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The first century of the Early Modern Period, the sixteenth, brought 
stormy events to Hungary: defeat at Mohacs, the partition of the country 
into three parts, repeated Turkish invasions, frontier warfare, political in-
trigues and assassinations. The following century, the seventeenth, turned 
out to be eventful as well, in which the tripartite division of the country 
continued, as did the Ottoman wars and the frequent pillaging of the 
countryside by the Turks and their Crimean Tatar allies. Added to this 
was the devastation caused by the Hungarian nation's struggles against the 
Habsburgs for constitutional privileges or for independence. 

Compared to the two preceding centuries, most of the eighteenth 
century seems almost eventless, even boring. The Ottomans were finally 
expelled from the Carpathian Basin making the re-unification of Hungary 
possible. The new century witnessed only sporadic attacks by hostile 
forces. Hungary's political life became stabilized to the extent that the 
country's leaders, including its military commanders, died natural deaths. 
Even the principal figures of the 1703-1711 War of Independence, led by 
Ferenc II Rakoczi, were pardoned. After that war, from amongst Rakoczi's 
followers, only the wife of Janos Korponay was executed, but not for any 
of her deeds during the war, but for having conspired to disrupt the Diet 
(the assembly made up of the Hungarian Kingdom's magnates and 
prelates as well as of the elected representatives of the country's nobles 
and burgers) of 1712-1715.' 

Throughout much of the eighteenth century, the situation in 
Hungary was more peaceful than it was in some of the Habsburgs' 
hereditary provinces (for example, Upper Austria, Bohemia), territories 
which were the scenes of military campaigning during both the War of 
Austrian Succession (1740-1748) and the Seven Years' War (1756-1763). 
Furthermore, the elite of Hungary enjoyed the same degree of personal 



security as did the high officials living at the Habsburg Court. True 
enough, these people refrained from leading uprisings against the sover-
eign and did not organize coup-d'etats\ thus they had no reason to incur 
the wrath of the ruler. In fact, being closely associatiated to the ruler 
proved to be more dangerous, on one occasion at least, than being critical 
of him. The case in point is the sad story of Prince Adam Franz Schwar-
zenberg, the Chief Master of the Horse, who died in a hunting-accident in 
1732 when he was mortally wounded by a badly aimed shot of Emperor 
Charles VI (ruled in Hungary as Charles [Karoly] III, 1711-1740).2 In 
reality, the headsman's axe — which was traditionally the tool of execu-
tion 'reserved' for the members of the privileged class — was rarely used 
in the eighteenth-century Habsburg Empire.3 This was the reason why, 
when the leaders of the 1795 Jacobite conspiracy were beheaded on 
Vermezo [Blood-meadow] in Buda, the aged headsman of the city — who 
had long fallen out of practice — managed to sever the head of Count 
Jakab Sigray only on the third try. 

During this period of relative tranquillity, the Habsburg Empire 
(including Hungary) witnessed the rule of a handful of outstanding 
sovereigns. Among them were two or three who took the responsibilities 
of being a ruler seriously; in fact, they wanted to govern their realm per-
sonally. They did not want to spend their energies in military conquests 
but tried to satisfy their longing for prestige and acclaim through being 
good stewards of the state and standing by their political principles. These 
rulers did not isolate themselves within the walls of their palaces but — 
in their own ways — strove to find contacts with their subjects. They 
extended the interest of the state to problems previously untouched by 
government policy — such the issues of serfdom, education and public 
health. Two of these rulers, Maria Theresa (ruled in Austria as Archdu-
chess and in Hungary as Queen, from 1740 to 1780) and Joseph II (ruled, 
1780-1790) brought governmental practices into effect that had never 
before been imagined let alone implemented. Similar prospects were 
promised by the accession of Leopold II (ruled, 1790-1792), but could not 
be attained because of his untimely death. 

In Hungary the eighteenth century could have easily been an 
idyllic era filled with tranquillity, political stability, and energetic rulers 
full with good intentions. Despite the favourable conditions, this era of 
peace and prosperity did not materialize. Strife between the Habsburg 
rulers and Hungary's elite did not diminish, the bitter political debates 
continued in the Hungarian Diet, and peasant uprisings of various inten-



sity kept breaking out. The government reacted by trying to eliminate the 
potential centres of resistance. Empress Maria Theresa went so far as to 
refuse summoning the Hungarian Diet during the last fifteen years of her 
reign. Joseph II went even further and curtailed the autonomy of the 
counties. 

