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Jewish assimilation in Habsburg Vienna 

MARSHA L, ROZENBLIT 

The Jews of Central Europe were not legally emancipated until the 
last third of the nineteenth century. But, long before, they had 
correctly perceived that the societies in which they lived desired, even 

expected, them to abandon traditional Jewish life-styles and 
behaviour patterns in order ta become Europeans. Either as a 

precondition for legal rights, or in gratitude for having received those 

rights, Jews felt pressed to alter their occupational structure, learn to 
speak the vernacular, adopt European culture and reform their 
religion, thus changing what it meant to be Jewish.! 

Most Jews in Central Europe accepted the challenge and em- 

braced modernity. They took advantage of the social and economic 

opportunities open to them even before complete emancipation, and 
they embarked on an admittedly slow but nevertheless very real 

process of transformation. Learning German, adopting German 
names, obtaining secular education, becoming respectable business- 
men and modern-style commercial employees (rather than petty 

traders and pediars), reforming Judaism and asserting their patriot- 

ism, Jews declared that they had become members of Central 

European society. Although the transformation did not affect most 
German Jews until the third quarter of the nineteenth century, the 

process nevertheless ultimately engulfed them all.? , 

Despite the preconception of some radicals, Jewish modernization 

did not precipitate total assimilation, the disintegration of Jewish 
group identity. Jews certainly acculturated — adopting the outward 
cultural forms of European society - but they did not disappear. 
Instead, Jews generally associated primarily with other Jews, inhabit- 

ing a Jewish social universe and maintaining Jewish cohesiveness. 

Moreover, Jewish leaders constructed new ideologies which would
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justify continued Jewish distinctiveness. Jewish integration, therefore, 
generated a new kind of Jew, but it did not herald the demise of the 
Jewish people. Hostility to the Jews played an important role in 
continued Jewish identity, but surely the urge to remain Jewish 

equally helped to preserve the Jews as a distinct group. 
Habsburg Vienna provides a significant case of Central European 

Jewish acculturation. The patterns of settlement and the demo- 
graphic composition of the community meant that integration 

followed a different timetable than in other cities. The size and nature 

of the fewish population facilitated rapid acculturation in the early 
nineteenth century and impeded the process of assimilation in the 
second half of the century. Although the impetus to acculturate 
encouraged Jews throughout the century to abandon traditional 

Jewish behaviour patterns and to adopt a modern urban life-style, the 
realities of late Habsburg Vienna generated an especially vigorous 
reassertion of Jewish identity, thus guaranteeing continued group 
cohesiveness. 

Until the revolution of 1848, Austrian law prohibited Jewish 
settlementin Vienna and prevented the establishment ofan organized 
community in the Austrian capital. The authorities did, however, 
permit a few wealthy Jewish merchants the privilege of residing and 
doing business in Vienna. These ‘tolerated’ Jews, their families, 

employees and retainers, as well as some illegal residents, together 

made up Viennese Jewry, which numbered, according to very 
approximate estimates, some 300 souls in 1800, goo in 1820, 2,000 by 
1840, and almost 4,000 by 1848.* Only after the revolution and the 

lifting of residency restrictions did Jews stream into Vienna from the 
Austrian provinces. By 1869, when the first accurate statistics became 
available, the Jewish community had grown ten times, and over 
40,000 Jews resided in the Austrian capital; by 1880 their numbers 
had nearly doubled again, now to 73,222. By the turn of the century 

146,926 Jews were living in Vienna. On the eve of the First World 
War Vienna’s Jews numbered 175,318.* Vienna as a whole experi- 
enced rapid population growth in this period as well, growing from 

approximately half a million people in 1857 to over two million by 
1910. Thus, despite their demographic growth the Jews continued to 

form about g per cent of the total urban population in the final 
decades of the Monarchy.5 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, the tiny Jewish 
community of Vienna went far in adopting the German culture   
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around them. It is true that despite Joseph II’s Edict of Toleration in 

1782 and despite their privileges, the Jewish merchants in Vienna 

endured endless restrictions, oppressive taxes and a profoundly 

precarious legal status. Moreover, the authorities refused to allow 

them to organize an official community. Nevertheless, most Viennese 

Jews in this period possessed great wealth — they could not reside in 

the city without it - and many of them sought entrée into Austrian 

high society. The Arnstein and Eskeles families, for example, 

entertained European diplomats during the Congress of Vienna in 

1815, and Fanny Arnstein and other wealthy Jewish women ran 

literary salons where they mixed with the intellectual elite of Austria. 

