Jewish decent.22 Nevertheless, the writings most 
sensitive to our topic deal with the situation in Slovakia, its political and social 
situation, and the Jewish community. In these articles, most of which were 
adverse to the Jews, a whole treasury of anti-Jewish stereotypes is contained. As 
it usually happens with stereotypes, part of these writings were rooted in real 
social problems (alcoholism, poverty, the weakness of Slovak politics in enforcing 
its interests, the expansion of leftist movements, etc.), but the impact of anti-
semitism is strongly felt in the way they identify the causes of these problems 
and in the solutions they suggest. 

17 “Židia a Arabi vo Sv. Zemi,” Duchovný pastier 2 (1939), 62–64.
18 “Židia do Palestiny,” Slovák, January 1, 1923, 4. 
19 “Ak nie Palestina, tak teda Birobidžan, alebo Magadaskar,” Slovák, March 25, 1937, 3. 
20 See “Či bol Kristus socialistom alebo komunistom?” Katolická jednota 8 (1922), 113–16; and/or 
9 (1922), 129–35; “Bolševíci a kresťanstvo,” Katolická jednota 7 (1926), 19–21.
21 this is supported by titles such as “Judeo-Bolshevism” (“Židobolševizmus,” Slovák, September 
12, 1936, 2) and “Jewish Bolshevik propaganda in Eperjes” (“Židobolševická propaganda 
v Prešove,” Slovák, January 15, 1937, 5).
22 “Stalin židovským potomkom,” Slovák, August 29, 1941, 4.

tHE CAtHoLIC AND LUtHERAN PRESS IN SLoVAKIA



174

The Accusations against the Jewish Community in Slovakia

the articles present an entire series of stereotypes and antagonistic feelings 
against the Jews. Some of these—Jews were not party to the sacrifice of World 
War I, they were the cause of alcoholism among simple people, and they had 
always been against Slovak national interests—helped the Hungarian exploit-
ers before 1918 and the Czech exploiters after 1918. In the years following 
World War I, in several European countries—not only those on the losing 
side—accusations were sounded against the Jews, according to which they had 
promoted the war but withdrew from the fighting, and thus, while the best 
sons of the “nation” shed their blood, Jews used the war to become rich. the 
accusation appeared in an article in Katolická jednota in 1920, with the title 
“the Jews: the open Wound of Slovakia.”23 Almost all of the accusations 
were present: Who cheered the loudest when the war broke out? Who became 
rich from the death of our sons? Who had given cans filled with sand to our 
soldiers? Who had given them boots made of paper? Who had become rich 
when the war was going on? these were the types of questions raised, and the 
author knew the answer: the Jews. the accusations related to the war had 
strong roots in Slovak society. this is demonstrated by the fact that the topic 
also frequently turned up in articles from the 1930s, although with less emphasis 
and mainly focusing on the idea that Jews were absent from the fighting.24

one of the traditional stereotypes about Jews is the image of the Jewish 
innkeeper, who keeps Christians in serfdom with the help of alcohol and in 
this way becomes rich. this motive was not missing from the contemporary 
Slovak press either, turning up frequently in the years following World War I. 
Alcoholism was a real problem in Slovak society, but it is clear, however, that it 
was not introduced by the Jews. In any case, Jewish shopkeepers and innkeepers 
were frequent victims of looting during the regime change, while contemporary 
Slovak politics demanded a redistribution of licenses to sell alcohol; in other 
words, that Jews should be deprived of them. therefore, it was no accident that 
the press, particularly Slovák, kept the issue on its agenda continuously. An 
article published in Slovák in 1923, for instance, expressed the author’s regret 
that, although efforts were made, Jewish innkeepers were not dealt with as part 
of the popular movements following 1918–1919, and they continued their 
 actions to “destroy the Slovakian people.”25 Another article from Slovák, “the 
Plague of Alcoholism,” mentions alcohol and the Jews as the biggest problems 

23 “Židovstvo – otvorená rana Slovenska,” Katolická jednota 9 (1920), 6–11.
24 “Židovskí žurnalisti,” Slovák, March 19, 1936, 3; “Nech sa viac nevracajú,” Slovák, october 2, 
1938, 5.
25 “Krčmy na Slovensku,” Slovák, July 28, 1923, 2.
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of the Slovaks, which, according to the author, were thrust upon them by none 
other than the enemy: Hungarian oppression.26 thus, the Jewish innkeeper 
was a symbol of the foreign capital destroying the Slovak people, damaging it 
economically and spiritually. In Slovák, Jews were depicted using extreme 
 language, as parasites on the body of the Slovak nation,27 and characterized as 
bacilli, syphilis, leech, or locust. It should be noted, however, that these  negative 
features were never tied to individuals, but to the community, and so the 
 alleged moral image of the Jews was drawn up with them. It was a collective 
image of Jews, who, according to these papers, hated and rejected everything 
else, Christianity first and foremost, and whose only purpose was to hoard 
riches and rule others.

As mentioned in the introduction, antisemitism in Slovak society was 
linked to the national issue, and Jews were mainly regarded as the enemies of 
the Slovak nation and the agents of Hungarian, and later Czech, politics. 
 According to the accusations found in the press, the Jews had prevented 
Bratislava from becoming a Slovak city,28 Prague had used the Jews to incite 
Hungarian protests against Slovak autonomy (a union of Czechs, Hungarians, 
and Jews against the Slovaks),29 Slovak papers were banned from the cafés run 
by Jews,30 and it was the Jews who had in the past assisted Hungarian politi-
cians and now assisted Czech politicians to help thrust the Slovak nation into 
serfdom.31 the accusation that Jews considered themselves Hungarian was 
built on a socio-historical reality. Before Czechoslovakia came into being in 
1918, 78 percent of Israelites living on the territory of Slovakia reported Hungarian 
as their mother tongue, because the majority of Jews living there had assimi-
lated to Hungarian culture and were speaking Hungarian.32 Following 1918, 
Slovak Jews who had before used Hungarian as their mother tongue and iden-
tified as “Hungarians of the Mosaic Faith,” quickly alienated from Hungary, 
acknowledging the advantages of Czechoslovak democracy and welcoming the 
democratic legal environment offered by Prague. this is why in the 1930 census, 
most Jews reported to be Jewish or to belong to the Czechoslovak nation, and 

26 “Moralkoholizmu,” Slovák, october 11, 1922, 1–2.
27 See “Židia na Slovensku,” Slovák, September 8, 1921, 1–2; “Zo slovenského východu,” Slovák, 
April 29, 1921, 2–3.
28 “Slovenská Bratislava,” Slovák, August 13, 1925, 1.  
29 “Verbujú Maďarov proti Slovákom,” Slovák, october 24, 1923, 3.
30 “Kaviarne na Slovensku bez Slováka,” Slovák, July 1, 1922, 3.
31 “Zo župy pána ministra,” Slovák, July 24, 1921, 3; July 26, 1921, 2; July 27, 1927, 2.
32 Gyula Popély, Népfogyatkozás. A Csehszlovákiai magyarság a népszámlálások tükrében 1918–1945 
[the eclipse of a people: Hungarians in Czechoslovakia in the censuses 1918–1945] (Budapest: 
Regio, 1991), 61.
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only 16 percent identified as Hungarian, a result that was heartily welcomed by 
Czechoslovak politics. However, it is also true that even if the Jews dissimilated 
from Hungary politically, this was not the same from a cultural perspective: 
the majority of Jews in Slovakia insisted on speaking Hungarian and using 
Hungarian cultural facilities.

However, Slovak nationalists expected Jews to assimilate culturally as well. 
Because this did not happen, some Catholics responded in a violent manner, 
despite the fact that in the mid-1920s, a group of Jews who wanted to empha-
size their loyalty to Slovakia established the Federation of Slovakian Jews. But 
Slovák was not satisfied with this step, and published several articles questioning 
the sincerity of the Jews’ intentions of friendship. they argued that it was too 
early to be pleased, because the Jews had failed to prove their loyalty: they still 
spoke Hungarian in the cities, sent their children to German or Austrian 
 colleges, and did not subscribe to Slovák.33 Because they had failed to prove, 
with acts, their loyalty, Slovák insisted, Jews were not to be believed and Slovaks 
should follow the slogan “svoj k svojmu” (“everybody to himself”).34 the anti-
Slovak feelings of Jews were a returning topic in Slovák until the end of 1944. 
However, in the 1930s the accusation was not only that Jews tended to 
 “Magyarize,” but also that they represented the interests of the Czechs.35

From time to time, actual events contributed to the anti-Jewish content 
published in the papers, revealing a latent antisemitism. Such events included, 
for instance, the anti-Jewish student demonstrations in autumn 1929 among 
German students in Prague, which spread to Bratislava. Slovák did not simply 
report on the events, but it took sides with the demonstrators. What is more, it 
raised the issue of introducing a Numerus clausus at Slovak universities.36 the 
film Golem, showing in cinemas in Bratislava in spring 1936, had an even 
 bigger response and stirred up violent emotions. In several articles, Slovák 
 unambiguously rejected the French film, deeming it tendentious and arguing 
that the Slovak people had a different opinion about Jews than the film, which 
depicted their oppression.37 In other words, Slovák not only welcomed demon-
strations against the film, but was one of the instigators. 

33 “Slovenským Židom,” Slovák, September 19, 1927, 1. 
34 “K problémom židovstva na Slovensku,” Slovák, october 6, 1927, 7.
35 “Kto maďarizuje,” Slovák, September 7, 1933, 2; “Židia proti Slovákom,” Slovák, September 1, 
1933, 1; “Židia na Slovensku v minulosti a teraz,” Slovák, September 10, 1933, 3.
36 “Numerus clausus,” Slovák, November 27, 1929, 3.
37 “Golem,” Slovák, April 24, 1936, 4; “Búrlivé demonštrácie v Bratislave,” Slovák, April 26, 1936, 
1–2; “ozvena bratislavských udalostí – Ľud dychtive počúva našich rečnikov,” Slovák, April 28, 
1936, 3.
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While Slovák responded to current events, the topic was pushed into the 
background in the other reviews, as though they did not want to express an 
opinion about the persecution of the Jews in Germany or the antisemitic atmo-
sphere taking over public life in Slovakia. Instead, they focused their attention 
on the question of whether or not racism and Christian teachings could be 
reconciled. An article published in Duchovný pastier in summer 1938 failed to 
take sides in this sensitive issue. It only reported that while the Vatican rejected 
racism and considered it dangerous, the German daily Der Stürmer was mocking 
the Pope for this notion.38 At the same time, Új Élet also dealt with the topic 
by publishing the addresses delivered at the Léva Congress of the Reformed 
Catholic Prohászka ottokár Groups of the Hungarian youth in Slovakia. one 
of them was entitled “Race and Myth: the Racial Issue.”39 In addition to 
 describing the basic tenets of racism, without taking a definite stand, the article 
was trying to provide a kind of catalogue of the racial characteristics of Jews. 
In doing so, it acknowledged the musical or mathematical talents found among 
Jews, but, adopting the arguments of contemporary anti-Jewish discourse, it 
also expressed the opinion that Jews disliked manual labor, lacked any moral 
sense and strength of character, and therefore were willing to do anything that 
would bring profit. In the same issue of Új Élet, another article, “the Racial 
Myth and Christianity,” disputed the book by Alfred Rosenberg, Der Mythus 
des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, and called its conclusions related to Christianity 
false.40 According to Béla Prenner, the author, there was equality between the 
human races because the soul of man had been created in God’s image. He also 
argued that although every nation has good and bad characteristics, they 
should not be generalized. However, generalization also allowed you to protect 
yourself against the harmful characteristics of certain races—and here, there is 
a concrete reference to Jews. 

the Church papers did not directly deal with antisemitism and the perse-
cution of the Jews in Slovakia beginning under tiso in 1938–1939, but they 
commented on the social responses it received, especially the notion that what 
was happening to the Jews was not Christian or humane. the author of the 
article, “What Does the Holy Book Say About the Jewish Issue,”41 Štefan 
Zlatoš, who was also a professor at the Faculty of theology at Bratislava 
 University dealing with Church history, cited the original sin of the Jews 

38 Duchovný pastier 8 (1938), 284.
39 Spalek Loránd, “Faj és mítosz: A faji kérdés” [Race and myth: the racial issue], Új Élet 8/9 
(1938), 375–90.
40 Béla Prenner, “A faji mitosz és a kereszténység” [the racial myth and Christianity], Új Élet 8/9 
(1938), 394–405.
41 “Čo hovorí Písmo sv. o židovskej otázke?” Duchovný pastier 1/2 (1940), 22–28.
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against Christians (the crucifixion of Jesus), and said that this had been the 
root cause of their fate, and thus everything that happened to them was the 
will of the Lord. the same attitude was reflected in a text in Katolická jednota, 
in which the author called the actions against the Jews a battle of self-defense, 
and welcomed them.42

In the same period, before the deportation of the Jews began, Slovák con-
tinuously incited and agitated against the Jews, which was not surprising 
 because at this time it was practically a government paper. on many occasions 
it listed theological arguments, trying to provide government measures with 
religious–theological support. the article by Štefan Zlatoš belongs in this 
category,43 as the author explains that everything that is happening is for the 
public good and under the aegis of Christian love. An interview with the 
 Slovakian head of the Jesuits is also quite telling.44 In this interview, Jozef 
Mikuš advises that anything is allowed against the Jews “[that] is demanded by 
the interests of the state and the nation unless the solution is contrary to divine 
laws.” the category of permitted acts also included the exclusion of Jews from 
economic and social life, as well as their removal from bureaucratic  positions, 
the press, and any other jobs that would allow them to influence Christian 
society. 

Following the deportation of the majority of Slovakian Jews in 1942, the 
number of articles on the topic declined, but their contents changed little. 
they were trying to prove the moral sins that the Jews committed against 
 Slovaks.45 A telling example is an article about the future of the nation, in 
which, in relation to a law passed in the Slovak Parliament banning abortions, 
the Jews were accused of being responsible for the unborn Slovak children in 
the preceding 20 years, because Jews and Freemasons were the ones who threw 
parents killing their fetus into moral doom, while Jewish doctors became rich 
from abortions.46

In the months following the deportations, Slovák was almost bragging about 
the solution to the Jewish issue. It proudly reported that a mere 20,000 Jews 
remained in Slovakia,47 and that Hitler himself praised the Slovak political 
elite for their actions.48 It also published articles stating how well Slovakian 

42 “Je to div?” Katolická jednota 9 (1940), 22.
43 Štefan Zlatoš, “Kresťanská spravodlivosť a židovský zákon,” Slovák, May 7, 1939, 4.
44  “Štát musí vyradiť Židov z hospodárskeho a verejného života,” Slovák, February 10, 1939, 1.
45 Ján Jánoš, “Ide o populáciu národa,” Duchovný pastier (1942), 283–88.
46 “Ide o budúcnosť národa,” Katolická jednota 2 (1943), 7–11.
47 “Na Slovensku je už len asi 20000 Židov,” Slovák, october 21, 1942, 2.
48 “ostaneme vzorom,” Slovák, April 24, 1943, 1.
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Jews who “settled in the East” were living.49 It also published articles by authors 
who wanted a complete solution to the Jewish issue and believed that the Jews 
who remained in Slovakia still had too much influence.50 Slowly, however, the 
topic started to disappear from the pages of Slovák, although it never com-
pletely vanished. Its last great wave came at the time of the Slovak National 
Uprising on August 29, 1944, when the daily published several articles in 
which the fight of the partisans against the regime was presented as a result or 
a consequence of Jewish machination.51

The Lutheran press and the Jewish issue

Altogether, about 20 Lutheran papers appeared for various periods in Slovakia 
during the interwar years and World War II. Most of these were strictly religious 
and written in Slovak, but there were also some German-language and 
 Hungarian-language Lutheran papers. this study includes three papers that, 
in addition to religious issues, also dealt with social ones. two of these, Cirkevné 
listy (“Church letters”) and Evanjelický posol pod Tatier (“the Evangelic 
 messenger from under the tatras”), were written in Slovak, and one of them, 
Evangélikus Lap (“Lutheran paper”), was written in Hungarian. the latter 
 differed from the two Slovak papers inasmuch as it dealt more often with issues 
of public life, and, contrary to the other two papers, which reflected official 
Church opinion, it reflected the position of the Federation of Hungarian 
 Lutherans, which disputed the official Church leadership on many issues. 
 the Lutheran Church had a peculiar position in interwar Slovakia, partly 
because it was considered the most national Slovak Church, since the leading 
personalities of the nineteenth-century Slovak national movements, such as 
Ludovít Štúr, had come from a Lutheran environment, and partly  because after 
the regime change, they got separated from the Hungarian Church and im-
mediately took the side of the Czechoslovak State, becoming major supporters 
of Czechoslovak efforts in Slovakia. In regards to the Jewish issue, it is impor-
tant to record the relationship the Slovak Lutheran Church had to the admin-
istration. It was cordial between 1918 and 1938, since Slovak Lutherans were 
much more acceptable partners to Prague than the Catholic camp under influ-
ence of Hlinka’s People’s Party. However, the situation changed in 1938–1939, 
when Slovakia became autonomous and later independent, and the Lutheran 

49 “Už sme svoju odohrali úlohu,” Slovák, July 11, 1942, 5.
50 “Prečo sa nerieši židovská otázka,” Slovák, July 24, 1943, 3.
51 “Partizáni – tábor anonýmov,” Slovák, September 3, 1944, 2; tido J. Gašpar, “Boj národa žiada 
si nás celých,” Slovák, November 26, 1944, 1.
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Church found itself in the position of being the opposition in a totalitarian 
state under a strong Catholic influence.

the relationship of the Lutheran Church and its press to the Jewish issue, 
in addition to Protestant ethics and traditions, was also subject to its relation-
ship to the government of the given time. Between 1918 and 1938, this meant 
that the Lutheran Church was tolerant towards the Jewish community, in con-
cord with the Masaryk administration. the Jewish issue was not given space 
either within the church or in the press, as only one article dealing with Jews 
was found in the two Slovak papers, while Jews were mentioned three times in 
the Hungarian paper. three out of these four articles are neutral in their con-
tent, and only the one published in Cirkevné listy in 1919, by the tranoscius 
Society, can be deemed negative.52 the author objected that while the Jews and 
their patrons talk a lot about equality, they in fact did not practice it, since the 
talmud did not consider Jews and Goyim equal. He believed that the Jews 
wanted to rule over other nations, and therefore the Czechoslovak laws, pro-
viding them with equality under the law, are at fault because the Jews exclude 
themselves from it based on their morality. It should be noted, however, that 
this article was written in 1919, when the antisemitic atmosphere could not yet 
be settled. the Evangélikus Lap mentions Jews on three different occasions. 
the first is a biblical parable about the crucifixion of Christ, published in sev-
eral parts. Although the text is not silent in regards to the responsibility of the 
Jewish high priests, the anti-Judaist elements known from the Catholic press 
are missing. In the same way, the two other articles are also neutral: the first 
mentions Jews in connection with the development of Protestantism in Ger-
many, the other in the context of a book review. 