In eighteenth-century Hungary, conflicts have been explained in 
diverse ways. Hungarians at the time were motivated by their grievances 
and accused the Habsburgs of encroaching on their liberties. The scale of 
Hungarian grievances was quite wide and ranged from the realm of 
politics to that of the economy. The policies of the Viennese Court 
elicited protest against the violations of the country's autonomy and 
against the regime of customs regulations that greatly hurt the local 
economy. The most vocal complains, however, came as a result of the 
government's reluctance to protect the privileges of the nobility. The 
willingness or otherwise of a certain sovereign to respect the nobility's 
privileges became the standard by which he or she came to be judged. 
Emperor Charles, who restricted the Protestants' practice of religion in his 
Carolina resolutio but did not touch the nobility's privileges, was critici-
zed less severely than Joseph II who assailed the county system, the 
institution that protected the self-government of the local gentry. (Joseph's 
situation was further complicated by the fact that, simultaneously with the 
assault against the nobility, he had attacked the position of the Catholic 
Church which was also very protective of its privileges.) 

The complaints of the aggrieved contemporaries had greatly 
influenced the judgements about Habsburg policies made by Hungarian 
historians. It is a well-known fact that Hungarian history writing has 
quite often been under the influence of the political atmosphere of the 
times. Accordingly, historiography alternated between ardent criticism of 
the Habsburg rulers and being quite lenient towards them. The nineteenth 
century — with its Revolution (1848), the War of Independence (1848-
49), as well as the subsequent years of the neo-absolutism — was condu-
cive to critical appraisals. The nostalgia between the two World Wars for 
the disintegrated Austro-Hungarian Monarchy prompted the birth of 
several pro-Habsburg works. In the decades following World War II, on 
the other hand, Marxist history-writing for a long time made anti-Habs-
burg attitudes almost compulsory.4 Marxist authors held the economic 
policies of the Vienna government primarily responsible for Hungary's 
backwardness.5 



Conditions in Post-Ottoman Hungary 

In their criticism, however, the Marxists assumed that after the expulsion 
of the Turks, Hungary entered the eighteenth century under the same 
economic conditions as those that existed at the time in the Empire's 
hereditary provinces, i.e. Austria and Bohemia. Of course, this was not 
the case. After the expulsion of the Ottomans, Hungary came under 
Habsburg rule in a sorry state. Large parts of the country were character-
ized by a declining population, a shattered settlement-network and a 
disrupted economy. The true conditions of post-Ottoman Hungary are 
described in contemporary eye-witness accounts. Lady Mary Montagu 
(1689-1762), the wife of Edward Wortley Montagu, the English ambassa-
dor to Constantinople, in 1717 decided to travel to join her husband via 
the overland route instead of the more convenient naval one, found that 
the survivors of Ottoman rule were living in abject poverty in the for-
merly Ottoman-held parts of Hungary: "Their clothing is very primitive, 
made wholly of sheepskin, even the headgear and the boots...." Elsewhere 
in her journal, Lady Montagu described the desolation of the lands only 
recently vacated by the Turks. But it was not only the regions that had 
been formerly parts of Ottoman Hungary that had been devastated. 
Similar had been the fate of the areas that had served as the military 
frontier between the Ottoman and Christian lands, or those through which 
the Turkish armies (and their Crimean Tatar allies) had moved during the 
campaigns of 1657-1664, or those that the Princes of Transylvania used in 
their wars against the Habsburgs, or the counties that witnessed warfare 
either during the War of Liberation against the Turks or the unsuccessful 
Rakoczi War of Liberation against Vienna. 

