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"The Trouble with Being Born":
Eastern Europe in the First Half of the Twentieth Century

History lecture course D300
Tuesdays and Thursdays 2:30-3:45, Ballantine 319

Professor Marci Shore
Ballantine 833, tel. 855-8036

office hours Tuesdays and Thursdays 4-5:30, and by appointment

the following materials are required reading and can be purchased at the IU bookstore:

Joseph Rothschild, East Central Europe between the Two Wars
Jan Tomasz Gross, Revolution from Abroad: The Soviet Conquest of Poland’s Western Ukraine and Western Belorussia
Karel Čapek, War with the Newts
Liviu Rebreanu, Ion
Czeslaw Milosz, Native Realm: A Search for Self-Definition
Course reader

academic misconduct: We expect you to follow the rules on academic honesty and intellectual integrity established by the Indiana University
Code of Student Rights, Responsibilities and Conduct.  Presenting someone else’s work as your own (this includes the work of another student
as well as information from books, articles, and web sites) is plagiarism.  Other forms of academic misconduct include, but are not limited to:
using unauthorized books or notes to answer examination questions; exchanging knowledge with another student verbally or in written form
during an examination; and writing for another member of the class.  Academic misconduct carries heavy penalties in this course.

Course description:

   From the title of the Romanian writer Emil Cioran's book.  This course will begin around the turn of the century with the twilight of the great
empires (Russian, Prussian, Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian), exploring the origins and "invention" of modern Eastern Europe.  It will go on to
examine the "rebirth" of Eastern Europe in the aftermath of World War I; the wild and experimental 1920s, including avantgardism in the
cultural sphere and the collapse of democracy in the political sphere; and the polarizing ideological spectrum of the 1930s.  We will explore the
dynamics of communism and fascism, along with other configurations of Marxism and nationalism.  Given the spectre of the Second World
War, this course will pose the overarching question of whether and how we can read the interwar years in a way other than as a prelude to an
inevitable catastrophe to come?

Course requirements: Students are expected to attend all lectures and complete all reading assignments.  Exam questions will be based on
material from both the reading and the lectures.  Make-up exams will only be permitted with a documented medical excuse. 

1. midterm
2. final
3. reading response paper (2-3 pages) due November 14
4. lecture/reading response paper (2-3 pages) due December 5

September 3: Introduction to the course

“The notion of killing people…because of something that may have happened in 1495 is unthinkable in the Western world.  Not in the
Balkans.”—Roger Cohen

September 5: What is Eastern Europe?  (And does it exist?)

“I assume there is such a thing as Central Europe, even though many people deny its existence, beginning with statesmen and journalists who
persist in calling it ‘Eastern Europe’ and ending with my friend Joseph Brodsky, who prefers to reserve for it the name of ‘Western Asia.’”—
Czesław Miłosz in “About Our Europe”

Milan Kundera, “The Tragedy of Central Europe”
Czesław Miłosz, “About Our Europe”
Gale Stokes, excerpts from Three Eras of Political Change in Eastern Europe
Czesław Miłósz, chapters “Introduction” and “Place of Birth” in Native Realm

September 10: Eastern Europe under empires (and why they failed), part I
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“In other countries dynasties are episodes in the history of the people; in the Habsburg Empire peoples are a complication in the history of the
dynasty.  The Habsburg lands acquired in time a common culture and, to some extent, a common economic character: these were the creation,
not the creators, of the dynasty.  No other family has endured so long or left so deep a mark upon Europe: the Habsburgs were the greatest
dynasty of modern history, and the history of central Europe revolves around them, not they around it…”—A.J.P. Taylor in The Habsburg
Monarchy, 1809-1918

Larry Wolff, excerpt from Inventing Eastern Europe
George Schöpflin, “The Political Traditions of Eastern Europe”

September 12: Eastern Europe under empires (and why they failed), part II

“The Habsburg lands were a collection of entailed estates, not a state; and the Habsburgs were landlords, not rulers—some were benevolent
landlords, some incompetent, some rapacious and grasping, but all intent on extracting the best return from their tenants so as to cut a great
figure in Europe.  They could compound with anything, except with the demand to be free of landlords; this demand was their ruin.”—A.J.P.
Taylor in The Habsburg Monarchy, 1809-1918

Liviu Rebreanu, Ion

September 17: nationalism under the empires

“The Habsburg Empire became more and more a conglomerate of various nationalistic feelings about peoples which did not know each other
but which hated each other bitterly.”—Oscar Jaszi in The Dissolution of the Habsburg Monarchy

Czesław Miłósz, chapter “Ancestry” in Native Realm

September 19: World War I (the end of empires)

“We were bound to die.  We were at liberty to choose the manner of our death, and we chose the most terrible.”—Count Czernin Von Und Zu
Chudenitz  (foreign minister of Austria-Hungary 1916-1918

Jaroslav Hašek, excerpts from The Good Soldier Schweik
Péter Hanák, “Intercepted Letters in the First World War”
Emilian Stanev, “The Peach Thief”
Czesław Miłósz, chapter “War” in Native Realm

September 24: the Bolshevik Revolution (and an almost-revolution in Hungary)

“It was a period of conflagration, a whole generation went up in flames.  Values were burned, worlds and ideas were burned—people were
constantly on fire…”—Benjamin Harshav in Language in the Time of Revolution

Czesław Miłósz, chapter “Ten Days that Shook the World” in Native Realm

September 26: the new map of Eastern Europe

“This is not a peace treaty, it is an armistice for twenty years.”—Ferdinand Foch French general who supervised the final Allied offensive that
led to Germany's defeat in World War ) at the signing of the Treaty of Versailles