After the autonomy and independence of Slovakia, the Lutheran Church 
was in a difficult position because it found itself in a state headed by a Catholic 
priest, while another Catholic personality, Andrej Hlinka, was named the 
greatest national hero, and Hlinka’s Slovak People’s Party, closely connected 
with the Catholic clergy, had absolute power. It would have been sufficient for 
the Lutheran Church to become opposed to this power, which was further 
increased by the measures of the dictatorial regime, including the gradual 
 exclusion of Jews. Given the circumstances, the Lutheran press could not com-
ment openly on this opposition. In other words, it could not distance itself 
from the government’s Jewish policy, although it could give hints between the 
lines. If it did express an objection about the situation of the Jewish issue in 
Slovakia, revenge by those in power was never far away. When Evanjelický posol 
pod Tatier reported on a decree restricting the Jews’ rights to own apartments, 
followed by a commentary saying what was happening to the Jews could not 

52 “Rovnoprávnosť a Židia,” Cirkevné Listy 8/9 (1919), 184–88.
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be reconciled with the values of humanity and in particular with real Christian 
values, the paper was temporarily banned.53 It should be noted that such a 
sentence, published in spring 1942, could not be interpreted in any other way 
than as a criticism of the deportation of the Jews. Less than a month later, the 
paper again voiced its opinion on the Jewish issue in connection with a meeting 
of the Lutheran Church convent.54 It wanted to respond to the opinion in 
 official Slovak media that the Churches supported the anti-Jewish measures of 
the government. this, according to the article, was not the case for the Lutheran 
Church. Because the Universal Synod only was authorized to make a statement 
on behalf of the Church, nobody asked its opinion and no official statement 
was published on the subject.

In connection with the baptism of Jews, in summer 1942 Cirkevné listy also 
dealt with the Jewish issue.55 the article was probably a response to criticism of 
the Lutheran Church from Catholics, because a high number of Jews had been 
baptized, even if this had triggered disputes within the Lutheran Church as 
well. the article practically agreed with baptism, based on the notion that 
converting Jews was a basic mission of the Church. the author, Ján Bakoss, a 
minister at Besztercebánya, had himself baptized many Jews. It was no accident 
that he defended the procedure in his article, and only condemned it if some-
body was granted baptism in return for monetary services. He placed his stance 
supporting baptism in a biblical context, and closed his article by saying that 
ministers should first of all serve not men but the Lord, which was practically 
a call to oppose official authorities. 

Conclusion

Based on the analysis of the Catholic and Lutheran press on the Jewish issue in 
the interwar period in Slovakia, the following conclusions can be reached. 
While the Jewish issue was a permanent topic on the agenda of the Catholic 
press, the Lutheran papers avoided it. the few articles published in the Lutheran 
papers in the interwar period were rather neutral in their tone, although one 
strongly negative and anti-Jewish article was found from 1919. During World 
War II, however, the Lutheran press distanced itself from official antisemitism 
in Slovakia. the Catholic press had an adverse attitude towards the Jews, 
 although the frequency and content of the articles changed over time as it 
adapted to the political situation in Slovakia. the articles in the Catholic press 

53  Židom sa zakazuje zmena bytu,” Evanjelický posol pod Tatier, April 11, 1942, 145.
54 “Židovská otázka,” Evanjelický posol pod Tatier, May 23, 1942, 213.
55 Ján Bakoss, “Židovská otázka a krst Židov,” Cirkevné Listy, June 18, 1942, 148–50. 
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contained all the stereotypes of anti-Judaism and antisemitism, describing Jews 
as the murderers of Christ, the exploiters of the Slovak nation, the tools of 
“Magyarization,” and the harbingers of Bolshevism. Finally, the Catholic press 
continued its antisemitic campaign at the time of the Holocaust and supported 
the Slovak State in its antihumane politics. the conclusion can be drawn that 
while the Lutheran Church distanced itself from antisemitic incitement and, 
albeit carefully, was trying to dissociate itself from the politics of the Slovak 
State regarding the Jews, the responsibility of the Catholic Church is unques-
tionable, since its press did not only grant space to foster anti-Jewish feelings, 
but was itself an inciter of antisemitic emotions. 
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MICHAEL L. MILLER

A “CiTy ANd MOTHEr iN iSrAEL” ANd iTS pLACE OF MEMOry: 
THE JEwiSH CEMETEry iN NiKOLSBurg (MiKuLOv), 

MOrAviA*

“I am one of them that are peaceable and faithful in Israel, and thou goest 
about to destroy a city and mother in Israel: Why wilt thou destroy the 
Inheritance of the Lord?”—2 Samuel 20:19

the expression “city and mother in Israel”—ir va’em beyisrael—appears in the 
original biblical verse in the context of destruction. It is perhaps for this reason 
that this expression often serves as an epitaph for destroyed Jewish communities, 
particularly in the wake of the Holocaust. For example, in the memorial books 
for Łodz, Minsk, Krakow, Kalisz, opatow, Bistriţa, Salonika—just to name 
a few—each destroyed community is mourned as a once glorious “city and 
mother in Israel.” the four-volume work ‘Arim ve’ immahot beyisrael (Cities and 
Mothers in Israel) was published in Jerusalem between 1946 and 1950 and was 
dedicated to eighteen once-great Jewish metropolises, including Vilna, Brody, 
Warsaw, Krakow, Munkács, Budapest, Pressburg, Ungvár, Eisenstadt, and 
Nikolsburg. Its subtitle—“a sacred memorial for the Jewish communities that 

* An earlier Hungarian version of this article appeared in Múlt és Jövő 18, No. 3 (2007): 105–109.

Fig. 1. View of Nikolsburg Jewish Cemetery. Photo credit: Erika Belko.



186

were destroyed by the evil and impure ones in the recent world war”—makes 
it clear that this was the last chapter in the long and often stormy history of 
these communities.1

In many cases, however, the decline and fall of these communities came 
long before their wanton and systematic destruction at the hands of the Nazis 
and their local collaborators and henchmen. the dissolution of the Habsburg 
Monarchy at the end of World War I, the redrawing of international borders, 
and the subsequent emergence of new successor states often cut towns off from 
their historical backyards, diminishing the importance of these towns—as 
well as the Jewish communities in their midst. Looking back to the nineteenth 
century, technological and legal advancements that benefited the commonweal 
often had unintended consequences for Jewish communal life. For example, 
in the Habsburg Monarchy, the lifting of residential restrictions and the 
granting of freedom of movement, first in 1848, and then in 1861, represented 
important milestones on the Jews’ quest for equal rights, but these same legal 
enactments often worsened the financial and demographic state of individual 
Jewish communities, especially since many wealthier Jews could not resist the 
allure of the big (or even medium-sized) city, leaving the smaller communities 
with highly reduced tax revenue. this was particularly the case in Moravia, 
where Jews left their small communities for Brünn (Brno), or even Vienna 
and Pest. It was also the case across the European continent, from France to 
Germany and Russia, where Jews—and society as a whole—underwent a 
process of rapid urbanization, particularly in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. this process was hastened by the nineteenth-century expansion of 
the European railway network, which shortened the distance between city and 
countryside and contributed to an overall rise in mobility.

In this article, I will focus on Nikolsburg (Mikulov), a celebrated center 
of talmudic learning, the seat of the illustrious Moravian Chief Rabbinate, 
and home to Moravia’s largest Jewish community from the middle of the 
sixteenth century until the middle of the nineteenth century.2 By the time 

1 J. L. Maimon, ed., ‘Arim ve’ immahot beyisra’el: Matsevet kodesh li-kehilot yisra’el she-nehrevu bide 
‘aritsim u-teme’ im bemilhemet ha-‘olam ha-’aharonah, Vols. 1–4 (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 
1946–1950).
2 For literature on the Nikolsburg Jewish community, see Moritz trapp, “Geschichte der Juden in 
Nikolsburg,” in Die Juden und Judengemeinden Mährens in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart, ed. Hugo 
Gold (Brünn: Jüdischer Buch- und Kunstverlag, 1929), 417–50; Leopold Moses, “Nikolsburger 
Studien,” Zeitschrift für die Geschichte der Juden in der Tschechoslowakei 2 (1938): 85–108; y. Z. 
Kahana, “Nikolsburg,” in ‘Arim va’ immahot be-yisra’el, Vol. 4 (1950), 210–310; Hugo Gold, ed., 
Gedenkbuch der untergegangenen Judengemeinden Mährens (tel Aviv: olamenu, 1974), 92–95; 
Jaroslav Klenovský, Historic Sites of Jewish Mikulov (Mikulov: Mikulov Regional Museum, 2000); 
Soňa Nezhodová, Židovský Mikulov (Mikulov and Brno: Matice moravská, 2006); Michael L. 
Miller, Rabbis and Revolution: The Jews of Moravia in the Age of Emancipation (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2011).
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Czechoslovakia was established in 1918, however, this Moravian town had 
become a shadow of its former self. In 1851, its three-hundred-year history 
as the seat of the Moravian Chief Rabbinate had come to an end. In 1856, 
its famous yeshiva—which had been headed by illustrious rabbis such as 
Menachem Mendel Krochmal, Samuel Shmelke Horowitz, Mordecai Benet, 
and Samson Raphael Hirsch—had closed its doors forever. And from 1857 
onward, its Jewish population began a precipitous decline. From a peak of 
3,680 Jews in 1857, the population more than halved by 1869, when it dropped 
to 1,500. It further dropped to 1,213 in 1880, 900 in 1900, 573 in 1921, and 
437 in 1930.3 of the twelve synagogues that had functioned at the middle 
of the nineteenth century, only five were active in 1868, and only two were 
active into the twentieth century. Indeed, at the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the most tangible sign of Nikolsburg’s former glory was the Jewish 
cemetery—“house of life” in Hebrew—which could still bear witness to the 
former centrality of this now marginal Jewish community. 

Nikolsburg’s fate was tied, to a large extent, to the factors mentioned above. 
It was situated on a trade route between Vienna and Brünn, which made its loca-
tion economically advantageous for as long as trade and travel were conducted 
by horse-drawn coach. However, with the opening of the Vienna–Brünn train 
line in 1839—which bypassed Nikolsburg—the town’s economic importance 

3 Klenovský, Historic Sites of Jewish Mikulov, 12.
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Fig. 2. View of Nikolsburg Jewish Cemetery. Photo credit: Erika Belko.
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diminished precipitously. the Revolution of 1848 brought an end to restrictions 
on Jewish residence, which had kept Moravia’s Jews confined to fifty-two small 
and medium-sized towns, and had excluded them from the royal free towns 
such as Brünn, olmütz (olomouc), Znaim (Znojmo), Iglau (Jihlava), and 
Mährisch-Neustadt (Uničov). the granting of freedom of movement meant 
that Jews in Nikolsburg and other Moravian Jewish communities were now 
free to settle in urban centers that, in some cases, had been off limits for centuries. 
It also meant that the center of gravity of Moravian Jewry gradually shifted to 
the new areas of Jewish settlement, particularly Brünn and Vienna. Brünn’s 
Jewish population increased fivefold between 1848 and 1857, growing from 
445 to 2,230. In 1869, Brünn’s 4,505 Jews made it the single largest Jewish 
population center in Moravia, constituting 11 percent of Moravian Jewry 
(roughly the percentage that Nikolsburg constituted in 1848).4 In the same 
year, there were 7,929 Moravian-born Jews in Vienna (20 percent of the city’s 
Jewish population), making the imperial capital the largest single “Moravian” 
Jewish community.5 As one contemporary had already observed in the early 
1860s, “Nikolsburg seems to have relinquished its centuries-old claim to pri-
macy [among Moravia’s Jewish communities].”6 

the artifacts of this “centuries-old claim to primacy,” however, were readily 
apparent to anyone who wandered the streets of Nikolsburg, especially if they 
headed to the northwestern corner of the Jewish town, where the Jewish cemetery 
and its approximately 4,000 graves still sprawl over 19,180 square meters of 
gently undulating terrain.7 the highest point of the cemetery—the “rabbis’ 
hillock”—was reserved for Nikolsburg’s local rabbis, and in particular, for the 
long line of Moravian Chief Rabbis who found their final resting place here. 
the grave of Rabbi Samuel Shmelke Horowitz (1726–1778), an eighteenth-
century Polish kabbalist whose arrival in Nikolsburg in 1773 allegedly ended a 
long period of drought, is still a site of pilgrimage to this day. As is the grave of 
Mordecai Benet (1753–1829), affectionately called “Rebbe Reb Mordche,” who 
served as Moravian Chief Rabbi from 1790 to 1829. When he passed away in 
Carlsbad (Karlový Vary), he was initially buried in Lichtenstadt (Hroznětín), 
Bohemia; the Nikolsburg Jewish community subsequently received special 
dispensation to have his body disinterred and brought back “home” to the “rabbis’ 
hillock” in Nikolsburg. While his body may have finally found eternal rest, his 

4 Moritz Brunner, “Geschichte der Juden in Brünn,” in Die Juden und Judengemeinden Mährens, 
ed. Gold, 158.
5 Israel Jeiteles, Die Kultusgemeinde der Israeliten in Wien mit Benützung des statistischen 
Volkszählungsapparates v. J. 1869 (Vienna: L. Rosner, 1873), 54–55.
6 Leopold Löw, “Das mährische Landesrabbinat,” Ben Chananja 3 (1861), 19.
7 Bedřich Nosek, “the old Jewish Cemetery at Mikulov,” Judaica Bohemiae 15, No. 1 (1979): 42–55.
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gravestone did not. In 1908, the crumbling gravestone was replaced by a new 
one, accompanied by a festive rededication ceremony.8

this coincided with a period of resurgent interest in the Nikolsburg cemetery. 
Already in 1900, the inscriptions from Nikolsburg’s illustrious rabbis (and their 
wives) were published by Rabbi David Feuchtwang, who took it upon himself 
to document the material history of his celebrated community.9 In 1903, he 
published inscriptions from a number of “martyrs’ gravestones,” dating from 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and in 1907, he published another forty-
six inscriptions, dating primarily from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.10 
Feuchtwang’s project was continued by Alfred Willmann, Nikolsburg’s last 

8 “Nikolsburg,” Jüdische Volksstimme, March 10, 1908, 5.
9 David Feuchtwang, “Epitaphien mährischer Landes- und Lokalrabbiner von Nikolsburg,” in 
Gedenkbuch zur Erinnerung an David Kaufmann, eds. Markus Brann and Ferdinand Rosenthal 
(Breslau: S. Schottländer, 1900), 369–84. David Feuchtwang (1864 Nikolsburg–1936 Vienna), 
was rabbi of Nikolsburg from 1892 to 1903. 
10 David Feuchtwang, “Märtyrergräber in Nikolsburg,” Monatschrift für Geschichte und Wissenschaft 
des Judentums 4 (1903): 356–60; David Feuchtwang, “Epitaphien des Gräberfeldes zu Nikolsburg,” 
Mitteilungen zur jüdischen Volkskunde (1907): 11–31.
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Fig. 3. Rabbis’ hillock. Photo credit: Erika Belko.
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rabbi, who published another thirty inscriptions in 1936, in a work fittingly 
entitled Nikolsburg’s “memorial book.”11

the documentation of the Nikolsburg cemetery was part of a larger process 
that took place in the last decades of the nineteenth century and first decades 
of the twentieth century. the palpable passing of an era prompted a number of 
Moravian Jews to commit the recent past to writing, preserving it for posterity 
before it slipped irretrievably away. For example, 80-year-old Isaac Hirsch Weiss 
penned his autobiography at the end of the nineteenth century. Published in 
1895, long after Moravia’s last yeshivas closed down, Weiss’s autobiography 
reads as a kind of elegy to the dynamic rabbinic culture that characterized the 
Moravia of his youth.12 the works of historiography written in this period 
served a similarly elegiac function, glorifying the social and spiritual life of 
Moravian Jewry on the one hand, and bidding it a solemn farewell on the 
other. Many of these works took the form of communal histories, such as Die 
Juden und Judengemeinden Mährens in Vergangenheit und Gegenwart (the Jews 
and Jewish communities of Moravia in past and present), a 623-page anthology 
published in Brno in 1929. As the editor noted in the preface, the publication 
of this book was motivated by “the consideration that, in a short time, rural 
communities will disappear entirely as a result of depopulation and dissolu-
tion.” “At the last moment,” he continued, “we must do our utmost so that we 
can at least save the Jewish people’s heritage through image and word and 
preserve it for posterity.”13

While this monumental book sought to preserve the memory of Moravia’s 
Jewish communities through word and image, an effort was made at the same 
time to establish a Jewish museum that would “preserve Jewish customs and 
culture from past epochs for posterity and thereby illustrate the accomplishments 
of the Jews before the general public.”14 When the establishment of a museum 
was first discussed in 1922, the head of the Nikolsburg Jewish community 
noted that “Nikolsburg itself is thinking of establishing a museum, since this 
community has many sights,” namely the old Jewish quarter and the celebrated 

11 Alfred Willmann, “Ausgewählte Grabinschriften des jüdischen Friedhofes in Nikolsburg,” in 
Památník Židovského ústředního musea pro Moravsko-Slezsko = Gedenkbuch im Auftrage des 
Kuratoriums, ed. Alfred Engel (Mikulov–Nikolsburg: Nikolsburger Judengemeinde, 1936), 20–
45. Alfred Willmann (1895 Vienna–1964 England) was rabbi of Nikolsburg from 1919 to 1938; 
after 1938, he found refuge in England.
12 Isaac Hirsch Weiss, Zikhronotai mi-yalduti ‘ad mele’at li shemonim shanah (Warsaw: Schuldberg, 
1895). 
13 Gold, ed., Die Juden und Judengemeinden Mährens, v.
14 Sigfried Fehl, “Nikolsburg und das Jüdische Zentralmuseum,” Die Wahrheit, February 21, 1936, 2–3.
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cemetery.15 Despite initial skepticism from individual Moravian Jews who 
viewed Nikolsburg as a “Sleeping Beauty” that was neither on a major  thor ough fare 
nor “in the center of public life,” the museum committee selected the old Jewish 
quarter as the site of the Jewish Central Museum for Moravia-Silesia (Jüdische 
Zentralmuseum für Mähren-Schlesien/Židovské ústřední museum pro Moravsko-
Slezsko), which opened its doors in 1936.16 Fittingly, the Nikolsburg Jewish 
quarter, which long ago had ceased to be the center of Moravian Jewish life, 
was now set to become the focal point for Moravian Jewry’s collective memory, 
the repository of its glorious past. 