According to earlier estimates, the population of early eighteenth-
century Hungary (2.5 million) was hardly over half the size of the 
kingdom's population during the age of King Matthias (about 4.5 million). 
Recent researches, however, have indicated that Hungary had at least 4 to 
4.5 million inhabitants after the expulsion of the Turks. At the same time 
new researches have adjusted downward the estimates of Hungary's 
population in the time of Matthias, to between 3 to 3.5 million at the 
most.6 This suggests that the Ottoman occupation did not result in an 
absolute reduction of population as far as the country's entire territory is 
concerned, even though there was a decline in the rate of increase in the 
population — a growth of 1 million inhabitants over 200 years, that is, a 
growth-rate of only 30 to 33 per cent. The damage inflicted by the 



Turkish occupation manifested itself above all in the unbalanced distribu-
tion of the population in post-seventeenth century Hungary. In the years 
1715-20, out of the country's 413,000 taxpaying households, only a little 
more than a fifth (90,000, or 22% of the total), could be found in the 
formerly Ottoman occupied lands — which amounted to over 40 per cent 
of the country's total territory, or approximately 120,000 square kilo-
metres. 

A similar situation is revealed by population density statistics. 
While in Transylvania this density was 18.6 persons per square kilometre, 
and for the territory of the former Royal Hungary this figure was 18.4, in 
the ex-Ottoman territories there were only 8.4 people for every square 
kilometre. An even more extreme picture is revealed by local data. The 
population density of Sopron county, in what used to be westernmost 
Royal Hungary, was 40.6 person per sq. km, while that of Bekes county, 
located in the heart of formerly Ottoman-occupied Hungary, was 3.1 
persons per sq. km.7 

In the sparsely populated areas there was neither the need nor the 
opportunity for more efficient agricultural practices. In the former 
Ottoman-occupied territories farming had been replaced by animal 
husbandry and cultivated fields had been converted to pasture-lands. In 
making these changes, the inhabitants of these regions had been motivated 
by the relative ease of hiding cattle from marauding Ottoman troops by 
driving them to pastures surrounded by marshlands. Ordinarily, in these 
territories cattle were kept in the summer and even in wintertime on the 
puszta, the vast steppes of the Hungarian lowlands. In time, the cattle 
were driven on foot to markets at home or abroad. The cultivation of 
crops remained feasible only in the western counties of the Transdanubian 
region, in the lowlands north of the Danube (present-day southern 
Slovakia), and in the great basins of Transylvania. Because of the poor 
marketing opportunities, even in these regions farming was restricted and 
was not able to advance beyond the traditional system of crop-rotation in 
which leaving fallow the lands was the only way to restore the fertility of 
the soil. In this system plough-lands were used almost exclusively to 
produce grain; plants that needed hoeing or fodder crops never caught 
on.8 

The development of contemporary Hungary's cities and manufac-
turing was also uneven. Although by the end of the seventeenth century 
the number of "free royal cities" (those granted royal liberties) had ap-
proached forty, thirty of these were in the lands of the former Royal 



Hungary. Furthermore, even in the "royal cities" more than half the 
population was involved in agriculture and only 38 per cent worked as 
artisans. For the most part, it was only the mining centres of Upper 
Hungary (in the northern highlands) that could be described as having real 
industrial character. Most of the rest of Hungary's towns, the so-called 
market-towns (oppida), of which there were at least 400, had agriculture 
as their main source of income. Most craftsmen in these centres were 
involved in producing agricultural artifacts.9 

These conditions were far from those enjoyed by the peoples of 
the Habsburg's hereditary provinces. Under the circumstances, Hungary 
could by no means start out in the eighteenth century from the same base 
as did Austria or Bohemia. Furthermore, we might even say that a century 
would hardly be enough to put an end to the backwardness of the for-
merly Ottoman-occupied territories in Hungary. In fact, as far as differen-
ces between the western and eastern parts of the country are concerned, 
the legacies of Ottoman rule can still be observed today in the nature of 
settlement patterns as well as in economic and even cultural development. 

