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UNCHANGINGNESS IN CHANGE

The Changed Self-image of Budapest Jewish Groups in the Interwar Years
as a Result of the Changed Borders in the Carpathian Basin'
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Abstract: In Central Europe the social and cultural processes within various groups of Jews before the
First World War were determined by the imperial frames. While the nation states that came into being set the
general frames, the attitude of the Jews towards modernity as a process, their religious and cultural strategies
extended beyond these frames. The new borders drawn after the First World War fundamentally changed
the social and cultural environment in which the earlier Jewish strategies had emerged and functioned;
and shaped their attitude towards Hungarian symbolic politics. After 1920 there was also a change
in the proportions of the different Jewish trends in Hungary. The group strategies of the denominations
and movements represented in the Hungarian-language Jewish press in Hungary interpreted Hungarian
symbolic politics after the Trianon peace dictate in different ways and incorporated these interpretations in
their discourses. The borders appeared not only in their physical state as an unbridgeable reality that had to
be dealt with but also created new borders in the organisation of groups and society.
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“There are countries that are surrounded for miles by mountains and forests, so that
one can only leave them through gates. Hungary is such a country.”

(Rashi commentary on the Babylonian Talmud Yoma 11a)

! The article is based on the results of research carried out within the frame of the Department of Ethnol-
ogy and Cultural Anthropology of the Arts Faculty of Szeged University OTKA grant (68325) and the Jewish
Theological Seminary — University of Jewish Studies — HAS Jewish Culture Research Group (TKI 237/2007).
It was presented as a paper in English — Unchangingness in change. The changed self-image of Budapest Jew-
ish groups in the interwar years as a function of the changed borders in the Carpathian Basin — at the Ethno-
graphic Atlases: Regions, Borders, Interferences 16™ Conference of the SIEF’s International Ethnocartography
Network, Szeged, September 14, 2009, and in Hungarian at the series of events held at the Jewish Theological
Seminary — University of Jewish Studies on the Day of Hungarian Scholarship in 2009, at the conference of
doctorate students titled Isaiah Berlin (100) — Jewry — Europe held on November 9, 2009. Its publication has
been made possible by grant No. OTKA PUB-C 85336.
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