Artifacts were not only collected from the small communities that had been 
the heart of Moravian Jewish life prior to 1848, but also from individual Moravian 
Jews who had moved to Vienna since then. the Society of Nikolsburgers in 
Vienna (Verein der Nikolsburger in Wien) spearheaded this effort, setting up 
a “propaganda committee” with David Feuchtwang, Rabbi of Nikolsburg from 
1892 to 1903, as its honorary president17 (Feuchtwang, who had documented 
the Nikolsburg cemetery at the beginning of the century, moved to Vienna in 
1903 and became Viennese Chief Rabbi in 1927). Dr. Siegfried Fehl, the 
 museum director, who had moved from Nikolsburg to Vienna in 1906, solicited 
objects from other Moravian-born Viennese Jews, including Sigmund Freud, 
who was born in Freiberg (Příbor) in 1856. “I would like to support the Central 
Museum in Nikolsburg,” wrote Freud to Fehl in 1935, “but I have no objects 
or documents that would be of any worth for it.” In the end, Freud did donate 
23 objects related to his accomplishments as the founder of psychoanalysis.18

the Society of Nikolsburgers in Vienna played a central role in establishing 
the Jewish museum, and it played an equally important role in connecting 
Vienna’s Nikolsburgers with their place of birth. Like the other Moravian 
Landsmannschaften (hometown societies) in Vienna, the Society not only sup-
ported the struggling community, but also strove to perpetuate the memory of 
its glorious past. Its occasional meetings—and annual general assembly— 
provided an opportunity for old friends to meet and reminisce about the 
Nikolsburg of their not-so-distant childhood. In the 1920s and 1930s, the 
 Society stood in “active contact with its mother community” and helped take 

15 Falk Weisemann, “Das Jüdische Zentralmuseum für Mähren-Schlesien in Nikolsburg,” Wiener 
Jahrbuch für jüdische Geschichte, Kultur und Museumswesen (1994–1995), 107.
16 Falk Weisemann, “Das Jüdische Zentralmuseum,” 108. For further information on the Jewish 
Central Museum, see Magda Veselská, “Jewish and Related Museums in Czechoslovakia in the 
First Republic,” Judaica Bohemiae 40 (2005): 78–92. 
17 Fehl, “Nikolsburg und das Jüdische Zentralmuseum,” 2–3. the “Propagandacomité” was 
established in 1935.
18 Weisemann, “Das Jüdische Zentralmuseum,” 115.
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care of the Jewish cemetery, especially the section in memory of soldiers who 
fell in the Great War.19 A key figure in the Society was Dr. Siegfried Fehl 
(1869–1955), himself a veteran of the Great War, who had left Nikolsburg in 
1889 to study medicine at the University of Vienna.20 By the 1930s, the past 
was literally a foreign country for this Austrian citizen, whose place of birth—
now known as Mikulov—had become a border town in the new Czechoslovak 
Republic. When the distinguished and decorated 64-year-old doctor gave a 
lecture—entitled “From Nikolsburg’s Past”—at the Society’s general assembly 
in January 1934, he waxed nostalgic about his childhood home. He fondly 
recalled Nikolsburg’s great rabbis, its “centuries-old” yeshiva, and its venerable 
status as the spiritual center of Moravian Jewry. He showed a panoramic slide 
of Nikolsburg, and then echoed the sentiments of many Society members. 
“When we consider this intimately familiar townscape,” he observed, “our 
thoughts are distracted from our daily lives and taken back to our old home-
town, to the town of our childhood; and memories from that long-vanished 
time rise from the depths, appearing before our spiritual eye; every stone speaks 
to us, every wall greets us with a friendly and welcoming nod.”21 Fehl dwelled, 
in particular, on the gravestones—many of them weathered and illegible—in 
the Jewish cemetery. He projected thirteen slides of Nikolsburg’s “house of 
life,” showing the cemetery’s undulating terrain, its “rabbis’ hillock” (published 
by Feuchtwang in 1900), its “martyr’s graves” (published by Feuchtwang in 
1903), and the parcel of land devoted to victims of the cholera epidemics in 
1859 and 1866.

throughout the interwar period, the cemetery—alongside the remaining 
synagogues—was a tangible and poignant testimony to Nikolsburg’s extra-
ordinary history, one of the many “traces of the lapsed glory of a famous past 
and a vibrant Jewish life” in Moravia. Indeed, the cemetery was not only a 
r eminder of the glorious past, but also served as a balm for the future. As Rabbi 
Alfred Willmann observed with great pathos in 1926, “year in and year out, 
fertile fields and sunny vineyards envelop this ‘place of life’ in their balmy 
sweetness, as if Nature itself wanted to declare that there is no eternal passing 
away.”22

19 trapp, “Geschichte der Juden in Nikolsburg,” 444–51.
20 on Fehl (1869 Nikolsburg–1955 yonkers, New york), see Siegfried Fehl Collection, Leo Baeck 
Institute (New york), AR 3665, Folder 1. His move from Nikolsburg to Vienna is mentioned in the 
Znaimer Tageblatt, November 6, 1906, 3.
21 Siegfried Fehl, “Aus Nikolsburgs vergangenen tagen (Ein Kulturbild).” Unpublished manuscript. 
Siegfried Fehl Collection, Leo Baeck Institute (New york), AR 3665, Folder 2. 
22 Alfred Willmann, “Die Altneuschul von Nikolsburg,” Menorah: Jüdisches Familienblatt für 
Wissenschaft, Kunst und Literatur 4, No. 12 (1926): 703–704.
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Willmann’s remarks—and Fehl’s pathos—were echoed in the pages of 
Egyenlőség (“Equality”), a Hungarian Jewish weekly, where an article entitled 
“In the Nikolsburg Jewish Cemetery” appeared in July 1926. the article began 
as follows:

Nikolsburg! Fog-covered bygone ages, centuries of mysterious shadows, 
 yellowed chronicle, picture book. Jewish Nikolsburg, with its mystical horrors, 
its silhouettes, in which a persecuted people plays out its own tragedy. 
 Whoever wants to ponder the past, go out to the cemetery. What you see 
there is authentic, complete, and unfakeable. the soul finds its own  balance, 
because it does not see anything from the dissimulation, the hypocritical 
life, which has gradually encroached on Jewry and really deformed it. the 
first thing to catch our eyes is the hoary wall, which resembles the old city 
walls and which was built at the beginning of the seventeenth century on 
top of the old tombstones. Inside the gray and weather-worn wall the 
 cemetery’s life begins, which history, human tragedy, myths, legends, and 
oral traditions have revived.23

 
this mystification of the Nikolsburg cemetery in the pages of Egyenlőség is 

not particularly surprising, since it was also a “realm of memory” for the Hungarian 
Jews, a locus of nostalgia for those who could trace their ancestry back to this 

23 “A nikolsburgi zsidó temetőben”  [In the Nikolsburg cemetery], Egyenlőség, July 3, 1926, 9. 
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Fig. 4. Memorial tablet for 21 Hungarian Jews killed in 1945.  Photo credit: Erika Belko.
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ir va’em beyisrael. this was especially apparent on August 18, 1929, when 
 descendants of Mordecai Benet gathered in Nikolsburg to mark “Rebbe Reb 
Mordche’s” hundredth yahrzeit.24 Up to a thousand people showed up, includ-
ing members of ten families from “the Hungarian branch”: Benedikt, Bíneter, 
Bínet, Seelfreund, Hamvai, Brieger, Pollacsek, Goldhammer, and tauber. Af-
ter worshiping at the synagogue, they wended their way through Nikolsburg’s 
narrow streets to the Jewish cemetery, stopping at Benet’s grave, which had 
been newly restored—and encased in protective glass—for the  occasion. (“[A] 
several-hundred strong horde of orthodox Jews moving in Nikolsburg’s Jewish 
quarter [...] a sight that had not been witnessed here for decades.”)25 there, 
Rabbi Alfred Willmann recited a eulogy, as did other  rabbis from a number of 
Czechoslovak Jewish communities. Sándor Hamvai, a lawyer from Budapest, 
gave a graveside speech in classical Hebrew “in the name of [Benet’s] relatives”; 
he also agreed to oversee the printing of Benet’s unpublished manuscripts.26

the cemetery served as a reminder of how much this “city and mother in 
Israel” had declined since Benet’s death. As an orthodox weekly, published in 
Vienna and Bratislava, ruefully observed, some of Nikolsburg’s Jews were not 
even familiar with the proper graveside customs. “Unfortunately, due to the 
ignorance of the descendants,” the newspaper lamented, “there are also graves 
in the cemetery that have been disfigured by bouquets of flowers and by non-
Jewish inscriptions that have robbed them of their Jewish character.”27 the 
paper harbored hope, however, that the community would eventually recover 
some of its former glory. Indeed, visitors were “pleasantly surprised” to find 
that Nikolsburg Jewry still had a core of people that might serve as a “starting 
point for the revival of the old spirit.”28

there was also another Hungarian connection that is worth pointing out. 
Many Hungarian Jewish students came to Moravia after Hungary passed the 
Numerus clausus law in 1920, which set a quota on the number of Jews who 
could study at Hungary’s universities and polytechnics. Many of these “numerus 

24 Mordecai Benet died on 13 Av 5589 (August 12, 1829), and his hundredth yahrzeit was observed 
on August 18, 1929. See Izidor Goldberger, “Binét Mordecháj emlékezete” [Mordecai Benet’s 
memory], Egyenlőség, August 3, 1929, 14; “A magyarországi leszármozók részvételével ünnepélyesen 
folyt le Mordechaj Beneth centennáris ünnepélye” [In the presence of his descendants from 
Hungary Mordecai Benet’s centenary was celebrated] Egyenlőség, August 29, 1929, 12; “A nikolsburgi 
emlék-ünnepély” [A memorial-celebration in Nikolsburg] Zsidó Ujság, August 23, 1929, 3.
25 “Ein grosser tag in Nikolsburg,” Jüdische Presse, August 23, 1929, 4.
26 “A magyarországi leszármazók” [the Hungarian descendants], Egyenlőség, August 29, 1929, 12; 
“A pesti hitközség új képviselői” [the new representatives of the Pest community] Egyenlőség, April 
4, 1931, 37. the publication project was not realized. 
27 “Ein grosser tag in Nikolsburg,” Jüdische Presse, August 23, 1929, 4.
28 Ibid.
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clausus exiles” studied at the German technical School in Brno, which was 
only 50 km north of Nikolsburg. one of them, a certain Zoltán Egri, even 
designed the short-lived Jewish Central Museum for Moravia-Silesia, which 
opened its doors in Nikolsburg in 1936 and then closed its doors two years 
later, following the Munich Agreement. 

 Egri was fortunate enough to survive the Holocaust, and after World War 
II, he resumed his architectural career in Budapest.29 Nikolsburg’s Jews met a 
more tragic fate. Most of them were deported to their deaths in 1941 and 1942, 
after which the cemetery fell out of use. In one of the ironies of history, among 
the last people buried there were 21 Hungarian Jews, who were  conscripted 
into forced labor at the Nikolsburg brick factory. on April 15, 1945, the Nazi 
taskmaster shot them to death, and they were buried in the Jewish cemetery.

Dr. Siegfried Fehl was one of the fortunate ones. He moved from Vienna to 
the United States before World War II, and he found his final resting place in 
yonkers, New york. In his 1934 lecture, he had hoped that “an expert schooled 
in history” or a “historian schooled in Hebrew” would chronicle the history of 
the Jews in Nikolsburg for posterity.30 y. Z. Kahana’s hundred-page contribu-
tion to the fourth volume of ‘Arim va’ immahot beyisrael was perhaps an attempt 
to write a posthumous history of this community, but in many respects, a visit 
to its “house of life” still remains the most poignant way “to ponder the past” 
of this “city and mother in Israel.” 

29 For details about Zoltán Egri (1894 Eger–1976 Budapest), see Anna Zádor and István Genthon, 
eds., Művészeti lexikon [Art lexicon], Vol. 1 (Budapest: Akadémai Kiadó, 1965), 589. His death 
notice appeared in Népszabadság, March 30, 1976, 11. Egri designed several schools, public 
buildings, and apartment buildings in Czechoslovakia and later in Budapest.  
30 Fehl, “Aus Nikolsburgs vergangenen tagen (Ein Kulturbild).”
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Fig. 5. View of Nikolsburg Jewish Cemetery. Photo credit: Erika Belko.
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ZSUZSA HEtéNyI

FACTS ANd FiCTiON iN vASiLy grOSSMAN’S prOSE

In this article I will outline a set of differences between documentary texts and 
literary narration by comparing these aspects in two writings of the Soviet 
writer Vasily Grossman (1905–1964). the first one, the documentary, is the 
report on the treblinka 2 concentration camp, The Hell of Treblinka. It was 
written in 1944, when the author was a legendary military journalist. the 
second text is Grossman’s big novel of around 1,000 pages that took ten years 
to complete, Life and Fate. It was started after Stalin’s death, prohibited in 
1961, and published only posthumously, in 1980 in Switzerland and in 1989 in 
Russia. For the first time in Russian literature, Grossman compared in his 
novel Hitlerism and Stalinism, the German concentration camps and the 
 Soviet Gulag system. 

Documentary and fiction are formulated within different narratives, using 
different approaches and methods. In the first case, the viewpoint is scientific 
(factography), while in literature it is that of art. “Without a worldview,” wrote 
Georg Lukács, “one cannot narrate well, one cannot construct a well articu-
lated, complete epic composition.”1 Lukács’s seemingly outdated statement is 
very important, if we consider “worldview” not as an ideological message, but 
as a new aspect replacing in twentieth-century literary compositions the tradi-
tional forms (plot, causal principle, chronological order, or any order at all). 
this worldview is expressed in other systems of coherence and uses leitmotifs, 
stream of consciousness, or textual ornamentations in constructing an alternative 
structure. Modern art seems altogether unintelligible without accepting the 
thesis that art does not describe or explain the real world, but instead creates an 
autonomous other world, modeled from the elements of reality—but always 
with a dominant viewpoint.

In a historical narration based on documentary sources, a missing logic 
would be regarded as unscientific and therefore be rejected. However, historians 
of every generation look for new evidence and aim to rewrite the same events 
according to their own time, perspective, and personal knowledge. So the 
viewpoint is also dominant in historiography, when changing concepts are 
 often dependent on political concepts, that is, on pre-concepts. Paul Veyne has 

1 Georg Lukács “Narrate or Describe? A Preliminary Discussion of Naturalism and Formalism” 
(1936), in Writer and Critic and other Essays, translated by A. Kahn (London: Merlin Press, 1970), 
110–48, 133.
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called that method l’ histoire conceptualisante,2 while Hayden White has called 
the way historians fill the gaps between facts with interpretation “metahistory.”3

I have written earlier about the question of how “documentarism” destroys 
literary quality, value, and even validity in a piece of fiction.4 But the reverse 
question may be also raised: how can a historian use literary texts? May they be 
trustable for him? Can one derive factual knowledge from literature? In medieval 
letters researchers peel off lengthy passages of formulas and figures of obligatory 
contemporary politeness in order to reach those parts that contain facts. We 
often think that eyewitnesses from the generation that directly experienced the 
events give the most reliable accounts. Can one derive real events of the history 
of the 165-day Stalingrad battle in 1942–1943, where more than two million 
people were killed, from Life and Fate? the novel was based on Grossman’s 
personal accounts: he was there, he reported in journals, he wrote front-line 
dispatches; in other words, he was an eyewitness. Let me start with an example 
for getting closer to the notion of the eyewitness account and its reliability. 

Life and Fate was published in Hungarian as late as 2012.5 I was invited to 
write an afterword for this edition (“Conquered Conquerors and Surviving 
Victims”). Some months later, my telephone rang. A lady wanted to tell me 
about her own experiences with lies in the 1950s, and also about her stay in 
Bergen-Belsen, a life experience she had never shared with her family. Among 
other things, she told me that when the first Soviet airplanes flew over the 
concentration camp, they designed, with their vapor trail, the sickle-and- 
hammer sign in the sky. It is highly probable that she saw this because she 
wanted to see it like this, that she interpreted the event according to her wish. 

