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The life of Oscar Jaszi (in Hungarian Jaszi Oszkar) is an attractive sub-
ject to a biographer for a number of reasons. First of all, it is easy to 
sympathize with him, especially if one believes in democracy, progress, 
and a united Europe — it also helps if the biographer is Hungarian. 
Throughout his life, Jaszi (1875-1957) was a federalist who advocated the 
confederation of the peoples of the Danube Valley. He maintained that the 
ultimate solution to the problems of the whole of Europe was union in a 
federation. He was a strong believer in progress in human affairs: the 
advancement of the technical and social sciences, of democracy, education 
and human rights. As far as political convictions are concerned, he can be 
best described as liberal — this in an age when many of his contempo-
raries gravitated not to liberalism but to either left- or right-wing 
radicalism. What makes Jaszi especially attractive to a Hungarian biog-
rapher is that, for all the years he lived in exile, he remained loyal to his 
native land — though certainly not to the regimes that ruled it. Lastly, the 
writing of a Jaszi biography is an appealing undertaking because there is 
an abundance of archival information about him, a fact that makes the 
crafting of an extensively documented and exhaustive work an achievable 
— though doubtless quite a time-consuming — enterprise. 

Gyorgy Litvan's biography of Jaszi is as sympathetic to him as it 
is detailed and extensively documented. Litvan is undoubtedly the most 
qualified person to write such a work. He has edited and arranged for re-
printing several volumes of Jaszi's writings,1 and published a great 
number of articles dealing with him, his activities and writings.2 

Litvan's preface to the biography points out that Jaszi's refusal to 
endorse either the radical (or reactionary) right or the radical left earned 
him the enmity of the regimes that ruled Hungary most of his lifetime. In 
pre-1918 Hungary he was seen as a troublesome critic of the 
establishment and its policies. Throughout most of the interwar years he 



was regarded as a dangerous progressive, while during Hungary's commu-
nist era, he was seen as an agent of American imperialism. From 1920 to 
1944 Jaszi couldn't even contemplate a visit to his homeland because he 
was branded a "leftist radical" by the regime of Admiral Horthy; after 
1948 he couldn't visit because the regime of Matyas Rakosi deemed him 
an opponent of "true" (i.e. Soviet-style) socialism. Jaszi spent his 
remaining years in American exile. He died early in 1957 and his ashes 
were interred in Oberlin (near Cleveland, Ohio) where he had lived for 
most of his American stay. Only in 1991 were his earthly remains re-
buried in the Jaszi family plot in Budapest's Farkasreti cemetery. 

Oscar Jaszi was bom in 1875 to a family of assimilated Jews. 
His father had a medical practice in Nagykaroly (today's Carei, Rumania), 
from where he looked after patients of various faiths and ethnicities in the 
surrounding countryside. The young Oszkar often accompanied his father 
on his visits to the villages around Nagykaroly. Despite this early 
exposure to the realities of life in the multi-ethnic Kingdom of Hungary, 
in the first three decades of his life Jaszi did not develop a keen interest 
in nationality problems. His attention as a young man was devoted to the 
promotion of reformist ideas. By about 1900, he had become prominent 
among Hungary's radical academics. He and other similarly-motivated 
young intellectuals launched the sociological journal Huszadik Szazcid 
[Twentieth Century] and established the Tarsadalomtudomanyi Tarsasag 
[Society for Social Studies]. A few years later Jaszi did turn his attention 
to the nationality problem, the historic Kingdom of Hungary's most 
intractable and, in the end, unsolvable problems.3 

Once Jaszi realized the importance of the issue, he undertook a 
systematic examination of it. He studied the nationalities policies of 
Hungary's revolutionary regime of 1848-49 and familiarized himself with 
the leading reform-minded Austrian thinkers' writings on the problem. In 
the years following he visited many of his country's non-Magyar inhabited 
regions and established contacts with minority intellectuals. In 1909 he 
published his first major work on the subject, A nemzetisegi kerdes es 
Magyarorszdg jovoje [The nationality question and Hungary's future]. 
Jaszi had come to believe that nationality groups should have the right to 
express their cultures in their own way. Attempts at the forceful assimila-
tion of ethnic groups were wrong and could be counter-productive. The 
giving of equal rights as individuals to members of the nationalities, 
something that some of the more liberal of Jaszi's countrymen were 
willing to concede, was not sufficient. Nationality groups were entitled to 
collective rights, including the right to have their own schools, courts, and 
access to government services in their own language. 

