
 

 

Bulletin of the GHI Washington 

Issue 34 

2004 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 

Das Digitalisat wird Ihnen von perspectivia.net, der Online-Publikationsplattform der Max 
Weber Stiftung – Stiftung Deutsche Geisteswissenschaftliche Institute im Ausland, zur 
Verfügung gestellt. Bitte beachten Sie, dass das Digitalisat urheberrechtlich geschützt ist. 
Erlaubt ist aber das Lesen, das Ausdrucken des Textes, das Herunterladen, das 
Speichern der Daten auf einem eigenen Datenträger soweit die vorgenannten 
Handlungen ausschließlich zu privaten und nicht-kommerziellen Zwecken erfolgen. Eine 
darüber hinausgehende unerlaubte Verwendung, Reproduktion oder Weitergabe 
einzelner Inhalte oder Bilder können sowohl zivil- als auch strafrechtlich verfolgt werden. 



STERN PRIZE

ACTING CZECH, MARKING GERMANS:
NATIONALITY POLITICS IN BOHEMIA AND MORAVIA,
1939–1947
Fritz Stern Dissertation Prize Presentation, November 21, 2003

Chad Bryant
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

In the first weeks of 1941, Heinrich Toušek, a retired railway worker from
Brno, sent a letter to the leading Nazi official in Prague asking for help.
Beautifully written in green ink, and addressed to “Your Excellency Sir
Reich Protector,” the letter was a simple request to allow Toušek and his
wife to move from their home in Brno to their small house with a garden
in Znojmo. The request had to be made because Znojmo lay in the Su-
detengau, an administrative area integrated into the Reich after the Mu-
nich agreement, and Brno lay within the Protectorate, a separately ad-
ministered area consisting of the “rest of the Czechlands” in which the
Reich Protector had jurisdiction. Toušek gave financial reasons for want-
ing to move. It was expensive to live in Brno, he wrote, and part of his
pension had been stripped. Writing in the third person, Toušek com-
plained that “these people have saved every little Groschen so that they in
their last days can have a home which they themselves have built, and
now, blameless, thanks to the intrigues of the Czech government, must
wander around without shelter.” Now he was appealing to a “German”
government, and Toušek made sure to point out that both he and his wife
spoke German at home; his wife did not even know Czech, he wrote.

Nazi bureaucrats in Prague promised to look into the matter and sent
a letter to the local head administrator of the Brno region, Oberlandrat
Westerkamp. Westerkamp complicated the picture painted by Toušek.
Toušek, indeed, was of “German origin,” spoke German in his daily life,
and had even lived in Znojmo until 1938. But he had been a member of
a Czech club for construction workers and was a secretary for the Czech
youth group. Worse, all three of his children had been raised as “Czechs.”
After some prodding from the central office in Prague, Toušek later ad-
mitted that one daughter was married to a Czech bureaucrat in Brno and
that a son had become a Czech teacher, who now lived in Jihlava.
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Westerkamp suggested that the offer be declined, “although I in every
respect greet the withdrawal of members of the Czech nation from the
city of Brno,” he wrote. The central office declined Toušek’s request, and
we can assume that this German (or Czech?) remained in Brno.1

Toušek’s case serves as a reminder that many people of indetermi-
nate nationality inhabited the Bohemian crownlands before 1947, and that
individuals—called “amphibians” by Nazi anthropologists and nine-
teenth-century Bohemian citizens—often claimed to be one nationality or
another according to situation.2 Writers as disparate as post-war German
expellees and the pre-war Social Democrat Emanuel Rádl noted that tens
of thousands of supposed Germans began to identify themselves as
Czechs after the establishment of Czechoslovakia.3 During the occupa-
tion, an estimated three hundred thousand so-called Czechs, about 2
percent of the Bohemian crownland’s supposed Czech population, reg-
istered as German citizens.4 These amphibians often lived in places where
bilingualism was common—in towns along the ever-shifting Czech-
German language border and in so-called German language islands sur-
rounded by a sea of Czech-speakers.