Religious observance in this group probably declined considerably in 

the early decades of the century.® 

However, it is impossible to measure exactly the degree to which 

the Viennese Jews in the 1820s or 1830s assimilated. What can be 

stated with certainty is that the very nature of the community 

certainly precluded a traditional Jewish occupational distribution 

and life-style. Many of the tolerated Jews were large-scale business- 

men, trading in silk, wool or jewels, while others were bankers, and 

some were manufacturers (of textiles and chocolate, for example). 

Several had received imperial patents of nobility for their services to 

the crown.’ Moreover, the absence of a traditional Jewish commun- 

ity, a kehillah, to enforce normative Jewish religious and social 

behaviour certainly facilitated both growing Jewish religious indif- 

ference and the adoption of European culture. Those Jews who 

sought integration could pursue their goals without fear of ex- 

communication, ostracism or organized opposition to their new life- 

styles. 
The fact that Viennese Jews were among the earliest in Europe to 

reform religious worship provides clear evidence that as early as the 

1820s most of them had internalized the cultural values of European 

society. In 1819, a group of tolerated Jews led by the wealthy 

merchant Michael Lazar Biedermann petitioned the government to 

allow them to introduce an organ, a German-language sermon and 

some German prayers in the services in the synagogue first permitted 

to the Jews in 1811. Seeking reforms along the lines of those advocated 

in Berlin and Hamburg, these Jews articulated a desire to ‘abolish the 

abuses’ of Jewish worship. They wanted to make religious services 

relevant to their modern sensibilities, and ‘to promote true religiosity, 

inculcate pure moral teaching and ennoble the heart’.* Although the 

authorites refused permission to introduce these reforms, in 1826 they
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did allow the Jews to hire a modern rabbi and renovate the 

synagogue, creating a dignified setting for prayer. 
Isak Noah Mannheimer, the ‘religious teacher’ hired by Viennese 

Jews, belonged to the first generation of European reform rabbis. 

Born in Copenhagen in 1793, Mannheimer possessed a secular 
education and impressive oratorical abilities. Firmly instructed by 
the government not to introduce any mnovations not sanctioned by 
Jewish religious tradition, he constructed a form of synagogue 

worship for Vienna — the Vienna Rite — that satisfied the prevailing 

demand for dignity and worthiness in Judaism.° 
In the 1829 statutes that he crafted for the Siadttempel, the newly 

renovated synagogue of Vienna, Mannheimer announced that 
Viennese Jews would use the traditional Jewish liturgy, but they 
would do so in an atmosphere designed to stimulate devotion and 
religious elevation. Order and decorum would reign supreme. The 
statutes stipulated that Jews must take their seats silently, not walk 
about during services and remain quiet at all times. Congregants 
should not pray aloud, except during periods of communal singing, 
and even mourners had to intone the kaddish softly so as not to 

interfere with the cantor’s rendition of the mourner’s prayer. The 
statutes also abolished the public sale of synagogue honours. Above 
all, the’ Synagogenordnungen of 1829 calied for a musically exquisite 
cantor to lead services and for a ‘religious teacher’ (later called 
preacher) to serve as pastor and spiritual leader for the Jews. Clearly 
emulating modernized Christian forms of worship, Viennese Jews 
wanted a rabbi with a secular education to give edifying sermons, and 
they expected these sermons to form the focal point of the synagogue 
service. Such concerns resembled those of modernizing Jewish 
communities in other German states in this period, but their zeal for a 
new-style rabbi placed Viennese Jews at the forefront of early 
religious change in Central Europe — although it should be stressed 
that the emphasis here was on the aesthetic rather than the liturgical 
aspects of reform.!® 

The synagogue which the Viennese Jews rebuilt in 1826, the 
Stadtiempel, certainly provided the wealthy with a setting for prayer 
that corresponded to their self-image as men of status and prestige. 
Austrian authorities prevented them from constructing a synagogue 

that could be identified as such from the street, but inside the shell ofan 

ordinary building on Seitenstettengasse in the Inner City, Vienna’s 
Jewish notables built an impressive place of worship, which con- 
formed to the demands of Jewish religious tradition, except for the 
fact that the reader’s desk, or bimah, was placed at the front of the   

Jewish assimilation in Habsburg Vienna 229g 

congregation."' Moreover, the cantor hired by the Viennese Jews nm 

1826, Salomon Sulzer, not only sang magnificently, but also com- 

posed music for the Stadttempel which added immeasurably to the 

beauty of the liturgy.’? Viennese Jews could now feel that Jewish 

worship compared favourably with that in any church. They had 

successfully modernized the service so that its style reflected wealthy 

European taste. 