2 Paul Veyne, “L’histoire conceptualisante,” in Faire de l’ histoire, eds. Jacques le Goff and Pierre 
Nora, 3 Vols, Vol. I (Paris: NRF Gallimard, 1974).
3 Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Balti-
more: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973).
4 Zsuzsa Hetényi, “Recovering the Key the Censor Hid: on Vasily Grossman’s ‘In Kislovodsk’” 
(with Laurent Stern), Toronto Slavic Quarterly 49 (August 2014): 150–62. See also http://sites.uto-
ronto.ca/tsq/49/ [last accessed: January 5, 2014].
5 With a shameful delay, and then also thanks to the support of a Russian foundation. Cf. the 
publication dates—tamizdat edition: Zhizn’ i sud’ba (Lausanne: L’Age d’Homme, 1980); first edi-
tion in the Soviet Union: Zhizn’ i sud’ba (Moskow: Knizhnaia Palata, 1988); Life and Fate, trans-
lated by Robert Chandler (New york: New york Review Books Classics, 1985), revised second 
translation 2006. the Hungarian translation was published after the second wave of translations, 
based on the second Russian version of 1990, a manuscript that had been hidden and emerged only 
after the first edition. the order of translation is as follows: Italian (1982, 2008), French (1983, 
1995, 2006), Spanish (1983, 2011), German (1985, 2006), English (1985, 2006), Portuguese (1985, 
2011), Serbian 1986. only the second versions translated, also earlier than the Hungarian one: 
Ukrainian 1991, Czech 1993, Slovenian 1995, Estonian 2003, Holland 2008, Slovakian 2008, 
Polish 2009, Bulgarian 2009, Rumanian 2010, Croatian 2012, turkish 2012. At the end of the 
line: Vaszilij Grosszman, Élet és sors. translated by András Soproni (Budapest: Európa, 2012).
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If one were to use this fact in a historical narrative, one would have to add: 
“one of the prisoners witnessed that…” or “Allegedly…” (one can only be sure 
that the Soviet airplane acted like this after having learned from the pilot what 
he meant to draw in the sky.) Let us suppose that the pilot was found years 
later, and he said he simply observed the camp—this would serve as evidence 
and the woman’s interpretation would be exactly that: mere interpretation or 
myth.6 A psychologist would say that this was a real experience projected by 
the woman’s desire, and hence a fact of her psyche. Suppose we read this story 
in a novel, it is clear that a metaphor of liberty would be enveloped in this image, 
independently of whether it was true or not, and also independently of the 
author’s intention (that he or she can or cannot be aware of). one can never 
guess the intentions, let alone conscious intentions of an author; an interpreta-
tion is always an attributed sense. that is why the interpretation of this image 
of the sickle-and-hammer sign in the sky cannot be questioned, neither rejected. 
Literature seeks an explanation in the human imagination and psyche. In art, 
reality and the world can have more than one adequate explanation or reflection.

Mutatis mutandis the same applies to the participants or agents of historical 
events. Grossman could hardly have witnessed all the events of the Stalingrad 
battle, and even though he asked many people and read many pages for this 
novel during the ten years it took to write it, he did not aim to write down 
everything he witnessed, but instead gave shape to his own main concepts. In 
the novel, Holocaust survivors and accidental witnesses give verbal accounts in 
which they themselves and their own interpretations appear, and in these 
 personal accounts the selection of details represents the first step in discourse 
formation. the transformation of the visual and the emotional into a verbal or 
written expression, that is, the use of the language, for instance, the choice of 
words, in general implies a transformative action.

A non-hypothetic example from Grossman’s life is an apt illustration of 
what a contemporary understanding of a historical fact means. In 1937, at the 
beginning of his career, Grossman signed a collective open letter, together with 
many other writers, asking for the punishment of eight accused Red Army 

6 I use the term according to Laurent Stern, “Narrative versus Description in Historiography,” 
New Literary History 21, No. 3 (1990): 555–68, 556. His view can be summarized as follows: 1) In 
the historical event the participant’s viewpoint is limited by his circumstances (558); 2) All observa-
tions are influenced by imagination, projections, desire, and belief. As the involved agent or 
 observer is incompetent, observations must be included in a narrative applying viewpoint (561–
62); 3) the significance of an event can become clear in a narrative—historical narrative is also an 
interpretation (557); 4) Any historical analysis must have a descriptive part that is turned into a 
narrative of causes, consequences, and analysis of circumstances, otherwise it is pointless. A historian 
without a point of view is unimaginable (567); 5) A historical narrative informs us more about the 
historians who narrate and the time when it was narrated (566); 6) Evaluative judgments and 
 considerations of the past gain importance and clarity long after the events, and they affect the 
present (557); 7) Historical narratives can be subject to repeated over-writing or rewriting (564).
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Generals.7 the generals had been executed on June 11–12, the day before 
 Kliment Voroshilov publicly announced the accusation on June 13. At this 
time, the historical background to ponder for his signing or not signing was 
not at all transparent to Grossman, as his viewpoint was limited by falsified 
information in the press and by his personal situation. today, many critics, 
especially Russian antisemites, condemn Grossman for signing this letter.8 It 
is, however, a historical fact that he signed it, and in order to consider it more 
fully we have to trace its context. Let us look at the circumstances. In 1937, 
Grossman was a freshly accepted member of the Writers’ Union, the Leningrad 
group of which posted this letter, so his signature expressed his alliance with a 
circle to which he was happy to belong.9 Without exception, Grossman’s critics 
mistakenly attribute this letter to the Bukharin trial of March 1937.10 Howev-
er, there was a significant difference between these two events: at that particu-
lar moment, the generals were said to be not traitors of the party line, like 
Bukharin, but traitors of the homeland to the Germans, the potential enemy. 
today, the story of this trial is seen in the light of new facts that have revealed 
the falsity of the documents supporting the accusation of the generals, and we 
know that they were fabricated by the combined efforts of the German and 
Soviet high authorities. this information does not change the question of 
Grossman’s subjective moral responsibility, but it changes the knowledge 
about this historical fact, and, as a result, overwrites a given interpretation of 
that time.

7 Literaturnaia Gazeta, June 16, 1937, 2. other open letters appeared on the first page of this journal, 
among them a repetition of its first publication in Izvestiia (June 12, 1937, 3), with the signatures 
of 46 prominent writers, some of whom were manipulated. Pasternak’s signature was put there 
despite his expressed refusal to sign the letter. See Mikhail Heller and Aleksandr Nekrich, Utopia 
in Power (New york: Summit Books, 1982), 304. the eight generals were rehabilitated in 1957.
8 Zakhar Prilepin, writer and founder of the National Bolshevik Party. See Prilepin, “Leonid 
 Leonov. ‘Igra ego byla ogromna’, Glavy iz knigi. okonchanie,” Novyi Mir (2009), 8. See also http://
magazines.russ.ru/novyi_mi/2009/8/pr6.html (last accessed: January 19, 2014).
9 there was also Pasternak’s signature. After the publication of this public letter, Pasternak wrote 
a personal letter to Stalin explaining his point—his name was put there against his will. Paradoxi-
cally, the appearance of his name was a sign of the still benevolent attitude of the authorities toward 
him, following the attack against him in the press and at the congress of the Union of Soviet Writers 
in February 1937. See Lazar Fleishman, Boris Pasternak i literaturnye dvizheniia 1930-kh godov (St. 
Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2005), 625–32.
10 Ulrich Schmid, “Das letzte Epos. Wassili Grossmans Stalingrad-Roman ‘Leben und Schicksal’ 
wagt sich an sowjetische tabuthemen,” Neue Zürcher Zeitung, January 1, 2008, http://www.nzz.
ch/aktuell/feuilleton/buchrezensionen/das-letzte-epos-1.649746. the mistake even spread into a 
cultural encyclopedia. See the entry “Vasilij Grossman” written by Rainer Grübel, in Kritisches 
Lexikon der fremdsprachigen Gegenwartsliteratur, eds. Sebastian Domsch, Annegret Heitmann, 
 Irmela Hijiya-Kirschnereit, Wolfgang Kissel, thomas Klinkert, and Barbara Winckler (Münich: 
text+kritik, 2012).
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to return to Grossman’s novel: one cannot reconstruct from it the events, 
motivations, and quantifiable data for a coherent army strategy or account of 
events at Stalingrad. His literary narration informs us principally not about 
what happened, but how it came to be. When, in the novel, Piotr Novikov 
decides against leading his troops into immediate action but instead to retard 
them, it is not about describing a war strategy, but about showing Novikov’s 
personality, his character and motivations. Novikov is someone who does not 
blindly follow commands from above, but who is independent and bears 
 responsibility for his choices, and who ponders moral questions in spite of the 
threat of being arrested for giving his soldiers a ten-hour break—as indeed he 
will be. He also has to resolve a personal emotional problem: before the battle, 
he learns in a letter (through the plot-constructing will of the author) that his 
lover has decided to leave him and return to her husband, because he has been 
arrested and she feels he needs her. the letter from his lover confronts Novikov 
not only with the news about the breakup, but with that of the arrest. Grossman 
creates a complex situation for the moment when the outcome of the battle 
depends on Novikov’s decision. What is the more important motivation for a 
decision, a personal or a professional one? What comes first: the well-being of 
his soldiers or military duty? Can one bypass the blind obedience that is 
 demanded by the army and overwrite it in the name of humanity? Some 
 speculations may suggest that Novikov’s personal loss of love at that moment 
makes him more empathic to others. to understand how it was to live under a 
dictatorship, the final paradox is crucial: Novikov feels relief only when he is 
ordered to return to Moscow and report for what is certain to mean his arrest. 
It is of no importance whether a real Novikov or someone resembling him 
 existed and took a similar decision in a similar situation at Stalingrad—because 
in literature, the claim to truth is not applicable. the main lesson in reading 
lies not in answering questions but in the very process of understanding the 
fates of other people; the challenge of reading lies in practicing empathy.

the different nature of dealing with facts and fiction in Grossman is 
 detectable in a most revelatory manner if comparing his treblinka text, an 
 immediate documentary report made on the spot, with that of his novel Life 
and Fate, the result of a decade-long creative process. the key text to this problem 
is the description of the gas chambers in both texts. Grossman was the first 
journalist to enter the territory of the treblinka extermination camp, the 
 so-called Aktion-Reinhard camp, designed and built for quick, “conveyor belt-
type” extermination.11 Curiously enough, he was not allowed to enter Maidanek. 
Following an order from Moscow, Grossman was replaced by the famous 

11 the term Grossman used is “conveyor-belt scaffold” (konveiernaia plakha). the other two camps 
were Sobibor and Belzec.
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 Russian Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov, who did what was required of him: 
camouflage the Jewishness of the victims. Grossman was allowed to enter 
 treblinka I and II instead, and his immediate reaction was documentation. In 
the essay The Treblinka Hell (treblinskii ad) from 1944, Grossman gave a minute 
account of the camp based on a sketch made after hearing oral witness accounts. 
His long text was the first detailed picture of the extermination camp’s 
13-month history, in 95,000 signs, full of data, observations, interviews with 
witnesses and prisoners, and reflections and emotions—so as to reconstructed 
the destroyed camp treblinka II. (By the time the Stalingrad troops of the 
62nd Army of Vasily Chuikov arrived at treblinka, in September 1944, the 
Germans had destroyed it. About the two main reasons for this liquidation, see 
below.)12 The Treblinka Hell became a historic document of a historic moment 
that was published in many countries—also in Hungary, in 1945—and that 
was used as proof during the Nuremberg trials. In treblinka, a group of 40 
SS-officers and about 60 Ukrainian workers liquidated 800,000 people. there 
were about 40 survivors. After the war, only a very short report about the camp 
was collected by the Soviet authorities. the official Soviet political strategy 
aimed to hide both Jewish suffering and Jewish heroism by avoiding the use of 
the words “Jew” or “Jewish,” in order to calm the growing antisemitic mood in 
the Red Army, which was the focus of Nazi leaflets that were distributed to the 
frontline by way of airplanes.

two things must be outlined here to understand the merits of Grossman’s 
documentation. First, as treblinka was the only camp destroyed by the Germans, 
it has become the cornerstone for Holocaust denial. In our time there is a 
 debate, raised by those who deny the Holocaust, based on the controversial 
data of allegedly scientific (?) archeological research of the soil of treblinka.13 

12 Reports say that the Germans destroyed the camp by burning it. they did not destroy any other 
camp. When thirteen months later Grossman arrived, a peaceful farm had already been built on 
the spot. Why was treblinka II an exception and destroyed as early as August 1943? Except for a 
few experts, today’s public opinion does not hold a memory of why it happened. Grossman gives a 
detailed description of the uprising of August 2, 1943. Instead of planning to escape, this uprising 
prepared everything for burning down the camp, and it succeeded. the majority of those who 
 participated were killed by German soldiers after the uprising. But there were a few survivors and 
witnesses, and their names and accounts, recorded on the spot at that moment, would be difficult 
to contradict.
13 Carlo Mattogno and Jürgen Graf, Treblinka: Extermination Camp or Transit Camp?, translated 
by Regin Belser, Holocaust Handbook Series, Vol. 8 (Chicago: theses & Dissertation Press, 2004). 
See also http://www.vho.org/GB/Books/t/index.html (last accessed: July 14, 2014). this page 
 belongs to a German Historical Revisionism group. the book refers to Grossman’s The Hell of 
 Treblinka in the very first lines (19–22) of Chapter I as a “classic example of atrocity propaganda.” 
they quote the archival manuscript of Grossman’s text (GARF 7021-115-8, 168–203), as the book 
“was not available” to them. they are surprised to learn that the foreign editions are longer, with-
out admitting to the simple fact of censorship and without being aware of the extended version 
written by Grossman in 1958 (parallel to his novel Life and Fate) and its publication in Israel in 
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Grossman’s text is an advanced refutation of the falsified “evidence” dictated 
by a forged ideology. He lists the objects that emerge, as though crawling, out 
of the soil, the “filled in pits” as Grossman calls them.

the earth is casting up fragments of bone, teeth, sheets of paper, and 
clothes, things of all kinds. the earth does not want to keep secrets. And 
from the earth’s unhealing wounds, from this earth that is splitting apart, 
things are escaping of their own accord. Here they are: the half-rotten shirts 
of those who were murdered, their trousers and shoes, their cigarette cases 
that have turned green, along with little cogwheels from watches, penknives, 
shaving brushes, candlesticks, a child’s shoes with red pompoms, embroi-
dered towels from Ukraine, lace underwear, scissors, thimbles, corsets, and 
bandages. out of another fissure in the earth escape heaps of utensils: frying 
pans, aluminum mugs, cups, pots and pans of all sizes, jars, little dishes, 
children’s plastic mugs. In yet another place—as if all that the Germans 
had buried was being pushed up out of the swollen, bottomless earth, as if 
someone’s hand were pushing it all out into the light of day: half-rotten 
Soviet passports, notebooks with Bulgarian writing, photographs of children 
from Warsaw and Vienna, letters penciled in a childish scrawl, a small volume 
of poetry, a yellowed sheet of paper on which someone had copied a prayer, 
ration cards from Germany... And everywhere hundreds of perfume bottles 
in all shapes and sizes, green, pink, blue... over all this reigns a terrible 
smell of decay, a smell that neither fire, nor sun, nor rain, nor snow, nor 
wind has been able to overcome. And thousands of little forest flies are 
crawling about over all these half-rotten bits and pieces, over all these papers 
and photographs.14

Unlike revisionists, Grossman lists here not the industrial facts of the exter-
mination machine, but the most personal belongings bearing traces of perished 
human beings, as if their identity, by means of their belongings, had survived 
their bodies. this is possible because the artistic eye picks from a mass of 
 information those details that work as images pars pro toto. this functions in 
the same way for the atypical lives of the heroes of the novel: for witnessing the 
fates of many different lives, their characters are put together from fragments 
of several lives to form a collective fate.

1985, reprinted in 1990. Grossman, “treblinskii ad,” Na evreiskie temy. Izbrannoie v dvukh tomakh, 
1–2, Vol. 1, 144–90. See also the French, Polish, and German translations of 1945: L’enfer de Treblinka 
(Grenoble and Paris: B. Arthaud, 1945); Piekło Treblinki (Katowice: Wydawnictwo Literatura Polska, 
1945); Die Vernichtungslager Maidanek und Treblinka (Vienna: Stern-Verlag, 1945).
14 Grossman, The Hell of Treblinka, in The Road: Stories, Journalism, and Essays, eds. Vasily Grossman, 
Robert Chandler, Elizabeth Chandler, and olga Mukovnikova (New york: NyRB, 2010), 116–62.
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the text of The Hell of Treblinka is not kept within the frames of a docu-
mentary account, as one can see that the writer was not able, nor did he limit 
himself, to maintain the objectivity of the narrative. there is an emotional 
modality in the text, a plethora of poetic and rhetoric devices. the same change 
or transgression between genres and modalities is characteristic of Grossman’s 
novel. Its multi-genre nature is widely criticized by reviewers who underline 
that Grossman’s prose style is “grey and plodding, lacking the inventive 
panache,”15 and that boring essays break and slow down the plot. However, the 
writer’s imagination could not stay hidden even within the frame of the docu-
ment. In The Hell of Treblinka, Grossman did everything to imagine how it 
was to be sent to one’s death.

Can we find within us the strength to imagine what the people in the gas 
chambers felt, what they experienced during their last minutes of life? All 
we know is that they cannot speak now... Covered by a last, clammy mortal 
sweat, packed so tight that their bones cracked and their crushed rib cages 
were barely able to breathe, they stood pressed against one another; they 
stood as though they were a single human being. Someone, perhaps an old, 
wise man, made the effort to say, “Patience now—this is the end.” Someone 
shouts out a terrible curse. A holy curse—surely this curse must be fulfilled? 
With superhuman effort a mother tries to make a little more space for her 
child: may her child’s dying breaths be eased, however infinitesimally, by a 
last act of maternal care. A young woman, her tongue going numb, asks, 
“Why am I being suffocated? Why can’t I love and have children?” Heads 
spin. throats choke. What are the pictures now passing before people’s 
glassy, dying eyes? Pictures of childhood? of the happy days of peace? of 
the last terrible journey? of the mocking face of the SS man in the square 
by the station: “Ah, so that’s why he was laughing...” Consciousness dims. It 
is the moment of the last agony... No, what happened in that chamber cannot 
be imagined. the dead bodies stand there, gradually turning cold. It was 
the children, according to witnesses, who kept on breathing the longest.”16

Grossman managed to go even further in his imagination years later, in Life 
and Fate. He stepped beyond the borderline of death, into the gas chamber 
with his heroes. Grossman really did the impossible: he kept the victims company 
until the last moment and imagined their emotions, behavior, and thoughts. 
the only narrative device is the change of a first person into a third person 
narration. Sofia Levinton, who had no child and no man in her life, enters the 

15 Geoffrey A. Hosking, “Stalin and the Four Judases,” Times Literary Supplement, March 4, 2011, 7.
16 Grossman, The Hell of Treblinka.
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gas chamber, embracing and consoling a lonely boy next to her, as if adopting 
him in dying. She feels he is her son. She becomes a mother in the last moment 
of her life. By this symbolic act, Grossman juxtaposes the gesture of maternity, 
of love, of self-sacrifice against annihilation.