Recovery from Ottoman Rule 

The eighteenth century witnessed several changes that lessened the 
backwardness of the former Ottoman-occupied territories and began to 
moderate the disparities among Hungary's diverse regions. Evidence of 
the change can be detected both in the physical appearance of the coun-
tryside and in its economy and culture. First of all, the formidable chains 
of Habsburg and Ottoman military strongholds on the former frontier bet-
ween the Christian and Islamic realms, began disappearing. Also vanished 
the often 20 to 25 kilometre-wide no-man's-land that used to exist 
between the two chains of fortresses, and which had often been utterly 
devastated by marauding armies. In the towns and castles of the former 
Turkish occupied territories the mosques (bethels), minarets, baths and 
other public buildings were allowed to fall into disrepair or were some-
times deliberately destroyed as evidences of past foreign conquest. In all 
communities large and small, the wounds left by wars and alien occupa-
tion began healing. In the depopulated regions of the Hungarian lowlands 
new villages were being born. On the Habsburg and even the Transylvani-
an side of the former frontier, the ugly, fortified houses of the local 
landowners, those witnesses to the continual warfare of the past, began 



disappearing — they were being replaced by attractive manor-houses built 
in late Baroque style. 

The landscape of the urban settlements also began to change. The 
walls of the cities no longer had to be guarded. Newcomers to these 
places, not finding building lots inside the city walls, could now build 
their — usually larger and more colourful — houses outside of them, 
often in a pre-determined, regulated fashion. The measure of success for 
these growing communities was whether they could develop entire city-
wards full of Baroque buildings, or had satisfy themselves with not much 
more than a new Baroque church and a Baroque city hall. 

The population began growing. Those regions of the liberated 
territories that had good soil were attracting settlers from the overpopu-
lated periphery of the Carpathian Basin as well as from neighbouring 
countries. By the end of the century, Hungary's population had doubled, 
from between 4 and 4.5 million to 9.5 million. The above-described 
imbalance between the population densities of the former Ottoman 
occupied regions and the rest of the country began to disappear. By the 
end of the century, for example, the population density of the formerly 
almost totally depopulated Bekes county had reached a figure of 19 
persons per square kilometre. The most thinly populated counties were 
now found not in the formerly Turkish-held areas but in the mountainous 
frontier regions (the density figure for Maramaros County was 8.7 per-
sons/sq. km; for Udvarhelyszek in Transylvania, it was 11 persons/sq. 
km). At the same time, the country's most densely inhabited areas did 
reach a density figure of over 50 persons per square kms (Pozsony 
County had 53.5; Nyitra, 51.3 persons/sq. km). Ignatius Born, a visitor to 
Hungary, could observe with satisfaction the progress in the re-settlement 
of the Temeskoz region (the Bansag or Banat, today's Banat, — a region 
that at the time was under the direct rule of Vienna). "The villages are 
laid out in a regular fashion... the houses, because of the lack of wood, 
are built of adobe and are roofed with reed. Each settler receives a house, 
farming equipment, a couple of horses and a plot of land..." Many years 
later the novelist Mor Jokai, who found the gifts lavished on German 
immigrants to the region almost extravagant, described this process in his 
A magyar nemzet tortenete [The history of the Hungarian nation] with a 
certain degree of irony: "For the settlers from Germany the lands had 
already been ploughed, the houses had been built [and] fully furnished... 
not even the cat watching for mice was missing from the oven-corner."10 



The economy was also making headway. On the Great Hungarian 
Plain selected areas began to be converted from pastures to plough-fields. 
While the expansion of agriculture and the introduction of more intensive 
methods of animal husbandry were easily visible to contemporary observ-
ers, the upswing in manufacturing activity was not so obvious to visitors 
from Western Europe. Foreign travellers saw only towns that appeared to 
be large villages, full of small workshops operated by members of an 
outdated guild network. Nevertheless, the increasing number of these 
shops spoke of the re-awakened zeal for work and zest for life on the 
part of the craftsmen operating them. Larger manufacturing facilities 
could rarely be established for the lack of a rich bourgeois class and of 
adequate investment capital. The few that were brought about, were 
started by a handful of enterprising aristocrats." 

Some branches of the economy grew faster than others. Mining 
activity increased mainly as a result of state intervention. Commerce also 
expanded by leaps and bounds. At first the value of exported agricultural 
produce far surpassed that of the imported manufactured goods. While 
this situation persisted throughout the century, the imbalance between the 
value of agricultural exports and imported products kept decreasing. In the 
1730s, for example, the value of exports exceeded that of imports by 
between 30 to 35 per cent, while by the 1760s, only by 10 to 15 per cent. 

