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AUSTRIA AND THE JES OF U TRIA 

By 
Dr. Abba Hillel Silver 

At 
The Temple 

On 
Sunday morning, March 20, 1958 



As the Austrian Jewish community descends into the shadows, 

let us review the thousand-year old history of that community if for 

no other purpose than that of capturing a • ers Jective on the situation 

which confronts us at this hour, a perspective which will enable us to 

make a valid and intelligent interpretation of what is hao ening at 

t~e hour. This reaction which has set in and hich will be visited 

upon the Jewish community of Austria, the fate hich has been visited upon 

the Jewish community of Germany, is not the first of its kin in 

Austria. 

The millennial story of the Jews of that country i~ the story of 

an undulatory movement, a wave line movement of orogress and recession, 

of progress and recession, with progress just a little ahead al ays 

of recession. And when each cycle of progre an reaction is completed, 

it is found th t progress has scored just a 1·ttle gain. 

The Jews appear in Austria quite early. Reference i ma.de to 

their presence in Austria in the Tenth century, just about one thou and 

years ago. They came into ustria from estern Euro e, Germany, perhaps 

also from France ~nd Spain and they came as financiers, small capitali ts, 

money lenders. In many instances they were invited to come and settle 

in the country by the emperor or by the du.ks because they were needed as 

financial advisers, as capitalists. 

Jews of the iddle A es turned to banking, money lending not 

because of any esoecial fitness for that pursuit but because all other 

avenues of life were shut, by law, a ainst them. In the Twelfth and 

Thirteenth centuries, the merchant and artisan class developed in 

Europe and organized merchant guilds, tr de guilds, from which Jews, 

because of their religion, were excluded. There was only one activity 

open to the Jews - that of money lending. That activity was prohibited 

I 



-2-

by the Church to Christians. 

The lot of the Jews in Austria during the early years of settlement 

there as not intolerable. There ·as, of course, the normal hostility 

which has prevalent against any minority group so radically diffe ent 

as the Jewish minority group was in religion - a minorit distinguishable 

bJ habits of life, communal organi zation, a histility which was 

unfortunately incited and s timulated by intolerant · nd fanatical clerics. 

The business of money-lending and banking in ich the Jews ere en aged 

in those earl centuries, by f orce and not by choice, like ise al ays 

created resentment against them because it is an enterprise open to 

abuse and frequently is abused. For :bile borrowing is pleasant, 

paying back is usually unpleasant. 

But the Jews of Austria were protected b t he Emperors and 

Dules, not out of any h anitarian impul es but ecause they derived 

from them a large revenue, especially since taxes ere placed uoon he 

Jews. 

A charter was granted to the Jews of Germany in 1244 by 

the House of Duke Frederick II. This charter proved for some two 

hundred ears to be the gna Ch rta of the Jes of Austria. It ~as a 

model for similar ch rters which Jews received in othe countries. And 

its rovisions were far in advance of the sort of trei tment hich the 

Jews received in many of the countries of Europe. They were l egally 

protected on the same footing with the non-Je ish po ulatio. They 

were protected in business. Attacks upon them were severely punished. 

They were also granted communal autonomy. They rere accorded orotection 

in courts of la and similar privileges of hat e would call, the rights 

of minoriti s. This charter was very import nt. But is importanne depended 
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entirely upon t he will of the later l eader s of Aus tria . Either t y 

willed to carcy out this orovision or they willed to i gnor e it. You 

find isolated cases of persution, riots duri ng these centuries following 

t he charter lf 1244 but no l a rge scale persecutions of the Jewish ~eo~le 

so t ha t • the middle of the Fourteenth Century, Vienna becomes the 

l argest Jewish community in Europe. That is definite orogress. Am 

suddenly the :heel turns and a tragic reaction takes pl ace. 

In the early yeors of the Fifteenty century, the Hussite 

Movement s pread to Bohemia. Th t w~s t he forerunn er of t he Prot estant 

Reformation of a century l ater. And as a result of this move~ent, 

wars - religious wars set in - in what i s now called Czechoslovakia, 

Aus t ria and Hungary. Whenever there is olitica l upheaval in Europe, 

whether because of rel i gion, economics, politics, the Jewish people 

i s always caught between the upper and nether millstone. Th tis the 
to fight 

fate of a mi nority group. When •xpediti ons were sent/against the 

religious rebels, before the attacked the Hussites, the attacked 

the Jewish community. That happened, you may recall, centuries 

bef ore ith the Crusaders who were sent to attack the l ohammedans 

in ? le tine. On the way the decided to attack the Jews who 

v:ere on the Rhineland. 

