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PREFACE

THIS book is an entirely rewritten version of an earlier work with the same title, which I published in 1941. It is about half as long again as its predecessor. Apart from general additions, it treats Austrian foreign policy with greater detail and relevance. The Habsburg Monarchy, more than most great powers, was an organization for conducting foreign policy; and its fate was determined quite as much by foreign affairs as by the behaviour of its peoples. The creation of the Austrian Empire was dictated by Napoleon; the establishment of Austria-Hungary by Bismarck; and the Monarchy fell at the end of a great war, which it had itself helped to bring about. My attempt to write the history of the Habsburg Monarchy without discussing Habsburg foreign policy made much of the original book puzzling; and I hope I have now remedied this defect.

The other principal change is in treatment. Despite efforts to face reality, the earlier book was still dominated by the ‘liberal illusion’; many passages talked of ‘lost opportunities’ and suggested that the Habsburg Monarchy might have survived if only this or that statesman or people had been more sensible. It was difficult to escape from this approach after reading the works of innumerable contemporary writers of goodwill, who either wrote before the fall of the Monarchy or still could not believe that it had vanished. These regrets are no part of the duty of a historian, especially when the story which he tells makes it clear, time after time, that there were no opportunities to be lost. The conflict between a super-national dynastic state and the national principle had to be fought to the finish; and so, too, had the conflict between the master and subject nations. Inevitably, any concession came too late and was too little; and equally inevitably every concession produced more violent discontent. The national principle, once launched, had to work itself out to its conclusion. My earlier version had also perhaps a ‘national illusion’: it tended to suggest that the national movements were, by the twentieth century, movements of ‘the people’. I have tried here to modify this view and to make it clear that mass-nationalism, where it existed, was very different from the nationalism of the intellectuals.

I have still not found an adequate short title for the Empire with which the book deals. The ‘Austrian Empire’ existed in full form only from 1804 until 1867; thereafter it became ‘Austria-Hungary’. The non-Hungarian half of the Empire did not acquire a name; however I have continued the slipshod contemporary practice of calling it ‘Austria’ or sometimes ‘constitutional Austria’, in order to suggest its official description as ‘the lands and kingdoms represented in the Reichsrat’. In my earlier book, I translated Reichsrat into Imperial Council; this, though technically correct, gave a derogatory character to an assembly which was at least as much a parliament as the Reichstag; and I have put it back into German. On the other hand, I have broken with the absurd practice of clinging to the German or Italian names of places without a single German or Italian inhabitant; in this book I have restored Zagreb to the Croats and Sadova to the Czechs. Apart from Vienna, an international form, I have broken this rule only with Prague and Trieste; I do not by this imply that Prague is German or Trieste Italian.

The Epilogue does not attempt to summarize the history of the last thirty years; merely to suggest that Habsburg themes continued even after the fall of the Habsburg Monarchy. I first developed its argument in an article on ‘National Independence and the “Austrian Idea”’ in the Political Quarterly.

I am grateful to Mr A. F. Thompson, of Wadham College, for reading my manuscript, and to my colleague, Mr C. E. Stevens, for reading my proofs.

16 November 1947

A. J. P. TAYLOR


CHAPTER ONE

THE DYNASTY

THE Empire of the Habsburgs1 which was dissolved in 1918 had a unique character, out of time and out of place. Metternich, a European from the Rhineland, felt that the Habsburg Empire did not belong to Europe. ‘Asia’, he said, ‘begins at the Landstrasse’ – the road out of Vienna to the east. Francis Joseph was conscious that he belonged to the wrong century. He told Theodore Roosevelt: ‘You see in me the last monarch of the old school.’ The collection of territories ruled over by the House of Habsburg never found a settled description. Their broad lines were determined in 1526, when Ferdinand, possessing already a variety of titles as ruler of the Alpine-Germanic lands, became King of Bohemia and King of Hungary; yet for almost three hundred years they had no common name. They were ‘the lands of the House of Habsburg’ or ‘the lands of the [Holy Roman] Emperor’. Between 1740 and 1745, when the Imperial title passed out of Habsburg hands, Maria Theresa could only call herself ‘Queen of Hungary’, yet her empire was certainly not the Hungarian Empire. In 1804 Francis II, the last Holy Roman Emperor, saw his Imperial title threatened by the ambition of Napoleon and invented for himself the title of ‘Emperor of Austria’. This, too, was a dynastic name; the Empire was the Empire of the House of Austria, not the Empire of the Austrians. In 1867 the nation of Hungary established its claim to partnership with the Emperor; and the Empire became ‘Austria-Hungary’. The non-Hungarian lands remained without a name until the end.

The Habsburg lands were not bound together either by geography or by nationality. They have sometimes been described as the lands of the valley of the Danube. How could this include the Netherlands, the Breisgau, and northern Italy? Or in the nineteenth century, Galicia, Bosnia, the Bukovina, and even Bohemia? The Habsburgs themselves were in origin a German dynasty. They added first a Spanish and later an Italian element, without becoming anchored to a single region or people: they were the last possessors of the shadowy universal monarchy of the Middle Ages and inherited from it a cosmopolitan character. The inhabitants of Vienna, their capital city, were Germans; this was their nearest approach to a national appearance. 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 round them, not they round it.

The Habsburgs, in their time, discharged many missions. In the sixteenth century they defended Europe from the Turk; in the seventeenth century they promoted the victory of the Counter-Reformation; in the eighteenth century they propagated the ideas of the Enlightenment; in the nineteenth century they acted as a barrier against a Great German national state. All these were casual associations. Their enduring aim was to exist in greatness; ideas, like peoples, were exploited for the greatness of their house. Hence the readiness to experiment, which made Francis Joseph, for example, at the end of his reign the exponent of universal suffrage. They changed ideas, territories, methods, alliances, statesmen, whenever it suited dynastic interests to do so. Only ‘the August House’ was permanent. 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.