There are signs also that there was progress in the realm of the 
arts and sciences. Some aspects of culture were slow to develop. When 
compared to other centuries, the eighteenth witnessed only a meagre 
output in poetry and creative writing. Apparently this age did not produce 
enough authors and poets and/or did not give adequate stimulus to them 
to create artistic products worthy of attention. The outstanding literary 
product of the early part of the century was a collection of letters written 
by Kelemen Mikes — which was produced in exile. Hungarian literature 
would only get a real stimulus during the last quarter of the century with 
the spread of the ideas of the Enlightenment. 

The fine arts evolved in a rather uneven manner. The boom in 
church and palace construction offered many opportunities to the painters 
of frescoes. At the same time a fine portrait-painter such as Adam 
Manyoki, lacking enough patrons at home, had to leave the country in 
order to make a decent living. Thus it came to pass that the artist who 
painted the famous portrait of Prince Rakoczi, had to end his career in the 
service of the Elector of Saxony. At the same time a great number of 
foreign masters made a good living in Hungary in planning and decorat-



ing the many new Baroque churches and palaces of the aristocracy that 
increasingly dominated the Hungarian cityscape and the countryside. 

There was progress in education and the sciences also. Schools, 
even though organized on a denominational basis, were providing solid 
education. They supplied the professions in Hungary with well-prepared 
members, and the higher educational institutions of Vienna with highly 
qualified graduate students. The eighteenth century was also the age that 
saw the publication of Matyas Bel's Notitia Hungariae novae historico-
geographica, 1735-1742. This work tried, for the first time, to offer a 
compendium of knowledge about Hungary's history, geography and ethno-
graphy. It was at about this time that popular interest in Hungary's past 
awakened. 1746 witnessed the printing in book form of the medieval 
chronicle of Anonymus, the Gesta Ungarorum, which recounted the 
arrival of the Hungarians in the Carpathian Basin. The end of the century 
saw the rise of the idea of kinship between Hungarians and other Finno-
Ugric peoples. 

Hardships of Life in 18th Century Hungary 

In taking stock of Hungary's progress, we have to keep in mind that the 
peoples of re-united Hungary continued to face certain difficulties. The 
new settlers in the formerly depopulated regions were often confronted by 
onerous conditions. In some regions, in flood-plains, moorlands, etc., the 
breaking of virgin sod usually proved a Herculean task. Projects involving 
the regulation of the hydrology of large flood-prone regions were out of 
the question — contemporary technology was inadequate for the task. As 
a result, flooding in many parts of the country remained endemic. The 
city of Szeged in southern Hungary, for example, was the victim of floods 
by the River Tisza almost at regular intervals. Matyas Bel, in the above-
mentioned work, recounts that in 1712 "the city's entire lower town was 
under water..." In the surrounding villages the peasants complained that 
their fields and pastures were flooded and vermin thrived. 

Throughout much of the eighteenth century epidemics were 
frequent in Hungary and spared neither man nor animal. The country's 
population was decimated several times by the bubonic plague. The 
epidemic that started during the Rakoczi War of Independence and lasted 
till 1712 cost 400,000 lives, nearly ten per cent of the country's popula-
tion. Another 300,000 fell victim to the plague of 1738-1741.12 The 



plagues also caused problems by the panic they caused. The Diet of pro-
Habsburg members of the Hungarian nobility that opened in 1708 in 
Pozsony (also known as Pressburg, today's Bratislava in Slovakia) was ad-
journed three times on account of the 1708-1712 epidemic. Smallpox, the 
other scourge of the age, did not come in epidemics but was always 
present and did not spare even the rich and the powerful — it claimed the 
lives of several members of the ruling Habsburg family. The disease left 
its scars even on those who managed to survive it, including Queen Maria 
Theresa herself and several of her children. In the southeast, the inhabit-
ants of the Temeskoz region were tormented by malaria. Many sources 
refer to poor harvests leading to malnutrition and even famines, which in 
turn caused the outbreak of epidemics in some districts. Not surprisingly, 
life expectancy in Hungary remained low. For the early part of the 18th 

century, we only have vague estimates. According to one of these, for 
Somogy county this figure was not more than 22 years.13 By the end of 
the century, however, life expectancy for the whole of Hungary rose to 35 
years. When considering the circumstances of life in the eighteenth 
century, we have no reason to envy the country's inhabitants. 