Despite their eagerness for aestheticizing Jewish worship, Viennese 

Jews never did reform the content of Jewish liturgy. In the 1820s a 

combination of government opposition and traditionalist pressure 

precluded radical religious innovation, The Vienna Rite, first 

composed in 1826, and published in Mannheimer’s 1840 prayerbook, 

remained a traditional service conducted entirely in Hebrew. Only 

the sermon and some prayers for the government were in German. 

While Mannheimer did excise a few prayers which offended reform 

sensibilities — a few piyyutim, some vengeful prayers, and some Talmud 

passages — he did not remove any of the prayers of central concern to 

the ideologues of Reform. Thus Jews in Vienna continued to pray for 

a Jewish return to Zion, and for the restitution there of the Davidic 

dynasty and the sacrificial system of worship.'? Moreover, despite 

their initial efforts, the Viennese Jews never installed an organ, that 

symbol of the Reform movement, in their beautiful, modern 

synagogue.'* 

Viennese Jews in the 1820s successfully reformed their services and 

created a modern synagogue style consonant with European taste 

without any of the communal conflict so typical of religious reform in 

Europe. They could do so because most Jews in the Austrian capital 

were wealthy merchants who had managed to adopt European tastes, 

and because Viennese-Jewish traditionalists possessed no institutional 

structures from which to attack the modernists. The utter precarious- 

ness of the Jewish legal position which dictated that only wealthy Jews 

could live in Vienna, and the consequent tiny size and institutional 

weakness of the unofficial community made both acculturation and 

religious modernization possible and painless. 

In the 1840s the situation began to change. The government did 

not permit the formation of an organized, legally constituted Jewish 

community until 1849, and the system of permitting only wealthy 

Jews the privilege of toleration persisted until the revolution of 1848. 

a Nevertheless, the Jewish population of Vienna grew significantly in 

the 1840s probably because the government then ignored the 

presence of many Jews residing illegally in the capital. 

Although no information is available about the economic standing
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of these Jews, most were, in all likelihoad, poorer and more 

traditional in life-style than the great ‘tolerated’ merchants. Many of 
them rejected the modern style of services at the Seztenstetiengassen- 
iempel. Despite official Jewish attempts to eliminate private syn- 

agogues, the number of small, informal prayer groups (minyanim) 
which adhered to a more traditional style of worship grew in the two 
decades before 1848.'° And this development probably acted as a 
further brake on the reform of the Viennese liturgy. 

In the 1840s, removing the prayers for Zion became a central issue 
in the Reform movement in the states which would later constitute 
the German Empire. But Viennese Jews did not even consider 
tampering in this way with the content of the services they had 
instituted in the Stadttempel. The growth in the number of more 
traditional Jews, governmental opposition to substantive reform and 
a semi-feudal state structure which did not yet demand modern 

national identification, all combined to create a situation in 

which Jews must have felt that prayers for Zion in no way called 
their political loyalties into question. Moreover, Viennese Jewish 

kK spokesmen, like Isak Noah Mannheimer himself, understood Jew- 

ish attachments to Zion in wholly symbolic terms and viewed Jewish 
peoplehood as a religious concept, thus rendering prayers for Zion 
uncontroversial in the Austrian context.'® 

Only when the government lifted Jewish residency restrictions in 1848 

did Jews migrate to the Austrian capital in large numbers. This 
migration transformed a small, relatively well-to-do community into 
one with huge numbers of poor, traditional Jews. Indeed, in 1869, 
only one-third of the 40,000 Jews in the city possessed sufficient means 
to pay taxes to the Jsraelitische Kultusgemeinde, the organized Jewish 
community, and this proportion held good until the First World 
War.” Different groups of Jews migrated to Vienna, each with its 
own level of wealth and modernization. In the initial phase of the 
migration, from 1848 until 1880, Jewish migrants to Vienna came 
from Bohemia and Moravia, and to an even greater extent from 

