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INTRODUCTION 

ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE?  
ÉVA KOVÁCS, RAUL CÂRSTOCEA, AND GÁBOR EGRY 

W HEN WE STARTED PLANNING THE BIANNUAL SIMON WIESENTHAL 
Conference in Vienna in 2019, one of the main issues we identified was 
that the Peace Treaties of 1919–1923 can be seen as attempts to establish 

an international order corresponding to the new realities of nationhood. Because of the 
pandemic, the conference was not held until the summer of 2021—and even then, in 
hybrid form. Today, in the fourth year of the Russian aggression against Ukraine, when 
the end of the war seems far away, World War I and the peace treaties that ended it are 
being cast in a new light. Moreover, ethnicized tensions are once again commonplace— 
and not only in the post-Soviet region. Our conference took place before the war, 
during the pandemic, so our volume does not reflect on these more recent events in a 
direct way. Indirectly, however, the reader can observe several similarities and analogies 
that may help them to account for today’s political reality. 

Irrespective of whether the peace treaties concluded after World War I led to new 
conflicts, the new regimes of ethnicity entailed the legal creation of minorities and ma-
jorities, involving processes of inclusion and exclusion, according to a dichotomy of na-
tions and nationalities. Forging a clear ethnic or national identity allowed no shades of 
gray. Previously diffuse identities, sentiments, and loyalties had to become unambig-
uous after 1920. Alongside national legislation, international regulations and institu-
tions were designed to discipline and control this process.1 

Let us illustrate this phenomenon from the particular perspective of Central Euro-
pean Jewry. Let’s travel back in time a hundred years and arrive in Eperjes/Prešov, in the 
new Czechoslovak Republic, in 1921. That year, a Hungarian Jewish intellectual, Aladár 
Komlós, published a pamphlet with the title “Jews at a Crossroads”: 

The truth is that I am a Hungarian, a Jew and an internationalist at the same time! 
[. . .] And look at these assimilated Jews: one is more nationalist than the other, but 
all of them are radical, tend to be socialist. [. . .] Although we have no reason for not 
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2 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

being loyal to our new states, changing our Hungarian character overnight would 
be a renegade behavior. If our Hungarianness is a skin only, one does not give up his 
skin very easily and it is impossible to cast it quickly both for moral and technical 
reasons. [. . .] If someone doubts our double skin, we may prove it experimentally: 
beat the Hungarian and it will ache. . . . Beat the Jew and it will ache even more. We 
can ache twice.2 

The quote could be taken as a sign of “chronic Jewish ambivalence” or an illustra-
tion of society’s refusal of the creativity of Jewish assimilation strategies. Furthermore, 
it could also be understood as an example of new loyalty conflicts in an ethnicized so-
ciety. What did Komlós and his Jewish contemporaries, who lived in the new states 
that were established after the dissolution of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, expect 
from the future? As the quotation above shows, at that time they were still counting 
on the continuation of the prewar nationalist assimilation discourse. On the one hand, 
they assumed that they would have to choose between the former Hungarian and the 
new Czechoslovak assimilation pressure. On the other hand, Komlós also stressed a 
general existential fear that the vernacular culture of the Hungarian Jews living in the 
new nation-states might disappear. 

The fear of cultural extinction was not a particular Jewish sentiment. On the con-
trary, it became a fundamental frame of reference for the national majorities as well. 
Komlós was not a pragmatic individual in terms of his cultural and political choices, but 
rather an emblematic protagonist of the ethnicized Central European, post-Versailles 
landscape. 

S TAT E HO OD A N D ET H N ICI T Y: RU P T U R E S ,  
V IOL E NCE , CONSOL I DAT ION 

Possibly the best-known principle of the Versailles order was and is—at least in 
rhetoric and on the European continent—its preference for nation-states and 
democracy. These ideas, interrelated and intertwined in the thinking of the 
contemporaries, were contrasted to an imperial past embodied by the now defunct 
Austria-Hungary (“the prison of nations”), Tsarist Russia (the archetype of “Eastern 
despotism”), and Wilhelmine Germany (associated with Prussian militarism and 
barbaric war-making ). Even though only the Habsburg realm disappeared from 
the maps entirely, all of the three states once dominating the East of Europe had 
to relinquish territories to a series of new states whose elites claimed to bring to 
realization an eternal (but minimum centuries old) dream of their peoples, the 
oppressed nations of Europe: Czechs, Slovaks, Slovenes, Croats, Serbs, Poles, 
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I N T RODUC T ION  /  3  

Romanians, Lithuanians, Latvians, Estonians, and Finns. Moreover, even the 
defeated Austro-Germans, Hungarians, and Reichsdeutsche eagerly embraced the 
principle of the nation-state and the idea of democracy.3 

What was imagined as a new order was understood as a clear break with the past 
and a renewal of the continent, a democratic and national revolution—a perception 
that almost inherently consisted of a West-East dichotomy too, as only the East of Eu-
rope was understood as a post-imperial and post-authoritarian space. This new order 
was thus seen to be morally superior too due to its democratic nature. Democracy was 
strongly linked with national liberation and the nation-state, but also with a kind of 
maturity of society—appropriating an allegedly civilized, liberal, and rule-of-law-based 
way of governing and politics. While the peacemakers generally presumed that East-
ern Europeans mostly fulfilled the latter criterion too, unlike the people assorted into 
mandates according to their alleged (im)maturity,4 they still felt it safer to conclude a 
series of separate treaties on the protection of minorities with all these states. These fell 
short of any recognition of national minorities as political subjects; their aim was to 
forestall discrimination, and they postulated legal equality and the right to citizenship 
without respect to national or ethnic belonging. But before establishing a legal frame-
work, Europe needed states, and that was less obvious on the ground than it seemed 
from the negotiation tables in Paris. 

Despite the fact that the Versailles Treaty and the newly established League of Na-
tions had been designed to ensure lasting peace in Europe, ample evidence attests to 
the continuation of violence in its aftermath, at least until 1923. Factoring in the revo-
lutionary upheavals, civil wars, pogroms, and the more infrastructural violence occur-
ring at the grassroots level, the current scholarly consensus is centered around Robert 
Gerwarth’s notion of the war that “failed to end.”5 Explanations for this varied, from 
Gerwarth’s own focus on “cultures of defeat,” through the idea of the “brutalization” of 
soldiers and civilians as a result of the unprecedented nature of World War I,6 to em-
phases on the breakdown of the former imperial order and the ensuing power vacuum7 

resulting in a dynamics of ethnic conflict and (counter-)revolution sweeping partic-
ularly across much of Central, Eastern, and Southeastern Europe, the region most af-
fected by imperial collapse.8 The centenary of the end of World War I prompted a spate 
of new publications on the topic that further explored these complementing interpre-
tations, while simultaneously broadening the scope of our understanding of “violence” 
to go beyond armed conflicts and encompass instances of communal violence or sex-
ual violence, for example.9 As we have written elsewhere and others have also pointed 
out, minorities, and Jews especially, were often particularly exposed to such violence, 
whether state-condoned or undertaken by non-state paramilitaries, which was in stark 
contrast with the intentions of the Paris Peace Conference to offer protection to pre-
cisely such groups.10 
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4 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

However, the respective literatures on violence in the aftermath of World War I 
and on the processes of ethnicization discussed above, complete with a new legal re-
gime centered on post-imperial notions of citizenship underpinned by the idea of na-
tional self-determination and its corollary in minority rights, have often proceeded in 
parallel to each other. Studies of violence have repetedly been dismissive of the more 

“peaceful” developments occurring at this time, focusing instead on the legacy of the 
war, just as works on the post-Versailles national and international legal regimes have 
only pointed at continuing violence as the limit or failure of legal norms.11 Our vol-
ume seeks to bridge these two separate literatures, arguing for the importance of plac-
ing a focus on “ethnicization” and on legal concepts of citizenship in dialogue with the 
violent history of the immediate postwar period. To do so also entails a partial depar-
ture from the overwhelming focus on World War I, by tracing the roots of such vio-
lence, just as that of ethnicized legal difference further back into the belle époque, nu-
ancing arguments that overemphasize “the absence of the horrors of warfare in Europe 
for more than forty years” prior to it.12 