The Habsburgs began their dynastic career as Archdukes of Austria, the Alpine lands on the south-eastern march of the Holy Roman Empire. In the fifteenth century a Habsburg was elected Emperor, as a harmless nonentity after previous turmoils; and the position became virtually hereditary – only between 1742 and 1745 was there a non-Habsburg Emperor. Still, even the Habsburgs hoped to make the Empire a reality and Germany a united state; they needed more power with which to subdue the German princes. With peculiar mastery they wielded throughout the centuries the weapon of dynastic marriage; and this weapon built the greatness of their House. Charles V, who was elected Emperor in 1519, ruled over the Netherlands, Spain and the Indies, and most of Italy; Ferdinand, his younger brother, took over the Archduchy of Austria and in 1526 became King of Bohemia and King of Hungary. This was a bid for universal monarchy, a monarchy bound by family ties. Its opponents proved too strong: France and the German princes combined against it, and it failed. Ferdinand in 1526 acquired new burdens, not new strength. He owed Bohemia and Hungary to the death of the last Jagellon King in battle against the Turks; and in 1529 the Turks besieged Vienna. Instead of subduing the German princes, the Habsburgs had to be saved by them. Vienna was relieved, and the Turks contented themselves with most of Hungary. The Turkish invasions, it is often said, spoilt the Habsburg plans for dominating Germany; perhaps, rather, they saved the Habsburgs from disaster, and allowed them to linger on until the twentieth century. Had there been no Turkish danger, the Habsburgs would, no doubt, have attempted, like their Hohenstaufen and Luxemburg predecessors, to dominate Germany; they would probably have met the same failure. As it was, the Turks gave the Habsburgs the first of their many ‘missions’: the Habsburgs did nothing, for more than a hundred years, to liberate the parts of Hungary conquered by the Turks, yet they persuaded others, and even themselves, that they were the defenders of Christianity. Opposites sustain each other, as buttresses support a wall. The Christian churches could survive heresy, but not indifference. The Habsburgs could withstand Turkish attacks; their power declined with Turkish weakness, until finally Habsburg and Ottoman empires fell together.

Habsburg creativeness was exhausted with the failure of Charles V. In 1556, when he abdicated and the Imperial title passed to Ferdinand, began the Habsburg struggle to survive in greatness; the Habsburg monarchy had acquired its lasting character. External enemies had been the danger of the first half of the sixteenth century: disintegration was the danger of the second half of the century. The Estates of the various lands sought to maintain their independence and the privileges of their aristocratic members. Bohemia had already a national religion in the Hussite church; Protestantism spread both in the remnant of Hungary and in the German lands. Even the policy of marriages had its reverse effect; for marriages produce children, and the Habsburgs divided their lands among their offspring until the end of the seventeenth century, new marriages then following to redress the results of the old ones. The idea of the unity of the Habsburg lands questioned the right of the dynasty to dispose of its lands at will; and the Habsburgs strove to keep their dominions apart, not to bring them together. There was never a States General, or general meeting of Estates, as there was in France. Delegates from all the Habsburg lands, except Tyrol, met at Linz1 in 1614 and proposed a central committee of the Estates; this was to resist the Habsburg ruler rather than the Turk. In other countries the dynasties cooperated with their peoples; the Habsburgs believed that the peoples would cooperate only against the dynasty. They sought an ally against the initiative of their subjects, and this ally they found in the Counter-Reformation.

The alliance of the dynasty and the Jesuits saved the Habsburgs and defeated Protestantism in central Europe; it also gave to ‘Austrian’ culture the peculiar stamp which it preserved to the end. Austrian Baroque civilization, like the buildings which it created, was grandiose, full of superficial life, yet sterile within: it was theatre, not reality. It lacked integrity and individual character; at its heart was a despairing frivolity. ‘Hopeless, but not serious’ was the guiding principle which the age of Baroque stamped upon the Habsburg world. Deep feeling found an outlet only in music, the least political of the arts; even here the creative spirit strove to break its bonds, and the air of Vienna was more congenial to Johann Strauss than to Mozart or to Beethoven. The Habsburgs learnt from the Jesuits patience, subtlety, and showmanship; they could not learn from them sincerity and creativeness.

The Germanic lands were won back peacefully by the Counter-Reformation in the latter part of the sixteenth century: Protestantism survived only in a few mountain valleys of Carinthia. The narrow strip of Habsburg Hungary, with its Diet at Bratislava, also succumbed easily. Central Hungary was a Turkish pashalic, wasting to nothing under Turkish exploitation. The Hungarian lands to the east were a dependent principality under Turkish suzerainty; and here Calvinism held out, preserved by the Turks, to thwart the Habsburgs later. The open conflict came in Bohemia. Here the nobility, like the Estates of the Netherlands, called Calvinism and nationalism to the aid of aristocratic privilege. Unlike the Netherlands, Bohemia lacked a rising middle class to transform the defence of privilege into the struggle for new freedoms. The Bohemian nobles invoked the name of Hus and glorified the Czech nation; in fact they never advanced from a refusal to pay taxes. The conflict turned to war in 1618. The Bohemian Diet, alarmed by imperial encroachments, refused to elect the new Habsburg as their King, despite a previous promise. Instead they elected a German Protestant prince, who, it was thought, could count on the army of the Calvinist Union in Germany and of his father-in-law, the King of England. The Habsburg Monarchy seemed in dissolution: the Emperor had neither money nor men, and Bohemian cavalry reached the gates of Vienna. The Bohemian success was short: the nobility would not make sacrifices to defend their privileges, or even their existence; James I, sunk in pacific diplomacy, would not be prompted by the House of Commons into sending an army to Bohemia; the Calvinist Union provided few forces to aid Bohemia, the Catholic League much to aid the Habsburgs. In 1620 historic Bohemia was destroyed at the battle of the White Mountain. Czech1 Hussite culture was replaced by the cosmopolitan Baroque culture of the Counter-Reformation. The native nobility was expropriated or driven into exile; two thirds of the landed estates changed hands; and adventurers from every country in Europe, the hangers-on of the Habsburgs, set up a new, Imperial aristocracy. The Crown became hereditary in the Habsburg line; the Diet, revived by the Revised Ordinance of 1627, lost its rights and could only listen to the demands of the Crown for money.