In this oft-quoted description, the crowd of naked people, free of rags, turns 
into one body, the young and old, strong and helpless body of the Jewish people.17 
Can we even raise the question, whether true or not, to imagine the gas chamber 
from the inside? Can one check the validity of this text? these lines are impossible 
to deny or overwrite, because any descriptions of a similar situation will exist 
simultaneously, and texts with different interpretations can coexist. In a literary 
narrative there are no facts to be proven, it cannot be subject to later falsifications, 
it just waits for future interpretation. texts written about the Stalingrad battle 
exist side by side; they compete with each other and complete each other. to 
the long line of authors like Grossman, Konstantin Simonov (Days and Nights), 
Viktor Nekrasov (Frontline Stalingrad), and Emmanuil  Kazakevich (Two in 
the Steppe), just to mention a few, a new name was added in 2006: Jonathan 
Littell’s (The Kindly Ones), based in many ways on Grossman’s novel. their nov-
els are part of a greater Stalingrad text, which is part of a vast world literature. 

A constant dialog between history and literature was the focus of Grossman’s 
oeuvre, and he was deeply aware of the differences between the two kinds of 
narrative. Maybe this skill was granted to him because of his tormented life 
experience. Many researchers and readers have asked the question of how 
Grossman could survive and not be arrested. A simple reason may be the fact 
that he was known by military heroes as “one of them.” He had four military 
honors and was decorated three times with highest rank state medals (1943, 
1945, 1956).18 He had a personal comradeship and friendships with many 
 soldiers in the trenches, and he was one of most famous and popular war 
 correspondents, influencing people both intellectually and emotionally with 
his articles during the long years of the war from the military staff to the solders 
in the trenches.19 So did Ilya Ehrenburg, who was a civil correspondent, and 
whose wartime glory, no doubt, contributed to his survival as well.

17 “the naked bodies of young and old revealed that beneath of rags lay hidden the body of a whole 
people.” the English translation added a word: “lay hidden the collective body,” which is a corruption of 
the text, because it inserts a scientific term, stylistically alien to the text. Grossman, Life and Fate, 
547.
18 For the recommendation of the order of Red Banner (1945) for Grossman, Iosif [!] Solomonovich, 
see: http://podvignaroda.ru/?#id=28684243&tab=navDetailManAward (last accessed: April 23, 
2014).
19 this is why the fact of the confiscation of his novel was planned to remain hidden: Grossman 
was asked to sign a statement to not disclose the seizure to anyone. See his letter to Khrushchev in 
John and Carrol Garrard, The Bones of Berdichev: The Life and Fate of Vasily Grossman (New york: 
the Free Press, 1996), 354–57.
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Here, I would like to refer to an important paragraph from Grossman’s 
Stalingrad novel. the second part is a translation from Russian to English, 
because it is simply missing: it was not translated in the first version, from 
1985, and not even in the second, revised edition from 2006, by Robert Chandler. 
(this twenty-line paragraph is not the only cut—the translator himself 
 confessed to me he found some passages so boring he omitted them from the 
book for better readability. Among others, an entire chapter is missing.)20

the same huge moon—more black than red—had shone over the deserted 
fields where Prince Igor was to give battle. the same moon had shone when 
the Persian hosts marched into Greece, when the Roman legions invaded 
the German forests, when the battalions of the first consul had watched 
night fall over the pyramids…21

And here is the omitted part—in my translation:

turning towards the past, human consciousness always sifts the kernels of 
great events through its sparse sieve, sifting out the suffering and the sorrow 
of the soldiers, together with their panic. In memory, nothing but an empty 
shell of the story remains about how the victorious troops lined up, and how 
the vanquished troops lined up, and how many war chariots, catapults, 
 elephants, cannons, tanks, or bombers were involved. Memory preserves 
stories of how the wise and fortunate commander protected the center, how 
he bore down on the wings, and how the reserves that suddenly emerged 
from behind the hills decided the outcome of the battle. this is all. the 
story becomes complete with the telling of how, on returning home, the 
fortunate commander raised suspicion and was accused of conspiracy 
against the emperor, and how he paid with his head for saving his home-
land, or, if he was lucky, was sent into exile. Whereas the picture of the 
battlefield after the battle shows a huge, pale moon hanging low above the 
glorious fields, valiant knights dressed in chain shirts are sleeping with arms 
wide open while smashed chariots and exploded tanks are lying about, and 
there are the vanquishers with their machine guns, under wind-blown 
sheets of canvas, in copper eagle Roman helmets and in grenadier fur caps.

20 So many obstacles were overcome and so many persons were involved in the long process towards 
the Western publication of this text in 1980—only to be cut neither by a censor, nor by a security 
guard at customs, but by a translator.
21 Grossman, Life and Fate, 600.
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Grossman reveals two essential things. the first concerns the functioning of 
collective historical memory: how later generations preserve events that were 
not of their direct experience. one would presume that the preservation of the 
Stalingrad battle, influencing the history of war, Europe, and the world, would 
happen due to genuine, authentic, accurate, and verified documents. Here 
Grossman raises a second problem, which he himself also had to confront 
many times: which of the two, recorded documentation or the literary narration, 
is able to give a true, trustworthy, and “real” image of the history and the world? 
Not only in his novel, but also indirectly through his novel, Grossman 
 demonstrates that neither historical data, nor visual images (or photographs), 
are able to grasp the essence of an event, but that literature alone can give an 
 impression of how it was to be there. Events and situations discover their real 
face and ambivalence, indeed, all their diversity, through the manifold layers of 
human existence, life, and fate. Documents can be manipulated by national 
purposes and political intentions, not to mention their ever-changing interpre-
tation. No recorded document was able to convey what Grossman did, namely, 
that the soldiers of the victorious army were destroyed by their own homeland, 
that the victorious state would be destroyed by a regime of violence, and that 
the victims of terror would be the survivors of war.

the birthmarks of Russian social democracy were finally erased. And this 
process finally became manifest at a time when Stalingrad was the only 
beacon of freedom in the kingdom of darkness. A people’s war reached it 
greatest pathos at the time of the defense of Stalingrad; the logic of events 
was such that Stalin chose this moment to proclaim openly his ideology of 
State nationalism.22

the controversy lies not only in the difference between artistic and scientific 
narratives. Any painting has to complete details that are omitted by the text. 
As Meyer Schapiro has pointed out, for a painting about Cain and Abel the 
painter has to imagine what tool was used by Cain to kill Abel, because the 
Hebrew text says only, “Cain killed him” (veyahargehu). often the tool is out 
of the picture, as in Rubens, and often it is a bone or a stick.23 thus art is 
 always interpretation, and visual art needs the participation of observers who 
provide their own views and thereby represent and generate the pluralism of 

22 Ibid., 665.
23 Meyer Schapiro, Words and Pictures: On the Literal and the Symbolic in the Illustration of a Text 
(the Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973).
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understanding.24 Hence a distinction can be made not only between art and 
science, but between literature and other art forms as well. With Grossman’s 
quotation we are approaching an answer to the question as to why literature is 
different from any other form of narrative, and why it is essential for human 
consciousness.

Life and Fate contains a letter from a Jewish mother to her son, written in 
the ghetto on the night before the mass execution of the Jews. this letter was 
taken to be real by many readers, even by stage directors and film producers 
who used it in their work. this fictitious letter, which was accepted for a docu-
ment, had its paradoxical “answer” in two actual letters written by Grossman 
to his dead mother: the first in 1950, when he turned 45, and the second in 
1961, on the twentieth anniversary of her death.

Grossman’s documentary treblinka-text contains transgressions into the 
genre of fiction, involving emotional and imaginary elements. His novel Life 
and Fate contains philosophical essays inserted and told in the author’s voice 
that transgress the limits of fiction. the same chiastic (cross-way) destruction 
of unity of genre happens in the misinterpretation of the letters mentioned 
above. A fictitious letter is read for a real one by readers because of the 
 biographical similarity to the author’s situation (Grossman’s mother perished 
with the exterminated Jews of the Berdichev Ghetto). this letter arrives as 
though from the otherworld. the two real letters written by the author years 
after his mother’s death must be considered also fictitious because their 
 addressee is in the otherworld. the main power of Grossman’s writing is this 
confluence of real and imaginary, of facts and fiction.

24 Music leaves the most space for human imagination, but it raises individual emotions that are 
conceivable in psychological terms and difficult to put into words, hence it influences the human 
consciousness indirectly.
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GáBoR t. SZáNtó

A TwOFOLd MiNOriTy:
dOES MOdErN EurOpEAN JEwiSH LiTErATurE ExiST 

AFTEr THE HOLOCAuST?

Modern European Jewish literature: a world of multilingual, subtle, and diffuse 
texts that overarches different eras. It is almost impossible to give a coherent 
summary about it within the frame of a single article. the very fact that I take 
the courage and make an attempt is explained by my status as a Central Euro-
pean Jewish novelist who reads and teaches the works of other Jewish authors. 
For me, European and American Jewish literature is not a mere subject of 
 research; it is the air I breathe, it helps to define my existence. It has allowed 
me to find myself as a novelist within the often-narrow ideological perspectives 
of Central Europe. And for this I am utterly grateful.

*

Writing about Jews may be an important aspect of one’s Jewish identity, with 
personal as well as literary significance. With the decline of traditional identity 
components, Jewish identity lives on in other structures beside the traditional; 
in individual manifestations as well as in community forms. However, considering 
that traditional form and content no longer suffice, and identity is lost in integration 
except for modernized or fragmented versions, the discourse about identity 
replaces it to some extent. this goes as far back as the nineteenth century, 
when the Wissenschaft des Judentums, the scientific study of Judaism, was partly 
created by this development: Jews examined their Jewish identity through 
modern science as well as through direct sources and traditional approaches.

one scene for this self-reflection—consciously or even unconsciously—is 
literature. Authors either create primary writings or interpret the work of others 
in order to initiate a dialogue about the issues of Jewish identity: for instance, 
the feeling of scarcity, and the inability to practice or possess tradition. to what 
extent this dialogue is relevant to, or enjoyable for, a non-Jewish audience, 
seems a valid question. In the United States and other immigrant nations, the 
wider public shows perhaps more receptiveness and interest in this literature 
than elsewhere in the world, and is better in tune with the works of authors 
from a minority background. Writers emerging from ethnic minority experi-
ence portray stories, emotions, and problems that are closer to readers of other 
ethnic/immigrant groups. the fact that a story is set in an ethnic minority 
environment or transmits the ethnocultural community’s micro- culture does 
not constitute a failure to address the general humane issues of modernity.



210

one of the fundamental elements of twentieth- and twenty-first-century identity 
is ethnic-religious identification, and any ambiguity about this can become a 
literary theme. the precariousness of human identity has several other factors. 
Its instability, the lack of an inner balance, may lead one to attempt sculpting 
these feelings, stories, and experiences in works of art, to seek out forms of 
 expression and portray the void, thereby connecting to the world and its people. 
Works rooted in an ethnocultural minority, such as those depicting the Jewish 
microcosm, or supposedly “Jewish-themed” works, are not necessarily limited 
to portraying the uncertainties of a Jewish identity, but portray the generally 
imbalanced personal identity and the insecurity inherent to civilization. Even 
if it is set in a Jewish context, there might be personal drama beside the minority 
experience; there are conflicts between instinct and consciousness, between 
parents and children or lovers, etc., similar to the everyday dramas of the majority. 
these specific conflicts may be pervaded, influenced, or even magnified by the 
minority setting. From a minority perspective, there is often an element of 
novelty and interest toward something otherwise commonly known and general.

By virtue of having a different vantage point towards reality, the minority 
view will not necessarily present something else; rather, it presents the same 
thing in a different light. In one of her essays, the American Jewish author 
Cynthia ozick contemplates the issue of universal and particular literature, 
considering whether there is a possibility of cultivating universal literature at 
all, or if the art of writing lies in specific humane details, such as those of ethnic, 
religious, or other social experiences. Her conclusion is summarized in a single 
image. When one blows air into the broad end of the shofar, a traditional Jewish 
horn instrument, nothing happens; but when the same air is expelled through 
the thin end, its sound will carry far.

*

Modern European Jewish Literature was—we might say with some irony—
born in America. Editor-in-chief Sander L. Gilman’s serial anthology Contem-
porary Jewish Writing was released at the turn of the twenty-first century by the 
University of Nebraska Press in ten volumes, offering a cross-section of the 
Jewish belles lettres of several European countries, including the work of some 
Hungarian writers. the year 2008 saw the release of Contemporary Jewish 
Writing in Europe, with contributions from a dozen American and European 
scholars, presenting an overview of Jewish writing in post-World War II Europe. 
this book—published by Indiana University Press—gives English-speaking 
readers an insight into the productivity and diversity of Jewish writers and 
writing that has marked a revitalization of Jewish culture in France, Germany, 
Austria, Italy, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Hungary, Poland, and Russia. 
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Finally, the tenth volume of the Posen Library of Jewish Culture and Civilization 
series was published in 2012 by yale University Press, a retrospective anthology 
including modern Jewish literature from 1973 to 2005, with dozens of European 
authors.

We see far fewer of such grand, large-scale collections in Europe. this is, of 
course, not a matter of publishers’ capacities and money. Neither is it due to the 
relatively small population of European Jews: under 1.5 million and distributed 
over many smaller speech communities, compared to the 5.3 million Jews in 
the United States with a potential worldwide audience for their works in the 
English language. In the words of Bryan Cheyette, the editor of the anthology 
Contemporary Jewish Writing in Britain and Ireland and a regular publicist on 
the issue:

As Jewish writers are thought not to exist in Britain, the common reaction 
to my eccentric enthusiasm has been, until recent years, incredulity. Such 
disbelief is shared by the surprisingly disparate group of bedfellows, from 
newspaper reviewers to academic critics. Workaday literary journalists, who 
are paid to avoid complexity, treat the Jewishness of British-born writers as 
a form of embarrassment, a guilty secret to be passed over with unseemly 
hate or ignored altogether. Jewish history, after all, is meant to take place on 
the battlefields of the Middle East or in the capitals of Europe or the urban 
centers of America, not in the heartlands of the English bourgeoisie.

If we were to replace British literature with other European literatures, we may 
as well meet with similar reactions. Many will find modern European Jewish 
literature uncomfortable and complicated, challenging well-established 
 structures and categories by creating a new narrative. And if it is disturbing 
and difficult in the West, where the postcolonial world is famous for its multi-
cultural values, then it is more so in Eastern Europe, where many still have 
hopes for assimilation and dream of a homogenous national culture. As an 
argument against the very existence of modern Jewish literature, for example, 
it is often cited that the identity of a literary work can only be defined by 
 language. In her work The Modern Jewish Canon, Ruth R. Wisse rejects this 
homogenizing assumption by arguing that Jewish literature had been polyglot 
as far back as the first century A.D. Just consider the works of Philo of 
 Alexandria, who by no means could be categorized as merely an ancient Greek 
writer.

Hebrew literature lives and thrives in Israel. Central Europe had a tradition 
of yiddish literature, which continued to live in the United States, and lives on 
in traces in Israel and the United States today. the language transfer led to the 
emergence of American Jewish literature written in English, with considerable 
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voices in its choir, including the institutional back up of periodicals and publi-
cations. Cynthia ozick grasped the essential character of modern Jewish literature 
rooted in classical European literature in her essay Toward a New Yiddish, in 
which she compares it to the postmodern literature rooted in the Greek 
 aesthetic tradition, which turns the text into a self-indulgent idol. She points 
out that Jewish literature keeps reflecting on history, and needs an ideology of 
some sort—to enthusiastically support or struggle against, we might add. the 
Greek ideal gave rise to universalist modernism, the enchantment with form, 
the aesthetic ideal of art for the sake of art. opposed to this—says ozick—is 
art influenced by the Jewish and Christian spirit, the depiction of “human 
fate.” the very reason that Harold Bloom considers modern Jewish poetry less 
significant than that of non-Jews, is because it is overloaded with collective 
historical experience, suffering, and a particular Jewish fate, which does not 
present a similar obstacle to prose writing.

of course, there are more than pure aesthetic differences behind the debate 
about whether European and American Jewish literature exists or not. over-
seas, where the trauma of mass persecution did not follow Jewish assimilation, 
it seems to be easier to write about Jewish issues and to discuss Jewish literature 
today. the United States, unlike Europe, has never become a great Jewish 
cemetery. trauma has been, and continues to be, blocking the freedom of 
 reflection in Europe. Here, the word “Jew” does not convey to the majority, to 
the majority of literati, any cultural value: it conveys the threat of discrimination. 
this fear is not exclusive to Jews, but is held by non-Jews, too, who share the 
responsibility for the tragedy of European Jews. one does not discuss a rope in 
the house of a hung man. on top of this, dual identity in the United States is 
a given, due to the country’s history of mass immigration, and due to a nation-
hood based not on ethnicity but the modern republic, which makes dual identity 
widely acceptable and natural. Jewish identity, dual identity, and its culture can 
thus develop more freely in the United States than in European nation states.

In the immigrant-based culture of the United States, where religion is wider 
spread and identity has a broader spectrum than in Europe, Jewish life is more 
vibrant. While most overt Jews in Europe are associated with religious organi-
zations, with a presence that is often symbolic and commemorative, in America 
the plurality of religious institutions and strength of liberal trends lend them-
selves to a multitude of secular and cultural forms of Jewish identity. American 
Jews, with their institutional, social, and cultural network, remain tangibly 
real, yet within American culture, being Jewish has managed to become 
 symbolic, manifesting the character of otherness, the minority, the immigrant. 
It is something that others could recognize as their own story.

the democratic, bourgeois American society of the second half of the twen-
tieth century proved more open and culturally less hierarchical than Europe’s 
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culture, with its clerical, aristocratic, academic, and national fundaments. 
 Beside their superior numbers and extensive institutional networks, this is also 
a factor why American Jews have enjoyed a greater freedom of self-reflection 
than Jews in Europe, where—whether they admit it or not—Jews had to face 
the expectation of national loyalty. While Philip Roth’s 1959 volume Goodbye, 
Columbus marked the turning point of modern Jewish literary self-reflection, 
this turn was delayed by decades in Europe, and was undertaken by those born 
after the Holocaust. In Hungary, home of Central Europe’s only substantial 
Jewish community, it has become prominent only in recent times.

European Jews have become more empowered in the last decades, and have 
engaged in a freedom fight against America and Israel in the interest of their 
own identity—even if they often draw strength from America and Israel—in a 
multitude of voices that is far from homogenous. that voice can be tragic or 
ironic, and have a sophisticated attitude to its own Jewish identity, history, and 
environment.