Instead, such an interpretation connects with the literatures that have explored 
broader understandings of violence that go beyond warfare and interstate conflict 
more generally, while considering “Europe” in a wider, global context. Studies of 
genocide, for example, have long pushed back the timeline of such mass organised 
violence against religious or ethnic groups to the late nineteenth century, starting 
with the Hamidian massacres of Armenians and other Christians in the Ottoman 
Empire, or by factoring in cases of colonial genocide, such as that of the Herero and 
Namaqua.13 Scholars of antisemitism are all too familiar with the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries pogroms in the Russian Empire and elsewhere in East-
ern Europe, prompting waves of migration that in turn fueled the rise of antisem-
itism in Central Europe and beyond. 14 With Eric D. Weitz, we can read the his-
tory of the heyday of European liberalism and imperialism stretching from the 1815 
Treaty of Vienna to Versailles in conjunction with one of escalating violence, indic-
ative of a shift from understandings of sovereignty grounded in territorial consid-
erations to “a politics focused on populations.”15 Viewed through such a lens, the 
Paris Peace Treaty is no longer just a response to unprecedented warfare, but also 
the culmination of an interplay between nation and empire as principles of popu-
lation (and diversity) management that was played out across the long nineteenth 
century; one where, contrary to prevailing views, the former did not completely 
supplant the latter.16 While paramilitaries feature prominently in the history of in-
terwar violence, their origins can also be traced back to the late nineteenth century, 
which witnessed the emergence of party militias, “shirt movements,” and paramili-
tary organizations, just as intellectuals and artists of the belle époque theorized the 
positive, or “moral” character of violence.17 

This content downloaded from 149.157.61.217 on Mon, 03 Nov 2025 12:43:14 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



  

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

I N T RODUC T ION  /  5  

“ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE”—A N E XCU R SUS 
I N TO T H E CONCE P T OF “ET H N ICI T Y ”  

In the public and scholarly discourses of the time, the word “ethnicity” was not yet 
widely used. The words “nation,” “nationalism,” “minorities,” and “race” were more 
frequently used to describe the phenomenon we explore here. The first recorded use 
of “ethnicity” dates from 1953, when the sociologist David Riesman referred to “the 
groups who, by reason of rural or small-town location, ethnicity, or other parochial-
ism, feel threatened by the better educated upper-middle-class people.”18 “Ethnic Stud-
ies” as a curriculum and discipline emerged from social movements only in the 1960s 
in the United States to offer an anti-racist, multicultural curriculum that reflected 
the diversity and complexity of the North American societies. From then on, Amer-
ican ethnic studies included the agenda of decolonization and self-determination of 
minority groups and communities as well. What these now-classic, mainly sociolog-
ical studies have in common is that almost everyone agrees that the competition for 
power, privilege, and economic resources in multiethnic societies propels the protago-
nists to oppose each other as members of an ethnic group with ascriptive loyalties and 
conflicting interests. Thus, social mobilization is often related to or articulated in eth-
nic competition.19 

At the same time, the concept arrived in European ethnology, but with a much 
more limited sociopolitical agenda and under quite different methodological condi-
tions. In his groundbreaking book, Fredrik Barth defined ethnicity as a fundamental 
mechanism of boundary making, which “held constant and is implicitly assumed to be 
context-independent.” Ethnicity as an unconditioned and anthropological characteris-
tic of all human beings is therefore a universal social phenomenon, a predisposition in 
social actions. As Barth wrote: “Categorical ethnic distinctions do not depend on an 
absence of mobility, contact and information, but do entail social processes of exclu-
sion and incorporation whereby discrete categories are maintained despite changing 
participation and membership in the course of individual life histories.”20 

Furthermore, Barth stressed that ethnic labels most often endure even when indi-
vidual members move across boundaries. This is the interdependency of ethnic groups, 
which are therefore the product of continuous ascriptions and self-ascriptions, accom-
panying processes of inclusion and exclusion. With this concept, Barth made a radical 
break with the essentialist view of ethnicity. 

Another Scandinavian anthropologist, Thomas Hylland Eriksen, defined ethnicity 
as an aspect of culturally distinctive social relationships between groups in regular in-
teractions: “Ethnicity refers both to aspects of gain and loss in interaction, and to as-
pects of meaning in the creation of identity. In this way, it has a political, organizational 
aspect as well as a symbolic one.”21 
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6 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

A new approach to ethnicity studies was the historical one that emerged in the late 
1980s, which then fed back into sociological and anthropological research, and by the 
2000s had made “ethnicity” an established concept in almost all social science and hu-
manities disciplines. The history of nationalism borrowed the anthropological con-
cept of “tribe” and “ethnic group,” while both are close to the European concept of 
the culturally homogenous “nation.” Thus, “ethnic group” appeared as a child of na-
tionalism. Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, Anthony Smith, and Eric Hobsbawm 
have had a significant influence in debates on ethnicity, nation, and nationalism.22 As 
Gellner claimed: “Men do not in general become nationalists from sentiment or sen-
timentality, atavistic or not, well based or myth-founded: they become nationalists 
through genuine, objective, practical necessity, however obscurely recognized.”23 In 
his constructivist-functionalist view in which nationalism produces the nation and not 
vice versa, Gellner believed that nationalism strives for one ethnicity under one state. 
For him the worst case could be when the ruler of a state is not a member of the ethnic 
majority within the boundaries of the state. 

In contrast to this, Anthony D. Smith argued that “the core of ethnicity [. . .] re-
sides in the quartet of myths, memories, values and symbols”24: “For ethnie are viewed 
as consisting in: (1) symbolic, cognitive and normative elements common to a unit of 
population; (2) practices and mores that bind them together over generations; and (3) 
sentiments and attitudes that are held in common and which differentiate them from 
other populations.”25 

In this ethnosymbolist perspective, many modern nations base themselves on an-
tecedent ethnic ties, which were selected from several other categories and turned into 
the ethnic basis for nations or ethnic communities. Without ethnicities we would not 
have had nations or nationalism. 

Benedict Anderson defined the nation as an imagined political community—a kind 
of “deep, horizontal comradeship.”26 The word “ethnicizing” appears in his book Imag-
ined Communities when he describes the situation in colonial Malaya: 

It was precisely because temples, mosques, schools, and courts were topographically 
anomalous that they were understood [by the rulers] as zones of freedom and—in 
time—fortresses from which religious, later nationalist, anticolonials could go forth 
to battle. At the same time, there were frequent endeavors to force a better alignment 
of census with religious communities by—so far as was possible—politically and ju-
ridically ethnicizing the latter. In the Federated States of colonial Malaya, this task 
was relatively easy. Those whom the regime regarded as being in the series “Malay” 
were hustled off to the courts of “their” castrated Sultans, which were in substantial 
part administered according to Islamic law. “Islamic” was thus treated as really just 
another name for “Malay.”27 

This content downloaded from 149.157.61.217 on Mon, 03 Nov 2025 12:43:14 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



  

 
 
 
 

 
          

 

 

 

 
  

 

 
 
 
 
 

I N T RODUC T ION  /  7  

Anderson thought about the concept of ethnicizing in a very similar way to how 
we would like to use it in this volume. His examples of how “ethnic” Christianities 
were sought to be created by the authorities in the heterogeneous Dutch Indies are 
only prima facie different in their power-technical essence from European post-1920 
census topographies. The census, the map (and the museum in his analysis) symbolize 
the ethnicizing practices of the repressive state, which seek to eradicate the situational 
character of ethnicity. 

When Hobsbawm and Ranger coined the phrase “invented tradition” in the early 
1980s, their intention was to criticize contemporary views of the great national tra-
ditions of modern Britain, especially the British political and colonial power. They 
showed how certain cultural patterns form the “nation.”28 Hobsbawm differentiated 
between “custom” or “convention” and “invented” tradition. Custom is an established 
practice that can be easily adapted if needed. Convention is simply routine without 
any ritual or symbolic function. Both custom and convention are practices that facili-
tate day-to-day life, but do not have an ideological basis for nation-building: “The for-
mer [custom] were specific and strongly binding social practices, the latter [invented] 
tended to be quite unspecific and vague as to the nature of the values, rights and obli-
gations of the group membership they inculcate: ‘patriotism’, ‘loyalty’, ‘duty’, ‘playing 
the game’, ‘the school spirit’ and the like.”29 

Hobsbawm’s model, although criticized for its lack of operationalization, and later 
in postcolonial and aboriginal historiography also for not considering the subversive 
power of invented traditions in the recognition of subordinated social and ethnic 
groups, has been used ever since to analyze modern ethnonationalism. 

