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This book is a result of close cooperation between American and Hungarian 
historians. The idea of writing a comparative history of New York and Budapest 
emerged in the late seventies, when decreasing political tension made scholarly 
exchanges possible. Most of the Hungarian historians who contributed to the 
book had been already established scholars by that time. On the American side, 
except for Carl E. Schorske, the writers are members of the 'revisionist' school: 
they started their academic careers in the early 1970s. Thus, proximity in age 
and ethnic ties fostered by prominent emigre scholars prepared the ground for 
cooperation. Academic politics played an important role as well. Indeed, the 
book would have not been possible without the sharing of certain political ideas. 

The American contributors describe themselves as members of a genera-
tion who turned against the consensus school of American historiography. Their 
main experience was the Vietnam War, which, at least temporarily, destroyed 
much of the nationalist arrogance and self-righteousness that had permeated 
American foreign policy and academic discourse after the Second World War. 
Material interests, such as the need to secure employment after graduation and to 
create a distinct profile in the profession, played a role in the generational revolt 
as well. Shocked by the carnage of the war, these young scholars increasingly 
turned their attention to the Third World and, to lesser extent, the Communist 
states. They argued that detente should be extended onto the field of scholarly 
production; works dealing with the history and culture of these parts of the world 
should be based upon ideas such as coexistence, cooperation and mutual under-
standing. Thus, the rejection of the Cold War fostered sympathy for the more 
enlightened and liberal members of the political and cultural elite in Eastern 
Europe. The result of this rapprochement was rather curious. By cooperating 
with the liberal members of the elite, whose legitimacy was at best suspect in 
the eyes of the ruled, many American scholars came to defend willy-nilly the 
existence of Communist regimes. The Communist elite were also apt to use 



these relations to legitimize their power. We have to emphasize, however, that 
there was no conspiracy behind the sympathy of American liberals for the reform 
Communists. The reasons for this sympathy were more mundane. First, 
American intellectuals always had a very narrow understanding of the people of 
Central and Eastern Europe. As part of their Anglo-Saxon cultural heritage, 
many of them still considered Eastern Europeans unfit for Western culture or 
democracy. The alliance of many of the small nations in Central and Eastern 
Europe with Nazi Germany and the implication of the elite and indeed a signifi-
cant part of the population in the Holocaust only re-enforced these negative 
emotions. Secondly, as children of the American enlightenment, scholars on this 
side of the Atlantic never fully understood the political and cultural traditions of 
this region. They viewed romantic nationalism, Christian Socialism and popu-
lism with suspicion and often misinterpreted these political movements as fascist. 
American intellectuals could communicate more easily with reform Communists 
since they, at least on the surface, used the language of the enlightenment. 
Secondly, members of the American political and cultural elite had the tendency 
of seeing the world in the dichotomy of left and right. They hardly realized that 
these categories did not automatically apply to other cultures. Mistaking the 
Communists as members of the left, many American liberals reasoned that the 
enemy of their opponents could easily become their friends. This logic suffered 
from the obvious weakness that even the reform Communists sought to preserve 
one of the most dysfunctional political systems in history. Thus, the American 
left allied themselves with people who were in fact conservative. This was a 
strange, although rather harmless, alliance not dissimilar to the good relations 
between American conservatives and military dictators in the Third World. 

Unfortunately we know very little about the cultural and political odyssey 
of Hungarian historians. The book, however, suggests at least two myths about 
theix professional careers during the Kadar regime. One is the idea that 
members of the historical profession have helped to maintain, and thus have an 
exclusive claim to, the progressive intellectual tradition of the turn of the 
century. Second is the belief that, in the 1960s, Hungarian historians broke 
completely with the dogmatic Marxism of their predecessors and embraced the 
neo-positivist "New Histories" of the West. The reality must have been more 
complex. First, there is no direct line of continuity between the works of these 
scholars and the progressive writers of the turn of the century: to my knowledge, 
no surviving giant of Nyugat generation, for example, saw the historians of the 
Kadar regime as the guardians of the progressive intellectual tradition. Secondly, 
the progressives had defined their identities against the state and its official 
culture. They were influenced by the highly erotic Secession movement and the 
voluntarist and revolutionary avant-garde. Thirdly, the progressive movement in 
Hungary did not follow any official lines. Apart from the shared revulsion 
against the semi-feudal social and political system, there was very little that kept 
this movement together. Very few among these progressives, including those 