In 1421 a whole Jewish community o Austria was 

exiled. Man of the Jews were driven into exile. The rich ere 

i prisoned, ther properties confisca ted. Two hundred ere shot a t 

stake. That was the beginning of the Jewish community. Th~t year 

mar ked the beginning of the end of the Je ish community in Vienna. 

Vienna came to be known for many years as the "City of Blood" nd 

Austria as the "Land of Blood." 
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Within a generation, the Jes were back in Austria. They 

were wecomed back. The Emperors or rulers needed them, needed them 

as Court bankers , as financial advisers. Their money was needed to 

stimulate trade and commerce. They needed their initiative and 

enterprise. They trickled back in very s~all numbers over a period 

of twl and a half centuries. During those years, we hear of attempts 

to expell them. By the middle of the Seventeenth Century there ~as a 

substantial Jewish group in Austria. In Vienna th ere was a Jewish 

community of close on to four thousand souls. That is progress. 

But again the wheel turns and in 16 70 the whole Jewish 

community of ustria is again exiled at the in tigation of an 

intolerant Bishop and the wife of the Emperor, a Spanish princess, 

whose bigotry characterized the catholic group. All the s rnagogs 

were turned into churches. There was no trace of J e,r.rish rel· gion 

in Austria. This was the seco d destruction. 

Within ten ye rs, the Jews were back in Vienna and in 

Austria. Austria was in danger of eing over-run b the Turks . -In 

1685 the Turks knocked at the gates of Vienna and the Emperors needed 

Jewish purveyor, Jewish court bankers and the Jews ere invited 

back in view of that. At t he close of the Seventeenth Century 

there were such prominent Jews as amuel Oppenheimer and camson 

Vverlheimer a famous financier and banker, a great Rabbi who became 

the representative spoKesman of the Jews. 

One hundred yer: rs after 1617, the Jes come back to Austria 

in small numbers and keep coming back in small numbers. Congregations 

were e?tablished throughout the country. The lot of the Jews during 

that century fluctuates. The ·e are periods of release from strain, 
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from persecution and also periods of intense intolerance nd persec1J tion. 

During the forty years' reign of ~aria ThPresa the Jevs suffered harshly 

in Austria. Tha t was recession. 

Then the wheel turned. And under the reign of Jos eph II 

light breaks for the Jews of Austria. _ou have a tolerant humanitarian 

ruler who issued in 1782 the famous edict hich came to be known as 

the "Toleranz Edict" which affected all the laws which discriminated 

against the Jews. It did av,a with the infamous badge which the 

Je ~s had to wear in degradation. It did away with the severe taxes 

upon them. It set in motion a whole movement for the education, 

the modernization, the Germanization of the Jews of Austria. It 
day 

as a new da and a new/seemed to be ever he e in the Western orld, 

the days which preceded the French Revol ion. 

In 1781 the Academy in Metz offered a rize for the best and 

most helpful essay for the improvement of the Jews in Europe. It was 

a Catholic priest, Abbe Grigonne, who won the prize. And this broad

minded and tolerant priest evoted much of hi lie in championin 

Jewish life in Europe . At the same time, a Christian member of the 

Prussian military • taff wrote treatise suggesting the ranting of 

rights to Jews . In ueptember of 1791 as a result of the trench 

evol tion, a law was ssed in France for the firs t time granting 

absolute equality to the Jews in France . This as oro~ress for 

Austria. There as progress elsewhere in Europe . 

And then the heel turned and reaction set in .. Many 

of these edicts were repealed or ignored and forgotten an of course 

wit~ the collapse of Na oleon in 1815 most of the liberalism which 

swept over the world as scrapped . A period of black reaction 

sets in, not only for the Jews but for all the oeo le . 
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Here it is interesting to remember a fundamental l aw in 

history during the last 150 ye rs. From France comes olitical progress. 

From Germany comes political reaction. Look over your history in the 

last 150 years. From France comes olitical orogress for the hole 

of Europe. From Germany comes li ti cal re ction for the ,,hole of 

Europe. From France comes political liberalism for the Je~s - for 

the whole of Europe. From Germany, disability and degradation for 

the Je~s - for the hole of Europe. Read over your history of the 

150 ye· rs. 

Don't blame it all on Hitler. Germany for the lat 150 

years has been the center of racial chauvenism. And Gem y has 

infected Au tria, Poland, Rumania, a generation ago, to gene ations 

ago, even as it is doin it today. 