Amphibians confused and frustrated Nazi officials in the Protectorate
of Bohemia and Moravia, a legal area carved from the former Czecho-
slovakia six months after the October 1938 Munich agreement.5 Seven
million people, the majority of whom were Czechs, inhabited the Protec-
torate’s forty-nine thousand square kilometer territory, a remnant of the
First Republic stripped of its mostly German-speaking areas and Slova-
kia.6 In the Protectorate, Nazi officials like Westerkamp faced a simple,
yet befuddling, set of questions: What made, or could make, a person
German, and who had the power to decide the matter? These questions
became even more pressing, and complicated, once Protectorate leaders
decided to make Bohemia and Moravia entirely German, which entailed
expelling half the Czech population and “Germanizing” the rest. From
here we might ask our own set of questions. How was nationality de-
fined, expressed, and marked on the individual in Bohemia and Moravia
before, during, and after the occupation? We find that nationality, once
something acted out in public, had by 1941 become a label assigned by
the state. The Nazi regime changed the rules of the game and transformed
the character of face-to-face interactions, the individual’s relationship to
the state, and the very meaning of “Czechness” or “Germanness.” Ulti-
mately, Czechoslovak officials decided what made a German, sealing the
fates of millions.

One way in which people expressed “Germanness” or “Czechness”
in public before 1939 was by speaking, reading, and writing a certain
language. For both Toušek and Westerkamp, language usage was key;
even Westerkamp admitted Toušek’s language of everyday usage was
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German, one reason why he might have had “German origins.” Language
difference had separated German- and Czech-speakers since the former’s
large-scale emigration to Bohemia in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,
but it was in the early nineteenth century that Czech “national awaken-
ers” associated language usage with membership in the nation.7 Early
patriots wrote dictionaries and grammars that standardized the lan-
guage; actors performed Czech plays and literary lights wrote in Czech.
Lesser known patriots published Czech-language cookbooks, songbooks,
calendars, and newspapers. Later in the century, marking a certain “lan-
guage of everyday use” during census counts associated the individual
with the Czech or German nation, as did reading certain newspapers and
eventually seeing German- or Czech-language films. Sending one’s chil-
dren to a Czech- or German-language school, or as in the case of Toušek’s
son, working as a teacher in one of these schools, also constituted an
expression of national loyalty. Language usage in the bureaucracy be-
came one of the most heated political issues in the decades before the First
World War; in times of heated nationalist rivalries, speaking a language
on the street placed individuals in one of two mutually hostile camps.8

Toušek’s story also hints at some of the structures and imagined
spaces within which Czechs and Germans acted nationally before the
occupation—clubs like the Czech club for construction workers and a
Czech youth group. A civil society, which Valerie Bunce describes as a
“legally protected freedom of associational life, with associations under-
stood to be independent of the state and to exist in the space between the
family and the state,”9 had begun to flower in the Bohemian crownlands
in the 1860s. German and Czech patriots established gymnastics clubs,
which counted 1.4 million members by 1936—more than one-tenth of
Czechoslovakia’s interwar population.10 Other clubs worked to build
schools, protect business interests, organize boycotts, lead patriotic
marches, and erect public monuments and buildings. Local archives are
filled with records of other seemingly apolitical, yet nationally organized,
clubs—from the German Lovers of the Alps to Czech reading circles. By
the mid-1890s in Bohemia and 1905 in Moravia, diverse Czech and Ger-
man political parties had begun to form, and these new, locally influential
political parties entered and transformed the field of civil society. As in
most European countries, nearly all clubs, associations, and media in
Bohemia and Moravia were somehow associated with a certain political
camp.11 Yet while questions of nationality had become politicized, the
Habsburg and Czechoslovak states, for the most part, set the rules of the
game and played the role of referee. Nationality, legally speaking, was a
choice. For many living in bilingual towns, where marches and economic
pressures tended to pull fence-sitters to one side or another, nationality
was a daily decision.
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Remarkably, in the spring and summer months of 1939, Nazi authori-
ties did little to prevent public displays of Czechness. Czech patriots
would later recall the first months of occupation as a unique moment
when co-nationals came together and “protected the nation.” Opera classics
by Smetana and Dvořák played to packed halls during Prague’s “musical
May” festival. In June, Nazi authorities had to issue a decree forbidding
people from singing national songs in restaurants, wine bars, and other
public spaces.12 Bookstores reprinted classic Czech texts, and for every
Protectorate inhabitant, 1.3 books rolled off publishers’ presses in the first
year of the occupation.13 Organizations like the Czech Aviation Club and
the Czech National Auto Club continued to convene. Czech gymnastics
clubs and members of the Catholic Church played a large role in orga-
nizing marches and gatherings.14 An estimated eighty thousand people
met for a celebration of Czech mothers in Ostrava, and nearly ninety
thousand people participated in a pilgrimage that ended near Terezı́n, the
future site of the Protectorate’s only concentration camp. Members of
underground organizations drew upon strategies learned during the
nineteenth century to organize boycotts and publish illegally.15 Getting
individuals to remember their ties to the nation and to “act nationally”
was their primary goal. Only when the war began did they concentrate on
gathering military intelligence for allies, sabotage, and armed violence.