who participated in, or at least sympathized with, the revolution of 1918 and the 
Soviet Republic a year later, ended up in the Communist camp. 

After 1948, Hungarian historical profession became rapidly integrated 
into the Moscow school. For Erzsebeth Andics, Jozsef Revai, Emma Lederer 
and others, history merely provided the opportunity to demonstrate the eternal 
validity of political directives and simplified philosophical ideas. However, 
writers who contributed to the book under review here, belong not the first but 
the second generation of historians. They reached adulthood in the Stalinist 
1950s and began their careers under the tutelage of turn-coat liberal or Stalinist 
intellectuals in the 1960s. It could not have been otherwise, since the profession 
had been completely purged in the previous two decades. It is a telling sign 
about the selection of these future scholars that they, unlike the progressives at 
the turn of the century or their American colleagues in the 1960s, never turned 
openly against their predecessors. There was no student revolt in Hungary in the 
1960s; not the Vietnam War but the crushing of the Czech rebellion in 1968 was 
these scholars' most important formative experience. As a result of their careful 
selection and intellectual conformity, Hungarian historians never dared to 
challenge the official culture as directly as did their American counterparts. 
While American scholars prided themselves on their opposition to the official 
political culture, the way to success in Hungary required excellent political 
instincts and a high degree of adaptability to the ideology and political practice 
of regime. Hungary's historians of the Kadar era knew that their careers had 
been built on the ruins of the professional and private lives of the pre-Commu-
nist generation; they were aware that their position depended upon their useful-
ness to the regime. They knew that they had to defend the system and suppress 
democratic impulses and rebellious inclinations. Thus, the argument in the book 
that these historians "turned away from Marxism in all its forms" is dishonest. 
It would be very easy to show that in methodology, language and, especially, in 
political behaviour, the followers of the "New History" did not break with the 
official Eastern European historiography at least until the 1980s. Moreover, 
there is nothing wrong with Marxist history if it is pursued with intellectual 
integrity. The argument that the historians in question learned exclusively from 
the West, distorts the basic reality of the profession in Hungary in the 1960s and 
1970s.. Hungarian intellectual life, with the possible exception of literature, 
could not recover from the cultural devastation of a lost war and an unsuccessful 
revolution. A deeply anti-intellectual regime destroyed the social sciences and 
prevented their revival through political intimidation, lack of funding and careful 
selection of conformist scholars. As a result, the state of the Hungarian histori-
cal profession became characterized by provincialism and conformity. Only a 
few historians, many but not all of them members of the old generation, could 
rise above the suffocating intellectual climate of the Kadar years. These tenta-
tive arguments do not want to paint a completely negative picture. A sense of 
justice and intellectual curiosity led a few members of this generation to break 
with their own past. I would even arpue that the past is perhaps less important 



than the present or the future for Hungarian historians. Unlike in East Germany, 
the historical profession in Hungary was not purged after the collapse of the 
Communist regime in 1989. The majority of Hungarian scholars have main-
tained and indeed increased their influence in the last few years. They are still 
productive and enjoy respect as authors and teachers. For the lack of a viable 
alternative, they are the best placed to represent the Hungarian social sciences 
abroad and pave the way for a new generation of historians at home. 