The battle of the White Mountain determined the character of the Habsburg Empire. Previously, Bohemia and Hungary had been similar, semi-independent kingdoms; now Bohemia became a ‘hereditary land’ like the German lands, and Hungary stood alone. The Czech nation was submerged. Bohemia existed as an administrative unit. Though German was placed on an equality with Czech, Bohemia did not become German: it became ‘Austrian’, that is cosmopolitan or nondescript. The victory of 1620 was a victory for absolutism, not for centralization. The Habsburgs feared to bring their peoples together, even in subjection; besides, centralizing their states was beyond their administrative capacity. The power which they had assembled to subdue Bohemia was dissipated in a final attempt to reduce Germany to obedience. Old ambitions stirred in dream, and Imperial armies reached the shores of the Baltic. The intervention of France and Sweden defeated these Habsburg projects; and the Peace of Westphalia, which ended the Thirty Years War, embodied the verdict that Germany would not attain unity through the Holy Roman Empire. There was another side to the verdict: the Habsburgs, though thwarted as Emperors, were not condemned to death – they remained great as rulers of their dynastic lands. The House of Austria received European recognition, no longer as holder of the Imperial title, but in virtue of its own strength.

The final element in the constitution of the Habsburg Monarchy was added with the reconquest of Hungary. The Habsburgs were provoked into action by a last outburst of Turkish vigour, which led to the second Turkish siege of Vienna in 1683. When this failed, the Turkish tide ran back rapidly, and Habsburg armies cleared practically all Hungary of the Turks by the end of the seventeenth century. The Habsburgs had another motive for haste. The landowners who made up the Hungarian nation were determined to escape the fate of Bohemia: liberated from the Turks, they rebelled against the Habsburgs and in 1707 deposed their Habsburg king. The battle of the White Mountain was not, however, repeated at their expense; the Habsburg forces were fully engaged in the War of the Spanish Succession and could not be diverted to subduing the Hungarian nobles. Compromise, the first of many between the Habsburgs and Hungary, followed in 1711. By the Peace of Szatmár1 the Hungarian nobles, led by Alexander Károlyi,2 deserted their leader, Rákóczi,3 and recognized the Habsburg ruler as king; he in return recognized the traditional constitution and privileges of Hungary. Hungary thus preserved its feudal Diet, its separate existence, and the privileges of its landed class. Above all, it preserved the comitat, the institution unique in Europe, of autonomous local government. Habsburg administration stopped at the Hungarian frontier; Hungary, even in periods of absolutism, was administered by elected committees of the county gentry, and these would never operate measures which ran against their privileges. The pattern of Hungary's future was determined: the Habsburgs were accepted as kings, only so long as they sustained the ‘freedom’ of the landowners. Alexander Károlyi, the maker of the Peace of Szatmár, saved his class and at the same time founded the greatness of his family; two hundred years later, his descendant proclaimed the end of the Habsburg Monarchy in a last attempt to save great Hungary.

The Peace of Szatmár was confirmed twelve years later in the Pragmatic Sanction, the legal charter of the Habsburg Monarchy. Charles VI, Emperor since 1711, had no male heir. He wished to avoid for his lands the fate of partition which had lately befallen the Spanish Empire - a partition in which Charles had been a competitor. The fundamental law, or Pragmatic Sanction, which he promulgated, settled the succession on his daughter; more, it asserted the indivisibility of the Habsburg lands. The Habsburg Monarchy became a defined Empire, instead of a collection of provinces accidentally ruled by the same prince. To strengthen the Pragmatic Sanction, Charles had it confirmed by the Diets of his states. This was easy in the ‘hereditary lands’, Bohemia and the German states, where the Diets had lost all force. The Hungarian Diet insisted on a further solemn recognition of Hungary's ‘rights, liberties and privileges, immunities, prerogatives, and recognized customs’. Thus the Pragmatic Sanction contained a contradiction, the fundamental contradiction of the Habsburg Empire. For the Habsburgs it was the legal basis of the unity of their Empire; for the Hungarians it was the legal confirmation of their privileges, that is, of the separate existence of Hungary and so of the disunity of the Empire.

The Pragmatic Sanction did not give Maria Theresa a peaceful succession. In 1740 the survival of the Habsburg Monarchy was in question as it had been in 1618. The King of Prussia demanded Silesia and, by conquering it, changed the balance of German and non-German peoples in the lands of the Bohemian crown; a non-Habsburg, the Elector of Bavaria, was elected Emperor; a French army invaded Bohemia and occupied Prague. Maria Theresa used the weapons of her forebears: patience and obstinacy, a professional army, and a wise policy of alliances. She did not attempt to appeal to the support of her peoples. Her one appeal to patriotism, her dramatic appearance at the Hungarian Diet in 1741, was not a success. The Hungarian nobles indeed declared that they would die for their King, Maria Theresa. They would not, however, pay taxes for her, and their very declaration of loyalty was an assertion that Hungary knew only the King of Hungary and had no concern with the unity of the Habsburg lands. The crisis of 1618 had left the Habsburgs with the belief that the peoples would cooperate only against the dynasty; the crisis of 1740 established the belief that an appeal to the peoples would not help the dynasty but would be exploited by the peoples to extract damaging concessions. When Maria Theresa had overcome her foreign enemies, she went on to create the unity of her Empire.