Hungary, especially from western Hungary and western Slovakia. 
Thus, about 20 per cent of the fathers of Jewish children born in 
Vienna in 1860 had themselves been born in Czech lands, and 40 per 
cent in Hungary. By 1880, the figures were 26 per cent and 45 per cent 

respectively.!? 
On the other hand, during this period few Jews migrated to Vienna 

from Galicia. In 1860, only 7 per cent of the fathers and in 1886 only   
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15 per cent were born in Galicia or Bukovina. It was not until the turn 

of the twentieth century that large numbers of Galician Jews, fleeing 

acute problems at home, flooded into the Austrian capital, transform- 

ing the very nature of Viennese Jewish life. Thus, by 1910, only 14 per 

cent of new Jewish fathers came from Bohemia and Moravia; 1g per 

cent from Hungary; and over one-third (35 per cent) from Galicia."° 

Bohemian Jews were the richest of all these immigrants, or at least 

the most successful of all the immigrant groups once they had 

established themselves in the city. In 1860, 5 per cent of the fathers 

of Jewish children born in Vienna had themselves been born in 

Bohemia, but 8 per cent of the new entrants to the Israelitische 

Kultusgemeinde’s tax rolls in the period between 1855 and 1867 were of 

Bohemian origin. Moravian Jews were able to pay their Jewish 

communal taxes in proportion to their share of the Jewish population. 

The Hungarians, however, were by far the poorest of all the early 

Jewish immigrants to the capital. In 1869, 42 per cent of the fathers of 

Jewish children born in Vienna in that year were Hungarian, but in 

the period from 1855 to 1867 only 22 per cent ofall new taxpayers had 

been born in Hungary. Although the early Galician Jews in Vienna 

appear to have been prosperous, those arriving in large numbers at 

the turn of the century were destitute. In the 1860s and 1870s 

Galician Jews paid a proportional share of Gememde taxes. By 1910, 

when 35 per cent of the new fathers came from Galicia, only 5 per cent 

of the new taxpayers had been born in that part of the Habsburg 

Empire.** 
It is impossible to measure the extent to which the Jews who 

migrated to Vienna had already Europeanized. Some of the Jews 

(including those from smail towns) who migrated from Bohemia, 

Moravia, Hungary and even Galicia had adopted the German 

language and modern culture before their arrival. Their urban- 

ization therefore only augmented modernization and economic enter- 

‘prise already initiated. Joseph Wechsberg’s memoirs, for example, 

reveal that the German-speaking, prosperous Jews of Ostrau, 

Moravia, translated their yearning for further advance into migra- 

tion to Vienna.?'! In Germany as well, urbanization often followed 

economic modernization and acculturation.” Of course many Jews 

who migrated to Vienna came from Prague, Budapest, Lemberg and 

Cracow, and many of them had already encountered modern 

European culture in those metropolitan centres. Among the Jews 

from Galicia, the prosperous immigrants of the 1850s, 1860s and 

1870s mostly came from Lemberg and Cracow, and, predictably,
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these Jews sent their sons to state high schools (the gymnasiums) in 
numbers corresponding to their percentage of the Jewish population. 

# ‘The masses of poor, traditional, small-town Jews who migrated to 
; Vienna from Galicia at the turn of the century, on the other hand, did | / not send thei i in signi ] their sons to gymnasiums in significant numbers, not only 

because of their poverty but also because they then still remained at a 
distance from secular culture.? Although it would be unwise to 
advance a theory of geographical determinism, there is some evidence 
to suggest that the Moravian and Bohemian Jews in Vienna had 

\ already modernized to some extent prior to their migration, but that 
\ the Hungarian (and later the Galician) Jews constituted reservoirs of 

traditional Jews in the capital. Of course, most Jews who moved to 
Vienna did so because freedom of movement enabled them to escape 
the economic backwardness of the provinces. Some of these people 
welcomed Viennese opportunities to modernize, acculturate and 
even assimilate; others did not desire to change; and most had no time 
to worry about such issues. 

The religious history of Viennese Jewry offers an interesting insight 
into the level of acculturation of the immigrants to the city. In 1858 
In response to the growing size of the Jewish community Jewish 
leaders opened a second communal synagogue, this time in the 
Leopoldstadt, Vienna’s second district. The men who supervised 
religious affairs insisted that the services in the new temple should 
replicate exactly the services in the Staditempel. They hired as rabbi 
Adolf Jellinek, a well-known modern rabbi and scholar, who lobbied 
for the institution of an organ in the new synagogue, an effort 
successfully blocked by Mannheimer.** Thus Jewish leaders assumed 
that the new immigrants either wanted modern-style services or 
would come to accept such services as a natural part of life in the big 
city. On the other hand, realizing that most Jews who attended the 
new temple, an elegant Moorish-style building, might behave in a 
more traditional (that is, noisy} style, they issued an extremely strict 
and detailed list of synagogue rules to ensure proper order and 
decorum, and they printed these rules in Hebrew characters to make 
sure that everyone could read them.%5 

The new immigrants proved to be somewhat more traditional than 
the Jewish leaders of Vienna had expected. When Mannheimer died 
in 1865 and Jellinek replaced him at the Staditempel, the communit 
hired Moritz Gudemann, a graduate of the Breslau Seminary and a 
conservative modern rabbi, to preach at the Leopoldstadt temple.” 
Moreover, after 1868, the leaders of the official community (the     
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Israelitische Kultusgemeinde) allowed the proliferation of private and 

internally autonomous synagogues. They must have reasoned that it 

would be better to let traditionalist Jews pray by themselves than act 

as a pressure group on communal services. 

