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Oscar Jaszi’s Discussion on the ‘Jews’
—Relationship between ‘Democracy’ and the Society of Hungary

Noriko Tsujikawa

Oscar Jaszi (Jaszi Oszkér: 1875-1957) was a leading figure of the progressive intel-
lectuals, among whom some socialists were in Budapest at the turn of the 20™ century. He
claimed that Hungarian society, which still had the feudal system, should be democratized,
and gradually committed himself in political movements. The progressive or socialist intel-
lectuals participated in the republican revolution of October 1918 and/or the communist
revolution of March 1919, and then fled Hungary in the fear of the counter-revolution after
the communist regime collapsed. Jaszi became their virtual leader and tried to overthrow the
counter-revolutionary Horthy regime, which held power until 1944.

This research paper discusses as what Jaszi represented the ‘Jews’ in the context of the
society of the Habsburg Monarchy, mainly of Hungary. According to some viewpoints on the
‘Jewish’ problems, it seems to be stated that definitions of the ‘Jews’ can vary in what context
they are discussed.

As defeated in WWI, only about one-third of the historical territory of Hungary remained
within its border. People who had ‘Jewish’ origin had assimilated into Hungarian (i.e. Magyar)
society and had increasingly advanced their participation in the Hungarian society since the
second half of the 19" century. The legal equality of the citizens, regardless of their religion,
was consummated in 1867, and those ‘assimilated Jews’ played significant roles during the
revolutions of 1918-1919. Therefore, after the revolutions collapsed, the ‘Jews’ were accused
as scapegoats of the dissolution of historical Hungary. When the political situations were not
settled during the counter-revolutionary period, the ‘White Terror’ prevailed around Hungary
and many ‘Jews’ were regarded as collaborators of the revolution (especially the communist
regime of 1919) and were prosecuted by radical nationalists. Besides, some ‘anti-Semitic’
policy appeared in Hungary during the interwar period. One of the most representative
examples was so-called Numerus Clausus, which virtually limited the ‘Jews’ from the higher
education. This political tendency apparently indicated the termination of co-exist between
the ‘Jews’ and the Magyars since the second half of the 19" century.

Jaszi was one of those ‘Jews.” His family converted from Jewish to Calvinist in his child
days and he played significant roles in the intellectual society at the turn-of-the 20" century
and in the revolutionary government of 1918. While it seems that he avoided in pondering his
own ‘Jewish’ carrier, Jaszi severely criticized ‘Jews’ in some of his writings, regardless of his
‘Jewish’ background. Previous studies have mentioned this ambivalent attitude; some have
considered it as ‘anti-Semitic,” others have discussed that this attitude was a common feature
among the second generation of the assimilated ‘Jews.” However, such researches have not
discussed further what Jaszi meant by the images of the ‘Jews.’

Jaszi solidly discussed the ‘Jewish’ problems as social matters. He mentioned the ‘Jews’

_62-



T A X LO_ERBN A _En<s oz0aromme 1570 (=xxs] | R

as the people who assimilated into the Magyars, the dominating nation in Hungary at that
time. He regarded the ‘Jews’ as the capitalists, who had been connected with ‘feudal’ aris-
tocracy politically and economically, establishing the class dominations together. According
to him, the capitalization of the Monarchy failed, and in Hungary the capitalism, having
developed from the middle of the 19™ century, triggered nationalism and exclusivity among
nations. Moreover, he criticized that the ‘Magyar-assimilated Jews’ contributed to the Magyar
nationalism and actively endeavoured to promote the assimilation of the non-Magyars, only
to lead them to separatism.

In terms of ‘democracy,’ Jaszi criticized ‘feudal’ system in the society of the Habsburg
Dual Monarchy (naturally also in Hungary), representing the ‘Jews’ as a barrier to ‘democrati-
zation’ in Hungary. Besides, he blamed liberalism in Hungary that it had communication with
‘feudalism,’ mainly at the financial level. He also found a fault in ‘anti-democratic’ characters
of Communism, which aspired to overthrow the ‘feudal” system. According to Jaszi, the
Magyar-assimilated ‘Jews’ could be connected with all mentioned above, and he represented
the ‘Jews’ as the factor which hindered Hungary from realizing ‘democracy.’

In the meantime, Jaszi highly valued on the role of the ‘Jewish intellectual workers,’
who struggled to introduce ‘democracy’ into Hungary. He identified himself and his group
with those ‘Jews.” However, it should also be noted that the ‘Jewish intellectual workers’ only
could stand the borderline between the Magyars and the non-Magyars, if referring to Jaszi’s
statement that the ‘assimilated Jews’ were in fact half-assimilated. He did not mention this
ambivalence.

Even though, it can be concluded that Jaszi regarded the ‘Jews’ both as the factor inter-
fering and as promoting ‘democratization’ of the society of Hungary. Jaszi’s critics on the
‘Jews’ is not only the reflection of his ambivalent identity (having the ‘Jewish’ origin,) as
some previous studies pointing out, but also should be considered in terms of his political
destination (realizing ‘democratic’ Hungary.)
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