Charles VI had made the Habsburg lands a legal unit; Maria Theresa translated this unity into practice. When she came to the throne, the provinces were all and the centre nothing; the ‘Empire’ was merely the court and the army. Maria Theresa gave her Empire the bureaucratic system without which it could not have continued as a Great Power. The Bohemian Chancellery was abolished and a central direction established at Vienna; agents of this central body, independent of the provincial Diets, supervised local administration. The great landlords still exercised ‘patrimonial jurisdiction’ over their peasants; this survived until 1848. Its value to the lord was financial, rather than political; in fact, the lords often employed the local Imperial authority as their man of law. The Kreishauptmann, captain of the circle, was the corner-stone of the Empire which Maria Theresa created, an official halfway between the intendant and the prefect. As in Bourbon France, the provinces remained in existence; as in Napoleonic France, the captain controlled a new, artificial unit, the circle. The territorial magnates lost all real power; to recover it, they became, later, provincial patriots and even, for a little while, liberal.

The Imperial system created by Maria Theresa was strictly Imperial, or even ‘Austrian’; it had no defined national character. Still, the members of the Imperial Chancellery in Vienna and most of the captains of circles were Germans: they received a German education and used German as the language of official business among themselves. They would have been surprised to learn that they were discharging a ‘German’ mission. All the same, once national spirit stirred, the Germanized bureaucracy gave German nationalism its claim to the inheritance of the Habsburgs; and the Habsburgs themselves came to puzzle over the question whether they were a German dynasty.

Hungary escaped the reforms of Maria Theresa, once more protected from subjection by the foreign difficulties of the Habsburgs. Maria Theresa, too, could not afford a battle of the White Mountain. Hungary therefore retained its separate Chancery and its autonomous administration, unchecked by Imperial agents. Maria Theresa meant to sap the privileged position of Hungary by gradual encroachment. She never called the Hungarian Diet after the end of the Seven Years War; she did not keep a separate Hungarian court, and the great Hungarian aristocrats were drawn to the Imperial court at Vienna, where they took on an Austrian, cosmopolitan character. Hungary was treated economically as an Austrian colony in mercantilist fashion. Since the Hungarian landowners paid no taxes, money was extracted from Hungary by heavy taxes on goods imported into Hungary from the other Habsburg dominions; and, to maintain the yield of these taxes, Hungary was prevented from importing from elsewhere or manufacturing goods herself. This system suited the Hungarian aristocrats; the impoverishment of their country was a small price to pay for the maintenance of their privileged position. Every advance in the hereditary lands made Hungary more of an exception politically and socially. Maria Theresa was the true founder of the Austrian Empire; by arresting her reforms at the frontier of Hungary, she was also the founder of Dualism.

Joseph II had watched with impatience the caution and compromise of his mother. When she died in 1780, he set out at once to carry her work to its logical conclusion and to make his Empire a centralized egalitarian state. He refused to be crowned King of Hungary, to recognize the privileges of Hungary, or to summon the Diet; the comitats were abolished and Hungary put under the rule of German bureaucrats. Joseph II had no doubt as to the character of his Empire: it was to be a German state. He said: ‘I am Emperor of the German Reich; therefore all the other states which I possess are provinces of it.’ Joseph broke, too, the Habsburg connexion with the Roman Church. Many monasteries were dissolved; Protestants and Jews were freed of their disabilities; and the Church, deprived of its privileged position, was put under a state control more rigorous than that which Napoleon imposed on the French Church in 1801. Secular thought could at last begin to stir; the embers of Protestantism revived in Bohemia; and, by freeing the Jews, Joseph II called into existence the most loyal of Austrians. The Jews alone were not troubled by the conflict between dynastic and national claims: they were Austrians without reserve.

The agrarian reforms of Joseph II contributed still more decisively to the future character of the Habsburg lands: everything else followed from them, even the east-central Europe of the present day. Abolition of serfdom was among the common stock of the Enlightened Despots; Joseph II almost alone emancipated the serfs without weakening their connexion with the land. Serfdom strictly taken (the system, that is, in which the peasants were chattels attached to the land) existed only in Bohemia and in Hungary; in the German lands, the peasants were free men, though holding their land on feudal tenures. Joseph II abolished true serfdom, as did most of the German princes (though in Prussia even this had to wait until the time of Stein); but elsewhere in Germany and even in Stein's reforms, when the peasants were freed from serfdom, the land was freed from the peasants. The peasants did not receive security of tenure; only the richer peasants kept their land; the poorer peasants were ‘cleared’ from the land and became landless labourers. Joseph II made this peasant-clearance (Bauernlegung) impossible. Maria Theresa had already carried out a register of all land with a strict division between noble and peasant holdings - dominical and rustical land in the legal jargon of the time. Joseph II forbade for ever the acquisition of ‘rustic’ land by the nobility and gave the bulk of the ‘rusticalists’ security of tenure. His principal motive was, no doubt, to prevent the increase of ‘dominical’ land, which paid less taxes and in Hungary none; the effect, none the less, was to preserve the peasantry. Rustic land was still saddled with Robot, the labour rent; this survived until 1848. The peasant tenant of ‘dominical’ land, too, had to wait until then for security of tenure. But the decisive step had been taken. The peasant class attained a security which elsewhere in Europe was won only by the French Revolution. Though the poor peasants still sold their holdings and left the land, especially after 1848, they could sell only to richer peasants, not to the nobility, great or small: ownership shifted within a class, not from one class to another. Therefore, wherever Habsburg rule ran, peasant communities survived1 and with them the peasant nations. Politically the Habsburg Monarchy remained a despotism; socially it was nearer to revolutionary France than was Prussia or even the states of western Germany. Yet more: in the nineteenth century, once despotism was shaken, French political ideas, too, found a readier response than in Germany – the intellectual leaders in the Habsburg Monarchy had their roots, like the French radicals, in a free peasantry.