More important, efforts by the already modernized and accul- 

turated Jews in Vienna to implement ideological reforms in 1871 met 

with such stiff opposition that the innovators had to retreat into a 

,. face-saving set of ‘modifications’ of the Vienna Rite. In the wake of 

emancipation in 1867, some Viennese Jews sought to remove prayers 

for Zion from the communal liturgy, arguing that such prayers 

represented a ‘lie’ for emancipated Jewry. They also sought finally to 

install an organ, that symbol of the Reform movement. After the 

Israelitische Kuliusgemeinde voted to institute these reforms, controversy 

raged in the Viennese Jewish community for over a year and a half. 

Opponents of reform included modernized Jews who preferred to 

pray in the traditional manner. By far the most vocal contingent in 

the anti-Reform camp, however, were the members and supporters 

of the Schiffschul, a traditional private synagogue, most of whose 

members came from Hungary. Even when the Gemeinde backed down 

in 1872, deciding to forgo an organ and merely to relegate the prayers 

for Zion to silent devotion, members of the Schiffschul persisted in their 

campaign. They denounced the leaders of the Gemeinde as heretics and 

called for the creation of a separate Orthodox community in 

Vienna.2? The secession campaign went on until the Austrian 

authorities finally insisted that it had to stop. 

What prompted the Viennese Jewish leaders to abandon their 

drive for ideological reform was not primarily the opposition of one 

traditional minyan. Leaders of the Gemeinde undoubtedly feared that 

the rabbi of the Schiffschul, Salomon Spitzer, the son-in-law of the 

famous anti-modernist Hungarian rabbi, Moses Sofer, could mobil- 

ize the masses of traditionalist Hungarian Jews in Vienna to secede 

from the Gemeinde itself. The presence of so many Hungarian Jews in 

the city, and the fact that so many of them still pursued a traditional, 

religious life-style, acted to inhibit further religious reform. Most 

Hungarian Jews in Vienna came from bastions of religious Ortho- 

doxy in western Hungary. Many came from the area around 

Pressburg, where the yeshiva provided important leadership for the 

struggle against religious change in Hungary. Others came from 

the Burgeniand, where the Jewish communities persisted in their 

allegiance to Orthodoxy until their dissolution in 1938.77 Naturally, 

not all the Hungarian Jews in Vienna were still attached to
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Jewish tradition, but in the early 1870s they remained tradi- 
ional in sufficient numbers to pose a threat to the organized 
community.”9 

k In the second half of the nineteenth century, then, and especially in 
the decades after the emancipation of 1867, Viennese Jewry experi- 
enced two simultaneous processes: the modernization and accultur- 
ation of the Jews who had settled in the capital and the constant 
infusion of new immigrants, a large proportion of whom pursued 
traditional life-styles at the time of their arrival. By the end of the 
century, many Viennese Jews had indeed acculturated. They spoke 
High German and had adopted German names. They also dressed 
and acted like other Austrians, obtained a secular education and 
identified with German culture, while simultaneously largely aban- 
doning much of Jewish ritual observance. They prided themselves on 
being loyal Austrian citizens.2° Some became leading figures in 
Austro-German culture and leaders of the literary and musical avant- 
garde. Indeed, the existence of people like Arthur Schnitzler, Stefan 
Zweig, Gustav Mahler and Sigmund Freud has led many to ‘assume 
that Viennese Jewry was well on the way to total assimilation. The 
frequency of conversion to Christianity among the Jewish u er 
classes has reinforced the notion of a rapidly assimilating Jewish 
population. Nevertheless, because migration was constant, and 
growing from decade to decade, Vienna always contained a lar e 
percentage of traditional Jews. ° 

§t- More significant, perhaps, than this constant influx of newcomers 
from the east was the fact that even when Jews in Vienna 
acculturated, they did not, for the most part, sever their ties with 
Jewish life. The urban environment encouraged Jews to abandon 
traditional Jewish life-styles, but Jews in Vienna created new forms of 
behaviour that continued to mark them as Jews, both to themselves 
and to the gentiles in whose midst they lived. Jews continued to 
concentrate in certain sectors of the economy, they tended to live in 
Jewish neighbourhoods, to associate with, befriend and marry other 
Jews and to inhabit a Jewish social universe. They also developed new 
ideologies which asserted the legitimacy of continued Jewish distinc- 
tiveness in the modern world. 