In 1912 Jaszi 's A nemzeti allamok kialakulasa es a nemzetisegi 
kerdes [The development of nation states and the nationality question] 



appeared. It was the earliest and most significant Hungarian contribution 
to the theoretical literature on nation states and national minorities. Its 
basic ideas can be summed up as follows. The awakening of an ethnic 
identity, a feeling of belonging to a cultural group, is a natural part of the 
historical development for all peoples. The process leads to the emergence 
of nation states, but the ultimate result of this process is not the nation 
state itself but the creation of large federation of states. Nationalism, 
then, is a constructive force in human evolution which leads to 
internationalism. The process of evolution from nationalism to inter-
nationalism can be derailed when nationalistic emotions are exploited and 
are used to foster the oppression of one ethnic group by another. 
According to Jaszi, this often happens in backward, economically under-
developed countries, where unenlightened leaders implement policies 
designed to thwart the aspiration of minorities for cultural emancipation. 
The result is ethnic conflict. 

Such conflicts, according to Jaszi, do not need to develop into 
bloody warfare. They can be solved, the recipe for a solution is progress: 
industrialization and democratization, as well as the establishment of large 
federations of democratic nations. He had earlier suggested the immediate 
solution: schools, courts and government services for the minorities, in 
their own languages. Not surprisingly, given the existence of strident 
nationalism in Hungary at the time, Jaszi's recommendations were rejected 
by a majority of Hungary's intelligentsia. 

The First World War wrought great changes in Jaszi's political 
outlook. He responded to the outbreak of hostilities in 1914 by 
withdrawing from public activities. Out of his despair surfaced the hope 
that from the ashes of war a better world would emerge, a world cleansed 
of intolerant nationalism. He first put his faith in German liberalism and 
the hope for the reorganization of Central Europe along Friedrich 
Neumann's plans for a Mitteleuropa. The increasing subordination of 
German politics to the military after 1916 dampened Jaszi's enthusiasm 
for a post-war world dominated by Germany. Until 1917 he worried about 
the possible expansion of autocratic Russia and the setbacks that this 
would mean for progress and democracy in Central Europe. After the 
February Revolution, however, Jaszi looked to the new Russia to lead 
Europe to progress and unity. 

In the meantime Jaszi continued to criticize his own country's 
government for its nationality policies and for the deteriorating relations 
between Budapest and the nationality regions of Hungary. He also began 
working on a blueprint for a postwar Central Europe. These were later 
outlined in his book, A monrachia jovoje, a dualismus bukdsa, es a dunai 
egyesiilt allamok [The future of the Monarchy, the failure of dualism, and 
the Danubian united states]. The work, completed months earlier, was 
published only at the war's end. In it Jaszi outlined his plan for the 



confederation of the five nations living in the Middle Danube Valley: the 
Czech, Austrian, Polish, Hungarian and the South Slav nations — a 
federation that the Rumanians might join at some point in the future. 
Like the Dual Monarchy it was to a large extent replace, this state was to 
be a customs union and was to have a federal army as well as a united 
foreign policy. Hungary was not to be dismembered in the process of 
creating the federation, although Jaszi acknowledged that Croatia would 
probably want to belong to the "Illyrian republic," i.e., the South Slav 
state within this "Pentarchy." 

After Hungary's wartime government collapsed in late October of 
1918, a left-of-centre coalition assumed power under the leadership of the 
reformist politician Count Mihaly Karolyi. Soon, Jaszi was put in charge 
of nationality policies. His task was to reorganize Hungary before the 
centrifugal forces of minority nationalism, greatly strengthened by the 
war, tore the country asunder and resulted in the disintegration of the 
Middle Danube region of Europe into several small nation states. 

Jaszi undertook his Herculean assignment with determination. He 
no doubt looked upon with exasperation the prospect of the disintegration 
of Hungary into its component ethnic units. He never intended to dis-
mantle the multi-ethnic Kingdom of Hungary — he only wanted to 
reorganize it by giving collective rights and cultural autonomy to the 
nationalities. He had another reason to fear the disintegration of his 
country. Jaszi had been a firm believer in the organization of the world, 
in particular Europe, into larger and larger political units or federations. 
The establishment of small nation states in the heart of Europe would 
have gone completely counter to such historical processes. 