Still, the Habsburg Monarchy was far removed from Jacobin France; and for this, too, Joseph II was responsible. His agrarian system also benefited, paradoxically, the great aristocracy, the class which gave to the Habsburg Empire its special flavour. Security of peasant tenure hit the small noble: it prevented the gradual building-up of a noble estate. The great estates were built up already, and they increased at the expense of the small nobility. Similarly every shift to a money economy injured the small noble, who frittered away the small sums that he received; the great nobles received large sums and turned capitalist with them. Except in Hungary there was no important Junker class; and even in Hungary after 1848 the Hungarian ‘gentry’ followed a different line from the Prussian Junkers. Thus the Habsburg Monarchy preserved in strength two classes elsewhere on the decline: great aristocrats, who made the Empire more conservative than the rest of central Europe, and landholding peasants, who made it more radical. Both classes made a balance against the urban capitalist, elsewhere the predominant figure of nineteenth-century liberalism. Joseph II had intended to make his Empire a German state; his agrarian reforms retarded the victory of the social class and economic system which were the standard-bearers of German nationalism. The peasants did not leave the land at the same tumultuous rate as in Germany, to say nothing of England; therefore Austrian industry had to wait longer for the cheap labour provided by a landless proletariat. Backward industry sheltered behind prohibitive tariffs and so cut Austria off from the German Zollverein. It would not do to find here the sole explanation of Habsburg failure to keep up in the race for power. Austrian industrial achievement rested on the handicrafts and skill of Bohemia; and the Habsburg Monarchy lacked the plentiful supply of coal which was the secret of nineteenth-century strength. The two factors worked together; impossible to assess their weight or order. As in France, lack of coal and lack of a landless proletariat combined to produce a single result; and in the nineteenth century, France and the Habsburg Monarchy, the two traditional Great Powers of Europe, were both dwarfed by the chimneys of the Ruhr.

The work of Joseph II was an astonishing achievement of Enlightened philosophy, witness to the force of the Imperial structure. Joseph II interfered with everything great and small; he was the Convention in a single man. This isolation was his weakness. His revolutionary policy did not have the support of a revolutionary class. Napoleon came after a great revolution and could base his support on the French peasants; Joseph II condemned the French Revolution, saying ‘I am a King by profession’, and so confessed the contradiction that lay at the root of his work. His aim could be completed only by revolution; and revolution would destroy the dynasty. As it was, the nobles defended their privileges, the peasants their superstitions, and Joseph's dominions became a series of Vendées. The strongest resistance, culminating in revolt, came in Hungary, where the claim to traditional rights gave a spurious air of liberalism to the defence of social privileges. Even in Bohemia the imperial nobility, which had been imported by the Habsburgs, cloaked their hostility to social reform in a display of Bohemian patriotism, and in the ante-rooms of the Hofburg the descendants of German, Scottish, or Spanish adventurers ostentatiously exchanged the few words of Czech which they had laboriously learnt from their stable-boys. Bohemian politics of the nineteenth century received their first rehearsal.

Joseph II died in 1790: uncompromising to the last, he insisted that his failure had been complete. Leopold II, his successor, was not so enslaved by theory. He restored the Robot, which Joseph II had abolished in 1789; the rest of Joseph's agrarian reforms remained in force. Leopold was ready enough to be crowned King of Bohemia; he would not modify the Revised Ordinance of 1627 nor restore the Bohemian Chancellery. His concessions, like the preceding revolt, were real only in Hungary. The Diet was summoned and the separate privileges of Hungary recognized with new formality; especially the autonomous county administration recovered its full powers. This was the decisive concession. Leopold did not take seriously his promise to call the Diet once every three years; and his successor ignored the promise until 1825. These absolutist periods could arrest the further development of Hungarian separatism; they could not turn the current in the opposite direction so long as all local affairs were out of Imperial control. The comitats kept aristocratic Hungary in being; moreover, although bound by law to carry out the agrarian reforms of Joseph II, they handled the landowners gently and so preserved the Hungarian ‘gentry’ on the land until 1848. Once more a crisis had followed the familiar pattern: the dynasty and privileged Hungary had shrunk from a fight to the death. There had been another compromise, again at the expense of the Hungarian people.

In a wider field, too, events followed the regular pattern. Ever since the time of Charles V, the Habsburg Monarchy had encountered external dangers in the first half of each century, and internal difficulties in the second. Leopold II died prematurely in 1792, leaving the problems of his Empire to his heavy, inexperienced son, Francis II, last Holy Roman Emperor and first Emperor of Austria. These problems were at once overshadowed by the wars against France, which began in 1792 and which lasted, with interruptions, until 1814. Reform and Jacobinism became interchangeable terms. The war brought to the Habsburgs a series of disasters. They were expelled from Italy and from the Rhineland; Vienna was twice occupied by French armies; and in 1806 Napoleon, himself become universal Emperor, compelled Francis to abolish the Holy Roman Empire. Against new forces Francis used old weapons – patience and obstinacy, professional armies and a policy of alliances. The Habsburgs, in the eighteenth century a reforming dynasty, became the champions of conservatism; and the defence of their family position was merged in the general interest of European stability. Once more, and again unintentionally, the Habsburgs found themselves with a mission: to defend Europe against revolution as they had once, supposedly, defended it against the Turks. At the climax of the Napoleonic era even the echo of the Habsburgs' earliest ambition faintly stirred: in the war of 1809 Francis put himself forward as the liberator of Germany and the leader of the German nation. This war ended in catastrophic defeat, and Francis was glad to return to Napoleon's favour by wielding the more familiar Habsburg weapon of marriage. The final war of liberation was not won by popular enthusiasm: it was won by peasant armies, harshly disciplined, and by a grudging cooperation among the great allies just prolonged enough to enable Napoleon to defeat himself by his own energy.