The heel turns again. Revolutions seep over Eu ope. 

The Revolution of 1850 and of 1848 are again _ro ress for t ~e majority, 

for the ews of Austria. Ghett es are abolished, taxes are removed, 

universitief are thrown open to Jewish students and orofessors. 

Progress, and ithin a year, reaction. That re ction continued 

continued until 1867 when the armies of Aus ria ' ere beaten by 

tie I alians and when clericalism in Austria received a new blow. 

As a result, in 1867 a ne~ constitution was proclaimed which finally 

removed all the disabilities against the Jews and granted them 

-:ibsolute equality with all the oeople of ustria . An l a glorious 

period of liberalism sets in in that country in hich Jews and non

Jews ali e benefit . 

And then comes the reaction again . There was first a severe 

economic panic in Austria in 1873 . And when thee is an enonomic 

debacle , again the minority and especially the Jew is made res on ible 

for it regardless of who is the actual culprit . Out of Germany came 
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poisonous anti- emitism which ~ismark set in motion. In order to check 

liberalism in Germany, ismark turned reactionary and launched a vigorous 

campaign against the Jews of Germany who ere , of course, largely identi ied 

with the so-called Chnistian-Socialist Pa ty of 1878 which was ma e up 

of neither Christians nor Socialists. •e have a vast anti-Jewish literature 

created in Germany of the typenow ram ant in Germany - the superiority of 

the ordic peo le, etc . The whole clap-trap of pseudo-science, of 

racialism, and of anti-sem!tism developed in Germany sweep into Aus ria. 

Anti-Semitism makes head ·ay, becomes popular and in 1882 ou have a 

good old Je ish ritual murder case, the ~ell-k:no~n ritual murjer c se 

of • From that time on anti emitism becomes a ixed 

feature of Au~trian life. Anti-Semitism enters definitely into the 

nolitical life of Austria. Then ar and ~ar did not improve Austria. 

All the misfortune hich came over that countr hich was dismembered, 

impoverished was first visitedon the Je ish grou in Austria. 

No~ Austria has been absorbed by the Third Reich and all the 

rights gua anteed by the edict of 1867 are of course utomatically wiped 

out and the infamous Nurem erg Laws imposed on the Jews of Austria. The 

Golden Age for Austrian Jews of the 18th ann early 19th century is oast . 

The Jewish community was creative and filled many positions of honor 

far beyond their numerical strength. Unfortun tely that has already 

become a liability in Je ish life. Usually a community re · rds its 

criminals and malefactors as liabilities. ith the Jews, its genius 

is regarded as a liability. Its large numbers :bl are a source of envy 
I 

and resentment and therefore a liability. 

The Jews of Austria figured ~rominently in many fields. 

In the field of Jo·1rnalism - they created the best e man newspaper 

in Austria - "The Neue Press". Jews largely represented in banking, 
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finance in Austria. They built the railroads in Austria. The vast 

Railroads in Austria ere built by Solomon Rothschild. The Je~s buil t 

l ar ge mercantile establishments. Then, too, in th orofessions they 

er e well represented. They are highly represented in the field of 

medicine because other occupations were closed to them. For 

centuries the Jews built up the prestige of the University of 

Vienna. On going t hrough the halls of the U. of Vienna you find 

an astoundingly great number of Jewish heads and busts. The Jews 

devebped a whole new science or branch of patholog - os choanalysis. 

In usic, too, they ~layed a great role as producers and composers. 

In t he Theatre of Austria you find one oft e reatest actors in 

Adolf Zonenberg. In the field of Liter ature one of t he ! ew names 

known outside of Austria, is nrtnur chnitzl r. J e dsh lite-~ature 

in t he 19th century produced two men of outstanding greatness -

Isaac ,~anheimer and dolf • 

Since 1667 a wave of assimilation has set over the Je ~s 

of ustria. They thought that t t 3 millennium had come. They ere 

now completely Austrian. So they assimilated themselves in 

ove whelming numbers. 

