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At a 1966 conference at the University of Indi-
ana on "The Nationality Problem in the Habsburg
Monarchy in the Nineteenth Century," Istvan
Deak commented on a panel entitled "The Domi-
nant Nationalities as a Force of Integration and
Disintegration." Deak famously began his com-
mentary by calling the entire subject of the panel
into question: "It is my contention that the subject
of this debate is neither justified nor valid.... I
would argue that there were no dominant nation-
alities in the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. There
were only dominant classes, estates, institutions,
interest groups, and professions."[1] Deak's larger
point was that nationality conflict operated not in
a vacuum, but in a larger context of "class or
group interests."

One reason why Deak's commentary, short
though it was, has proven more memorable than
the papers on which it was based, can be attrib-
uted to the impressive work of his former stu-
dents.[2] In recent years, their work has been aug-
mented theoretically by the UCLA sociologist
Rogers Brubaker, who has cautioned students of
nationalism not to accept nations as "real entities"
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but to see them as political creations. In this way
of thinking, the "nation" becomes a "political and
cultural form institutionalized within and among
states."[3] The fact has been, however, that seeing
nations as "contingencies" or "political fields" has
translated with some difficulty into the field of
Habsburg history. This is because histories that
trace the development of nations as a process that
runs parallel to modernization were dominant for
so long.[4] Indeed, much of the history of the Hab-
sburg Empire has been written from the stand-
point of the successor states, which has privileged
the birth, growth, and maturation of the Czech,
Hungarian, Slovak, Romanian, Slovenian, Croat-
ian, Polish, and yes, even Austrian, nations.

Pieter M. Judson's latest book, Guardians of
the Nation, presents not only a new study of na-
tionalism, but also a new way of thinking about
and writing the history of nationalization in Cen-
tral Europe. Judson's object of research is the "lan-
guage frontier." More specifically, he examines
what he terms "nationalist activism on linguistic
frontiers” where "Germans" were either defend-
ing their cultural or linguistic territory, or claim-



ing new territories for the German nation. The
core of the book focuses on two of these frontiers:
the Bohemian Woods in southern Bohemia, where
Germans were supposedly holding back the
Czechs; and southern Styria, where German
speakers faced down their Slovene-speaking
neighbors. The linguistically mixed areas of South
Tyrol also come into play in the book, but are
treated much less extensively.

A basic, but significant, assumption that un-
derlies Judson's analysis is the rejection that a lan-
guage frontier constituted a real place. Rather,
Judson believes that such places were invented in
the imagination of nationalist activists and were
used to describe those areas where multiple lan-
guages were spoken by local inhabitants. The lan-
guage frontier was essentially an idea that al-
lowed nationalist activists to interpret rural lin-
guistically mixed areas in a way that made com-
plete sense to them. What did they find there that
needed such an interpretation? It was national in-
difference. While nationalists saw and portrayed
"the battle on the language frontier as an attempt
to solidify the local hegemony of one nation in or-
der to repel the potential advance of the other,"
they were confronted with a local population that
"exhibited inexplicable behaviors, identifying
themselves with neither nation or with both na-
tions" (p. 2). Thus, the way in which language ac-
tivists had to cope, to understand, and to trans-
form their "Other" (that is, the nationally indiffer-
ent folk on the rural frontier) forms the focus of
this study.

Judson carefully explores the interaction be-
tween nationalist activism on the rural language
frontier and the nationally indifferent frontiers-
men. For instance, he finds that "the slippery na-
ture of the language frontier" confronted nation-
alists with cultural practices that called their "fun-
damental beliefs about nations into question” (p.
2). Some of these practices included blatant op-
portunism among villagers who declared their
linguistic affiliation to be German in one census,
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only to declare Slovene or Czech in the next. For
rural folk, choosing a side in the national either/or
of the Habsburg Monarchy was not a moral or his-
torical choice, so much as an economic or social
one. They chose the side that offered them the
most benefit: the best schools, best subsidies, and
best business. In essence, the bilingual, nonna-
tionalist rural communities presented nationalists
with a paradigm that did not fit their idea that na-
tions were easily defined by their "shared eternal
and easily recognizable traits" (p. 2). Judson ar-
gues that the very existence of such indifference
challenges the assumptions that historians of Cen-
tral Europe have made when they write about the
nationalization of the peoples in the Habsburg
Monarchy and its successor states.

Nationalist activists explained the national in-
difference of rural communities as remnants of
premodern cultural practices, or as Judson puts it,
"rural ignorance, religious piety, and oppor-
tunism" (p. 2). As such, for nationalist activists, be-
coming national and making the conscious deci-
sion to join a nation was part of the moderniza-
tion process. The problem is that historians of
Central Europe have bought the activists' version
of the story. Even if social scientists and historians
have recognized that nations are constructions,
they have not been able to find "a convincing way
to relate nationalized outcomes to non-national
origins" (p. 6). What makes this book such a valu-
able and engaging read is that, embedded in truly
fascinating accounts of the confrontation between
nationalist activism and everyday life in linguisti-
cally mixed areas, Judson questions both the tra-
ditional link between nationalization and moder-
nity, as well as the way scholarship has presented
the nationalization of Central Europe as an in-
evitable process. These larger arguments call into
question both the reality of nations and the idea
that everyone either "belonged" to a nation or
would eventually belong to one.