The book has five parts, each discussing various aspects of social, 
political and cultural life in Budapest and New York between 1880 and 1945. 
The first part deals with political ideology and participation. In an informative 
essay, Zsuzsa L. Nagy examines the fate of urban progressivism under the tenure 
of Istvan Barczy, as mayor, before the outbreak of the First World War. In 
contrast to its American counterpart, she argues, urban progressivism in Budapest 
was represented by a few politicians elected on a very restricted franchise. The 
other important characteristic of this municipal system was virilism, which 
implied that payers of higher taxes enjoyed special privileges. Influential 
members of the German ethnic and the Jewish religious minorities played a 
prominent role in municipal politics before 1918. The position of minorities 
changed for the worse after the unsuccessful 1918-1919 revolutions. Following 
World War I, even Germans found it prudent to be discrete about their ethnicity. 
As a result of the counter-revolution, no Jew could hold municipal office in 
Budapest between the wars. The abolition of the system of virilism during the 
Bethlen administration in the early 1920s only strengthened the conservative 
gentry's hold on the city and the state. Liberalism in Budapest was also dealt a 
mortal blow in 1918. Even earlier, however, there were telling signs that 
liberalism in Hungary could not adapt itself to the age of nationalism and mass 
politics. Many of the progressives and socialists either emigrated after the 
revolutions of 1918 and 1919 or joined the radical, socialist and populist groups 
between the wars. Yet, though Nagy's essay is objective to the point of dryness, 
it lacks a clear focus. In my opinion, the economic and social developments of 
Budapest should have been the subject of a second essay. More should have 
been said about various movements and parties, such as the Social Democratic 
Party, which exerted considerable influence over the political life of the city in 
this period. 

David C. Hammack paints a very different picture of New York at the 
turn of the twentieth century. Between 1870 and 1930 the city not only under-
went an incredible expansion but its character was also transformed: in this 
period, New York turned from a mercantile city into the centre of America's 
new manufacturing corporations. The ethnic composition of the city changed as 
new ethnic groups from Eastern and Southern Europe left their mark on the 
city's political culture. In New York, the federal government never had a strong 
influence over the municipal administration; its hold actually weakened after 
1880. Loose ties to the federal government and the countryside allowed the 
development of strong local identities. The political elite in the city came to be 



dominated by a new merchant class at the expense of the old patricians. The 
members of the new elite identified with the urban progressive movement on 
social and political issues. They openly catered to the ethnic vote. Hammack 
argues that in New York ethnicity rather than class or ideology determined the 
loyalty of voting groups. The corrupt political machine fulfilled a useful 
function: it opened access to the political arena and helped to integrate individu-
als and ethnic groups into a democratic political culture. In New York, liberal-
ism addressed itself to the pressing social and political problems of the day. The 
association of progressivism with liberalism ensured the survival of the nine-
teenth century liberal tradition — liberalism grew into democracy. On the 
whole, Hammack paints a rather flattering picture of New York politics. Recent 
literature, however, questions the social and political character of the progressive 
movement. Many historians discern a conservative trend in both the urban and 
the rural wing of this movement. Some, such as Gabriel Kolko, go so far as to 
argue that the intellectual and social climate remained conservative in the United 
States in this period. Moreover, a parallel reading of the two essays leaves the 
false impression that Budapest failed to conform to the pattern set by dynamic 
cities such as New York. In fact, municipal politics in Budapest was far from 
unique. The decline of liberalism was a general European development. The 
other great cities of the Habsburg Empire, such as Vienna and Prague, experi-
enced a similar trend. If anything, the survival of liberalism was an American, 
or at best a French and Anglo-Saxon, phenomenon. 