It is not possible here to go into the ways in which the debates around ethnicity 
have fertilized other disciplines, from minority studies to microstoria, but we must 
briefly mention the new wave of criticism in the 1990s and the 2000s, which came 
from feminist theory and challenged the concept of ethnicity as such. In her writings, 
Nira Yuval-Davis analyzed in detail how the national phenomenon relates to racist ex-
clusions. In her view, nationalist ideologies always separate political representation of 
ethnic collectivities using the myths of “common origins,” the perceptions of “com-
mon destiny” or the conception of “common culture”—as types of national exclusions 
which might be racialized. She stressed that in situations of national, ethnic, and racial 
conflicts, “the membership in the collectivity becomes the most dominant organizing 
principle, even if, before this conflict arose, members of the collectivity had only rela-
tively weak bonds with it.”30 

Yuval-Davis criticized the fact that major theories about nationalism had not taken 
gender into account; however, nationalisms are always gendered because they depend 
upon women’s reproductive potential to keep reproducing the chosen identity. This 
is how women’s bodies became the state’s property and how women’s sexual relations 
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8 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

were strictly policed and controlled in certain historical periods in a bid to maintain 
the “purity of blood.”31 Women’s citizenship of the nation is affected by public-private 
dichotomy, active/passive axes.32 Ethnicity and other forms of marginalization can 
also affect women’s citizenships. Gender relations are at the heart of cultural con-
structions of social identities and collectivities, as well as in most cultural conflicts 
and contestations. 

Narrowly focused on the notion of ethnicity, the critical approach relevant to this 
volume again came from the field of sociology. In the 2000s, Rogers Brubaker devoted 
several studies and volumes to the issue. In his view, the paradigm of prioritized ethno-
cultural descent, previous nationality, place of residence, and so forth was codified by 
the Treaty of Versailles, legitimizing a more exclusive definition of national belonging, 
promoting the French ideal citizenry over the inhabitants’ right to choose their opti-
mal state.33 He suggested analyzing the successor states not simply as national but as 
nationalizing states. The Yugoslav wars between 1991 and 2001, the violent ethnona-
tional conflicts on the southern periphery of the former Soviet Union, the genocide 
in Rwanda, and Hindu-Muslim riots in parts of India put the questions of ethnic and 
nationalist violence—or rather the ethnicization of political violence—back in schol-
arly debates.: “I want to suggest that ethnic conflict—or what might better be called 
ethnicized or ethnically framed conflict—need not, and should not, be understood 
as conflict between ethnic groups, just as racial or racially framed conflict need not 
be understood as conflict between races, or nationally framed conflict as conflict be-
tween nations.”34 

Brubaker introduced a new sociological concept, of “groupism,” to distinguish the 
ethnic from the ethnicized. Groupism is a political, social, or cultural “tendency to 
treat ethnic groups, nations and races as substantial entities to which interests and 
agency can be attributed.”35 He further asked: How can we understand ethnic conflict, 
if not as a conflict between ethnic groups? How can we go beyond “groupism”? Bru-
baker summarized his proposal for a new research methodology in eight points: (1) re-
thinking ethnicity; (2) the reality and existence of ethnicity; (3) groupness as event; (4) 
groups and categories; (5) group-making as project; (6) the relations between groups 
and organizations; (7) the constitutive character of framing and coding; and (8) eth-
nicity as cognition. 

This concept had an enormous impact on ethnic and minority studies and on 
history-writing in the 2000s, especially in East Central Europe, mainly because it 
helped to move away from a substantialist conception of ethnicity. Mostly in the form 
of a growing historical literature that was informed by Brubaker’s work and that applied 
the concept of national indifference, it provided powerful methodological tools for a 
better understanding of situational, hybrid, or simply changing ethnic identities—and 
not least for exploring the role of ethnopolitics and their entrepreneurs in society. Its 
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I N T RODUC T ION  /  9  

basic assumption was that people in Central and Eastern Europe were not inherently 
nationalists, and for a long time did not accept nationalist assumptions of social order 
and issues, generating the very anxiety of national activists that animated their push for 
eliminating ambiguities of national identification.36 However, his anti-groupist moral, 
political, and social theory was widely criticized as a cosmopolitan view and as an un-
derestimation of particular collectivities and the participative character of ethnic be-
longing.37 Most of the essays in this volume explore ethnicity, whether explicitly or im-
plicitly, through a research agenda similar to national indifference in its theoretical and 
methodological assumptions. 

As we can see, the history of the idea of ethnicity has undergone many transforma-
tions and generated many research debates in recent decades. Nevertheless, in most 
cases, the original concept of Max Weber has remained inescapable. In the following 
section, we will therefore briefly look at the original concept and its historical embed-
dedness in the period of World War I. 

T H E W E BE R I A N PU Z Z L E: ET H N ICI T Y A S  
S T RUG G L E FOR A P OL I T IC A L COM M U N I T Y 

At the outbreak of the war, Max Weber, aged fifty, volunteered for service and was ap-
pointed as a reserve officer in charge of organizing the army hospitals in Heidelberg. 
Weber’s views on the war and the expansion of the German empire changed during its 
course. Early on, he supported nationalist rhetoric and the war effort. In time, however, 
Weber became one of the most prominent critics of German expansionism. He joined 
the worker and soldier council of Heidelberg in 1918. He then served in the German 
delegation to the Paris Peace Conference. He opposed both the leftist German Revo-
lution of 1918–1919 and the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles. As an advisor to the 
Confidential Committee for Constitutional Reform, he codrafted the Weimar Con-
stitution. More controversially, he also defended the provisions for emergency presi-
dential powers that became Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution. (These provisions 
were later used by Adolf Hitler to subvert the rest of the constitution and institute rule 
by decree, allowing his regime to suppress opposition and gain dictatorial powers.) 

Frustrated with politics, Weber resumed teaching during this time, first at the Uni-
versity of Vienna, then, after 1919, at the University of Munich. On June 14, 1920, Max 
Weber contracted the Spanish flu and died of pneumonia in Munich. Among the pa-
pers found after Weber’s death in 1920 was an untitled draft that has since been pub-
lished in the Grundrisses der Sozialökonomik (Outline of Socio-Economics) and given the 
title “Ethnische Gemeinschaften.” Weber started to introduce the concept with the de-
scription of social relationship: 
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10 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

The term “social relationship” will be used to denote the behavior of a plurality of ac-
tors insofar as, in its meaningful content, the action of each takes account of that of 
the others and is oriented in these terms. The social relationship thus consists entirely 
and exclusively in the existence of a probability that there will be a meaningful course 
of social action—irrespective, for the time being, of the basis for this probability. Thus, 
as a defining criterion, it is essential that there should be at least a minimum of mu-
tual orientation of the action of each to that of the others. . . . Hence, the definition 
does not specify whether the relation of the actors is co-operative or the opposite.38 

Collective identities are thus social linkages that merely create the possibility that a 
national or ethnic community with a sense of group will emerge. Weber discusses the 
links of ethnic communities in a separate chapter. He refines the concept above in the 
following manner: 

The belief in group affinity, regardless of whether it has any objective foundation, can 
have important consequences especially for the formation of a political community. 
We shall call ‘ethnic groups’ those human groups that entertain a subjective belief in 
their common descent because of similarities of physical type or of customs or both, 
or because of memories of colonization and migration; this belief must be import-
ant for the propagation of group formation; conversely, it does not matter whether 
an objective blood relationship exists. Ethnic membership (Gemeinsamkeit) differs 
from the kinship group precisely by being a presumed identity, not a group with con-
crete social action, like the latter. In our sense, ethnic membership does not consti-
tute a group; it only facilitates group formation of any kind, particularly in the po-
litical sphere. On the other hand, it is primarily the political community, no matter 
how artificially organized, that inspires the belief in common ethnicity. This belief 
tends to persist even after the disintegration of the political community, unless dras-
tic differences in the custom, physical type, or above all, language exist among its 
members. This artificial origin of the belief in common ethnicity follows the previ-
ously described pattern of rational association turning into personal relationships.39 

Weberian terminology questions all essentialist understandings that accept collec-
tive identity-formations as given and fixed; at the same time, romantic notions that con-
sider solidarity the main organizational principle of social groups are done away with. 
Ethnic, national, and other social relationships are only presumed forms of belong-
ing that create the probability that certain social acts will take place. Even in the places 
where he wrote about mixed marriages between African Americans and Native Amer-
icans and whites, he emphasized that “the conventional connubium is far less impeded 
by anthropological differences than by status differences, that means, differences due 
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I N T RODUC T ION  /  11  

to socialization and upbringing.”40 These relationships must be created anew from act 
to act, while even their intended meaning may change—to the point that they disin-
tegrate and break off. 