The style of this book also carries these larger
arguments to a great degree. Judson writes about



the language frontier in a way that treats such
ideas as nations and national property as inven-
tions. He always and invariably avoids references
to "Czechs," "Slovenes," "Germans," or "Italians,"
and refuses to call multilingual towns or villages
by a single name. Instead, Judson prefers longer
and cumbersome formulations, such as "Czech
speaker,"” or "German speaker,” and place names
that include both their German and Slavic or Ital-
ian equivalents. He does this to "challenge norma-
tive assumptions that presume that places and
people have authentic national identities" (p. xiii).
The larger point is that by labeling rural German
speakers as "Germans" we make the assumption
that they thought of themselves as such. These as-
sumptions follow the worldview of the nationalist
activists and not necessarily the reality of rural
and small town life in the Habsburg Monarchy,
where a villager might have identified much
more with his profession, town, religion, or region
rather than with the more abstract concept of a
German nation.

Judson's choice of language passes over more
convenient and commonly used terms for awk-
ward structures that more accurately reflect the
cultural mosaic of rural Central Europe. Such
grammatical adventures pay off. On the one hand,
his analysis of nationalist activism on the lan-
guage frontier continually reinforces the necessi-
ty of formulations like "Bergreichenstein/Kas-
parske Hory was only half as large as Prachatitz/
Prachatice" (p. 89). On the other hand, Judson's
consistent use of such phrases throughout the
book makes them gradually seem less exotic, less
awkward, and even more familiar. In essence,
Judson's specific choice for the consistent use of
awkward phrases to describe language use--with-
out denoting national identity--is a warranted ef-
fort to practice what he preaches. He pairs a new
way of thinking about nationalism in Austria with
a new way of writing about it.

Judson approaches his subject through a vari-
ety of sources, including local newspapers from
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Styria and the Bohemian Woods, national associa-
tion newsletters, tour guides, and novels, as well
as archival sources from regional archives and
the General Administrative Archive in Vienna. But
more than the breadth of the materials, it is the
stories that Judson makes them tell and the explic-
it and clear way in which he uses these sources
that underlie the value of this book.

Judson's story really begins with the First Aus-
trian Census of 1880--a census that only took ac-
count of a person's "language of daily use" and
therefore lacked categories for "nationality" (p.
27). The census provided the basis for nationalist
activists to focus on language as the measure of
whether their nation was winning converts or los-
ing ground to the enemy. The census, then,
sparked nationalist associations to descend on the
language frontiers in order to nationalize their ru-
ral co-speakers or at least to keep the other side
(whether it was Slovene, Italian, or Czech) from
making further linguistic inroads into German
territory.

The core of the book consists of five themati-
cally organized chapters that cover different as-
pects of the confrontation between nationalist ac-
tivists and the language frontier. In these chap-
ters, Judson carefully approaches the variety of
ways in which nationalist activists sought to inter-
vene in rural linguistically mixed areas. In each
case, Judson finds that rural folk were not a blank
slate for nationalism--easily trained to think and
act as members of a nation. Rather, the choice to
see the world in nationalist terms or join the larg-
er community of a nation was only ever a choice;
and a choice that cannot be divorced from local
matters or issues specific to an individual or fami-
ly's situation (be it social or economic). In many
cases, Judson finds that nationalist activists failed
"to make national categories compelling to the
people who were to represent them" (p. 255)--that
is, their co-speakers on the language frontier.

Such a perspective takes us into rather new
territory in the study of nationalization of Europe.



Judson has some company here in the recent and
excellent study of the complex process of nation-
alization in the town of Budweis (Ceske Bude-
jovice) by Jeremy King.[5] While King's book told
the story of nationalization in the larger frame-
work of local municipal politics, Judson's book is
woven together by multiple tales involving school
associations, tourism, farmers, and their encoun-
ters with nationalist activists from outside.

In chapter 2, Judson examines the important
role of school associations in creating a frontline
of nationalist activity in multilingual regions. The
private German language schoolhouses that the
German School Association built in frontier vil-
lages became physical embodiments of the na-
tionalist cause. Schoolhouses, as both a shrine of
and portal to a higher culture, were not only
meant to educate children, but also to nationalize
and invigorate the adult population. Such private
funds brought a high quality of education to chil-
dren on the rural frontier, but the roots of bilin-
gualism in many areas persisted as well. In the
end, these types of benefits of nationalist associa-
tions did not necessarily lead to committed na-
tionalists.