The second part of the book deals with the expansion of public spaces in 
the two cities. On the Hungarian side, Gabor Gyani examines the original ideas 
of Christian Heinrich Nebbien, who planned Budapest's largest park, the Varos-
liget, in the first half of the nineteenth century. The Varosliget was created as a 
tribute to the nation. It was a national monument, where important national 
events, such as the Millennial Exhibition of 1896, was held. Gyani argues that 
in Budapest the occupation of spaces in parks and other public areas by various 
groups reinforced rather than blurred cultural and social differences. Parks such 
as the Varosmajor and the Nepliget became appropriated by the workers, while 
the Margitsziget (Margit Island) and the Dunakorzo (Danube Walk) were 
frequented mainly by the middle and the upper classes. Even in places such as 
the Varosliget, which was open to all classes, different parts of the park were 
occupied by different social groups. The appropriation and division of public 
space took place without serious challenges either from the lower or the middle 
and upper classes. Instead of parks, streets leading to the city centre became 
contested areas during turbulent events such as the annual May Day parades. 
Finally Gyanyi describes the topography of the "Bloody-Red Thursday" on 23 
May 1912. He relates the revolt to similar European events such as the Paris 
Commune and riots in Italy, where workers, like their Budapest counterparts, 
first attempted to conquer the city, and then having failed to do that, returned to 
their residential areas to defend themselves. 



While Gabor Gyani examines the intentions of the planners of the 
Varosliget, Elizabeth Blackmar and Roy Rosenzweig highlight the social con-
flicts that developed in Central Park in New York. Unlike the Varosliget, which 
was a national monument, Central Park was envisaged as a refuge from the 
hurly-burly of city life; it was to offer an alternative to commercial culture and 
entertainment. The designer of the park, Frederick Law Olmsted, created a rigid 
set of rules that served to enforce respectable behaviour in the park. The 
location of the park and the exclusion of a group of activities such as picnicking, 
gambling, hawking and peddling — activities that had been traditionally associ-
ated with the lifestyle of the lower-middle and working classes — ensured that 
Central Park preserved its middle-class character in the first decades after its 
creation in 1859. However, this character became increasingly challenged by the 
end of the 1870s. The rapid expansion of New York's boundaries, improved 
transportation, influx of a new group of immigrants from Eastern and Southern 
Europe, shorter working hours and rising wages made the park accessible at least 
on Sundays to the lower orders. The unrelenting campaign by religious, ethnic 
and working class organizations to democratize access to, and use of the park, 
finally proved successful. Under immense popular pressure, the Democratic city 
administration gradually relaxed the park rules after 1870. By the turn of the 
century, the rigid spatial boundaries between social classes were broken down 
and the park became an experimental field of, and indeed, a tribute to democ-
racy. The two essays make very enjoyable reading and greatly promote our 
understanding of the development and use of public space before the outbreak of 
the First World War. Methodologically, Elizabeth Blackmar's and Roy Rosen-
zweig's essay follows a more modern approach by emphasizing the users' rather 
than the planners' point of view. Gyani's work, one the other hand, makes more 
use of comparative history and places the use of public spaces in Budapest into 
a general European context. 

The book's third section discusses the role of ethnicity. Deborah Dash 
Moore shows that in New York neighbourhoods were defined by their ever 
changing ethnic composition. Ethnicity also played an important role in the 
city's economy. Many immigrants were employed in ethnic businesses; other 
obtained their jobs in local factories and businesses thanks to their national 
connections. Ethnic groups tended to carve out a place in the job market until 
they made up the majority of owners and workers in certain industries and 
trades. The city also adapted itself to the different consumption patterns of 
various immigrant groups. Moore demonstrates, for example, that the construc-
tion of houses catered to the different expectations of Finns, Germans, Italians 
and Jews. Unlike New York, Budapest did not tolerate ethnic differences in 
residence, employment and consumption. Istvan Teplan argues that the building 
style of the family houses in the St. Imre City in the outskirts of Budapest 
reflected the social conservatism and nationalism of their immigrant inhabitants 
rather than their geographical origins. Perhaps more than any other pair of 
essays, the reader can recognize important differences in the approach to social 



history between Hungarian and American scholars. While Moore's essay flows 
well, Teplan often breaks the continuity of the essay with statistics and refer-
ences. In my opinion, these should be placed in the footnotes. Moreover, 
references to authors such as Umberto Eco and Roland Barthes distract attention 
from the main line of the story. Generally they serve no useful purpose aside 
from demonstrating the author's erudition. Moore, on the other hand, strives for 
simplicity and clarity both in organization and expression. While she pays 
adequate attention to the Jewish part of the story, perhaps more examples from 
other, incidentally well researched, communities, such as the Italian or the Irish, 
would have helped the general reader to understand better the diversity and 
ethnic changes in New York. 