Social relationships conceal alterity and identity. The equivalent of alterity in We-
berian terminology is “struggle” (the singling out and displacement of difference); that 
of identity is “community” and “association”: “A social relationship will be called ‘com-
munal’ (Vergemeinschaftung) if and so far as the orientation of social action—whether 
in the individual case, on the average, or in the pure type—is based on a subjective feel-
ing of the parties, whether affectual or traditional, that they belong together.”41 

It is an important condition here that social relationships are “very heterogeneous 
states of affair,” since every single participant endows them with a different meaning. 
Thus, for example, there may be those who perceive social relationships aimed at na-
tional or ethnic identity as a community, and those who view them as an association. 
The second group does not take part in them because of feelings of subjective belong-
ing, but based on the equalization or connection of interest. Common characteristics, 
situations, or forms of behavior are not sufficient to create a community. A uniform 
answer to possible exclusion is also insufficient for this purpose. Community comes 
about with a collective answer: The orientation of individuals toward each other (not 
the environment). Common language—one of the cornerstones of identity studies— 
is only a tool of understanding according to the Weberian approach, not a primary 
content of community. Only the conscious contrast that emerges between members of 
a linguistic group and outsiders creates a community, of which language is one—also 
conscious—foundation.42 

Yet, not only the category of ethnicity, but also the Weberian concept of it, contains 
a number of ambiguities. It is not necessary to decolonize Weberian thought and the 
oeuvre, which cannot be detailed further here, to see the shackles of prejudices behind 
the seemingly clear definitions of interpretive sociology. And although Weber is not 
usually accused of racist language in academic debates, and it is also a fact that he be-
lieved in the importance of status stratification through honor, which he saw as under-
lying both ethnic and racial group formation, it is undeniable that he indeed formu-
lated his sociological views from the political perspective of Western modernism (and 
rationalism) and especially of the ideology of “Germanism.” His examples of mixed 
marriages, the Polish nation (Polentum), or even the perceptions of American whites 
on the “pariah peoples” of African Americans and Native Americans would hardly 
stand the test of contemporary sociological analysis.43 Nevertheless, the early interpre-
tative sociological method, which was not averse to the inclusion of emotions or his-
torical phenomena to ground a sociological argument, the situational character of so-
cial groups, the dynamic categories that could be applied, and so forth, all remained 
relevant for the study of ethnicity. 
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T H E ROL E OF T H E SU PE R S T RUC T U R E: L AWS 
A N D L EG A L CONCE P TS OF CI T I Z E NSH I P 

Weber’s work was just as much a reflection of the politics of his time as an abstract anal-
ysis of human society. His notion of ethnicity is thus reflected in the process of ethni-
cizing after World War I, although often in an inverse way—not in the process of com-
munity formation but in the practices of the state that aimed to impose a community 
where there wasn’t necessarily one yet. The motivation for the minority treaties was 
the fact that the nation-state was perceived as the political face of ethnicity-based ideas 
of community. However, as we will show below, the relationship between ethnicity, 
nation-state, and democracy was and is more intricate than simply being different as-
pects of the same phenomenon that provide for discursive interchangeability of the eth-
nic community and the nation. At the very heart of all three—ethnicity, nation-state, 
and democracy—lies the same issue: Who is in and who is out. But the groups they 
delineate are not identical at all, despite their theoretical and practical entanglements. 
Ethnic difference does not need legal forms to prevail, while nation-states exercise cat-
egorization through law, with citizenship or legal nationality. Finally, a democratic pol-
ity qualifies its members through political rights and entitlements.44 It is therefore not 
a surprise that citizenship, democratic polity, and ethnic categorization continued to 
vex people, politicians, and state officials after 1919, despite the settling of the new bor-
ders and the problems that often came to light in an entangled manner, the different 
aspects manifesting simultaneously. But was it a new process of ethnicization, and, if 
yes, what exactly was ethnicized? 

In legal parlance, citizenship and nationality are closely related; both can denote 
what the German word Staatsbürgerschaft entails. In the historical scholarship, however, 
they are mostly used as separate concepts, citizenship referring to the legal links with a 
state, nationality to the national identification of individuals. In his groundbreaking 
book on citizenship in late nineteenth-century empires, Benno Gammerl used them 
as complementary concepts, citizenship as the set of rights and obligations an individ-
ual holds as regards to the state, and nationality as the legal link between them. He ar-
gued convincingly that ethnicization was in the offing well before World War I and not 
only in nation-states. Imperial citizenship laws and practices just as easily embraced eth-
nicity as a basic frame of nationalization and citizenship rights as nation-states. First, it 
was possible for political units within larger imperial formations, like Canada or dualist 
Hungary, to set their own citizenship laws and to pursue a nation-state approach based 
on ethnic assimilation as an implicit or explicit condition of citizenship. Second, clas-
sic colonial imperialism used ethnicity to delineate groups who were privileged or dis-
criminated against, often linking racist thinking (the idea that human groups hold in-
herent and unchangeable differences that are reflected in their physical features) with 

This content downloaded from 149.157.61.217 on Mon, 03 Nov 2025 12:43:14 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

  
 

 
 

I N T RODUC T ION  /  13  

ethnic ideas too. True, Gammerl identified a third approach to citizenship, the so-called 
statist one, which positioned state administrators as arbiters of ethnic or national con-
flicts occupying a neutral position and making citizenship neutral in ethnic terms, like 
in dualist Austria. However, even in such cases the ethnic principle could have been in-
corporated into citizenship legislation, at least with regard to what rights citizens en-
joyed on what bases. Equal recognition of ethnic groups as political subjects or at least 
as one legitimate and institutionalized axis of political representation and claim mak-
ing, a development that happened in the series of provincial compromises in the Aus-
trian half of the Habsburg Monarchy in the early twentieth century, required ethnic 
categorization of citizens and provided simultaneously limited political rights on this 
basis even though it was neutral in terms of its effects. But the practice was to stay after 
Cisleithania did not exist anymore.45 

Thus, ethnicization of citizenship and nationality was not started, only exacerbated 
by the war, mostly due to the emergency legislations targeting enemy aliens in various 
forms or as the emergency measures applied to allegedly disloyal groups of people, who 
were often defined on the basis of their ethnicity.46 The persistence of such discrimi-
natory practices was one of the reasons the peace conference implemented the system 
of minority treaties and included citizenship provisions into the Peace Treaties them-
selves. They were to provide a generous universal basis for citizenship legislation as they 
not only stipulated that new states could not simply discriminate against nonethnics 
when according citizenship to them, but also required equal rights for everyone, set-
ting the stage for a presumably nondiscriminative catalog of rights too.47 The treaties 
postulated a right to citizenship on the basis of residence or pertinency (a legal insti-
tution linking individuals to communities wherever they lived otherwise), and a right 
to citizenship options within a period of twelve months, the possibility to take the cit-
izenship of a country in which the majority consisted of coethnics.48 

While this solution seemingly resolved the problem of the incongruence between 
boundaries (state territory) and population (the presence of nonethnics who were 
potential targets of discrimination), it could not help with handling the effects of an-
other important social phenomenon that was crucial for ethnicization already be-
fore 1914—mobility and migration. People moving to places where they experienced 
alterity while the local population was also made to face the immigrants and sense 
their difference was one potent source of ethnicity. In an era of selective and local-
ized social provisions,49 it could still cause tensions between groups. Together with 
the rise of social entitlements—more and more stipulated as social rights50—the pres-
ence of migrants and aliens was a factor of radical political mobilization. Its first tar-
get was the group of wartime refugees who were resettled temporarily within the em-
pires, and later the subsequent wave of refugees from Russia and the Ottoman Empire. 
As nonresidents and nonpertinents, they were not entitled to accede to citizenship 
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14 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

automatically, and neither could they exercise a right for citizenship option as they 
were not coethnics in any way. 