Chapter 3 addresses the attempts of the ur-
ban-based nationalist activists to found associa-
tions in frontier areas. While the nationalists ex-
tolled the virtues of these "ur-Germans" on the ru-
ral frontier in their articles meant for urban con-
sumption, they actually found themselves having
to instill German cultural and civic virtues in the
rural folk. Chapter 4 takes a penetrating look at
the Sudmark, a German nationalist organization
whose work focused on the southern language
frontier. This organization began to actively colo-
nize Slovene majority areas in southern Styria
with German-speaking farmers. The organization
bought up local farmland and sold it at reduced
prices only to German speakers. Judson demon-
strates that the Sudmark actually recruited
Protestant farmers from the German Empire be-
cause they were less likely to mix with the
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Slovenes and thus could be counted on to main-
tain their German character through the genera-
tions.

Chapter 5 examines how tourism affected life
and activism on the language frontier. Nationalist
associations hoped that by sponsoring tourism in
frontier regions they could bring economic pros-
perity to the frontier folk while making real the
idea of a national frontier to peoples from homo-
geneously German regions. However, tourism
could have other, unintended effects as well.
Tourism brought these associations into direct
contact with the a-national, or even antinational,
policies of the central state and actually served to
temper the nationalist rhetoric and plans of the
association. Tourism required cooperation from
the regional and central governments to build
roads and rails lines, and to subsidize other infra-
structure improvements. But state monies also
meant that restaurant menus and road signs
would have to be bilingual and that more aggres-
sive forms of nationalism had to be toned down to
offer tourists a feeling of safety. Judson calls into
question the idea that modernization and nation-
alization always went hand in hand in Central Eu-
rope. Tourism, by bringing in the modernizing im-
pulses of the Austrian state, could certainly dis-
place the "nation" as the handmaiden to progress.
Finally, chapter 6 addresses nationalist violence
on the language frontier. Judson shows how any
act of violence could be spun by the nationalist
press to render them understandable with a na-
tionalist paradigm. A particular episode in this
chapter showcases the skill that Judson employs
throughout the book of meticulously scrutinizing
his sources and at the same time taking his read-
ings beyond simply presenting what the sources
state. An episode of violence in a town in the Bo-
hemian Woods in 1908 involved German speak-
ers, Czech speakers, and local gendarmes. Eventu-
ally, the army had to be called in to restore order.
Judson retells the incident from the point of view
of the German and Czech presses, both of which
presented their sides as victims, as well as from



the perspective of the local district administrator
(who downplayed the nationalist aspect of the in-
cident). Judson's examination of the sources
shows that each side had its own way of under-
standing the event and its own reasons for doing
so. In the end, a completely accurate portrayal of
what really happened in the small Bohemian
town is impossible. But this is exactly Judson's
point: the sources all tell different stories and em-
phasize different aspects of the violence, while
each side could interpret these interactions on the
language frontier in their own nationalist (or, on
the part of Austria's officialdom, nonnationalist)
way.

This book is filled with many such incidents
that Judson recounts. In the end, though, Judson
not only undermines the nationalist's idea of a
language frontier but also calls into question the
usefulness of the term "national indifference."
This compelling book shows that, while Judson's
rural villagers and peasants were not committed
nationalists, these "frontier people" were also not
truly "indifferent" to nationalist activists and the
promises they offered; they often used them to
their own benefit in what Judson refers to earlier
as "nationally opportunistic behaviors" (p. 3).
They did prove, however, to be resistant to na-
tionalization and the efforts of nationalist activists
to channel the way rural dwellers thought about
the world into nationalist categories.

The resistance shown forms the moral back-
drop of Judson's history of the language frontier
at the turn of the century. One of Central Europe's
tragedies was that this resistance eventually was
smothered by the population practices—-expul-
sions and transfers--undertaken during and after
World War II, practices that were informed by a
nationalized worldview which never came to un-
derstand or chose to oversimplify the logic of Cen-
tral Europe's cultural mosaic.

Guardians of the Nation would make an ex-
cellent example in a graduate seminar of how to
deftly use a variety of types of sources. Moreover,
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Judson's skepticism when dealing with his sources
does not lead him down the road of postmod-
ernist nihilism. Rather, he uses the slippery na-
ture of his material to tell us much about the
mindset of nationalist activists and their uncer-
tainties and fears in trying to nationalize the na-
tionally indifferent on the rural language frontier.

Ultimately, historiography will judge the im-
portance of this book not by the many questions it
answers, but the questions it raises anew.
Guardians of the Nation offers new ways of think-
ing and writing about nationalism in Central Eu-
rope, and, by virtue of its example, calls historians
to further reevaluate assumptions about the
givenness of nationalization. As such, one can
comfortably assume that this work will not pro-
vide the final word on the nationalization of Cen-
tral Europe, but will be a much-appreciated mod-
el for many future studies to come.
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