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Fractured Nationalism

In the waning years of the nineteenth century, Euro-
pean societies gave rise to a variety of radical national-
ist movements. Their members made unprecedented de-
mands for the fundamental reshaping of states and soci-
eties along national lines, often taking their demands to
the streets and to the pages of the popular press. They
hoped to win mass support for changes that traditional
political structures were unlikely to deliver. In most
cases, these movements failed to become mass move-
ments before World War 1. But they succeeded in radi-
calizing nationalist political ideas in ways that bore fruit
in the twentieth century. Scholars of Germany have ex-
amined the fragmentation of German nationalism that
happened as liberal nationalists were forced to compete
with new radical nationalist activists, Social Democracy,
and other mass movements that emerged alongside mod-
ern industrial societies and universal male suffrage.[1]
Yet until recently historians of the Habsburg Empire and
its Bohemian crown lands have tended to treat Czech
and German nationalist movements as relatively unified,
albeit with important shifts over time in their political
goals and tactics.[2]

T. Mills Kelly’s new book argues that late-nineteenth-
century Czech nationalist politics were neither simple
nor unified. Kelly traces the history of the Czech Na-
tional Socialist Party (no relation to twentieth-century
German National Socialism), founded in 1897 as a coun-
terweight to the liberal Young Czechs, who had dom-
inated the Czech nationalist political scene. By 1911,
the National Socialist Party had succeeded in undermin-

ing the Young Czech Party’s position as the undisputed
mouthpiece of Czech national politics. Kelly describes
the National Socialist Party as part of the fragmenta-
tion and “coarsening” of Czech politics at the turn of
the century. The expansion of the franchise opened the
way for a proliferation of political parties. Czech vot-
ers suddenly found themselves choosing among clerical,
socialist, agrarian, liberal, and radical nationalist polit-
ical candidates. The National Socialists espoused more
radical reforms in their party platform than their Young
Czech counterparts. They demanded universal suffrage,
challenged Habsburg sovereignty, denounced militarism
(which seems really to have meant anti-Habsburgism),
and championed the interests of the Czech-speaking
working class. They injected a dynamic of uncom-
promising confrontation and constant crisis into Bo-
hemian politics not only between Czechs and Germans
but also among Czech parties. They promoted xenopho-
bia against Germans and Jews, and they made street vi-
olence part of everyday politics in Bohemia’s cities and
industrial regions.

Kelly takes a new approach for Czech history in his
analysis of electoral results in terms of voter choice. He
emphasizes that the absence of political polls and other
data that would help link voters’ choices to their socioe-
conomic conditions, or even to distinct national com-
munities, makes such analysis difficult. Nevertheless,
he demonstrates that while the National Socialists won
new electoral support by 1911, their success was a com-
bination of successful agitation, political strategy, and
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circumstances outside their direct control. One such
example was the rise in support for the National So-
cialist Party in rural Bohemian electoral districts after
the Young Czechs stopped campaigning there. As Kelly
points out, voters who wanted to support a nationalist
party had only one choice. Thus, political parties’ strate-
gies and limitations shaped electoral outcomes as much
as popular political radicalization. Far from representing
a unified “Czech” voice across the Bohemian crownlands,
the National Socialists received uneven support at best.
They were absent from the political scene in Silesia, and
enjoyed their greatest strength in the early industrial and
urban areas of Bohemia.

Kelly explains that socioeconomic and political
change in late Habsburg Bohemia produced mass mi-
gration and shifting linguistic demographics in the Bo-
hemian crown lands. Yet he describes a political land-
scape that appears to have been fairly clearly divided
into Czech and German political parties and electoral dis-
tricts. It would be interesting to see how Kelly’s findings
on political parties and electoral choices mesh with the
work of scholars who have emphasized the deep ambi-
guities of national belonging in late Habsburg Bohemia
and the Czechoslovak First Republic.[3]

Kelly finishes his monograph by positing that al-
though the Czech National Socialists never came into
real policy-making power before World War I, their un-
compromising approach to national politics, their use of
the politics of the street, and their xenophobic rhetoric
shaped Bohemians’ political expectations and behavior
in the First Republic. Kelly has tackled a difficult subject
and his work adds to our understanding of Czech nation-
alist politics and Bohemian electoral politics at the end of
the Habsburg monarchy. For Germanists, Kelly’s work is
a reminder that the decline of liberalism and the radical-
ization of nationalist politics in the late nineteenth cen-

tury were parts of a European rather than a peculiarly
“German” story. However, this book will primarily be of
interest to specialists on nineteenth-century Czech na-
tionalism.
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