The fourth part of the book deals with popular culture in the two cities. 
Robert W. Snyder explains how vaudeville served to integrate New Yorkers of 
different ethnicity and class into consumers of popular culture. This form of 
entertainment was rooted in particularized ethnic communities. Vaudeville 
performers such as Eddie Cantor, Belle Baker and Sophie Tucker began their 
careers in ethnic theatres. The gradual assimilation of the performers and the 
adaptation of their shows to the taste of a multi-ethnic audience turned these 
actors and their shows into agents of cultural integration. Neil Harris' chapter 
attributes the same integrating role to the press. Popular dailies cfeated a unified 
consumer market that tied the population of the city together though gossips, 
scandals, puzzles and popularized political events. On the Hungarian side, Peter 
Hanak shows how operetta fulfilled the same role in the multi-ethnic Habsburg 
Empire. Although the nationalities could hardly agree upon anything, their 
shared indulgence in the music of Strauss, Broch, Lehar and Kalman fostered a 
common cultural identity in the region. As Geza Buzinkay explains, comic 
weeklies played on the ethnic prejudices of their readers as well. Yet the mainly 
anti-Jewish jokes lost their appeal to the mainly Jewish editors as anti-Semitism 
became a dangerous political force after 1918. Buzinkay also shows how 
Yiddish and German jokes found their ways into Hungarian culture. Yet my 
impression is that the description of Budapest jokes as mere adaptations of 
German-Yiddish jokes is overdrawn. Even as foreign products, these jokes 
underwent an important transformation during translation. Linguistic and 
cultural environment made them Hungarian in the same way as German and 
French words and expressions had become integral parts of the Hungarian 
language and culture a century earlier. Secondly, the emphasis on the weeklies 
and their mainly lower middle-class readers omits the fact that the majority of 
the city's inhabitants were still workers. In Budapest, like other great cities such 
as Berlin and Paris, workers and artisans left an indelible mark on popular 
culture. Peter Eszterhazy's works show the survival of this tradition today. On 
the American side, I feel that the statement that "nothing was more American 
than being ethnic" reflects more the consensus on the benefits of multicultural-
ism in the 1980s than the cultural reality at the turn of the century. New York 
in the 1890s was not the city of today; as the recent election campaign has 



shown, America, including New York, is still rife with anti-immigrant senti-
ments. Apart from politics, where American nativism and racism manifested 
itself in the terror of the Ku Klux Klan, restrictive immigration laws, open 
discrimination of the job market, and the shameful treatment of Indians and 
African-Americans, immigrants had little reason to feel at home in New York. 
A better description of immigrants' feeling can be found in literary works such 
as the classical novel by Carlo Levi. In Christ Stopped at Eboli, Italian immi-
grants regularly escaped from the city to the countryside. Integration for these 
people meant a loss of identity, conflict between generations, and inevitable 
assimilation. The agents of this process were not only popular culture but 
schools, hospitals, police and, later, the army. 