Finally, there was another group that did not fit neatly into a system of citizenship 
designed to follow the nation-state approach described by Gammerl, even if it was 
made milder through nondiscrimination provisions. Jews were almost universally rec-
ognized as others—not only in Eastern Europe—but unlike other nationalities, they 
did not have a kin state to promote their rights in the international arena and bilateral 
relations. Furthermore, their otherness was often perceived as an unchanging unas-
similable essence, making politicians and the wider public reluctant to accept their in-
clusion to what was seen as an ethnic community. Countries from Romania to Poland 
and Austria were reluctant to grant them citizenship even if they were residents, and 
plans of legal discrimination emerged very soon—to be implemented gradually, start-
ing from Hungary’s infamous numerus clausus in 1920 to mass retractions of their citi-
zenship in Romania at the end of the 1930s.51 These developments were entangled with 
the sense that Jewish citizenship was imposed on the new states from outside, and as 
such it was a violation of their sovereignty, the right to decide on inclusion and exclu-
sion through the means of nationalization. 

Still, the system of minority treaties and citizenship provisions was an abstract legal 
design based on the idea of mitigating ethnicization of citizenship that threatened mass 
statelessness within the new boundaries, while restricting the system to the East of Eu-
rope. It was accompanied by the acceptance of a limited and voluntary population ex-
change in Central Europe and an organized one (population exchanges between Tur-
key and Greece, Bulgaria and Greece) in Southeastern Europe, where the new states 
were perceived as “less mature.”52 In principle it was solid and simple, basically follow-
ing the nation-state approach. But the practice of inclusion and exclusion through cit-
izenship, addressed in the first part of the book, revealed how entangled all three ap-
proaches described by Gammerl remained in the practice of individual states, not least 
because Eastern Europe’s migration and population issues were situated within a global 
system of migration and citizenship since the nineteenth century. 

Thus, it is very important that all three chapters in this section address issues that are 
geographically linked to or situated in the West. Devlin Scofield’s chapter highlights 
how the French Republic, with its boldly claimed republicanism, struggled to manage 
the reintegration of Alsace-Lorraine’s population after almost five decades of demo-
graphic change. Throughout this process, the most important aspect was the delimita-
tion of reliable and unreliable individuals and the exclusion and removal of the latter. 
In this case reliability was ethnicized: The danger was seen in Germanness, associated 
with origins outside of the province or anti-French and pro-German wartime behav-
ior. In order to support the fiction of French continuity and the idea that Alsace was a 
natural part of France, French politicians and administrators postulated an authentic 
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I N T RODUC T ION  /  15  

Alsatianness that was supposed to inhabit in people originating from an Alsatian lin-
eage reaching back to 1870. It was probably also a means of dealing with the legal con-
tradictions arising from the idea of Alsace being a redeemed territory and not one an-
nexed to the Republic, thus questioning legal continuity with the period of German 
sovereignty. 

Most importantly, however, French authorities used the interlude between occupa-
tion and the peace treaty, a period when citizenship remained in a legal limbo, to apply 
discriminative practices usually characteristic of the imperial approach to citizenship. 
The categorization of the population according to A, B, and C identity cards that pro-
vided very different rights was nothing more than pure discrimination and led directly 
to the exclusionary citizenship practices later, the removal of hundreds of thousands 
from the former Reichsland, a process not much different from the parallel semivolun-
tary and forced population movements in the East of the continent. 

Still, for the individuals affected it was a rather chaotic situation where they were 
confronted with unpredictable and arbitrary decisions, a time of limited rule of law, 
and unclear criteria of categorization. This aspect of citizenship comes out clearly from 
Zachary Mazur’s chapter too, which brings together the turn in US immigration poli-
cies at the beginning of the 1920s with Polish concerns surrounding the country’s sov-
ereignty, international standing, and the ethnic structure of Poland’s population, most 
importantly the large number of Jews. 

While Mazur argues how much racist ideas crafting Jews as problematic and unas-
similable people conditioned US responses to immigration attempts of Jews from Po-
land and Russia, his story of a Jewish family refused entrance despite traveling with 
Polish passports shows how asymmetric power relationships diluted the sovereignty 
of the new nation-states of Eastern Europe. The United States simply refused to ac-
cept Poland’s claim of nationality on the Jewish family, although international law left 
only a very narrow space for doing so. Poland, on the contrary, insisted on the legality 
of citizenship despite all the well-known concerns and reservations about Jews as Pol-
ish citizens. Finally, Mazur also highlights how the view of the state from below devi-
ated from the idea of nation-state and ethnicized citizenship, due to the very stringent 
conditions required with citizenship applications, instead of accepting anyone based 
on their ethnic belonging.53 Applicants were to demonstrate first of all that they would 
not constitute a financial burden on the state, making the unconditional solidarity un-
derlying nationhood questionable. Such attitudes clearly demonstrate the persistence 
of the statist logic of citizenship, although in an altered form—less as the role of neu-
tral arbiter and more as the guardian of bureaucratic rules that should not be twisted 
just because of some political issue. 

While in the 1920s Polish bureaucrats and politicians felt obliged to fight the in-
feriority of the Polish state in its relations with great powers, the 1930s was an era 
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16 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

of imperialist plans demonstrating a shift in Polish self-perception. As Zofia Trębacz 
shows in her chapter, after Poland diluted the provisions of the minority treaty and a 
society-wide mobilization started against Jews, the government embraced ideas of eth-
nic engineering, the removal of the Jews, not just to Palestine, but to a colonial space. 
Some of these plans were linked with Polish demands for colonies (one of the former 
German ones) or linked with the idea of an alliance with colonial administrations (An-
gola) or postcolonial states (Colombia, Brazil). None of these ideas came to fruition, 
mostly because of the racist thinking surrounding Jews that led to prohibition of their 
immigration, but the story clearly shows how Jews were excluded from the body pol-
itic, if not legally, then symbolically. This exclusion was associated with their alleged 
character, their dubious attitude to productive work, and their occupational structure 
that was supposed to hinder the modernization of Polish society.54 

What do these case studies tell us about ethnicity and citizenship after Versailles? 
First, the process of ethnicization continued and its drivers remained mostly the same 
Gammerl identified: Democratization, social welfare and its legal anchoring, and the 
mobilization of populations. The new system of states in Central and Eastern Europe, 
with their new borders, the resulting (re)assigning of population and migration, and 
the more asymmetric relations between these new states and the destination countries 
of their outmigration made these phenomena more contested and as such more visible. 
Citizenship became a significant security concern after the war and as a result of how it 
changed policies regarding aliens, and this securitization was extended through racial 
thinking and hierarchies into the broader field of society as a whole, both within and 
outside the region.55 Citizenship started to get emptied of its content as social rights 
were either not automatically conferred with it or denied discriminatively, just as pro-
tection in the face of third states was revoked. Thus, nationality (Staatsbürgerschaft) 
was easy to make nominal and to replace its promise of equality with a layered citizen-
ship of differentiation. 