The economic transformation of the Jews provides an important 
illustration of how Jews did not assimilate into the society around 
them. In Austria Jews traditionally had concentrated largely in pett 
trade. Jews who migrated to Vienna, and especially their Viennese. 
born children, tended to forsake this type of livelihood in order to 
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pursue careers as middle-class businessmen, as clerks, salesmen and 

managers, or as professionals. In the late nineteenth century, about 

two-fifths of Jews in the work-force were merchants, one-quarter 

pursued clerical, managerial and sales positions in private enterprise, 

12 per cent were professionals, 4 per cent were industrialists, 3 per 

cent civil servants, 12 per cent artisans and 4 per cent workers.*! 

Although only 3 per cent of all Jewish men marrying in 1870 worked 

as “business employees’, by 1910 35 per cent of Jewish bridegrooms 

pursued careers as clerks, salesmen and managers. This new 

economic concentration certainly reflected the acculturation of 

Viennese Jews. These clerks and managers spoke German well, 

dressed like other Viennese burghers and probably had to violate the 

sabbath to pursue their new careers. 

However, despite acculturation, the Jews tended to remain distinct 

from the rest of the Viennese work-force. Most Viennese concentrated 

in the industrial sector of the economy and worked in the factories and 

workshops of the city. A much smaller percentage of gentiles than of 

Jews worked as merchants. Although many Viennese worked as 

clerks, they did so for the imperial or municipal civil service, and 

much less frequently for private businesses. In 1g10, only 12.5 per 

cent of ail Catholics in Vienna held clerical, sales or managerial 

positions in industry or commerce, but 30.8 per cent of all Jews did 

50.22 Thus, the Jews retained a distinct position in the Viennese 

economy. Given the traditional concentration of the Jews in trade, it 

would have been surprising if modernization had taken a different 

course, simply eliminating ethnic divergences. 

Jews in Vienna also asserted their distinctiveness by clustering in 

certain neighbourhoods. In 1880, almost half of Vienna’s 73,000 Jews 

lived in the Leopoldstadt (District II), 17 per cent in the Inner City 

(District I) and 10 per cent in the Alsergrund (District [X);%* and by 

the end of the century the Leopoldstadt had become the Jewish ghetto 

in the popular imagination. Sigmund Mayer, a wealthy Jewish 

businessman, noted in his memoirs that the influx of traditional Jews 

into the Leopoldstadt gave it a noticeably Jewish atmosphere: stores 

were closed on Saturday and people scurried through the streets on 

Friday carrying large pots of cholent, the traditional sabbath dish.** 

The Leopoldstadt (with the Brigittenau, Vienna’s District XX), a 

large island in the Danube Canal, came to be called Die Mazzesinsel, 

the island of matzah, because of the large number of Jews it 

contained.*® 

Jews tended to live with Jews rather than with other people of their
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own social class. Although within areas of Jewish concentration rich 
and poor did not necessarily live side by side, both categories did 
reside in the same districts, especially in the Leopoldstadt and the 
Alsergrund. An examination of a cross-sectional sample of Viennese 
Jewry, of Gemeinde taxpayers and community charity recipients 
reveals striking similarities in the residential concentration of pros- 

perous and poverty-stricken Jews. True, rich Jews tended to favour 
residences in the fashionable Inner City where poor Jews almost never 
lived. The Jewish lower class was most likely to live in the 
Leocpoldstadt, but that area none the less continued to attract large 
numbers of prosperous Jews. About a quarter of all Gemeinde 
taxpayers (and about 15 per cent of the richest taxpayers) lived 
there.36 

Jewish immigrants also tended to take up residence among other 
Jews rather than with gentiles who came from the same part of the 
monarchy. Thus, for example, Jews from Bohemia and Moravia lived 

with Hungarian Jews rather than with Czech gentiles, most of whom 
lived in Favoriten (District X). Of course class differences are 
important here: most Czechs in Vienna were working class and few 
Jews worked in Vienna’s factories. Nevertheless, Bohemian and 
Moravian Jews also avoided middle-class Czech neighbourhoods in 
Landstrasse (District III) and elsewhere, undoubtedly because of 
linguistic, cultural, religious and ethnic barriers.2” 