The book also discusses genres of high culture such as painting and 
literature. In one of the best-written essays, Wanda M. Corn explains the 
transformation of New York painting under the impact of the avant-garde. Until 
the first decade of the twentieth century, Americans used visual techniques 
borrowed from the painting of natural scenes to capture the dynamism of the 
city. Skyscrapers functioned as majestic mountains, whose height and graceful 
immobility only emphasized the faceless character of traffic and vitality of the 
masses in motion bellow. These techniques changed, however, before the 
outbreak of the First World War. Nature disappeared and the urban vision of 
New York was reduced to a few motives symbolizing modernity. Greater ab-
straction, expressionism and the distortion of space came to suggest power, 
virility, energy — the same attributes that painters and writers sought to project 
about America. As Eva Forgacs demonstrates, however, modern painters in 
Budapest did not use the capital city as the symbol of modernity. Instead, they 
tried to discover their Hungariannes in the simplicity and purity of the country-
side. Moreover, many of the progressive painters who did pay some attention to 
the modernity of Budapest were forced to emigrate after 1919. The question is 
how special were Hungarian painters in this regard? Was the abandonment of 
the city by its painters and writers a regression and a sign of backwardness as 
Forgacs' essay suggests? Indeed, other cities such as Vienna and Prague were 
hardly ever used as symbols of modernity. The development of visual symbols 
that equated New York with the essence of modernity was the result of what 
could be coined as an "American ideology." This ideology signalled a break 
with the European tradition that had sought timeless perfection not in isolation 
but through constant references to the great achievements of the past. 

Philip Fisher's essay shows a similar trend in literature. Naturalism, 
which was an international phenomenon, helped American writers to define the 
distinctiveness of New York from other cities and the countryside. As with the 
press, Fisher argues, literature served to transcend ethnic boundaries and create a 
democratic urban culture. On the Hungarian side, Miklos Lacko paints a rather 
unflattering picture of Hungarian writers and poets at the turn of the century. In 
his interpretation, Hungarian writers made little use of urban dialect and rarely 
turned to the social problems of the city. With the possible exception of Ferenc 



Molnar's novels, the city is portrayed as an unfriendly and alien place. Lacko 
argues that Hungarian writers continued to draw too much upon the vernacular 
of the peasantry. They remained preoccupied with the national question; individ-
ual modernism hardly found an authentic voice in Hungary. I am not sure how 
special Hungary was in this respect. German writers of the period, Thomas 
Mann for example, were equally interested in the social and national questions of 
the day. It is equally mistaken to describe Endre Ady, Mihaly Babits, Dezso 
Kosztolanyi and Arpad Toth as newcomers to city culture. These writers 
transcended not only the cultural barriers between Budapest and the countryside 
but they also modernized Hungarian language and raised Hungary's literature to 
a European level. In my opinion, the fashionable Hungarian view that the 
country's literature could never escape the prison of nationalism and provincial-
ism is highly overdue for revision. Too much self-hatred is contained in this 
sentiment; if anything it was Hungarian literature and music, rather than the 
social sciences that formulated and answered questions of universal relevance. 

Budapest and New York contains excellent essays from several prominent 
American and Hungarian historians. By complementing the similar works by 
Peter Hanak1 and John Lukacs,2 this book gives an additional impetus to 

- research into Hungarian social history. It also broadens the horizon of the 
reading public on both sides of the Atlantic. By comparing Budapest with one 
of the metropolises of the world, the book raises the status of the Hungarian 
capital and stirs interest among the American public in the history and culture of 
a remote part of the world. Despite these merits, however, I think that the book 
makes for poor comparative history. The book concentrated too much on 
politics and culture. At least two essays should have been devoted exclusively 
to economic and social developments. The essays hardly ever refer to each 
other; the introduction by Carl E. Schorske and Thomas Bender describes but 
does not analyze the similarities and differences between the cities. Moreover, 
there are very few similarities between Budapest and New York; in fact, there is 
virtually no single factor that was shared exclusively by these two cities. In the 
case of New York, a comparison with London or Montreal would have yielded 
more rewards. Similarly, a comparison of Budapest with Prague, Dresden, 
Vienna and Belgrade would probably be more fruitful. Nevertheless, both as a 
feat of international cooperation and a stimulus for further research, the book 
deserves the highest praise. 

' Hanak Peter, A Kerl es a Miihely. Budapest, Gondolal. 1988. 

2 John Lukacs, Budapest 1900: A Historical Portrait of a City and Its Culture. New York, 
1988. 