*

today’s European Jewish culture, beside solitary artists and weighty religious 
and scientific institutions, often has “encounters with built heritage and festival 
culture”: the organizing of community- and entertainment-oriented tourism, 
cantor and klezmer music, Jewish-themed plays and movies, and Israel-inspired 
folk dancing and hip hop music for the youth. there are some known modern 
institutions with an international scope, such as Jewish Policy Research in London, 
which gave rise to the low budget Jewish Culture in Europe Foundation, Paideia 
in Sweden, or Berlin’s new yeshiva. European Jewish contemporary literature, 
however, with its Babel of languages severely narrowing the systematic knowledge 
of the very subject, operates in a vacuum. there is never enough funding for 
culture anywhere, though European Jewish literature is both in need and 
 deserving of systematic translation support.

*

Books that are embedded in networks and that interconnect in a dialogue with 
substantive debate and common reference points are mostly seen in contemporary 
British and French Jewish culture, where there is also a significant Jewish 
 population. “Not until the mid-1980s did contemporary Jewish writers living 
in Germany begin to write about their lives in present-day Germany,” write 
Leslie Morris and Karen Remmler in their foreword to Contemporary Jewish 
Writing in Germany. on the other hand, a monograph from the 1990s dealing 
with British Jewish literature complains about a lack of regular, serious Jewish 

A tWoFoLD MINoRIty



214

magazines in Britain that feature substantive debate and self-reflection, citing 
that the only one, beside the Jewish Community’s official newspaper Jewish 
Chronicle, was the classic magazine The Jewish Quarterly, printed in but two 
thousand copies. According to their analysis, Britain’s 280,000 Jews had only 
one weekly newspaper and one literary magazine worth mentioning at the turn 
of the twenty-first century. the 2000s saw the launch of Jewish Renaissance 
magazine, and with the progression of the Internet the situation is now surely 
different. Perhaps it was the generation of postwar authors, the second genera-
tion of survivors growing up, or perhaps the fall of communism and the system 
changes in Eastern Europe that needed to come about for Europe to make 
some progress. this is how Poland saw the birth of the journal Midrasz, the 
Hungarian magazine Szombat was founded, and the literary journal Múlt és 
Jövő was relaunched in Hungary and made an impact on Jewish literary self-
reflection. However, we cannot really speak of a network-like culture of inter-
referential and openly debating forums in Europe similar to the ones we see in 
the United States. 

*

there are Hungarian Jewish writers, too. However, some of them would not 
accept to be called Jewish, and would not talk about Jewishness and Jewish 
traumas outside of their books. there is a mathematical truth behind the fact 
that there are relatively many contemporary Hungarian Jewish writers who 
possess strong voices. Jews in Hungary were the ones to survive the Shoah in 
the biggest numbers in Central Europe. Although they are successful as writers, 
as public intellectuals they have an impact only inside of an elite circle. 

the position of European Jews is generally weaker and less autonomous 
than that of the Americans. Smaller markets imply that financing culture 
 requires state subsidy, the after-effects of the Holocaust are still detectable, and 
Eastern European communities are distinctly state-dependent, thereby limiting 
their ability for debate and self-reflection. In Europe, and in Eastern Europe 
especially, while physical threats are fewer than in Western Europe—where the 
threat of Islamic fundamentalism is coupled with mounting anti-Israeli 
 sentiment—Jews are facing increasingly difficult issues and critical dilemmas. 
European antisemitism is a virulent phenomenon, and while Jewish consciousness 
has strengthened here in the last couple of years, breaking away from a more 
isolated mother tongue and homeland carries a greater risk, and therefore the 
Jewish voice is shyer, less independent, less ironic, less radical and socially 
 critical, and tends more often to duck behind leftist ideologies.

to give an idea of how different the Israeli, and perhaps the American and 
the European Diasporas, really are, let me cite a remote example from Israeli 
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author Amir Gutfreund’s book Our Holocaust. Second-generation Holocaust 
survivor children in Israel (who, much like their European counterparts, only 
sporadically hear about the Shoah from their parents, yet who are trying to 
find out more) are playing a game of “Buchenwald.” they deprive themselves 
of food, and, dizzy with starvation, they dig through garbage to find and eat 
leftovers. All this is dramatic enough, but far more dramatic is the fact that the 
vast majority of second-generation European survivors have never played 
 Buchenwald together, could never discuss these experiences as children, nor 
could they make inquiries. Sunday morning talmud torah sessions were not 
suitable for this, and the majority of children never took Jewish schooling 
 anyway. Many had no chance to discuss the issue later on either, because most 
of these kids grew up in non-Jewish communities. Even more, many of them 
only learned of their Jewish background as adults. their unprocessed burdens 
marginalized and isolated them, and though these suppressed traumas fuelled 
the works of many European Jewish authors, they could not necessarily thematize 
them successfully. through the solidarity of their peer community, Israeli 
 children could process their traumas together; but less so the Americans and 
Europeans, especially Eastern Europeans—indeed, almost not at all. More or 
less isolated authors are wrestling with their experiences, as opposed to the 
honeycombed but existing network of Jewish culture in America and the 
 organic cultural network in Israel.

As the foreword of the aforementioned anthology says of the protagonists of 
German Jewish authors: they are outsiders, as are the writers themselves to 
some extent. Looking behind the formal culture of remembrance and the 
 political gestures of cooperation between Jews and the national majority, and 
thus revealing never-ceasing prejudices and unhealing wounds, is the risk of 
remaining an outsider in other European countries, too.

*

Modern European Jewish literature is a multifaceted phenomenon, difficult to 
define or squeeze into narrow categories. However, drawing from the experi-
ences of Jewish history in Europe, one may distinguish four major, historically 
influenced, partly intersecting strategies.

1) Parallel to the social assimilation of the turn of the nineteenth and the 
twentieth century, there was the attempt to conform to national litera-
tures, either by avoiding Jewish issues altogether or by taking a detached, 
apologetic stance in order to conform to the image of a “patriotic Jew.”
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2) Attempting to resolve the issue of Jewish identity in leftist universalism, 
avoiding the very phrase itself wherever possible. 

3) Conveying the sense of the loss of one’s identity and alienation as char-
acteristics of the modern human condition. Not only portraying the 
experience of identity loss, but also taking a stand about suspicion and 
mistrust toward social identities and ideologies. Emigrating into what is 
generally human, such as the bonds of common taboos and suppressed 
sensuality shared by Jews and non-Jews alike, in a quest for identity.

4) And the fourth stance, followed by the aforementioned contemporary 
European Jewish authors and anthology editors, is to preserve and 
 explicitly discuss the contemporary Jewish experience alongside other 
great literary themes, as a source of inspiration—even when this means 
portraying decline and defeat. 

obviously, there are other ways to categorize the works in question, and it is a 
valid objection to challenge whether those who break away from their Jewish 
identities within such a typology may be included in the European Jewish literary 
canon. through editorial essays and authors’ stories published in the afore-
mentioned anthologies, including those authors who do not directly or 
 explicitly reflect on the Jewish experience, writings are placed in a distinctively 
Jewish context. And these works, even when they refer to identity loss and 
uncertainty, are aiming toward an understanding of Jewish identity, and could 
even become tools for its preservation. this is true even if some authors would 
not, in their everyday life, identify themselves as Jewish, or would even reject 
the  existence of a modern Jewish literature. It should be noted that many au-
thors can or are willing to reflect on Jewish issues, including their own Jewish 
identity, only indirectly through their writing, but not in public, direct commu-
nication—which is, paradoxically, often the very reason why they write sig-
nificant works in the subject in the first place.

For those readers who draw their Jewish identity partly from Jewish-themed 
literature, who themselves struggle with the uncertainty of their identities and 
are unable to connect to existing Jewish communities, and who are sometimes 
unwilling to even discuss the matter, it is through these books that they can 
connect to their Jewish roots at all, ask questions, and receive some answers. 
Perhaps in Western Europe, where Jewish communities were less torn by the 
twentieth century than those in Central and Eastern Europe, it may be less of 
a burden for authors to identify themselves as Jewish, at least compared to the 
darker side of Europe. In the closed, small national literatures of Central and 
Eastern Europe, many authors with a Jewish background face an existential 
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dilemma in whether or not to take on Jewish self-reflection in their work. 
 Deciding to do so may cut them off from a wider audience and an understanding 
and vibrant critical reception.

Familiarity with Jewish subjects and biblical tradition as such—after forty 
years of dictatorial, atheist culture—is not embedded in general knowledge in 
postcommunist countries. the communist dictatorships prevented the coming 
to terms with the experience of persecution, and antisemitism is now overtly 
present. It is due to these antisemitic acts that many philosemites express their 
sympathy by following the standard of freedom of self-identification and 
 avoiding the term “Jew.” they reject Jewish particularities, and as a result 
 discussing Jewish tradition, Jewish culture, and Jewish presence in public 
 discourse fails to become natural. this in turn affects the lack of reception for 
modern Jewish literature.

A Central and Eastern European experience that might also be valid else-
where is how conscious modern Jewish cultural existence is alien both to 
 conservative nationalist ideals and to liberal cultural ideals. Besides preserving 
identity, it amplifies the constant single-mindedness of those two great ideo-
logical trends, the continuous dualities, uncertainties, and contradictions 
 people must face, and the demand for complexity; which is why it is excluded 
from the major ideological factions. As a result, and because of the lack of 
 interest in minority issues in Central and Eastern European countries that are 
ungenerous and have modest forums, Jewish culture gets a “museological” 
 status, or its presence becomes marginalized.

 there is reason to fear that in this postmodern, trans-nationalist and 
 universalist European culture, only those Jews will be regarded as “good Jews” 
who consider their Jewish heritage a part of the past, or who relate to it with 
postmodern irony in a plurality of personal identities. Writers who fail to 
 conform to this, or whose identity and perspectives are defined by religion, 
ethnic consciousness, or even by modern Israel, well, these authors may easily 
find themselves walled into a cultural ghetto in certain national cultures.

*
According to German literatus Eva Reichmann, “All works of literature may be 
considered Jewish, where the Jewish identity of their author may aid us in their 
interpretation.” We can use this approach to analyze even such metaphoric 
works such as Kafka’s prose, where there is no mention of Jews, and the word 
“synagogue” appears in only one of his writings: “In der Thamühler Synagoge 
lebt ein Tier,” in the Hungerkünstlerheft (Hunger Artist Notebook). Kafka’s 
diaries and letters, however, are rich in references to Jewish issues, including his 
own Jewishness, his attractions, reservations, and aspirations. His purely literary 
works are manifestations of a complex lack of identity, and of precariousness. 
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In their psychoanalytically inspired book Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature, 
Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari describe and analyze three types of inferiority 
complexes that defined Kafka. As a German-speaking Jew, he was a minority 
in Czech-nationalist Prague. As a child, he was in a minority position with his 
dominating, powerful father, whose unmeaning Jewishness disturbed him, 
and thus he turned elsewhere to draw upon his own Jewish identity. And 
 finally, both he and his father were in a minority position as members of  society 
before civilization, the “great Father,” as a whole. “the impossibility of not 
writing, the impossibility of writing in German, the impossibility of writing 
otherwise...”—the authors quote Kafka’s diary entry in their famous essay, 
 together with a letter he wrote to Max Brod:

the impossibility of not writing-because national consciousness, whether 
uncertain or oppressed—necessarily passes through literature [...] because 
the collective or national consciousness is “often inactive in external life and 
always in the process of disintegration,” it is literature which produces an 
active solidarity—in spite of skepticism and, if the writer lives on the margin, 
is set apart from his fragile community, this situation makes him all the 
more able to express another, potential community, to force the means for 
another consciousness and another sensibility [...] the literary machine 
functions as the relay for a future revolutionary machine—not at all for 
ideological reasons, but because it provides a collective utterance, missing 
everywhere else in this milieu: literature is the affair of the people.

And the reason why politics and power relations infiltrate Jewish literature?

the […] characteristic of minor literatures is that everything in them is 
political. In “great” literatures, on the contrary, the question of the individual 
(familial, conjugal, etc.) tends to be connected to other, no less individual 
questions, and the social milieu serves as environment and background. 
None of these oedipal matters is particularly indispensible, absolutely 
 necessary, but all “form a unit” in a wide space. Minor literature is com-
pletely different: because it exists in a narrow space, every individual matter 
is immediately plugged into the political […] because an entirely different 
story stirs within it […] When Kafka indicates one of the goals of a minor 
literature, “the purification of the conflict between fathers and sons and the 
possibility of discussing it,” this does not involve an oedipal fantasy but a 
political program […] “What goes on down below in great literature and 
constitutes a not indispensible cellar of the edifice, takes place here in the 
full light of day; what is of passing interest to a few over there is a matter of 
life and death here.”
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I believe that integrating this multi-faceted psychoanalytic perspective is essential 
to an understanding of modern Jewish literature. As a result of continued 
 assimilation and the experiences of the Holocaust and communist dictatorship, 
oftentimes we meet European Jewish families attempting to show calmness 
and dignity to the outside world, whereas inside they nurture anxiety, worry, 
and anger, and have a fragmented identity and self-awareness. these families 
prolong the above-mentioned Kafkaian state of existence and dilemmas.

the American Jewish artist R. B. Kitaj contemplated Jewish art in his 
 Diasporic manifesto, which generated the experiences and symbols of the Jewish 
Diaspora to describe the fragmented human identity of the twentieth century 
and the universal human condition. Kafka’s experience of a Jewish minority 
becomes the experience of the fragmented identity of modern man, and thus 
the expanding experience of modern art. In his essay Jewish Poetry Considered 
as a Theophoric Project, American Jewish poet and theoretician Allen Grossman 
dealt with the modern literary implications of the Greek and Jewish spiritual 
tradition, much like Cynthia ozick has done. In his opinion, while Greek 
 culture is rooted in natural beauty and harmony, Jewish culture has its roots in 
its tradition of faith in revelation. According to Grossman, a Jew should answer 
the question “Why a Jewish poem?” like this: “Because the Jewish people, like 
all other peoples, requires a place to be [...] and the Jew’s place is the word.” 
Grossman’s statement is all the more valid in post-Shoah Europe. In order to 
find this word, however, the writer must accept all they have in common with 
others, and all they have that keeps them different.

Translated by Dániel Dányi
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APPENDIX 1

JEwiSH STudiES puBLiC LECTurE SEriES, 2011–2016

2011–2012

Hungary: The Controversial Chapter of the Holocaust 
Randolph L. Braham (City University of New york)

From Demoness to God’s Partner: The Astonishing Career of the World’s 
First Feminist, Lilith 

Felicia Waldman (University of Bucharest)

No “Love for the Jewish People”? Hannah Arendt’s “Eichmann in Jerusalem” 
Revisited 

Christian Wiese (Goethe University, Frankfurt am Main)

New Approaches and Methodological Challenges in Jewish Studies: 
Critical Readings of Testimonies 

Stefanie Schüler-Springorum (Center for Research on Antisemitism, 
technische Universität, Berlin)

The Dancer’s Return 
Film screening followed by a lecture by Pavol Salamon (Budapest City Archives)

Kasztner: Hero or Traitor? By One of the Survivors 
Ladislaus Löb (University of Sussex, Brighton)

Demographic Drivers in the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict 
Sergio DellaPergola (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)

Ilya Ehrenburg: The War, the Holocaust, 
and the Fate of the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee 

Joshua Rubenstein (Amnesty International USA)

Semi-Invisible Immigrants and Western Hats: 
Forgetting & Remembering Central European Jews in Ireland 

Guy Beiner (Ben-Gurion University)
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The Jewish Ambassador Joke: Mor Wahrmann and the Performance of Jewish 
Mary Gluck (Brown University)

Why This New Fascination: The Islamic Imaginary of Modern Jewish Thought 
Susannah Heschel (Dartmouth College) 

2012–2013

Five Hundred Years of “Daughter Trouble”: Jewish Families and Their 
Daughters in the Ottoman Era Time 
Minna Rozen (University of Haifa)

Mendelssohn, Maimon, and Spinoza on Ex-Communication and Toleration: 
Dispelling Three Enlightenment Fairytales 

yitzhak Melamed (Johns Hopkins University)

Lessons on Nation and Nationalism from Wartime Hungarian Film 
David Frey (United States Military Academy at West Point)

Mingled Identities: Jews, Christians, and the Changing Notions 
of the Other in Early Modern Europe 

David Ruderman (University of Pennsylvania)

The “Estranged I” in Mendelssohn’s (Jewish?) Music 
Judit Frigyesi (Bar Ilan University)

Arab Spring, Israeli Elections: A New Middle East? 
Shlomo Avineri (the Hebrew University Jerusalem)

Wrestling with the Devil: Jews in the Ghettos Confront the Holocaust 
Zvi Gitelman (University of Michigan)

Forgotten Refugees 
Gina Waldman (JIMENA, Jews Indigenous to the Middle East and North Africa) 

APPENDICES



225

2013–2014

The Dialectics of Diaspora: The Art of Being Jewish in Contemporary Modernity 
Lars Dencik (Roskilde University)

Demographic Avant-Garde: Jews in Bohemia between the Enlightenment and the Shoah 
Jana Vobecká (Wittgenstein Centre for Demography and Global Human Capital)

Film Screening: Regina 
Followed by a discussion with the director, Diána Groó, and the the first 

woman rabbi in Hungary, Katalin Kelemen (Sim Shalom Progressive 
Community, Budapest)

In Twofold Minority: Does Modern European Jewish Literature Exist? 
Gábor t. Szántó (novelist, poet, editor-in-chief of Szombat magazine)

Facts and Fiction: Vasily Grossman Writing History and Literature 
Zsuzsa Hetényi (ELtE)

The Methodology of Witness: Pre-War Polish Sociology and the Jewish Historical 
Commissions in Poland, 1945–1948 

Katherine Lebow (Wiesenthal Institute for Holocaust Studies, Vienna)

“Those who Burn Books Will in the End Burn People”: The Context of Heine’s Warning 
Shlomo Avineri (the Hebrew University Jerusalem) 

2014–2015

Mobile Memories 
Introductory Lecture of the PhD training School “Mobilising Memory for 

Change” at CEU 
Marianne Hirsch (Columbia University, New york)

Hannah Arendt and the Dilemmas of Jewish Politics: The Case of Jewish 
Cultural Reconstruction 

Natan Sznaider (Academic College of tel-Aviv)

The Destruction of the Jews of Transylvania: A Historical Overview 
Zoltán tibori Szabó (Institute for Holocaust and Genocide Studies 

of Babeș-Bolyai University, Cluj)
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Reflections on the “New” Antisemitism 
Alvin H. Rosenfeld (Institute for the Study of Contemporary Antisemitism, 

Indiana University)

Violence and Understanding: The British Broadsheets’ Coverage of the First Gaza War 
Dávid Kaposi (University of East London)

Placing Time: The Concept of Diaspora in a Jewish Context 
Brian Klug (St. Benet’s Hall)

The Cultural Significance of the Ghetto in Jewish History 
David B. Ruderman (University of Pennsylvania)

Resistance, Rationality, and Morality: Should Jews Have Resisted the Nazis? 
Zvi Gitelman (University of Michigan)

2015–2016

Nation, Denomination, Volk, Race? Hungarian Jewish Self-Definitions 
in the Emancipation Era 

Miklós Konrád (Institute of History, Hungarian Academy of Sciences)

Radicalisation of Antisemitism in Europe During and After the First World War 
Ulrich Wyrwa (University of Potsdam / technical University, Berlin)

Female Bodies—Male Souls: Asceticism, Mysticism, and Gender in Jewish Tradition 
Ada Rapoport-Albert (University College London)

Ethnic Cleansing and its Legacies: Germans, Jews, and Armenians 
in the Ottoman Empire during the First World War 

thomas Weber (University of Aberdeen)

Jewish “Renaissance” in Byzantine Italy 
tamás Visi (Palacký University, olomouc, Czech Republic)

Curating Between Hope and Despair: Creating POLIN Museum of the History 
of Polish Jews 

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (New york University / PoLIN Museum Warsaw) 
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APPENDIX 2

CONFErENCES

October 14–16, 2012
 

wissenschaft between East and west: The Hungarian Connection 
in Modern Jewish Scholarship

International conference organized by the Center of Jewish Studies, Institute 
for Minority Studies at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Budapest; 
Jewish Studies at Central European University, Budapest; Martin Buber 

Chair in Jewish thought and Philosophy, Goethe University, Frankfurt am Main; 
Centre for German-Jewish Studies, University of Sussex; 

Institut für die Geschichte der deutschen Juden, Hamburg.