Nazi citizenship laws in the Protectorate, too, provided many people
with a choice among nationalities. To become a Reich German citizen,
Protectorate inhabitants had to register with local state agencies, which
approved the vast majority of applications. Only pre-1938 Sudeten Ger-
man Party members automatically became Reich German citizens; Jews
as defined by the Nuremberg laws were excluded from the German legal
community.16

By the end of 1940, Nazi officials had not only decided to change the
rules, but also to dictate play. After Germany invaded Poland, the Ge-
stapo immediately arrested thousands of intellectuals, priests, Commu-
nists, Social Democrats, and others. The arrests continued through the
end of the year, netting public figures and key members of legal and
underground organizations. By the end of 1942, nearly all resistance
groups had been infiltrated, their members arrested, and their activities
stopped. In 1939, Nazi leaders had either undone or harnessed for their
own purposes associations that had been part of German civil and po-
litical society before the occupation. Czech universities were closed, and
by the end of 1942, Nazi police had forcibly disbanded most Czech or-
ganizations and, in the case of the Czech Sokol gymnastics club, arrested
their leaders. By 1943, their resistance movements devastated and shows
of public opposition often leading directly to arrest and possible execu-
tion, Czechoslovak loyalists transmitting messages to their exiled leaders
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in London could only point to jokes, rumors, and language usage to
assure the government-in-exile that national sentiment and patriotism
still existed.17 In a way, the history of acting nationally had come full
circle—language usage had once again become the primary, indeed the
only, means by which individuals expressed their association with the
Czech nation.

Meanwhile, as in Alsace, Lorraine, incorporated Poland, Luxemburg,
and, later, parts of Slovenia, Protectorate leaders had decided to make the
Protectorate lands and their people entirely “German.”18 Influenced by
economic necessity, demographic realities, and ideological correctness, SS
leaders and other Nazi officials in the Reich Protector’s office drew up
plans to create a society of productive, efficient, and obedient Germans
possessing the same racial composition and the same world view. Plan-
ners estimated that 3.5 million Czechs were to be expelled, while another
3.5 million were to become Germans. Hitler gave his approval to the
plans in October 1940.19 Translating policy and vague dreams into reality
would prove difficult, however. Various branches of the SS, the Nazi
party, and administrative structures battled for the right to determine and
mark current and potential Germans. And the question “What makes a
German?” never received a definitive answer. In fact, as the occupation
dragged on, definitions of Germanness became increasingly confused
and contradictory.