Jews in Vienna also erected a rich network of organizations within 
which they could mix with other Jews, work for good causes, receive 
recognition and assert Jewish identity. Alongside the legally man- 
dated Israelitische Kultusgemeinde, which handled religious matters 
there existed literally hundreds of charitable, humanitarian social, 
cultural and political organizations. Some of these organizati ons met 
the desire of the wealthy to help poor Jews. Others provided 
Opportunities for recent immigrants to associate with people from 
their home territory and offer each other mutual sustenance. Still 
others enabled adults or the youth to gather and work for political 
causes. Singing clubs, gymnastic associations, reading groups, 
women’s societies and political organizations may have had different 
agendas, but they all served to create a social world in which Jews 
associated to a large extent with each other.38 

Jews tended to befriend and marry each other. No statistical 
evidence exists about Jewish friendship patterns. The memoir 
literature, however, indicates that even men and women who were 
almost totally assimilated mainly mixed with other Jews. Stefan 
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Zweig, for example, wrote that nine-tenths of his friends were other 

bourgeois Jews. Arthur Schnitzler moved ‘in the solid Jewish 

bourgeois circles’, and Sigmund Freud’s disciples, friends and 

associates tended to be other Jews.°® The Jewish boys who attended 

gymnasiums surely adopted German culture in those elite insti- 

tutions, but secondary education did not provide Viennese Jews with 

many opportunities to make friends with gentiles. Indeed, most 

Jewish boys in gymnasiums attended the schools in the first, second 

and ninth districts which contained an overwhelming proportion of 

Jewish pupils. Of the high-school boys in the Leopoldstadt, four-fifths 

were Jewish; in the ninth district, two-thirds; and in the Inner City, 

two-fifths. In such an environment, Jews experienced acculturation 

in the company of other Jews.*° And ifsuch highly acculturated Jews 

had mostly Jewish friends, then surely ordinary Jewish men and 

women tended to make their friends among fellow Jews as well.*? 

Intermarriage — that is Jewish-gentile marriage — was probably 

also relatively rare in Vienna. According to the official statistics, in 

1895 only about 4 per cent of the Jews who married did so with non- 

Jews. In fact, however, the number was higher. Austrian law 

prohibited civil intermarriage, and thus one of the partners in a 

mixed marriage had to convert to the religion of the other, or to a 

neutral category, konfessionslos (without religion), prior to the mar- 

riage. The 4 per cent statistic only includes those Jews who married 

konfessionslos partners. It is thus impossible to gauge the true number 

of mixed marriages.*? Conversion to Christianity, on the other hand, 

did occur relatively frequently in the Habsburg capital. In 1868 only 

seven Jews converted, but in 1880 110 converted to Christianity or 

Konfessionslosigkeit, and in 1900 599 did so.**"Vienna’ s conversion rate 

was the highest in late nineteenth-century Europe. Not all of Vienna’s 

Jewish converts accepted baptism to enhance their careers or to 

assimilate totally. Many converted simply to marry. With the notable 

exception of such famous converts as the composer Gustav Mahler, 

the satirist Karl Kraus or the socialist Victor Adler, most converts, or 

at least their offspring, probably did assimilate fuily into Viennese 

society, even if that was not their original intention. Nevertheless, 

although Vienna’s conversion rate was high by contemporary 

standards, it did not pose a threat to the vitality of Jewish life in 

Vienna.* 

In addition to erecting structural barriers to assimilation, Jews 

articulated ideological justifications for separate Jewish identity. In 

the early and middie years of the nineteenth century they conceived
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this identity in religious terms. Rabbis like Isak Noah Mannheimer, 
Adolf Jelinek and Moritz Giidemann all propounded the notion that 

the Jews constituted a people with a religious mission to spread the 
word of God in the world. None of these rabbis reduced the notion of 

Jewishness, however, to an abstract set of theological principles. They 
al] asserted an identity for the Jews that was not only religious but also 
carried ethnic 6vertones.~ 

Mannheimer, for example, reiterated that Judaism was not a set of 
philosophical doctrines but ‘a historically transmitted ... inter- 
connected whole, made holy through divine revelation, established 

through paternal tradition and filial piety and through a sense of 
belonging’. What united the Jews in this view, was in large part their 

sense of belonging together.** Mannheimer Hberally used the word 
Vek {people} to refer to the Jews, although he conceived the Jewish 
people as a religious community, receiving spiritual sustenance from 

the Torah, working for the victory of God in the world.*® 
Similarly, Adolf Jellinek always used words like Stamm (tribe) and 

Volk to refer to the Jewish people, aithough he too saw the Jews as a 
people endowed with the duty to spread the values of the Torah: 
freedom, loyalty, love, justice, morality and especially monotheism in 
the world. The Jewish people — loyal! to the countries in which they 
resided — possessed no political or national aspirations; on the 
contrary, their genius lay precisely in that they functioned solely asa 
religious community spreading the word of God.*’ 