Keynote
Géza Komoróczy (Budapest): Oriental Studies in Hungary and at the 
Rabbinical Seminary

Session 1: Leopold Löw and the First generation of Hungarian Jewish 
wissenschaft 
Chair: Andreas Brämer (Hamburg)
Michael K. Silber (Jerusalem): The Beginnings of Hungarian Jewish Historiography 
Michael L. Miller (Budapest): The Moravian Origins of Hungarian 
Wissenschaft des Judentums

Session 2: ignác goldziher: Lonely Man of Faiths 
Chair: Shaul Shaked (Jerusalem)
Ismar Schorsch (New york): Value-free Scholarship in an Age of Academic 
Bigotry: The Relationship between Heinrich Fleischer and Ignaz Goldziher
ottfried Fraisse (Frankfurt): From Geiger to Goldziher: Historical Method and 
its Impact on Shaping Islam
tamás turan (Budapest): Academic Religion: Goldziher as Scholar and Jew 
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Session 3: venues of wissenschaft: yeshiva, Seminary and university 
Chair: György Haraszti (Budapest)
Carsten L. Wilke (Budapest): Students’ Itineraries between Yeshiva and University
Mirjam thulin (Mainz): Connecting Centers of Wissenschaft des Judentums: 
David Kaufmann in Budapest, 1877–1899

Session 4: The politics of wissenschaft
Chair: Victor Karády (Budapest)
Gábor Schweitzer (Budapest): Scholarship and Patriotism: Research on the History 
of Hungarian Jewry and the Rabbinical Seminary of Budapest (1877–1947)
Miklós Konrád (Budapest): Hungarian Politics and the Construction 
of Denationalized Judaism
András Kovács (Budapest): An Unhappy Ending: Jewish Educational 
Institutions under Communist Rule

Session 4: Jewish Scholarship, Hungarian Audience
Chair: Kata Zsófia Vincze (Budapest)
Giuseppe Veltri (Halle): Ludwig Blau’s Concept of Jewish Monotheism 
as Cultural Deviance
Vilmos Voigt (Budapest): A Suspension Bridge of Confidence: Folklore Studies 
in Jewish-Hungarian Scholarship
Zsuzsanna toronyi (Budapest): Fixtures at an Exhibition: Making Judaica 
Visible at the Turn of the Century

Session 5: religious Cultures
Chair: Balázs Déri (Budapest)
Christian Wiese (Frankfurt a.M./Sussex): Hungarian-Jewish Scholars on 
Christianity and Christian Scholarship
Shaul Shaked (Jerusalem): From Bacher to Telegdi: The Lure of Iran in Jewish Studies
Paul B. Fenton (Paris): Georges Vajda and his Method of the Study of Kabbalah

Session 6: The Study of Ancient Judaism by Hungarian Emigrant 
Scholars
Chair: Gábor Buzási (Budapest)
Günter Stemberger (Vienna): Meir Friedmann—A Pioneering Scholar of Midrash
Catherine Hézser (London): Samuel Krauss’s Contribution to the Study 
of Judaism in Antiquity
Isaiah Gafni (Jerusalem): Adolf Büchler and the Historiography of Talmudic Judaism

APPENDICES



229

January 20–21, 2013
 

Heresy, Heterodoxy, and Conversion in Early Modern Europe

International Conference

Session 1
Matthias Riedl (Central European University): Israel as a Role Model—Social 
Self-Interpretation in the Radical Reformation
tamás Visi (Palacký University): Challenging Jewish Identity in Sixteenth-Century 
Moravia: Eliezer Eiburg’s Apology for Gentiles

Session 2
Maoz Kahana (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem): Heretical Legalism: 
Shabbetai Zvi the Halakhist 
Hadar Feldman (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem): The Hymns 
of the Maaminim—Revolutionary Multi-Cultural Liturgy

Session 3
Carsten Wilke (Central European University): “That Devilish Invention Called 
Faith”: Seventeenth-Century Freethought and its Use in Jewish Apologetics 
Mikhail Dmitriev (Lomonosov State University and Central European University): 
Toleration à la moscovite? The Russian Orthodox Church facing Pagans, 
Muslims, Protestants, Jews, and Hindus in the Seventeenth Century

Session 4
Maria Diemling (Canterbury Christ Church University): Hybrid Identities: 
Jewish Converts in German Lands

Session 5
Pawel Maciejko (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem): Self-Proclaimed Jews 
among Christian Aristocrats of the Eighteenth Century
Elchanan Reiner (tel Aviv University): To Be a Sabbatean in the Eighteenth Century 

Session 6
Michael L. Miller (Central European University): The Social Memory of Mass 
Conversion: Jews, Frankists, and Apostates in Eighteenth-century Moravia
yitzhak Melamed (Johns Hopkins University): Mendelssohn, Maimon, and Spinoza 
on Ex-Communication and Toleration: Dispelling Three Enlightenment Fairytales
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Session 7
Michael K. Silber (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem): In your Face: A Provocative 
Incident in Amsterdam, 1778—Secularization, Acculturation, and the Jewish Beard
Roundtable discussion with David Ruderman and Michael K. Silber 

April 6, 2014

The Hungarian Holocaust—Seventy years Later

Conference at Central European University

Session 1: The road to the Holocaust
Chair: Victor Karády
Ignác Romsics: István Bethlen’s Antisemitism and the Jewish Policy of the 
Horthy Regime 
Mária M. Kovács: The Numerus Clausus and the Anti-Jewish Legislation 
of the 1930s 
Claudia Farkas K.: “Struggle Under the Weight of Anti-Jewish Laws”: 
Jewish Reactions to the Deprivation of Rights 

Session 2: The Hungarian Holocaust: Causes, Actors, responsibility
Chair: Mária M. Kovács 
Krisztián Ungváry: Mechanism of Decision-Making about the Deportations 
ádám Gellért: Antonescu, Tiso, and Horthy on Trial: Eastern European Leaders 
and the Holocaust 

Session 3: The dimensions of the destruction: Hungarian Jewish Society 
after the Holocaust
Chair: Andrea Pető 
Victor Karády: Sociological Dimensions of the Genocide: The Medical Profession 
After the Shoah
Péter tibor Nagy: The Generation of High School Students and the Holocaust 

Session 4: remembrance of the Holocaust
Chair: Péter tibor Nagy 
Gábor Gyáni: Hungarian Remembrance of the Holocaust 
Mónika Kovács: Facing the Past: Normative Expectations and Group-based Emotions 
Andrea Pető: Digitalized Memories of the Holocaust in the VHA Collection 
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June 16–18, 2014
 

Narratives of violence

A Conference organized by the International Consortium for Research on 
Antisemitism and Racism and Central European University.

Keynotes
Donald L. Horowitz (Duke University): Riots Have Narratives, But What Is 
the Evidence?
Steven Zipperstein (Stanford University): Inside Kishinev’s Pogrom: 
Hayyim Nahman Bialik, Michael Davitt, and the Burdens of Truth

Session 1: violence in pre-Modern Societies
Chair: David Feldman (Pears Institute, Birkbeck, University of London)
Markéta Kabůrková (Charles University, Prague): “There are no Murderers 
among the Jews”: Jewish Self-Stylization in Medieval Polemics
Faika Çelik (McGill University): Narrating Domestic Violence in Sixteenth- 
century Üsküdar
Adam teller (Brown University): Kill or Be Killed? Realities and Representations 
of Violence in Seventeenth-century Ukraine

Session 2: The great war and the Militarization of Ethnic violence
Chair: Scott Ury (tel Aviv University)
Brendan McGeever (University of Glasgow): Narratives of Violence in the 
Soviet Government: Responses to Antisemitism and Pogroms during the Russian 
Revolution 1917–1921
Marc Caplan (Johns Hopkins University): Language, Voice, and the Dissimulation 
of Self in S. Ansky’s Destruction of Galicia 
Ilse Josepha Lazaroms (Hebrew University): Marked by Violence: 
Victim-Narrators and the Discourse of Belonging in Hungarian Jewish History

Session 3: rituals of Hate: The Anatomy of popular violence
Chair: Amos Morris-Reich (Haifa University)
Amy Wood (Illinois State University): Lynching Photographs, Tortured 
Communities, and the Making of Social Memories in the U.S. 
Jeffrey Kopstein (University of toronto): Narratives of Betrayal and 
the Pogroms of 1941
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Session 4: roundtable discussion: Narrating violence in Contemporary 
Hungary
Chair: Michael L. Miller (Central European University)
With Mária M. Kovács (Central European University), Gábor Kádár 
 (Hungarian Jewish Archives), and Attila Pók (Hungarian Academy of Sciences)

Session 5: world war ii and the Holocaust: Oral Histories
Chair: Elissa Helms (Central European University)
Anna Shternshis (University of toronto): Victims and Perpetrators: Narratives 
of Violence among Soviet Jewish World War II Veterans 
Diana Dumitru (State University of Moldova): Looking into the Eyes of Your 
Neighbors: Jewish–Gentile Encounters in Bessarabia after the Holocaust 
Martina Bitunjac (Moses Mendelssohn Center, Potsdam): Remembering 
the Violence of the Second World War in the Independent State of Croatia from 
the Female Point of View

Session 6: Europe, the roma, and the Jews
Chair: Amy Vargas-tonsi (Duke University)
Andrew Sloin (Baruch College): Writing the Paris Commune in the Warsaw Ghetto
Ari Joskowicz (Vanderbilt University): Separate Suffering, Shared Archives: 
Jewish and Romani Narratives of Persecution after 1945 
Rainer Schulze (University of Essex): Memory and Representation of Anti-Roma 
Violence: The Porrajmos and the Kosovo Conflict

Session 7: Literary and Artistic interpretations
Chair: Maurice Samuels (yale University)
Kata Gellen (Duke University): Narration Against Tone: The Violent Harmony 
of Soma Morgenstern’s Sparks in the Abyss 
Marlene Schäfers (Cambridge University): Singing with a “Burning Heart”: 
Kurdish Women Singers and the Politics of Mourning in Turkish Kurdistan 
Shai Ginsburg (Duke University): Cinematic Violence, Political Critique

Session 8: Narrative and reconciliation: remembering (and Forgetting) 
violence
Chair: Zsófia Kata Vincze (Eötvös Loránd University)
Harvey Goldberg (Hebrew University): Joining the Chorus while Retaining 
Your Voice: Jews from Libya within Israeli Narratives 
Eyal Naveh (tel Aviv University): Narratives of Violence in an Israeli-Palestinian 
History Textbook
Johnny Roberto Rosa (University of Sao Paulo): Politics of Reparation in Brazil: 
Coming to Terms with the Legacy of Past Wrongdoings
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Session 9: Closing discussion
Chair: Scott Ury (tel Aviv University)
Jonathan Judaken (Rhodes College), András Kovács (Central European 
University), Diana Dumitru (State University of Moldova)

March 17, 2016
 

The Historical Churches and the Holocaust in Czechoslovakia, 
Hungary, and romania 1920–1945 

Conference organised by Civitas Europica Centralis Foundation and 
Central European University, Jewish Studies

Session 1
Moderator: Erika törzsök
Gábor Gyáni: Social Conditions in Central-Eastern Europe in the 1930s and 1940s 
Attila Jakab: The Historical Churches and the Holocaust in the Hungarian 
Catholic and Reformed Churches
Gabriel Andreescu: The Orthodox Church and the Holocaust in Romania
Attila Simon: From Re-annexation to Deportation: The Jewish Community and 
Christian Society at Dunaszerdahely (Slovakia / Czechoslovakia) 

Session 2
Moderator: Attila Simon
Artúr Lakatos: The Catholic and the Reformed Churches and the Holocaust
Zsolt Mézes: The Lutheran Church and the Holocaust in Hungary  
Izabella Péter: The Greek Catholic Church and the Holocaust  
Ildikó Bajcsi: The Reformed Church and the Holocaust in Slovakia  

Session 3
Moderator: Attila Jakab
Henri de Montety: The French Catholic Church and Antisemitism during 
the Second World War 
Károly Kókai: The Catholic Church and Antisemitism between the Two World 
Wars in Austria
Roundtable discussion with Viktor Karády, tamás Kodácsi, András Kovács, 
ágnes Szöllőssy, and László Donáth
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APPENDIX 3

COurSES OFFErEd iN THE JEwiSH STudiES 
SpECiALizATiON, 2011–2016

Fall 2011
problems and paradigms in Jewish Studies: How to write on Jewish Subjects 
/ Carsten Wilke 
paths to Jewish Emancipation / Michael Miller 
Jewish Thought in the Twentieth Century / Carsten Wilke 
Classical Hebrew 1 / Mattias Dahlén

winter 2012
Social History of Central European Jewry / Viktor Karády 
The politics and Culture of Modern East European Jewry / Michael Miller 
interpretations of Modern Antisemitism / András Kovács 
The Emergence of zionism / Carsten Wilke 
israel: Nation-Building and Society / Carsten Wilke 
Classical Hebrew 2 / Mattias Dahlén 
Advanced Source reading: Medieval Hebrew Text Seminar / Carsten Wilke 
gendered Memories of war and political violence / Andrea Pető 

Fall 2012
paths to Jewish Emancipation / Michael Miller 
problems and paradigms in Jewish Studies: How to write on Jewish 
Subjects / Carsten Wilke 
interrogating the Archive: preserving and interpreting Knowledges 
of the past (Interdisciplinary Research Collaborative Seminar) / Andrea Pető 
Medieval Jewish Civilization / Carsten Wilke 
yiddish and the Jewish uses of german / Carsten Wilke

winter 2013
Topics in Early Modern Jewish History / David Ruderman (University 
of Pennsylvania) 
The politics and Culture of Modern East European Jewry / Zvi Gitelman 
(University of Michigan) 
israel: Nation-Building, political development, war, and peace / Shlomo 
Avineri (Hebrew University of Jerusalem) 
Social History of Central European Jewry / Victor Karady 
Judaism and Christianity / Carsten Wilke 
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Transnationalism and the Jews of the Nineteenth Century / Carsten Wilke 
Anti-Judaism and Antisemitism in Historical perspective / Michael Miller 
Advanced Source reading: Medieval Hebrew Text Seminar / Carsten Wilke

year-Long Course 2012–2013
Excursions into Jewish History and Culture / Carsten Wilke (with Michael 
Miller and other guests). this course consists of topical introductions taught 
during excursions and visits to sites of Jewish interest in Hungary.