“Race” would seem to have been the most logical marker, but it
proved unreliable. In a report commissioned by Reichsprotektor Rein-
hard Heydrich in 1940, SS anthropologist Hans Joachim-Beyer found that
local Czechs had, on average, more “German” racial characteristics than
local Sudeten Germans.20 In fact, race was only one of many criteria upon
which racial experts and others based their judgments. And when offi-
cials did measure so-called racial characteristics, they often looked at
things other than physiognomy. As an SS official within the Reich Pro-
tector’s office wrote in November 1940, racially valueless Czechs could be
seen by their “markedly disorderly and careless family life, demonstrat-
ing a complete lack of feeling for order, for personal and domestic clean-
liness, and of any ambition to advance oneself.”21 Writing to Heydrich in
January 1942, Oberlandrat von Watter of Prague claimed to see only
“partial traces of German blood” among German citizens who failed to
reproduce themselves, or among those who maintained contact with
Czech friends.22 Many local Germans said that Czechs would never truly
assimilate; “Germanness” came from a spiritual feeling of belonging that
Czechs would never embrace. Others argued that the best potential Ger-
mans were the most fanatic Czech patriots—people who displayed the
“fighting spirit,” health, vigor, leadership, and military characteristics
lauded by SS leaders. Acting Reich Protector Reinhard Heydrich stated
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that Czech Minister of Justice Jaroslav Krejčı́’s “beautiful blue eyes” be-
trayed a suppressed German background, despite the latter’s carefully
patriotic speeches and subtle attempts at administrative sabotage.23

These inconsistencies and ambiguities aside, the marking of individu-
als had been gaining momentum by the spring of 1942. In March 1942,
Berlin extended its law requiring Kennkarten (identity cards) to the Pro-
tectorate, Alsace, Lorraine, and Luxemburg. By the end of the month, a
Protectorate decree demanded that all eight-year-olds apply for cards at
local offices, where they would be subjected to racial screening.24 Plans
were made to test all seventeen- to eighteen-year-old Czech males as they
were called up for mandatory work duty. Also in May, experts from the
Race and Settlement office spread out across the Protectorate with five
X-ray machines.25 Heydrich’s assassination in 1942 slowed the process of
testing, registering, and marking potential Germans. Wehrmacht defeats
at Stalingrad and El Alamein ended them for good; thereafter, priority lay
with winning the war. “Germanizable” young Czech men were still
marked and sent to work duty in the Reich. The children of Lidice, a town
wiped out in retribution for Heydrich’s assassination, were tested and
placed in German homes. Still, relatively few gentile Czechs became vic-
tims of Nazi attempts to make the Protectorate German. (Many inhabi-
tants of Poland, Slovenia, Alsace, Lorraine, and Luxembourg who
counted among the 30 million Europeans transplanted from homes from
1939 to 1943 were less fortunate.)26 Yet in the Protectorate, the rules had
changed. Now it was left to the post-war Czechoslovak government to
answer the question “What is a German?”

At first, mobs, many of them led by Czechoslovak partisans and
provoked by Soviet troops, marked, killed, or drove away thousands of
so-called Germans in the “wild transfer” immediately following libera-
tion in 1945.27 Later that summer, the Great Powers approved Czecho-
slovakia’s request to undertake an “organized transfer” of Germans from
the country. Germans wore special armbands marked with an “N” for
“Nĕmec,” the Czech word for “German.” These individuals were
rounded up, placed into camps, and eventually put on trains headed
west. Using vague criteria designed by the Ministry of the Interior, court
judges appointed by the country’s 162 newly established national com-
mittees looked at associational and party membership, census responses,
language usage, Nazi citizenship, behavior during the occupation, and
supposed heritage, among other things, to mark nationality on individu-
als whose nationality was still in question.28 The decisions were incon-
sistent, but they were permanent. When police forced the last of Czecho-
slovakia’s three million Germans onto trains to the west in 1947, the final
round in an old game had been played out. The lands that now constitute
the Czech Republic had become almost entirely “Czech.”29 Choice among
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nationalities no longer existed; a rivalry that had infused energy into a
dynamic civil society ended. Nationality was no longer something ex-
pressed in public, but was now a label that the state affixed on the indi-
vidual. The meaning of what it meant to be Czech or German had been
changed forever.
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1848–1914 (Brno: Filozofická fakulta Masarykovy univerzity v Brnĕ, 1996).
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Sfinx, 1946), 387; Tomáš Pasák, Český fašismus 1922–1945 a kolaborace 1939–1945 (Prague:
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