Moritz Giidemann, more conservative in religious matters than 
either Mannheimer or Jellinek, espoused identical views to his more 
reform-minded colleagues. Although he defended the retention of 
prayers for Zion in the liturgy, he based his defence on the symbolic 
significance of Zion in Judaism. Prayers for Zion, he insisted in a 
sermon of 1871, only served to express the longing for God’s 

redemption ofall mankind.** The Jews were a religious community, a 
people bound together by belief in God, fulfilling a religious mission: 
spreading the prophetic message and helping the other nations to 
recognize Ged and thus facilitate redemption. For Giidemann, 
Jewish ethnic consciousness was identical to the Jewish belief in 

God.** All of these men emphasized the universal dimensions of 
Judaism even as they acknowledged the distinctiveness of the Jewish 
people. 

Naturally not all Viennese Jews thought in such lofty terms in the 

middle of the nineteenth century, yet most would probably have 

agreed with their rabbis. Assimilating Jews all over Europe defined 
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Jewishness in religious terms in that period. The sermons and writings 

of the Viennese rabbis, however, reveal that such a religious 

definition transcended the mere confessional and included an ethnic 

aspect as well. These Jews may not have thought in secular national 

terms, but their sense of Jewish identity did include the emotional, 

familial bonds that unite all Jews. Acculturating Jews did not 

abandon the national component of Jewish identity as the Zionists 

later charged. They merely understood the national or ethnic 

dimension of Jewishness in religious terms because such an under- 

standing facilitated the integration into European society which they 

desired, Despite the religious rhetoric, most Jews still felt that they 

belonged to the Jewish people. In a sense, therefore, they understood 

Jewish identity in a traditionally Jewish way: as an interrelated web 

of religion and peoplehood. Modernization for them did not mean a 

radical re-definition of what it meant to be a Jew, but merely the 

continuation of normative Jewish views. Whether such views were 

unique to Vienna or dominated modern Jewish communities remains 

to be seen. If Viennese Jews had a stronger sense of Jewish ethnic 

identity than did other acculturated Jews in this period itis because of 

the multinational nature of Austria and the more traditional 

composition of the Viennese Jewish community.” 

This strong sense of Jewish peoplehood enabled Viennese Jews to 

respond forcefully to the threat of antisemitism in the 1870s and 

1880s. In 1886 they organized a defence organization, the 

Osterreichisch-Israelitische Union. This organization not only took the 

antisemites to court, it also vigorously asserted Jewish pride and 

Jewish folk-consciousness. Emphasizing the Austrian patriotism of its 

large membership, the Union firmly declared the legitimacy of 

preserving Jewish consciousness.*' In the twentieth century Zionism 

and other forms of Jewish nationalism also attracted many Viennese 

Jews. 

The patterns of Jewish acculturation and assimilation in Vienna both 

resembled and differed from those unfolding elsewhere in Central 

and Western Europe, and the differences derived from the demo- 

graphic composition of the Viennese Jewish community itself. At the 

beginning of the nineteenth century, the tiny size and wealthy 

composition of the community generated one of the most assimilated 

Jewish communities in Europe. Viennese Jewry — unlike the Jewish 

communities of French or German cities — became more socially and 

culturally distinct with the passage of time. Of course, assimilated
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Jews rarely reverted to the traditional way of life. Rather, the influx 

of traditional Jews from the 1840s onwards created a large, constantly 
renewable reservoir of non-acculturated or partially acculturated 
Jews. 

Urbanization in Germany did not necessarily create similar 
reservoirs in Berlin or Frankfurt, since Jews in the small towns of the 
hinterlands had largely modernized before their move to the cities. 
The fact that Vienna’s immigration arrived primarily from bastions 
of Jewish traditionalism in Hungary and Galicia, areas of dense Jewish 

concentration and staunch Jewish loyalty, meant that in the second 

half of the nineteenth century Vienna became the home of large 
numbers of non-modern Jews. Of course many of these Jews 
successfully acculturated and some disappeared totally into the 
majority population. Nevertheless, the deep-rooted urge of Jews to 

remain Jewish, combined with the simultaneous influx of new 
immigrants and the potency of Viennese antisemitism, guaranteed 
the group’s distinctiveness in the Habsburg capital. Whether because 
of the will to survive or as an expression of pride in the face of hostility, 
Viennese Jews continued to assert their own identity and cohesion in 
the nineteenth century. 
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