However, as the application of these rules rested with bureaucracies, statist logic 
persisted and often even trumped ethnic understandings of inclusion. As states are 
always more than the rules and norms, they are constituted by practices,56 that puts a 
question mark behind their solely ethnic nature too. One aspect showing how they of-
ten happily deviated from the ethnic principle was class: They wanted to keep out the 
poor, and simultaneously the immediate post-World War I years saw the start of a pro-
cess whereby citizenship became a good for sale on the market, easily accessible to the 

“filthy rich.”57 Finally, whether rich or poor, the inherent paternalism of citizenship 
laws (which mostly stipulated that women’s citizenship followed the citizenship of the 
husband) made women even more exposed to circumstances and arbitrary decisions 
of petty bureaucrats as male protagonists of this story, regardless of their ethnicity.58 
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ET H N ICI Z I NG F ROM BE LOW: AC T I V I SM , 
P OPU L I SM , A N D T H E I N T E L L IG E N TSI A  

In reaction to ethnicizing governmental policies after World War I, local elites tried 
to quickly adapt to the new conditions—with all the dilemmas that Aladár Komlós, 
quoted at the beginning of our introduction, formulated. As Pieter Judson observed, “a 
local elite social group often redefined its own traditional social status more consciously 
in terms of linguistic, religious, and cultural traditions rather than according to the priv-
ileged functions it had played within the empire.”59 The resulting loyalty conflicts cre-
ated the most diverse situations in the lives of ethnically defined groups. The same eth-
nic groups could be in minority and majority positions at the same time, while political 
oppression, knowledge exchange, and informal networks were often channeled into 
ethnic frameworks. The Versailles Treaties produced diasporas outside and inside of a 
country. If, as William Safran defined the diaspora, the key elements are the dispersal 
of an expatriate community to at least two “peripheral destinations”; its maintenance 
of “memory, vision, or myth” about the homeland; an enduring sense of alienation in 
the new society; a desire for a return to the homeland at some time in the future; and 
an ongoing commitment to and relationship with the homeland60—there is no doubt 
that many of the ethnicized groups in Europe easily ended up after 1920 in a kind of 
diaspora position. 

As one can learn from the history of World War II, the fulfillment of belonging—the 
resettlement or the annexation of the territories—was not a guarantee of the diaspora’s 
existence, nor of its resolution. The paradox of “we live here and want to be somewhere 
else” can often be reproduced in the “homeland” as well. Moreover, the host country 
took its ethnic minorities toward this internal diaspora position with the ethnic prej-
udices of society, which did not allow minorities to emancipate and be on equal terms 
with the majority and limited the opportunities of social and career mobility. 

Last but not least, in the very case of post-Versailles Europe, not only war refugees 
or stateless migrants but “native” groups were also placed in a marginal position. Who 
does not know the old joke: The elderly Kohn is visited by an American journalist in 
the 1980s. Kohn starts to tell his life story: “I was born in the Austro-Hungarian Em-
pire. When I was growing up, I worked in the Czechoslovak Republic, later had my own 
small business in Hungary, and retired as an employee in the Soviet Union.”—“Wow, 
how many places have you been in your life!” the journalist wonders. “Me? I never left 
Mukachevo in my whole life.” 

In Central and Eastern Europe, ethnicity was created and moved more in the con-
tacts between “native” peoples living together (as a nationality, a national minority, a 
language community, etc.). The pattern of these contacts transformed from the lo-
cal ethnos of the eighteenth to nineteenth centuries into modern nationalisms and 
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18 / ET H N ICI Z I NG EU ROPE 

ethnicized or indeed ethnically based formations, which were chiseled in ethnic con-
flicts. Mirror identities were created in which the other ethnic group often assumed 
the image of the enemy. Conflict-based ethnic forms flourished within ethnic borders. 
The closed ethnicities and the nationalist environment often led to the idea of territo-
rial, ethnic, cultural, language, and other autonomy. 

As Elisabeth Haid-Lener analyzes in her chapter, the question of the official language 
already played a formative role in ethnic conflicts within the Habsburg Empire. While 
minority protection treaties after 1920 granted national minorities the right to mother-
tongue education, this approach was often in contradiction to nation-state efforts to-
ward nationalization, assimilation, and unification. She describes the legislation proce-
dure and the local implementation of the law in the former Eastern Galician Ukrainian/ 
Ruthenian schools under the Second Polish Republic. The introduction of a bilingual 
school system only seems to have achieved equal opportunities between majority and 
minority groups. Behind the romantic idea of bilingual education, which enables con-
tacts and thus facilitates “friendship” between children of different ethnic origins, cre-
ating a sense of cultural unity in them, only former minority schools were converted 
into bilingual schools due to the specific provisions of the law, while Polish-language 
schools in the multiethnic regions of eastern Poland were hardly affected. While it 
was supposed to provide a framework for the use of minority languages, the law reaf-
firmed the primacy of the Polish language as the state language. Haid-Lener convinc-
ingly shows how the school law contained mechanisms that automatically established 
the dominance of Polish as the state language and made it easy for the local authorities 
to adapt the Polonizing logic of the center. Since Ukrainian ethnic entrepreneurs (the 
Greek Catholic clergy, Ruthenian teachers, and political activists) successfully mobi-
lized the locals, the law quickly became a flashpoint for ethnic mobilization—a kind 
of school “plebiscite” campaign swept the region, with the Polish majority doing its 
share. In a discourse familiar from ethnicizing state policies, the Ukrainian minority 
suddenly appeared in the role of “terrorizer.” 

The other two essays in this section focus on the activist aspirations of the ethnona-
tionalist German diaspora. Pauli Aro’s case study on the Banat Swabian activism in Vi-
enna is a prime example of transnational ethnic activism. Although Landsmannschaften 
became a phenomenon of post-1945 Federal German political culture, they were al-
ready acting as “diaspora” lobbies and propaganda networks of German nationalism 
in the Habsburg and interwar era. However, before 1920 these trends were still firmly 
embedded in the dense fabric of local language dialects and microcultures, in short, in 
the context of Heimat (home, homeland, home region). Behind this category, which 
at first sight sounds innocent and apolitical, there was a strong political agenda. Fol-
lowing Celia Applegate, this type of nationalism or ethnocentrism can be understood 
as the other side of the liberal nation-state that was taking shape during the nineteenth 
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I N T RODUC T ION  /  19  

century.61 While the liberal nation was characterized by its public spheres and delib-
erative mechanisms, Heimat is situated in “the restricted and secure society of a child-
hood memory.”62 Thus, the invented traditions of the Heimat could bridge the gap be-
tween national aspirations and the provincial reality of the fragmented local groups. 

Since 1918, Austria’s Landsmannschaften and the German-speaking migrant net-
works in general were consistent in their beliefs that immigrants from the Banat or 
the Bačka, from Syrmia or Transylvania, from the Sudetenland or from Hungary, ulti-
mately formed groups that held shared origins and ethnocultural norms and could be 
mobilized for the sake of the Volksgruppen community at large. As Aro convincingly 
shows, these migrant associations provided self-help, support, and protection to their 
members. They also organized financial assistance to regional compatriots, provided 
information on the current state of affairs in the home region, helped people to return 
there, and organized burials, offered financial support to widows, as well as arranging 
for the return of the deceased. 

The transformations that took place within these communities after World War I 
are not unique, nor is the development itself. We can observe the same tendencies in 
Poland, the first Czechoslovak Republic, the Romanian Kingdom, and so forth. The 
welfare aspects of the Landsmannschaften behind the visible ethnocentric scene are 
also typical for any diaspora association that is a hub for ongoing migratory processes. 
What would be interesting to see, beyond a better elaboration of this aspect with the 
help of the sociology of migration, is its place within the several welfare efforts among 
the provisioning crisis of the first postwar years, and later, how much this role was re-
ally capable to attract potential members from a different social milieu. 

Postwar Hungary shows an extreme contrast to the other Central European 
countries because it went from a multiethnic small “empire” to an almost com-
pletely homogenous state by 1920. There were no significant differences within the 
Hungarian-speaking population, either by dialect or by region. The most visible eth-
nic minority was German, a nationality that, unlike the others, had not had any mature 
political agenda during World War I and had not left the framework of cultural asso-
ciation before 1920. However, the war brought Germany closer to rural Hungary than 
ever before, with war propaganda as the most important ally with the direct experi-
ences of serving in the army.63 In his analysis, Zsolt Vitári recognizes the same tenden-
cies on the anomalies in the new minority education system as Elisabeth Haid-Lener 
did in her chapter: The need for German schooling was already clearly expressed on 
behalf of the community and the German-speaking population regularly complained 
because the mother tongue was not taught. Another vulnerable point was the usage 
of their mother tongue in religious life. Although there were more than one hundred 
German-majority villages in Hungary, the use of the German language was steadily 
pushed into the background. The Hungarian German People’s Education Association 
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(Ungarländischer Deutscher Volksbildungsverein, UDV) was established in 1923 with 
the aim of promoting long-term economic cooperations and youth organizations— 
with relative success. At the beginning of the 1930s, after the economic crisis, how-
ever, a new, frustrated generation entered the stage. Furthermore, they saw fewer and 
fewer opportunities to cooperate with the Hungarian government. They proposed the 
mainstreaming of German identity against Hungarian aspirations and fought a fierce 
battle for the preservation of their own ethnic group. Institutional and financial help 
arrived from the already national-socialist Germany. With the radicalisation of the in-
ternational political scene, the Volksdeutsche Kameradschaft and its successor from 1938 
onward, the Volksbund der Deutschen in Ungarn (People’s Association of Germans in 
Hungary) wanted to encompass the life of the Hungarian Germans in a complex man-
ner. As Vitári convincingly demonstrates, the national-socialist ethnicizing initiatives 
in Hungary subordinated all spheres of life to the ethnic point of view and therefore 
tried to shatter the long-existing hierarchies and milieus. The Großdeutsche ambitions, 
which had already strongly permeated the life of the third generation, resulted after 1938 
in a threefold disintegration: The disintegration of the balance in the multiethnic lo-
cal communities, segregation within the ethnic group, but also among the generations. 

