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Subcarpathian Rus', a borderland under Hungarian rule during World War II, had 

been home to a diverse society, including Carpatho-Ruthenians (the majority Slavic 

population), Jews, Hungarians, Roma, local Germans, Romanians, Slovaks, and 

Czechs and comprising a culture that was larger than the sum of its parts. The paper 

addresses the way in which this native society unraveled as it came under attack by 

Hungarian occupation authorities that sought to obliterate diversity and turn 

Subcarpathian Rus' into an integral part of an ethno-national "Greater Hungary."    

 

Attempts to address this history only through one national lens miss the larger picture. 

More specifically, thinking about wartime events and processes in Subcarpathian Rus' 

only as much as they concerned Jews and their destruction overlooks the links within 

the complex web of stat policies, on the one hand, and the social dynamics before and 

during the war, on the other. The tendency to concentrate on the rapid ghettoization 

and deportations to Auschwitz of Jews in Hungary after the German invasion of the 

country in March 1944 has, moreover, almost elided from the analytical view the 

history of Hungary—and the varied trajectories of the state's wartime borderlands—

before 1944. Thus, why and how Carpatho-Ruthenians acted as bystanders to the 

annihilation of their Jewish neighbors in the spring and summer of 1944 are questions 

that require a broader and longer historical perspective.  

 

The paper focuses on relations between Jews and Carpatho-Ruthenians, tracing how 

they changed and began to deteriorate after World War I, when between 1920 and 

1938 Czechoslovakia controlled Subcarpathian Rus'. It treats in detail the first days of 

the Hungarian occupation in mid-March 1939, when Hungarian soldiers killed 

thousands of Carpatho-Ruthenians, non-combatants as well as members of the local 

militia who resisted the occupying forces. Many Jews witnessed this episode of mass 



killing and mentioned it in their testimonies. The analysis of their accounts suggests a 

degree of disbelief in the face of this mass violence, even after many years. Drawing 

on Saul Friedländer's discussion of such disbelief as the defining experience of Jewish 

victims during the Holocaust and, hence, as the (dis)organizing mechanism in the 

historical narrative he presents, the paper shows that disbelief also characterized the 

response of Jews as bystanders to mass violence. It argues that this kind of response 

stemmed not only from the violence itself but also from its essential meaning: the 

unprecedented rupture of the daily interactions that constituted the native culture and 

familiar worlds not only of Carpatho-Ruthenian victims but also of Jewish bystanders. 

Indeed, both groups faced state violence during the war—albeit in significantly 

different ways—as the occupiers aimed to further the realization of the "Greater 

Hungary" vision. 

 

The paper, then, posits that thinking about Carpatho-Ruthenian bystanders in 1944 

without also considering Jewish bystanders in 1939 leads us to the kind of accusatory 

and moralizing statements about (non-Jewish) bystanders that blur rather than clarify 

historical contexts and events. Highlighting the perceptions of most Europeans during 

World War II (Jews and others) that their societies and worlds had been irrevocably 

shattered, offers us an opportunity to reexamine the murderous assault on Jews across 

Europe and the range of responses of Jews and non-Jews at the time—including the 

elusive behavior we call bystanding—as an integral part of the histories of modern 

Europe.    