When the war ended in 1814, Francis had already been reigning for over twenty years. He had preserved his dynastic greatness in war, and to preserve this greatness was the most he intended in time of peace. He hated change, popular initiative, or indeed any stirring of life in political affairs. His conservatism stopped short at the privileges of Hungary, which offended his Imperial authority; and he intended to pursue the sapping of Hungary's position which had been arrested under his predecessors. Once peace was restored in Europe, the Habsburg ruler would, it seemed, return to the old struggle against disintegration; the slow and irregular advance of Imperial power against traditional rights and exceptions would be renewed. The nineteenth century added a new theme to the history of the Habsburg Monarchy: the peoples of the Empire began to have their own wishes and ambitions, and these proved in the end incompatible with each other and with the survival of the dynasty. The Habsburgs still occupied the centre of the stage, but they had to give condescending smiles to the other actors and, finally, to accept promptings from the stage-hands.


CHAPTER TWO

THE PEOPLES1

FRANCIS I, told of an Austrian patriot, answered impatiently: ‘But is he a patriot for me?’ The Emperor was needlessly meticulous. Austria was an Imperial organization, not a country; and to be Austrian was to be free of national feeling – not to possess a nationality. From the battle of the White Mountain until the time of Maria Theresa ‘Austria’ was embodied in the territorial aristocracy, the ‘Magnates’. These, even when German, thought of themselves as Austrians, not as Germans, just as the Prussian nobility regarded themselves solely as Prussians. In Bohemia, home of the greatest estates, they were especially divorced from local feeling; for these great lords were purely Habsburg creations in the period of the Thirty Years War. Even the Hungarian magnates, Esterházys, Károlyis, Andrássys, 2 had little traditional background: their greatness, too, rested on Habsburg grants, made when Hungary was recovered from the Turks and Rákóczi's rebellion was subdued. A native nobility existed only – in Galicia and in Italy: the Polish magnates did not owe their greatness to the Habsburgs and never forgot that they were Poles – though they denied this name to their peasants; the Italian nobles were cosmopolitan, but Italy was their world. Apart from Galicia and Italy, the Austrian Empire was a vast collection of Irelands, except that – unlike the Irish landlords, who had at any rate a home of origin in England – the Austrian nobility had no home other than the Imperial court.

The Austrian nobility lived in a closed circle: the great lords knew only their own class, married only within their own class, and used the cosmopolitan language of the court – at first French or Italian, later German. Széchényi,1 ‘the greatest Hungarian’, kept his private diary in German; and even in the twentieth century Michael Károlyi, the last great Hungarian aristocrat, spoke French and German better than Hungarian. This class provided the high army officers, the diplomats, and the few great ministers of state; they dispensed justice in their feudal courts and, before the centralizing work of Maria Theresa and Joseph II, carried on the administration of the Empire. The Monarchy enabled the aristocrats to exploit their peasants, and in return the aristocrats sustained the Monarchy. The reforming work of the Monarchy threatened the aristocratic position. Centralization threatened their independence; agrarian reform challenged their economic privilege; and the growth of an Imperial bureaucracy destroyed their monopoly of local administration. As a result the aristocracy, in the nineteenth century, had to defend their traditional privileges against the Monarchy, although these were the creation of the Monarchy. Like the Irish garrison, these landowners, alien in spirit and often in origin, took on liberal and even national airs. Yet they never forgot that their existence was bound up with that of the Monarchy: though they played at resistance, they always returned to court, and, time and again, disappointed their liberal or national associates. The great landowners, despite their occasional Frondes, remained to the end the hard core of the Habsburg Monarchy.

Still, from the moment that Maria Theresa established a central Chancellery at Vienna, there was another class that could claim to be essentially ‘Austrian’ – the bureaucracy, the men who worked the Imperial organization. This class, too, had no single national or even class origin. Some were great aristocrats, some Hungarian, some, like Kolovrat, even Czech. Most were Germans from urban communities; though they possessed titles, they belonged, in the Austrian phrase, to the ‘second society’. The bureaucrats had no sympathy either with local patriotism or with aristocratic privilege; their ideal was a uniform Empire, run on Enlightened principles. Like Joseph II, their supreme example, they were not nationalist fanatics; but they never supposed that the Empire could be anything other than a German state. German, inevitably, was the language of the central administration; equally therefore it became the language of local administration, once this was brought under central control. The Imperial bureaucrats had a cultural, as well as a centralizing, task: they were to spread Enlightenment. This, too, meant the extension of German. No other language of culture existed: there were no works of literature, of philosophy, even of agronomy, except in German; no men of learning except at the German universities; no source of culture on which to draw except Germany. In exactly the same way Macaulay, not a man of illiberal or nationalist spirit, supposed that the cultural level of India was to be raised by Indians reading the works of Shakespeare and studying the doctrines of the Glorious Revolution.

The tie which made the bureaucracy German was more than culture. The bureaucrats, often by origin, always by employment, were towndwellers; and the towns of the Habsburg Monarchy were all German in character. The Habsburg Monarchy was overwhelmingly agrarian. The few historic towns which had once sprung from the country had had their history interrupted: Czech Prague by the Habsburgs, Hungarian Budapest by the Turks. What remained were trading-posts, some deliberately settled by the Habsburgs, some gradually developed by enterprising merchants, all German in speech and culture. Prague, Budapest, Zagreb, Brno,1 Bratislava were as German as Linz or Innsbruck,2 so much so that they had German names: Prague (for Praha), Ofen, Agram, Brünn, Pressburg.3 In Prague in 1815 there were 50,000 Germans and only 15,000 Czechs; even in 1848 respectable people spoke only German in the streets, and to ask the way in Czech would provoke an offensive reply. In Budapest the Hungarians were little more than a third of the population as late as 1848; in the eighteen-twenties there were two German daily newspapers and no Hungarian; and the Budapest town council transacted its business in German until the eighteen-eighties. Yet Prague and Budapest were the capital cities of nations in full revival. The smaller towns remained German far longer, some, such as Brno, until the twentieth century. Here again the only exceptions were northern Italy and Galicia, acquired too late to follow the Habsburg pattern. In Cracow and Lvov Poles predominated; and the traders were Jews, not Germans. Italy had been the birthplace in modern Europe both of trade and of urban life: the Italian towns needed no Germans to create them.