ET H N IC S T RUG G L E S:  QU E S T ION I NG  
T H E S TAT E MONOP OLY OF V IOL E NCE 

The interplay of contingent and long-term factors is also on display in the chapter au-
thored by Pavel Kladiwa and Andrea Pokludová, in the different context of the Bohe-
mian Lands. While questions surrounding nationality came to the fore as the borders 
of the new Czechoslovak state were being defined, the authors make clear that ethniciz-
ing was not a postwar phenomenon, but rather one that had been launched in Cisleitha-
nia in the last years of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, with evidence of such provided 
for example by the Moravian Compromise of 1905. This continued and intensified af-
ter the war under changed circumstances, still balancing factors pertaining to ethnicity 
with economic, social, and political aspects that intersected in multiple ways with the 
former. As such, the postwar violence in the region often had its roots in wartime vio-
lence that was not directly related to armed combat, such as riots and revolts prompted 
by hunger or labor unrest. As in the case of Eastern Galicia, opposing sides in the “eth-
nicizing game” often vented their frustrations and discontent toward the outsiders who 
did not belong to either, in the form of local antisemitic excesses. 

The balancing act that Habsburg imperial rule over a vast multiethnic and multi-
confessional territory had implied meant that Jews were just one among many different 
ethnic/religious groups, and one that was, if anything, less dangerous or problematic 
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than those with national aspirations of their own. In the dichotomic either/or logic 
of self-determination rendered normative at Versailles, however, they did not “belong” 
to any ethnic group with state-building ambitions (although they were duly counted 
as such when demographic arguments were at stake, as shown in Jagoda Wierzejska’s 
chapter) and were correspondingly exposed to their ire when such ambitions were or 
appeared to be thwarted. Moreover, the Russian Revolution of 1917 and the associa-
tion of Jews with Bolshevism had rendered them “dangerous” in the eyes of the many 
would-be state-builders who looked with apprehension at the potential spread of revo-
lution to their lands. In an ethnicizing context, Bolshevism (and implicitly the Jews as-
sociated with them) and its internationalist impetus appeared as the sworn enemy of all 
attempts at nation-state-building and consolidation. And while the association of Jews 
with socialism and revolutionary politics more generally had been long-standing, the 
newly minted myth of “Judeo-Bolshevism” was both more urgent and more fearsome.64 

In the volatile context of the Russian Civil War and its numerous interstate ramifica-
tions, “the images of Leon Trotsky standing at the head of the Red Army, and of the Jew-
ish Chekist in leather jacket with a Mauser pistol carrying out mass liquidations, con-
jured up an existential threat of demonic proportions.”65 Even as “Judeo-Bolshevism” 
became a European or even global “specter” following the newfound popularity of the 
Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which were translated into numerous languages and be-
came “an extraordinary best-seller” between 1918 and 1920,66 its salience was under-
standably more prominent in the region directly exposed to the Russian Civil War. 

Next to territorial disputes entangled with the attempts to ascertain the definitive 
“ethnicity” of certain groups in an area marked by a significant degree of national in-
difference and fluidity,67 ideological mobilization and conflict was the second major 
determining factor of postwar violence. Béla Bodó’s chapter in the present volume ad-
dresses this topic in the case of postwar Hungary, comparing the “Red Terror” that fol-
lowed the establishment of the Hungarian Soviet Republic established in March 1919 
with the “White Terror” that followed its collapse, with “the ‘hot phase’ of the coun-
terrevolution,” as the author—the foremost authority on the subject—refers to it, last-
ing between August 1919 and March 1920. Bodó’s chapter opens with a historiographic 
synopsis that briefly examines retrospective assessments of the crimes committed under 
each. This is also interesting considering their constituting “atrocity narratives,” similar 
in some respects to those covered in Wierzejska’s chapter but structured along ideolog-
ical rather than ethnic fault lines and stretching out over different regimes of memory, 
all the way to contemporary scholarship. 

Whereas in many other chapters in this volume the story was one of border dis-
putes between competing ethnicizing projects, this is a case where at first glance eth-
nicity and legal citizenship regimes mattered less than ideology, with perpetrators be-
longing (mostly) to the same ethnic group. That, however, seems to have rendered the 
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dynamic more, rather than less, violent—while Wierzejska shows that the rules of en-
gagement were mostly followed in Eastern Galicia even though the conflict was not 
one between two formally established states/armies, this does not seem to have been 
the case in 1919–1920 Hungary. Instead, as in many other contexts that pitched “Reds” 
against “Whites,” from Russia through Germany to the Baltics,68 Bodó’s chapter re-
veals the extent of unrestrained violence perpetrated by both sides, but in particular by 
the better-educated and mostly professional soldiers and officers of the White detach-
ments. This included cases of torture and sexual violence, also covered by the author 
in previous publications, with the latter especially representing a previously underre-
searched topic that has recently started to attract more scholarly attention.69 In turn, 
this raises further questions about the boundaries of acceptability in instances of vio-
lence perpetrated on ideological grounds as compared to those associated with com-
peting, but formally compatible in their aims, projects of nation- and state-building. 

The chapter also provides detailed analyses of both the perpetrators and main vic-
tim groups in terms of their socioeconomic profiles, education, and wartime experi-
ence, as well as of the local dimension of the violence. In a conflict that was primarily 
ideological, Bodó also pays attention to other forms of violence that were not ideolog-
ically driven, such as the one occurring during the “democratic interlude” in postwar 
Hungary or the one perpetrated by the “green” armed groups of peasants, and which 
were primarily motivated by deprivation and desire for revenge rather than any “loftier” 
considerations. This is reminiscent of Kladiwa and Pokludová’s analysis of the impor-
tance of relative deprivation and socioeconomic factors in accounting for the dynamic 
prevailing in the Bohemian Lands and serves as a useful reminder that the violence in 
postwar Europe was always situational and driven by many other factors in addition 
to ethnicity or ideology. 

Moreover, it is important to keep in mind that these two coordinates—roughly 
corresponding in this context also to Siniša Malešević’s more general considerations 
about the role of “the rise and fall of organisational capacity and the extent of ideolog-
ical penetration within a group” in accounting for the social dynamics of violence70— 
are not mutually exclusive. In the volatile setting of postwar Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, “questions” related to ethnicity and ideology could mutate into each other. As 
Dan Diner argues in his interpretation of the Hungarian Soviet Republic, “despite all 
the revolutionary rhetoric [. . .] the revolution was in fact a national rebellion against 
the imminent territorial dismemberment of Hungary. There was no question of any 
Bolshevist sentiment among the populace, nor even of any socialist sentiment.”71 In-
stead, and reminiscent also of Holly Case’s notion of “question bundling,”72 we could 
read the Hungarian case as one where “the national question, made pressing by the 
looming territorial dismemberment of Hungary, mutated into a social question as the 
economy spun out of control.”73 Read against the background of national indifference 
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and “amphibian” populations who crossed ethnic boundaries, and of the numerous 
constraints—from international ones to war-weariness, hunger, and generalized depri-
vation—affecting the range of political decisions available, a more capacious and flex-
ible understanding of the causes of violence might be more productive than one struc-
tured by sharper analytical lines. 