"The Jew ' as treated" - I am r eading from an interesting boo, the 

"History of tre Je .. s in Vienna" by Grunwald. "The Jew was tre ted by the 

local authorities not only with justice but even with sym athetic 

consideration. He probably would not have received as good treatment 

from a Jewish judge or police captain. It once h ppened, in fact, 

that the resident of the House of Representatives wanted to post one a 

session because of the Day of Atonement but the Jewish mem ers of that 

body successfully opposed his endeavors. T~ey did not want to be 
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reminded that they were Jes, much less to call attention to ·t. The 

Jewish membe:e of Parliament al ays absented themselves henever a topic 

of interest to the Jews came up for discussion, or, if present by chance 

or necessity, they buried their heads in the papers before them. Indeed, 

iegmund ayer, who had offered the most brilliant portrayal of Vienna's 

Jewry out of his own experience, honestly admits, 'I never gave a 

thought to the fact that I was Jewish until the advent of anti -Semiti m.' 

e have here a confirmation of Eduard von Hartmann's statem-nt that 'Judaism 

was in a fair way of de-Judaizing itself, till anti-Semi ism m de its 

appearance'. 

"These fin-de-siecle Jes took absol tely no interest in 

J aism. As long as their urroundings did not remin them of their 

Jewish heritage, it caused them no inner disco ort. So small was the 

part that it played in their consciousness that they did not even 

adopt Christianit. herever t~ey sa mani estatons of religbus zeal, 

the charitabl~ attributed it to atavistic folly. M·red marriages ··ere 
nobilit but even mem~ers of the rei 

the o er of the d·y . ~ot only )rinces of the old debt-ridden amilies became 

related through m rriage to the Jews. Nowhere did the Jews become so 

assimilated as they did in Vienna. The horizon of· 1 Viennese as 

bounded b the iener ald and the alte teffel, the dome of St. tephen, 

hich no became a symbol of the city. Both Jer and Chri tian earned 

with no talgia as soon as they left Vienna on mile behind. Jewish 

chil ren sang in church choirs, and joined in Corpus Christi roce ~sions. 

atholicism. with its myster·e, its ceremonialism, its bevitchin c·thedral 

concerts, held their emotions in thrall. It moulded the Vienna spirit, nd 

became iener ode and the fashion for a large section of the city's Je\ ·s. 

And they, the fashion changed; it became the vogue to be anti emitic 

just as previously it had been the pa.rt of good breeding to be wrapped up 
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in Liberalism." 

A wave of anti-Semitism swept over Austria in the 17th and 

18th centuries. In the middle of the 19th, Dr. Theodore Herzl, knowing 

what had happened in France with the Dreyfus Case and even in ·e tern 

Europe , proclaimed that the only solution of the Jewish problem was 

the establishment of the Jewish St te and he called into teing the 

Zionist ovement. 

hat will happen to these 250 thousand Jews today in 

Austria? Just now t~y have descented into the shadows. Just now 

the cry is heard in Vienna as it was heard in B rlin: "Judea Perisht" 

They will be driven from all public life, if not already . Institutions , 

and mercantile establishments will be taKen a a from them. The will 

be impoverished. any of them ill be driven into exile . Darkness 

has settled upon Austria as is s bolized b t e wave of suicide 

which has swept over many of the Jews of Austria. Ho · long will t ey 

stay in this valley of the shado of death? Ho: long ill it be be ore 

the wheel turns and they will emerge fr0m darkness to light? As 

surely as there is a God in Heaven they ill,over and over a in, 

as in the past . 

Wh tis necessary is a pers ective on ht is ha pening every

where. The fall of Schussnig is a forgone conclusion. He as Ch cellor 

of an nschluss which was founded in blood. That fool"sh would-bet rant 

Dolfuss, four years ago , destroyed by blood and fire the only people 

loyal to the Austrian Governnent, the workers who• would have laid 

down their lives for their government. Instead they were slain by 

the hundreds and in their blood established an autocrac for hich 

he quic ly paid ith his o l ife int e first Putsch which the 

azis made in Austria. 
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There was no ideal involved in Austria. And t ere were no 

people r eady to fight for that ideal. It was inevitable that Schussnig 

fall and his regime just as it as inevi able that some form of Anschluss 

between austria and Germany should take place. Some of o ma r call 

hen the quertion of Anschlu s as t alked of between Germany nd 

Austri ht I spoke for i and urged it s the only possi le olution for 

this little helpless country cut a ay from its natural ·orld and et up 

as an isolated feeble countrJ. It was an ominou and impo~ ible 

procedure nd t he only olution was some economic or ~olitic'l Anchluss 

between Austria and Germany . The propos 1 was m de in the da s vhen 

Austria and Germany were both a Republic. If allo ed to c~r r through, 

it ould have been a victor) for intern t·onal or lity and good nse. 

It vasn't allo ed to go through b cause th n rro poli ·cfl vision 

" of the rench Foreign Offic ra~ fraid i t would str n then Gem n too 

much nd it~ s stopoed . And now the mer er of Aus ri and Germ y i 

a triumph - for --hat? For brutal force, for ng terism, f'or azism. 