By November the chances of creating a Pentarchy along the lines 
of Jaszi's earlier plans had become nonexistent. All Jaszi could hope for 
was to reorganize Hungary along ethnic lines. His efforts were in vain. 
Only with the country's small Ruthenian minority did he reach an 
agreement that, had events not intervened, would have involved Sub-
carpathia receiving a large degree of self-government within Hungary. 
Jaszi's negotiations with Hungary's Slovaks and Rumanians met with 
failure. Accordingly, instead of a democratic "Eastern Switzerland" 
emerging in the Middle Danube Basin from the ruins of war, there arose 
an agglomeration of small, independent states. Their existence was 
sanctioned through the post-war peace treaties, especially by the Treaty of 
Trianon of June, 1920. It dismembered the historic Kingdom of Hungary 
and mandated the transfer of two-thirds of its territories to the "Successor 
States" of Czechoslovakia, Rumania, and Yugoslavia. Ironically, these 
three new states were just as, if not more, multi-ethnic as the old Hunga-
rian Kingdom had been. 

In Hungary itself, the regime of Karolyi gave way to the Republic 
of Councils under the communist leader Bela Kun. Jaszi left the country 



in May, 1919 and began his long exile, first in Austria and then in the 
United States. Throughout his life in exile he continued to devote his time 
and energies to further the cause for the establishment of a Danubian 
confederation. Disappointed in the Western democracies' imposition of a 
"wrong and short-sighted" peace settlement on Hungary, early during his 
exile Jaszi put his faith in the governments of the Little Entente countries 
(Czechoslovakia, Rumanian and Yugoslavia) and strove to build good 
relations with their leaders. "He conceived this alliance," wrote Litvan in 
1991, "not as a mere tactical one, necessary to defeat the Horthy regime, 
but as a long term necessity in... seeking rapprochement with the Succes-
sor States, in the integration of Hungary in a new democratic environment 
and,... in [bringing about] a Danubian Confederation."4 

At first Jaszi was encouraged by his successes. Soon, however, 
his relations with governmental circles in the Little Entente states soured, 
though his ideas were still well-received in progressive intellectual circles. 
By 1923 Jaszi had begun to realize the futility of expecting help from the 
regimes in Prague, Belgrade and Bucharest, for a democratic reorganiza-
tion of the Middle Danube Valley. As a result, he decided to abandon 
emigre political activities and to settle in the United States. He arrived 
there in September, 1925 — he had been offered an academic position at 
Oberlin College, in Ohio. 

At Oberlin Jaszi taught, worked on his academic publications, and 
continued advocating reforms in Central Europe. It was during the early 
years of his stay he produced his most famous English-language book, 
The Dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy. Though written from the 
perspective of the sociologist and political scientist it gained respect from 
many historians. Although this book was mainly a scholarly undertaking, 
it also served political purposes. It cautioned the statesmen of East Central 
Europe against policies of undue centralization, bureaucratization and the 
pursuit of state autarchy. It also called for civic education and the 
fostering of tolerance among peoples. Jaszi demanded that all nationalities 
be assured cultural autonomy and advised the international community to 
remedy some of the blatant injustices of the post-war peace settlement. He 
expressly warned the statesmen of the Little Entente that if their countries 
did not heed the lessons of the collapse of the Habsburg Monarchy, they 
would suffer the same fate.5 

In 1934 Jaszi visited Eastern Europe and late that year he reported 
on his findings. His main conclusion was that the nationalities problem 
had not been solved and that the efforts then being undertaken to solve it 
were inadequate. Even in Czechoslovakia he had found "a growing spirit 
of nationalism." In Romania, the situation was "alarming." He listed 
myriad complaints by Hungarians and Germans there of Romanian 
discrimination against them. Still, the situation there was not as bad as in 
Yugoslavia where under the royal dictatorship, minorities were denied 



even the opportunity of complaining about their treatment. Jaszi saw no 
solution to these problems in the immediate future. Without "fundamental 
reforms" Jaszi concluded, a "new war will come." And after it will come 
"the revolution" with its "kolkhozes" and not a "free system of 
federalism" but the "dictatorship of the proletariat." "Not Europe but Asia 
will then rule in this part of the world..."6 Evidently, Jaszi's 1934 tour of 
the Little Entente countries dealt a profound blow to his hopes for the 
solution of the Danube Valley's problems. 

Jaszi continued to write on this subject after 1934 but he was 
forced to rely on second-hand information for his accounts. In 1936 he 
still had vague plans to return for another fact-finding mission, but by late 
1937 he had come to the conclusion that he could not and should not go. 
By then he feared that he would never see his native Carpathian Basin 
again. For the next few years he would watch the unfolding of events 
there, often with dismay and concern for the fate of his friends and 
relatives there (pp. 376-77). 