The German character of the towns had little or nothing to do with race. Some towndwellers were Habsburg imports from Germany; many were migrants from the countryside. German was a class-name. It meant essentially a trader – shopkeeper, merchant, handicraft-worker, or moneylender. From this it extended to anyone who practised urban arts – writers, schoolteachers, clerks, lawyers. The enterprising son of a peasant, Czech, Rumanian, or Serb, who entered a town, learnt a German art and spoke German to his fellow shopkeepers; his children despised their father's peasant dialect, and his grandchildren, safely arrived in state jobs, forgot that they had ever been anything but Germans and towndwellers. Thus the towns were at once islands of German culture and of Imperial loyalty. It would have made no sense for these traders to care for the provincial liberties which were exclusively the privileges of the landed nobility. The conflict between the centralizing monarchy and the provinces was thus also a conflict between the urban middle classes and the territorial aristocracy; and this, in its turn, appeared as a conflict between German domination and national diversity. Of course, the German middle classes, too, had their conflict with the Monarchy. Though they supported the Empire, they wanted an Empire based on ‘liberal’ principles, as they came to be called in the nineteenth century. They resented the influence of the great aristocracy at court; wanted a say in policy as well as in administration; and disliked the spendthrift, muddled finances of the Habsburgs. Still, these complaints did not challenge the existence of the Empire; they were disputes only as to the speed with which it should go along the path of centralization and reform. The German bureaucrats and capitalists were and remained Imperial.

This class was, however, only the pays légal of the Germans, and in the course of the nineteenth century fell out of step with their fellow-nationals. National problems dominated the last century of Habsburg history; and the first of these problems in point of time was the nationalism of the Germans. This did not at the outset challenge the existence of the dynasty; it sought only to change the character of the Empire, perhaps merely to develop it. In so far as the old Empire had a national character, that character had been German. The Holy Roman Emperor was universally, though loosely, called ‘German Emperor’; and the Empire had been known since the fifteenth century as the ‘Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation’. Between 806 and 1815 no Germany existed; after 1815 the German subjects of the Habsburgs were once more members of the ‘German Confederation’. Moreover, the culture of the Empire was everywhere German, apart from the cosmopolitan culture of the court; the universities were German; it was plausible to argue later that German was the Austrian ‘language of state’. Even representative government, the classical liberal demand, would strengthen the German position. The Germans, though only one third of the population, paid two thirds of the direct taxes; and an individual German paid in taxes twice as much as a Czech or an Italian, nearly five times as much as a Pole, and seven times as much as a Croat or Serb. Therefore a restricted suffrage based on taxation, which was the universal liberal programme, would return a parliament predominantly German in character. The Germans found themselves in a dilemma only when nationalism developed into the demand for a unitary national state. Some took the extreme course of advocating the overthrow of the Habsburgs in favour of national Germany; others the course, equally extreme, of proposing the merging into national Germany of all the Habsburg lands, including even Hungary. Most, however, supposed that Germany would follow the boundary of the German Confederation; this included the Czechs and Slovenes, but not Hungary. This hope was defeated in 1866: the Germans of Austria were excluded from national Germany, and the conflict of loyalties began. But now the Germans could not turn so easily against the Habsburgs. The other nationalities of the Empire had begun to voice their claims, claims directed against the Germans rather than against the Emperor. The break-up of the Habsburg Empire might bring to the Germans something they desired – inclusion in the German national state. It might instead bring something much worse – the loss of their privileged position in lands that were traditionally theirs. Thus the Germans remained to the end torn in their loyalties: certainly not unreservedly ‘Austrian’ like the great landowners and the great capitalists, but at the same time hoping that the Empire might still be transformed into an Empire ‘for them’.

The Habsburg Monarchy of the early nineteenth century rested, then, on two supports – the great aristocracy and the German upper middle class. It was harassed, but not threatened in its existence, by a wider German feeling, vaguely liberal and national. This balance was challenged by two other forces, which demanded a change of character and sometimes the end of the Monarchy: the traditional nationalism of the smaller nobility in Hungary and Croatia, and the innovating nationalism of the peasant peoples. The unique political history of Hungary had produced a social result, remarkable in Europe, unique in the Habsburg Monarchy: the lesser landowners had survived. In Bohemia and the German lands there was nothing between the great aristocrat and the peasant. In Hungary, out of a population of ten millions, half a million were ‘nobles’. These half millions were the ‘Hungarian nation’. Like German, Hungarian or Magyar1 was a class term: it meant an owner of land exempt from the land-tax, one who attended the county assemblies and took part in the elections to the Diet.2 The holdings of these squires ranged from large estates, almost on the scale of those of the magnates, to smallholdings, inferior to those of many peasants. About a third of the nobility had estates which gave some leisure and profit; and these families were the champions of ‘thousand-year-old Hungary’. The phrase glossed over the century and three quarters of Turkish domination; it presented Hungary as of unique antiquity and assumed that Hungary was incorporated in the privileges of the landowners. In the nineteenth century the traditional patriotism took on the guise of modern nationalism, and the conservative defence of traditional rights was transformed into the assertion of liberal principles. The reality remained the same: the claim by the nobility to their privileged position. This lesser nobility had never done more than acquiesce in Habsburg rule; their privileges were all bars to Imperial encroachment, in administration, in lawmaking, or in taxation. In the past they had repeatedly been deserted by the magnates, who had made their fortunes sometimes by mediating between Habsburg ruler and Hungarian Diet, more often by acting as Habsburg agents. The central event in the history of Hungary in the nineteenth century was the compromise between the magnates and the lesser nobility; this was the essential prelude to the compromise between Hungary and the Habsburgs, which preserved the antiquated social order in Hungary until the twentieth century.