Fall 2013
paths to Jewish Emancipation / Carsten Wilke 
gendered Memories of the Holocaust / Andrea Pető 
Jews and politics in the East-Central European Communist Countries, 
1945–1989 / András Kovács

winter 2014 
interpretations of Modern Antisemitism / András Kovács 
Social History of European Jewry in a Comparative perspective / Carsten 
Wilke 
The History of russian-polish Jewry, 1772–1939 / Kate Lebow 
(Wiesenthal Institute Vienna) 
russian-Jewish and yiddish prose in russia, 1860–1940 / Zsuzsa Hetényi 
(ELtE Budapest) 
israel: Nation-Building, political development, war and peace / Shlomo 
Avineri (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem)

Fall 2014
paths to Jewish Emancipation / Michael Laurence Miller 
gendered Memories of the Holocaust / Andrea Pető 
problems and paradigms in Jewish Studies / Carsten Wilke 
Judaism and Christianity / Carsten Wilke 
Classical Hebrew Beginner i / Gábor Buzási

winter 2015
interpretations of Modern Antisemitism / András Kovács 
Social History of European Jewry in a Comparative perspective / Carsten 
Wilke 
israel: Nation-Building, political development, war, and peace / Shlomo 
Avineri (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem) 
Jews of the Habsburg Empire / Michael Laurence Miller 
The politics and Culture of Modern East European Jewry / Zvi Gitelman
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Fall 2015
Jews and the City / Michael Laurence Miller 
gendered Memories of the Holocaust / Andrea Pető 
Modern Hebrew Beginner i / Liat Sivek

winter 2016
interpretations of Modern Antisemitism / András Kovács 
diaspora Nationalism: The Case of zionism / Michael Laurence Miller 
israel: Nation-Building, political development, war, and peace / Shlomo 
Avineri (the Hebrew University of Jerusalem) 
Jewish renaissance / Daniel Monterescu and Zsófia Kata Vincze 
Comparative genocides / Gábor Kádár 
Asceticism, Mysticism, and gender in the Jewish Tradition / Ada Rapoport-Albert 
(University College London) 
Modern Hebrew Beginner ii / Liat Sivek 
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APPENDIX 4

CEu/ELTE JEwiSH STudiES FiELd TripS

october 9–10, 2011: western Slovakia
First day: Stupava, Malacky, Senec, trnava
Second day: Sereď, Nitra, Šurany, Nové Zámky

March 10–11, 2013: Southern Hungary
First day: Apostag, Baja, Jánoshalma, Szeged
Second day: Subotica (Serbia), Palić, Szeged Jewish cemetery, Kecskemét, 
Nagykőrös

March 16–17, 2014: Burgenland
First day: Győr, Sopron, Balf
Second day: Lackenbach, Kobersdorf, Eisenstadt, Bratislava

March 1–2, 2015: Tokaj region
First day: Gyöngyös, Miskolc, Mád, Sárospatak 
Second day: Sátoraljaújhely, Bodrogkeresztúr, tokaj

April 1–4, 2016: Máramaros
First day: Nagykálló, Săpânța, Solotvyno (Ukraine)
Second day: Sighetu Marmației
third day: Baia Mare, Seini
Fourth day: Satu Mare
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APPENDIX 5

MA THESES iN JEwiSH STudiES

2012
pamela Abels: Paths to Americanization: Jewish Voices from Pittsburgh 

Alma igra: Meatropolis: tel Aviv’s Slaughterhouse and Demarcation 
of Urban-National Boundaries in Palestine, 1927–1938 

Borbála Klacsmann: the Reception of the Early Zionist Movement 
in Budapest (1897–1914) 
 
Eszter Losonczi: the Visual Patterns of the Wandering Jew in the Late 
Middle Ages
 
Tiffany pransky: Boundaries of Belonging: Conversion in Israel’s Law 
of Return

2013
Olga petrova: the Jewish Question in the Ukrainian Revolution of 1917–1920, 
as Seen through the Kamianets Podilsky Daily Newspaper “Ukraiina” 
of 1919–1920 

Anastasiia Strakhova: the Image of America on the Pages of the Russian-Jewish 
Journal “Voskhod” (1881–1906)
 
ráchel Surányi: “If you Want to Adjust Israel to yourself, you Will be 
Disappointed”: Identification and Integration of Hungarian Jews in Israel
 
Eszter weinberger: Hungarian Jewish Identity: the Influence of Living 
in Israel on Jewish Identity

2014
péter Buchmüller: Jews and Non-Jews in a West Hungarian township under 
the Interwar “Christian Course,” with Special Reference to Local Press Reports 

Agnes Kelemen: Leaving an Antisemitic Regime for a Fascist Country: the 
Hungarian Numerus Clausus Refugees in Italy 
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daria Kovaleva: the trope of Kyra as a Jewish Female Intermediary in the 
Sixteenth-Century ottoman Imperial Harem: theory and Practice, Fiction 
and History
 
Aleksandra Kubica: Post-Jedwabne Debate Controversies in Poland: 
History, Memory, and their Advocates.
 
isaac daniel Moore: Subverting Modernity: Francoist Spain’s Rescue of 
Sephardim in Greece and Budapest during the Holocaust
 
Ana Ćirić pavlović: Sephardi Pride: Jewish Associational Networks and 
Ethnic Modernity in Interwar Sarajevo

2015
Maryna Batsman: Crafting a Jewish School System for Soviet Ukraine: 
Interwar Nationality Policies and yiddish Pedagogical Writing
 
Agnes Kende: A Comparative Perspective on the Memorialisation of the 
Holocaust in Germany and Hungary: The Role of the Actors in Constructing 
Memory, 1990–2014
 
Lovro Kralj: the Ustashe Politics of Ethnic Cleansing: Relation between 
the State-organized and Wild Ethnic Cleansing in the Independent State of 
Croatia during 1941
 
Levente Olosz: Facts and Debates about the Integration of the Hungarian 
Speaking Jews into Israeli Society (1948–1955)
 
Liat Sivek: yom tov Lipmann’s Stairway to Heaven: Cosmology and 
Kabbalah in Late Medieval Jewish Custom

2016
Takuro irohira: Zionism in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction: 
Photojournalism Designs a National Self-Image for Hungarian Jewry, 1933–44 

Anna Kupinska: “Mending the World” in Approaches of Hassidism and 
Reform Judaism: the Piaseczner Rabbi Kalonymus Kalmish Shapira and the 
Philosopher Emil L. Fackenheim on the Holocaust 

Biljana Lalic: “today the Situation with Jews in Croatia is Just Ugly”: From 
Division to Pluralism in Croatian Jewish Community 
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Eszter Neuberger: Anti-Liberalism and Antisemitism in Dualist Hungary: 
the Ruthenian Action 

Željka Oparnica: Jews as the ottoman Legacy: Customs of Governance in 
the Serbian Princedom 
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APPENDIX 6

pHd THESES iN JEwiSH STudiES

2011
Ferenc Laczó: Between Assimilation and Catastrophe: Hungarian Jewish 
Intellectual Discourses in the Shadow of Nazism

2012
zsófia Buda: Sacrifice and Redemption in the Hamburg Miscellany: 
the Illustrations of a Fifteenth-Century Ashkenazi Manuscript

2014
Kata Bohus: Jews, Israelites, Zionists: the Hungarian State’s Policies 
on Jewish Issues in a Comparative Perspective (1956–1968)
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APPENDIX 7

CONTriBuTOrS

gabriel Andreescu is Professor at the Department of Political Science at the 
National School for Political Studies and Public Administration (SNSPA) in 
Bucharest. His main fields of research are minority rights, multiculturalism, 
religious freedom and secularism, as well as the ethics and politics of memory. 
He is the founder of a number of Romanian human rights organizations and 
the editor of the New Journal of Human Rights. Andreescu received several 
awards from Romanian or international institutions and organizations for his 
books (observatorul cultural, 2013, 2015), research (JSRI Award, Religion 
and Politics, 2012), and human rights work (among them Human Rights 
Monitor Award, New york, 1990; Pro Minoritate Award, Budapest, 1995; 
Petőfi Sándor Award, Budapest, 2009). His books include Right-Wing Extremism 
in Romania, 2003; Natiuni și minoritati (Nations and minorities) (2004); 
 Cărturari, opozanţi și documente: Manipularea Arhivei Securitătii (Scholars, 
opponents, and documents: Handling the Securitate Archives) (2013);  Existenţa 
prin cultură: Represiune, colaboraţionism și rezistenţă intelectuală sub regimul 
comunist (Existence through culture: Repression, collaborationism, and 
intellectual resistance under the Communist Regime) (2015); and Doctrina 
internațională a tratării trecutului comunist: Culegere și comentarii (the Inter-
national doctrine on dealing with the communist past: Documents and com-
ments) (2016).

Shlomo Avineri is Professor of Political Science at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem and a member of the Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities. 
He served as Director-General of Israel’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs in the first 
cabinet of Prime Minister yitzhak Rabin. He is the recipient of the Israel Prize, 
the country’s highest civilian decoration. He held visiting appointments at yale 
University, Cornell University, the University of California, the University of 
oxford, Central European University, and the Australian National University, 
as well as the Wilson Center, the Brookings Institution, and the Carnegie 
 Endowment for International Peace, all in Washington DC. His books on 
Hegel, Marx, and Zionist thought have been translated into many languages. 
His most recent book is Herzl: Theodor Herzl and the Foundation of the Jewish 
State (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2013).
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zsuzsa Hetényi is Professor of Literature at ELtE, Budapest, and a literary 
translator (Füst Milán Award, HAS, 2002). Her main fields of research are 
Russian prose of the twentieth century, dual identity, emigration, and bilin-
gualism in literature. Beyond her 350 scholarly articles in six languages, she 
is the author of a monograph about biblical, mythical, and messianic motifs 
in Isaac Babel’s Red Cavalry (Under Star and Cross, 1991) and the editor and 
co-author of History of Russian Literature (2 vols, 1997; 2002). Her book In the 
Maelstrom: The History of the Russian-Jewish Prose 1860–1940 (2000, in English: 
CEU Press, 2008) is the first monograph on the topic. Hetényi lectured and 
presented at conferences in fifteen countries and spent longer research visits 
at Stanford University and University College London, as well as the univer-
sities of odessa, Geneva, Miami, Berlin, Leeds, and Vienna. She translated 
Babel, Bulgakov, Chekhov, Grossman, Kharms, Lunts, Sorokin, Voinovich, 
Zamyatin, and an anthology of Russian-Jewish prose (seventeen authors from 
osip Rabinovich to Vladimir Jabotinsky) from Russian to Hungarian, and 
Nabokov and Brodsky from English. Her most recent monograph, the first 
in Hungarian about all the novels of Vladimir Nabokov, is titled Nabokov 
 regényösvényein (on the paths of Nabokov’s novels) (Kalligram, 2015).

Attila Jakab (Ph.D. 1998, University of Strasbourg) is a historian at the 
 Holocaust Memorial Center of Budapest, Lecturer at the Department of East 
European History of the ELtE Faculty of Humanities, and Head of Research 
at the Civitas Europica Centralis Foundation. His key research interests are 
Christian/Ecclesiastical antisemitism in Hungary in the interwar period, the 
relation between Ancient Judaism and Christianity, the social and institutional 
history of Christianity, the relation between Christianity and State/Politics. 
He is a member of the Scientific Board of the reviews Classica et Christiana 
(Iaşi) and Dialogue d’ histoire ancienne (Besançon). He lectured at conferences 
in Romania, Hungary, Poland, Slovakia, the Netherlands, France, Switzerland, 
Germany, Italy, and Australia. His publications include Ecclesia alexandrina 
(2001, 2004); “the Perception of Jews in the Hungarian Catholic and 
 Reformed Churches’ Press and their Attitude towards the Jewish Community 
between 1919 and 1944,” in Churches—Holocaust (2016); and “A magyarországi 
keresztény média a zsidótörvények idején (1938–1942),” in Tanulmányok a 
 holokausztról VII (2016). He is the author of dozens of scientific articles and 
more than 300 reviews.
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gábor Kádár (Ph.D. University of Debrecen) is a historian and recurrent 
 visiting professor at Central European University. He is the former senior 
 historian at the Hungarian Jewish Archives in Budapest and the author and 
co-author of six monographs and numerous studies, articles, and encyclopedia 
entries regarding various aspects of the history of Jews in Hungary. He is the 
co-creator of the permanent Hungarian exhibition in the Auschwitz-Birkenau 
State Museum and the permanent exhibition of the Holocaust Memorial Center 
in Budapest. Between 2005 and 2010, he offered courses at ELtE University 
in Budapest in comparative genocide and Holocaust studies. He has partici-
pated in and led various archival research projects as well as digital humanities 
initiatives. Currently he is the director of yerusha, a digital humanities project 
by the Rothschild Foundation (Hanadiv) Europe.

Mihály Kálmán is Postdoctoral Fellow in Jewish Studies at Central European 
University. He holds a Ph.D. in Jewish Studies from Harvard University 
(2016); his dissertation is titled Hero Shtetls: Jewish Armed-Self-Defense from the 
Pale to Palestine. A number of articles based on the dissertation are forthcoming 
on Jewish military organizations, self-defense against the pogroms in Russia, 
and the transplantation of such experiences to Mandatory Palestine by self-
defense veterans arriving with the third Aliyah. His main research interests 
are Jewish militarism and paramilitarism, anti-Jewish violence, and Soviet and 
Ukrainian Jewish history. His current research project examines interwar 
Ukrainian antisemitism and the interrelation between patterns of violence in 
the Civil War pogroms and the Holocaust in Ukraine.

victor Karady (1936) is emeritus research director of the French CNRS and 
former recurrent professor at the History Department of Central European 
University in Budapest. Educated in Budapest, Vienna, and Paris (with advanced 
degrees in sociology and demography from the Sorbonne), he has made a dual 
career of historical sociologist at the French CNRS at the institute headed by 
the late Pierre Bourdieu at the Parisian école des Hautes études en Sciences Sociales 
and, since its foundation in 1992 at CEU in Budapest. He has recently 
 completed an “Advanced team Leadership” project supported by the European 
Research Council on the training and selection of elites in six multicultural 
East Central European societies (ELItES08). He has also served as a partner 
for Hungary in another international project, funded by the European 
 Commission, on institutional developments in the social sciences since 1945 
(INtERCo-SSH). His most recent publications include Ethnic and Denomi-
national Inequalities and Conflicts in Elites and Elite Training in Modern Central 
Europe (Budapest: John Wesley Publisher, 2012); and the collective volume 
(with Péter tibor Nagy, eds.) The numerus clausus in Hungary: Studies on 
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 Academic Antisemitism in Inter-War Central Europe (Budapest: Pasts Inc., Centre 
for Historical Research of the Central European University, 2012).

Michael L. Miller is Head of the Nationalism Studies Program at Central Eu-
ropean University and one of the founders of the Jewish Studies Program. Miller 
received his B.A. in History, Archaeology, and Judaic Studies from Brown 
University, and he received his Ph.D. in History from Columbia  University 
(2004), where he specialized in Jewish and Central European History. His 
research focuses on the impact of nationality conflicts on the religious, cul-
tural, and political development of Central European Jewry in the nineteenth 
century. He has published widely on the Jews of the Habsburg Empire. He 
is author of the book Rabbis and Revolution: The Jews of Moravia in the Age 
of Emancipation (Stanford University Press, 2011), which appeared in Czech 
translation in 2015 as Moravští Židé v době emancipace. He is the editor (with 
Scott Ury) of Cosmopolitanism, Nationalism and the Jews of East Central Europe 
(Routledge, 2014). He is currently writing a history of Hungarian Jewry.

Henri de Montety holds a Ph.D. in History of the Universities of Lyon and 
Budapest (2009). He is a member of the Editorial Board of Hungarian Studies, 
published by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Specializing in French–
Hungarian relationships in the first half of the twentieth century, he also writes 
in the French and Hungarian intellectual press and contributes to academic 
journals on topics such as French or Hungarian modernity and religion and art 
in contemporary thought. His involvement in Jewish Studies comes from his 
interest in the ideological turmoil of the 1930s, which was the topic of his 
thesis (a study of the international network of the Nouvelle revue de Hongrie from 
1932 to 1944). Being interested in literature as knowledge, he also approached 
the Jewish world through Imre Kertész’s writing. His recent research on to 
Jewish topics includes “La condition juive et la condition moderne dans la 
littérature de Paul Auster et Imre Kertész. Désynchronisation de la grande et 
de la petite histoire” (seminar at the University of Bordeaux, october 2016); 
and “La musique, la structure et l’inactualité dans le Journal de galère d’Imre 
Kertész,” Hungarian Studies, 2017/2 (forthcoming).

Attila Simon (1966)  is a Hungarian historian.  He is associate professor at 
the History Department at the Selye János University in Komárno (Slovakia) 
and the director at the Forum Research Institute in Samorin (Slovakia). His 
major field of research is the history of Slovakia in the twentieth century and 
the history of the Hungarian minority in Slovakia. Attila Simon is the author 
of nine monographs and more than ninety other scientific publications about 
the history of Slovakia, Hungary, and Hungarian minority in Slovakia. His 
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most recent works include The Hungarians of Slovakia in 1938, translated by 
Andrew Gane (East European Monographs, 2013); Magyar idők a Felvidéken 
(1938–1945): Az első bécsi döntés és következményei (Hungarian rule in the 
 Upper Land [1938–1945]): the First Vienna Award and its consequences) 
 (Budapest: Jaffa, 2014).

gábor T. Szántó, novelist and screenwriter, was born in Budapest in 1966. He 
studied Law and Political Science and graduated from Eötvös Loránd University, 
Budapest. He has been a participant of the Iowa International Writing  Program 
Residency in the United States. Szántó is the editor-in-chief of the Hungarian 
Jewish monthly Szombat. His additional field of interest is researching and 
teaching Modern Jewish Literature. His writings include the novels Keleti 
 pályaudvar, végállomás (Eastern Station, last stop) (2002), Édeshármas (three-
some) (2012), and Kafka macskái (Kafka’s cats) (2014), as well as volumes of 
short stories and novellas. Szántó’s writings have been published in German, 
Russian, and English, and a turkish publication of Kafka’s Cats is under 
 preparation. His short story Hazatérés (Homecoming) served as the basis of the 
film 1945 by director Ferenc török (Katapult Film, 2017) and won audience 
awards at the Berlin International Film Festival (Berlinale), the Miami Jewish 
Film Festival, and the titanic International Film Festival, Budapest. the short 
story came out in German (Heimkehr) in the periodical Wespennest (166/2014) 
and in Russian in the volume Obratnij Bilet (Moscow: 2008). It has also been 
translated into English and Spanish. Szántó’s latest book, which includes the 
title story that served as the basis for the film, is 1945 és más történetek (1945 
and other stories) (2017). 

zoltán vági (Ph.D. ELtE) is a historian and the deputy director of the Social 
Conflicts Research Center at ELtE University, Budapest. His field of research 
covers the Hungarian and European Holocaust, antisemitism and social con-
flicts, and comparative genocide analysis. He published and co-authored six 
monographs and numerous essays, studies and articles regarding the Holocaust 
and other genocides. His recent publications include Táborok könyve:  Magyarok 
a náci koncentrációs táborokban (Book of Camps: Hungarians in the Nazi Con-
centration Camp System) (Budapest: Kuk Kiadó, 2017); The Holocaust in 
Hungary: Evolution of a Genocide (Washington DC: United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum–Alta Mira Press, 2013); and A végső döntés: Berlin-Budapest-
Birkenau 1944 (the Final Decision) (Budapest: Jaffa, 2013).
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Jana vobecká was born in Prague and currently lives in odense, Denmark. 
She holds a Ph.D. in demography from the University of Burgundy in Dijon 
and Charles University in Prague. Her research focuses inter alia on spatial 
population dynamics and its effects on social inequalities, local governance, 
and historical demography. She is a Senior Analyst at a company working with 
long-term unemployed in Denmark. Previously, she held research and project 
management positions in the Czech Republic, France, Hungary, and Austria, 
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