The outbreak of World War II caused Jaszi to fling himself into 
political action — he even headed one of the several political organiza-
tions of Hungarian emigres in America. During the early years of the war 
he had hoped that the conflict might lead to changes in Danubian Europe 
and that these changes would result in the implementation of his ideas. 
The war, however, brought new disappointments for Jaszi — setbacks that 
were probably more profound than those he had encountered after 1918. 
Not only was his hope of a federal reorganization of East Central Europe 
not realized after the war, but democratic and other reforms were stifled 
there with the imposition of Soviet-style communism.7 (pp. 394-396) 

The decade that followed the end of the war brought more 
disillusionment for Jaszi. He was saddened by the spread of Soviet 
influence throughout Eastern Europe and the diminishing prospects for 
democracy and federalism in the region. He was greatly upset by the 
treatment of minorities by Hungary's neighbours, especially by Czecho-
slovakia whose leaders expelled hundreds of thousands of the country's 
minorities. In the nick of time, in the fall of 1947, not long before the 
assumption of total power by the communists in Hungary, he managed to 
pay a visit to his homeland.8 The trip was the last of the septuagenarian 
Jaszi's major undertakings. Ageing and ailing, he took a long time to 
recover from it. His declining levels of energy and advancing age were 
not the only disappointments in his life. He had marital troubles. 
Furthermore he lost many of his friends. His friendship with Rusztem 
Vambery suffered in part because of the latter's continued association with 
the Czech leaders and Hungary's increasingly communist-dominated 
government. Jaszi's decades of congenial correspondence with Karl 
Polanyi also came to an end under the strain of ideological differences. 
And Jaszi once again broke off his friendship with Mihaly Karolyi, this 



time in a more serious manner than during any of their previous mis-
understandings. In Jaszi's eyes, as the late 1940s approached, Karolyi 
appeared to be more and more an opportunist, a Bolshevik fellow-
traveller. This decision caused Jaszi much agony. On the other hand, 
with Michael Polanyi (whom he called Misi), that most astute and 
unrepentant critic of Marxism,9 he remained on friendly terms to the very 
end. 

During his long life Jaszi had his share of admirers. The most 
prominent of these was the poet Endre Ady. Interestingly, Litvan points 
out that some Hungarians have forgiven Ady for his censure of Hungary's 
establishment but have not forgiven Jaszi for doing the same. Late in his 
life, the intellectuals who esteemed him clustered around the periodical 
Latohatar [Horizon] and included Gyula Borbandi, the prolific writer on 
the affairs of Hungary and the Hungarian diaspora. And there were others, 
some of them main-stream political and/or intellectual figures, including 
the respected diplomat Aladar Szegedy-Maszak. (pp. 8-9) 

Jaszi's detractors were more numerous: members of Hungary's 
pre-1918 establishment and supporters of the Horthy regime, as well as 
the leaders of the 1919 and post-1948 communist regimes in Hungary. To 
the former two groups he was the revolutionary, to the latter two he was 
a counter-revolutionary. From 1948 to 1975 in particular, in the People's 
Republic of Hungary, Jaszi was a non-person or someone whose ideas 
were seen as misguided. In 1975, the year of the centennial of his birth, 
he was partially rehabilitated, though his critiques of Marxist thought 
were kept secret. 

The regime change of 1989 didn't bring Jaszi greater and wider 
acceptance in Hungary. Some people still see him as the radical and, in 
particular, the politician — and later, the would-be politician — who was 
ready to treat with the "enemies" of the Hungarian nation. Still others call 
him a self-loathing anti-Semite. To many of his countrymen he is still a 
"divider" of the nation, though to Litvan he appears to be more of a 
"uniter," a man who was willing to try cooperation with people of a wide 
range of political views, except the extreme right and the left. (pp. 8-9) 
And Litvan agrees with those who see Jaszi more as a prophet than an 
ideologue, among other things a prophet of European unity. Regarding 
Jaszi's unpopularity, Litvan admits that Jaszi's criticism of Hungary's 
establishments before World War I, in the interwar period and during the 
Cold War, was strident and relentless, a fact that accounts for the many 
enemies that he made during his lifetime — and continues to make even 
today, (pp. 10-11) 

Aside from a few such observations, Litvan does not try to 
evaluate Jaszi's life's work and overall political impact. He leaves that task 
to future historians — and to the readers of his book. What he has given 
us is not an assessment of Jaszi's legacy but a meticulously researched, 



st imulat ing and elegantly presented story of his life that will no doubt 
r emain the magnum opus of Jaszi biographies for generat ions to come. 
Hopefu l ly it will be published in English so that interested Amer icans can 
read about a remarkable intellectual who spent half his adult life among 
them. 
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