Czesław Miłósz, chapter “More Wars” in Native Realm

October 1: the interwar avant-garde and the spirit of the 1920s

“PRIMITIVES TO THE NATIONS OF THE WORLD AND TO POLAND
the great rainbow monkey named Dionysus took his last breath long ago.
we are throwing away his rotten legacy we declare
            I. CIVILIZATION, CULTURE
WITH THEIR MORBIDITY— TO THE TRASH HEAP.”—Aleksander Wat and Anatol Stern in GGA (Polish futurist manifesto)

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht, excerpts from In 1926
Aleksander Wat, “The Eternally Wandering Jew”
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October 3: Poland

“And in the spring let me see spring, not Poland”—Jan Lechoń

Józef Piłsudski, “Reflections on Dictatorship”
“Poland” in East Central Europe between the Two Wars

October 8: Czechoslovakia

“It is difficult to set up a state; it is even more difficult to keep it going.”—Tomáš Masaryk, from a 1918 speech in Prague

“Czechoslovakia” in East Central Europe between the Two Wars

October 10: Hungary

“…there is not one of the peoples or provinces that constituted the Empire of the Habsburgs to whom gaining their independence has not
brought the torture which ancient poets and theologians had reserved for the damned.”—Winston Churchill

“Hungary” in East Central Europe between the Two Wars

October 15:Romania

“Bourgeois sexual morality is probably less esteemed in Romania than anywhere else on the continent.”—Hugh Seton-Watson

Emil Cioran, excerpts from The Trouble with Being Born
“Romania” in East Central Europe between the Two Wars

October 17: Yugoslavia and the Balkans

"And what, basically, is the West, what is the great French civilization, the idea of courtesy, other than a boundary that one accepts on account
of reason; just do not go over the boundary; it doesn't pay; it is bad taste, etc.  As for the Balkans, one cannot speak of civilization; there is no
criterion for it; there, one is simply excessive."--- E. M. Cioran

Rebecca West, excerpts from Black Lamb and Grey Falcon
Georgi Dimitrov, “An Open Letter to the Workers and Peasants of Bulgaria”
“Yugoslavia,” “Bulgaria” and “Albania” in East Central Europe between the Two Wars

October 22: Jewish culture and the Jewish question in Eastern Europe

“I think we can say of Jewish history in interwar Poland that it was ‘the best of times and the worst of times’…”—Ezra Mendelsohn

October 24: Marxism and nationalism (that is, review for midterm)

“But I have to wrest this period from memory because that was the central moment of choice….I had extricated myself from desperation,
hopelessness, and the sense of absolute absurdity.”—Aleksander Wat in My Century

Aleksander Wat, excerpts from My Century
Czesław Miłosz, chapters “Nationalities,” “Marxism,” and “Russia” in Native Realm

October 29: MIDTERM

October 31: film An Unforgettable Summer or The Girls from Nowolipki Street part I (depending on availability)

November 5: film (part II) and discussion
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November 7:  fascism in Romania (a case study)

“University professors, students, intellectuals were turning Nazi, Iron Guards, one after the other.  AT the beginning, certainly they were not
Nazis.  We were some fifteen people who used to get together to discuss, to try to find arguments opposing theirs.  It was not easy…From time
to time, one of our friends said: ‘I don’t agree with them, to be sure, but on certain points, nevertheless, I must admit, for example, the Jews…’,
etc.  And this was a symptom.  Three weeks later, this man would become a Nazi.  He was caught in the mechanism, he accepted everything, he
became a rhinoceros.  Toward the end, we were only three or four to have resisted.”—Eugene Ionescu

Corneliu Zelea Codreanu, “A Few Remarks on Democracy”
Vladimir Tismaneanu and Dan Pavel, “Romania’s Mystical Revolutionaries: The Generation of Angst and Adventure Revisited”

November 12: the late 1930s or, were there forebodings?

“We ran an open house, plenty of guests, drinking. But now I was dominated by melancholy and an absolute premonition that Ola, Andrzej,
and I would die horrible deaths, that Poland would go under.”—Aleksander Wat

Karel Čapek, War with the Newts

November 14: interwar Eastern Europe comes to an end

“And then all that was to be heard was a dark and boundless rushing sound as of rising waters.”—Karel Čapek

*reading response paper due

November 19: World War II, 1939-1941

“’In strong masculine words [Wanda Wasilewska] called on listeners to look honestly into their souls after this first year of freedom in work.’ 
Everything is mendacious in this statement: a woman materialist speaking with a male voice invokes a religious metaphor and calls
enslavement freedom.”—Jan T. Gross in Revolution from Abroad

Jan T. Gross, Revolution from Abroad

November 21:  NO CLASS

November 26: The Holocaust

“In my memories the color of the ghetto is the color of the paper that covered the corpses lying on the street before they were taken away.”—
Michał Głowiński

Michał Głowiński, excerpt from The Black Seasons
Tadeusz Borowski, “This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen”

November 28 THANKSGIVING, NO CLASS

December 3: Poles, Jews, and the Holocaust

“Indeed, as we now know beyond reasonable doubt, and as Jedwabne citizens knew all along, it was their neighbors who killed them.”—Jan T.
Gross

Jan T. Gross, excerpt from Neighbors

December 5: film (part 1) Divided We Fall (if available)

*lecture/reading response paper due
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December 10: film (part 2); question-and-answer

December 12:  review session (last class)


	Lokale€Festplatte
	The Trouble with Being Born