If it had bee all ed to go through a fe rs go , it ould have gone 

through without bloodshed, without people be·ng driven to f'uicide, 

without horrow nd terror nd suppression. To y it i an act of conouest. 

It i~ a victory o German imperial expansion. 

It seem that the whole post-11;ar deplimacy of the democracies 

of Eurooe i one lon record of blunnering · nd stupidi y . Pan-Germ nism 

is on them· rch toda r. That Pan-Germ ni m which was checked nd 

hal.ted b the • orld viar. That pro ram is not beingx resumed. Germany is 

ent on m rching tov.·ard the East "Drang Noch O ten". The next ttempt 

~ill be to br ak up Czechoslov kia. There eem to e othing in 

sight likely to stop this forward m rch of an-Germanism as repre ented 



-12-

at the moment b. Hitler. Nothing except the hope that he ill over-re ch 

himself, drive the democr~cies to a mood of desperdtion 1hen they ill 

have to ~top him. Be~ore that happens, I am afraid th t the oendulum of 

triumph will continue to sing in their favor for some time. 

This is a dark hour, friends, for democracies, for all the 

things we gain from democr cies, and therefore dark hour for the 

Je:ish people in Europe. The Loyalists were defe ted in Spain. The 

Chine ere defected in China. The Lithuanian~ were defe ted in 

Lithuania . The absorption of hustria. enace hanging over Czechoslovaki -

all part of one world movement, a movement wh·ch you mav call rec ion , 

a movement again t international morality , a ains the i~eal o he 

French evolution, against equalit, again~t liberty, the sort of movement 

hich fWept over Europe after the collapse of Na oleon. But as thee 

movements destroyed themselves, so will this movement either soend 

itself or break itself. 

Let me remind )OU , ho are di heartened - and lho i not 

toda let me remincl you that German"'r won almo t ever batt e in the 

orld ar. or four ye rs G nnany marched triumphan. It triumphed 

over every front for four ye~rs . But one front held out - that narro 

•estern front upon hich their stood gre t democracies - France, 

En land and the United States - and th tone front held, broke the 

back of militar Germany ihich had on every victory but th 1st one. 

As long as this front in this rut 1 ar which is being 

waged - as long as the gre t democracies of the earth can stand 

together,•g•i~wte■• the hope of the orld is not defeated. 

Th e numerous triumphs are just prep rator stages to an ul im~te 

co .lapse. 
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nia.t is sounds atesmanship for us Jes at this mom nt? 

hat is sober, re~li tic sta esmanship? To become fearful lest :hat 

will hao en here? Not To come to the conclusion tha every Jewish 

community in Europe is thre ·tened? Nol To as~ume th t this i~ the 

last chap er for the Jes of Vienna, Berlin? Not There is no ·arrant 

for such attitudes. What is sound statesmanship for us is f"rst of 

all to make determined effort to see the thing, to see l.hat is 

hap ening to us against the background of the world , to link up our 

orogress ~ith the ~orld- ide problem of freedom against tyrt nny, 

of brotherhood an good ill and peace against belligerency and 

war madness , to see the moment as a turn of the wheel hich heel 

will turn again and to keep on orking togehter .ith all the 

liberal forces of this land and other lands, o k eo on fighting, 

educating, enlightening, inform.in ~eople of e-11 the issues which 

are involved in the epochal, cosmic struggle which is oing on 

toda, stren~ening every lib ral cause, fi hting b ck every 

reactionar movement, strengthening every educat:onal effort for better 

under tanding, for good will and cooper&tion bet een people and hope 

confidently for the com·ng of a ne day. It may come, not tomorro 

or next month or next year . But it is jut as sure to come as there is 

a God in Heaven. If Jou read our daily nevspaper with a viewpoint 

not of the dny or the hour but of d a hole decade or a gener tion, 

you ill h ve a gre~t sense of confidence, resolutene sand uobuilding. 

The Jews have lived in Vienna for a thousand ears . Twice 

durin t t thousand ears they were subjected to expulsion . Tice and 

no thi time, perhaps . Al,ays they resumed their life . Aro ·las 

t eir life as richer and more abundant than before . The c cle is 

again completing itself. 
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Theda~ is coming and it i not f· r off, hen ·ou and I ill 

see juEtice, freedom and the ideals of people a , ain being e~ abli hed 

in the habitations of ankind. 
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