A lesser nobility existed also in Croatia, itself a dependent kingdom of the Hungarian crown. This nobility, too, was without national character; or rather its nationalism, too, defended the privileges of a class. There had been no hostility between Hungarian and Croat noble. Indeed Croat privileges owed their survival to the association with Hungary; in isolation the Croat nobles would have shared the fate of the Czechs. In 1790, at the height of the struggle against Joseph II, the Croat Diet transferred the granting of taxes to the Hungarian Diet, as a stronger body more capable of resistance; and at the same time they put the Croat county authorities under the Hungarian lieutenancy at Budapest, instead of under the Governor of Croatia, an Imperial agent. Even in the nineteenth century, the Croat nobility thought closer links with Hungary its safest course. In 1827 the Croat Diet resolved that Magyar should be taught in Croat schools; and in 1830 demanded it of all Croatian officials. Only when Magyar, instead of Latin, was demanded of themselves did the Croat nobles begin to change course and to sense the conflict between their national and their class interests. Magyar nationalism pushed the Croat nobles into the arms of the Habsburgs. As well, two other factors made the Croats different from the Hungarian nobles. Firstly, there were no Croat magnates. The great landowners in Croatia were Hungarian magnates, indifferent to Croat privileges; therefore the Croat nobility could hardly have risked a conflict with the Empire. In any case, the second difference made such a conflict much less likely. The Hungarian gentry lived aloof and remote in their counties; few of them entered royal service; they tended to regard the Habsburg King as a foreigner, often as an enemy. Croatia had never been overrun by the Turks and, as the frontier kingdom, had taken an active part in the struggle against them. The Croat gentry had a tradition of military service, and for generation after generation supplied a large proportion of the regimental officers to the Habsburg army. They had a loyalty to the dynasty, the Hungarians only a calculating bargain with it. Besides, the Croat nobility were much less adroit; after all, regimental officers in every country are narrow and blundering politicians. These Croat nobles were fated to be deceived by everyone in turn by their Hungarian fellow gentry, by their King, finally even by the Croat people.

Not only in Croatia, but throughout the Empire, the revolutionary happening of the nineteenth century was the intrusion into politics of the people, ‘the masses’. Democratic claims were not unique to the Habsburg Monarchy; what was unique was the presentation of these claims in national form. The traditional, or, as they came to be called, the ‘historic’ nations were class nations: the Hungarians gentry, the Germans traders. Neither had assimilated the peoples from whom the Hungarians drew their rents, and the Germans their profits; there was no Austrian amalgam, and as a result every widening of the political society increased the national complexity of the Empire. The peasant masses asserted their existence; this was the cardinal fact in both national and social history. This generalization simplifies, and distorts, the actual process. In the first phase, which reached its climax in 1848, the peasant masses hardly stirred; at most they put out new shoots of intellectual life. The nations who reappeared on the stage of history in 1848 were the creations of writers and still existed only in imagination; they were nations in which there were more writers than readers. These writers were the outcome of the agrarian system which Maria Theresa and Joseph II had made: they were the sons of well-to-do peasants, an Austrian version of the class that had produced the Jacobins in France. The Jacobins completed French national unity; in central Europe the intellectuals disrupted the unity of the Empire. They were neither great landowners nor traders; therefore they could not become either ‘Austrian’ or German. A middle class, the lesser nobility, existed only in Hungary; and in Hungary the intellectuals, even if Slovak or Rumanian by origin, could become ‘Magyar’ like the gentry. Elsewhere, the intellectuals had to create their own nationality, the dormant nationality of their peasant fathers.

The early national movements were created and led by writers, principally by poets and historians; and their politics were those of literature rather than of life. The national leaders spoke as though they had the support of a conscious, organized people; yet they knew that the nation was still only in their books. One of the Czech pioneers remarked at a meeting with his fellow writers in Prague: ‘If the ceiling were to fall on us now, that would be the end of the national revival.’ Living in the closed world of imagination, these early leaders fought over again historical battles decided centuries ago. They did not know when to compromise and when to resist; especially they did not know what to resist with. They did not understand that politics is a conflict of forces; they supposed that it was a conflict of arguments. They mobilized rights, not supporters. The Jacobins had used the Rights of Man to inspire revolutionary armies; in the Habsburg Monarchy the national leaders thought that rights alone were enough, and an accumulation of rights irresistible. They laboured over the legality of their claims as assiduously as Charles VI had sought European confirmation for the Pragmatic Sanction. Every nation claimed to be the heir of one of the ancient kingdoms on the ruins of which the Habsburg Monarchy had been built; and those nations which could not discover a kingdom claimed at least a province. The German nationalists claimed the inheritance of the Holy Roman Empire; the Hungarians claimed all ‘the lands of St Stephen’ as a Magyar national state; the Czechs followed with the claim to all ‘the lands of St Wenceslaus’; the Croats demanded the ‘Triune Kingdom’, once ruled by the King of Croatia. Historic and national claims were mixed together; this was the classic legerdemain of nineteenth-century Austrian politics. The majority in each province insisted that the historic unit must become a national unit; the minority demanded a redrawing of the province on national lines. Thus, the German majority in Styria asserted against the Slovenes there the provincial unity which the Czech majority asserted against the Germans in Bohemia.

The national





















1. Pronounced: Hapsburgs.


1. Pronounced: Lintz.


1. Pronounced: Check. The absurd spelling, used only in English, is based on the Polish adaptation of Latin characters to Slav sounds; this adaptation is no longer used in any Slav language except Polish. It would be more sensible to write Čechs, as the people do themselves; or to follow the German and French examples and write Checks, an English phonetical spelling. I regret that I lack the courage to do either.




1. Pronounced: Sót-mar.

2. Pronounced: Kār-orl-i.

3. Pronounced: Rākōtsi.


1. This does not apply to northern Italy, where all land was owned by the lords, and the so-called peasants were, in fact, tenant farmers, as in modern England. This is, no doubt, the principal reason for the industrial development of northern Italy.
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