One “ethnic” element does stand out in Bodó’s chapter, and it is one that recalls 
many other cases analyzed in this volume: The targeting of Jews, in this context by 
both the Red and White Terrors. The aggressions committed by Red troops against 
Jews, also analyzed by Brendan McGeever in the case of the Russian Civil War, serve 
as a useful reminder that the putatively anti-antisemitic socialist ideology did not pre-
clude anti-Jewish violence.74 Its more widespread presence among Red revolutionaries 
in contexts beyond Russia, as in a Hungary that had witnessed the alleged “golden age” 
of Jewish emancipation from 1867 to 1914, also warns against simplistic interpretations 
accounting for it by the survival of premodern, religiously inspired forms of prejudice. 
At the same time, as Bodó makes clear, “the number of Jews who had been killed, tor-
tured, and humiliated [by Red militias] paled in comparison to the number of Jews 
who fell victim to the White Terror,” where they made up “one-third of the people 
murdered.” With the myth of “Judeo-Bolshevism” possibly accounting for it, the lines 
between ideological and ethnic violence appear once again to be blurred in this case, 
as the White Terror, despite its claims to the contrary, did not enact “revenge” for the 
crimes committed during the Hungarian Soviet Republic. Instead, Bodó argues, “the 
Red Terror served as a convenient excuse for ethnic and religious violence, and Jews 
the perfect scapegoats for national and individual tragedies.”75 

The different cases analyzed in this volume, read against the background of the wider 
literature on the topic, present us with a broad spectrum of violence in terms of inten-
sity, typologies, agents, victims, motivations (declared or otherwise), and geographical 
scope. Despite their differences, they allow a few general conclusions, some of which 
concur with the recent literature on the subject, while others point beyond them. The 
presence of “atrocity narratives” as a legitimizing factor appears relatively widespread, 
irrespective of whether a conflict was territorial or grounded in ideological antagonism, 
pointing at the increased importance of propaganda in the aftermath of World War I. 
At the same time, violence appears in all cases to have been highly situational, depen-
dent on local conditions and more mundane factors such as hunger, greed, or opportu-
nities for plunder as much as on nation-making or nation-breaking ideologies. Among 
such instances of communal rather than state-driven or state-endorsed violence, antise-
mitic excesses stand out in terms of both frequency and spatial ubiquity across the area 
of Central and Eastern Europe at least. Anti-Jewish violence points both at the endur-
ance of long-standing antisemitic tropes and at the heightened vulnerability of inter-
stitial groups falling between the cracks of the Versailles-inspired legal regime aimed 
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at ethnicizing Europe, rendered particularly dangerous for the Jews by the prolifera-
tion of the myth of Judeo-Bolshevism. Most importantly, when read in conjunction 
with the new legal norms centered on citizenship, they recall Eric D. Weitz’s sobering 
remark that “the construction of citizenship necessarily involves boundary-drawing, of 
territorial borders but also of peoples. The creation of rights for some is, then, inextri-
cably wound up with denying others the access to rights [. . .] Historically, then, rights 
and crimes emerged together.”76 If the situational nature of the violence in an uncer-
tain, changing, volatile context raises questions about its contingent importance as a 
source of legitimacy and in-group solidarity, its imbrication with legal norms putatively 
aimed at preventing violence points instead at tracing its deeper roots before World 
War I, into the European fin-de-siècle. 

The long-term lineages of postwar violence allow us to zoom in closer on its com-
plex imbrication with the politics of ethnicity and citizenship, as well as on the civili-
zational notions underpinning them, persistent legacies of the nineteeth-century im-
perial “civilizing missions.” Jagoda Wierzejska’s chapter in this volume illustrates these 
well when discussing the Polish and Ukrainian propaganda during the war for Eastern 
Galicia (1918–1919). Wierzejska shows the propaganda deployed on both sides of this 
conflict to be reliant on two main discursive strategies, one involving competing eth-
nic claims to the region, the other mutual accusations of having committed war crimes. 
Both bring to the fore the importance of considering the interplay between immediate 
conjectural factors and long-term developments in approaching postwar violence and 
its interpretation. On the one hand, the deployment of propaganda centered on “atroc-
ity narratives” was very much a product of World War I, having taken unprecedented 
proportions in its course and having eventually been formally institutionalized by the 
creation of specialized government offices.77 Originally developed in Western Europe 
in association with the German “rape of Belgium,” according to Maciej Górny these had 
been imported into Eastern Europe as early as 1915.78 However, the rise of propaganda 
during World War I was itself reliant on the importance of public opinion, a long-term 
process that unfolded over the long nineteenth century.79 

Moreover, and on the other hand, the content of both types of Polish and Ukrainian 
propaganda that Wierzejska analyzes in her chapter points in the direction of continu-
ities that antedated the war. With regard to the staking of ethnic claims to the disputed 
region, both sides’ narratives relied on academic knowledge production stretching back 
into the nineteenth century, invoking arguments based on cartography, anthropogeog-
raphy, and ethnopsychology that were so characteristic of the era.80 Meanwhile, atroc-
ity narratives invoked even earlier associations of the Ukrainians with the haidamakas, 
eighteenth-century paramilitary units active on the territory of the Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth. These helped portray twentieth-century Ukrainians not just as “sav-
ages” or even “animals,” an aspect legitimizing the purported Polish “civilizing mission” 
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in Eastern Galicia, but implicitly as living anachronisms belonging to another, past 
era that had to be superseded. In turn, the Ukrainians’ propaganda also pointed at 
the abuses of the Polish gentry during the time of the Commonwealth, which had 
prompted the haidamakas’ resentment. This had resulted in several eighteenth-century 
rebellions and eventually came to be associated with the development of the Ukrainian 
national movement in the 1930s, with its visible anti-Polish component. Contingent 
as the violence in Eastern Galicia might have been, its long-term history certainly mat-
tered in legitimizing it and in portraying the enemy as a “beast” beyond the pale of civ-
ilization, capable of unspeakable horrors. At a time when borders were far from being 
settled and both belligerent sides looked with hope toward the peacemakers in Ver-
sailles, both the academic studies and the atrocity narratives were written with a for-
eign audience in mind. As such, the need to prove a certain “standard of civilisation” 
(and deny it to one’s enemy) was a pervasive element, one that again shows the impor-
tance of considering together short-term factors like wartime propaganda and civili-
zational narratives stretching over the longue durée.81 

Despite these longer lineages, the end of World War I and the Versailles Peace was 
certainly a historical “moment” itself, with long-term consequences, some of which 
reverberate even today, whether in the form of contested borders or in the shape and 
geographical scope of contemporary minority protection.82 As the chapters in this vol-
ume show, the intersection of new conceptions of “ethnicity,” embedded in new legal 
norms centered on notions of self-determination—that were as inconsistent or irrele-
vant in some local contexts as they were proclaimed to be “absolute”—could not pro-
vide the grid of legibility that was meant to guarantee state sovereignty and peace in 
Europe. They were, moreover, as Tara Zahra argues in the Afterword, “supported by a 
global edifice of racial hierarchies and ideologies,” whereby “ethnicity” came to straddle 

“a view of nationality as a biological fact and a view of it as a cultural construct.” Read in 
this light, Eastern Europe, with its much-invoked liminality of the “lands between,” ap-
pears less exceptional when compared to France, itself engaged in processes of violent 
classification of the population in Alsace-Lorraine, complete with expulsions of “un-
desirables.”83 It is therefore a European or even global story, one where if Central and 
Eastern Europe featured more prominently, it is perhaps at least partly because that is 
where the architects of the peace were primarily looking. 

The fact that this was not just a European story, but a transatlantic one, was ren-
dered even more visible by the presence of American statesmen and experts, as well as 
the American President Woodrow Wilson at Versailles, who intervened in European 
affairs more decisively than ever before. Analogies and parallels between Europe and 
the United States of America, whether along the lines of race, migration, slavery, or 
emancipation, often missed the very points they were trying to make, and certainly the 
overarching, racially hierarchical continuum in which such analogies were embedded. 
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Processes of “ethnicizing” diverse populations might have come up against the limits 
of national indifference, but, with the weight of nation-states behind them, they in-
creasingly succeeded in creating the majorities and minorities they purported to clas-
sify and “manage.” However, the neater, clearer lines of distinction failed to contain 
violence, as was allegedly intended, but instead ended up exacerbating it, for a host of 
reasons, many of which were rooted in contingencies that continued to circumvent the 
rigidity of legal norms and to escape the interpretive grids of states. 
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