Habsburg Policies Promoting Progress 

The growth of the population, the progress experienced in the economy 
and in cultural development, did not bring Hungary anywhere close to the 
standards of Europe's more developed nations by the end of the century. 
What was achieved was positive and it disproves the arguments that 
Hungary stagnated throughout this period. Some of the progress was not 
uniformly advantageous and often threatened with possible undesirable 
consequences. The growth in the country's population was attained at the 
expense of increasing the imbalance between Hungary's Magyar and non-
Magyar inhabitants: the influx of foreigners threatened to reduce the 
Hungarian ethnic group to a minority within its own country. In the 
country's growing economy manufacturing had to take second place to 
agriculture. In some forms of art and in architecture, foreign masters 
were dominant. That there was progress overall, however, is indisputable. 
Yet the question remains, whether and to what extent this progress was 
due to governmental intervention? Were there Habsburg policies that 
contributed to Hungary's advancement in the eighteenth century? And, if 



these policies indeed benefitted the country, why was it necessary for 
strife be tween the rulers and the ruled to continue and give rise to 
outright confl ic t? The factors enumerated below can hardly be considered 
complete , nevertheless they provide at least some conditional answers to 
these of t-repeated questions. They do this even if on many occasions we 
have to descr ibe the Habsburg Court's policies as "ambiguous," "contra-
dictory," or "open to interpretation." 

National Defence 

The preservation of peace is an essential precondition to a nation's growth 
and progress. The Habsburg state fought several wars in the eighteenth 
century. The campaigns of the Austrian W a r of Succession and the Seven 
Years ' W a r did not touch Hungarian soil. The Empire's Turkish wars 
were different . The successes of the war of 1716-17 (the l iberation of the 
Temeskoz , the occupation of northern Serbia and northern Bosnia) created 
the false impression that Ottoman power had declined irreversibly and 
that the Turks ' eviction f rom the Balkans was just a question of time. On 
the other hand, the incursion of the Turks' allies, the Crimean Tatars, into 
Transylvania and the trans-Tisza region in 1717 should have driven home 
the lesson in Vienna that against large light cavalry forces the Empire 's 
armies were helpless. Furthermore, the defeat of the Imperial forces in the 
1737-1739 Turkish war (which ended in the loss of Serbian and Bosnian 
territories), restored the pre-1716 balance of power in the Balkans . This 
confl ict proved that the Ot tomans were still a power to contend with in 
Southeastern Europe. Without the Habsburg Empire, Hungary could have 
done little against a great power such as the Ottoman state. The fact that 
between 1717 and the time of the Napoleonic Wars of the early nine-
teenth century no foreign troops penetrated Hungary's borders, was largely 
due to the presence in the country of those not much appreciated Habs-
burg troops. 

Defence against epidemics and the forces of nature 

Natural calamities such as famines, f loods and epidemics that had plagued 
the peoples of 18th century Hungary were familiar to other European 



nations as well. Their prevention was beyond the means of contemporary 
statecraft. To its credit, the Habsburg Court did try to prevent them and 
worked to this effect as hard as any other European state of the times. 
Habsburg policies were least successful in combating the periodic floods 
that afflicted the peoples of Hungary's lowlands. There were plans for 
wide-ranging flood-control projects but their realization was beyond the 
technology of the age. Their realization had to await the nineteenth 
century. The eighteenth century Habsburg state had to be satisfied with 
building and maintaining roads on certain river banks — which often 
served the purpose of towing barges and thereby improving river transpor-
tation. Vienna also brought in regulations for the maintenance of other 
roads, of bridges, and of fording places. It also promoted the extermina-
tion of pests and vermin that plagued crops. 

Viewed from today's perspective, the measures taken by the 
Habsburg state to protect public health do not appear effective. From the 
middle of the century on, there was a commission functioning in Vienna 
that coordinated health policies. Because of the backward state of contem-
porary medical knowledge, little could be done to curb epidemics. The 
struggle against the bubonic plague consisted exclusively of measures to 
slow its spread though the quarantining of the places where it had broken 
out. In time of epidemics, visitors from abroad, or even from other parts 
of the country, were isolated before they would be allowed to move on. 
When in December of 1738 Maria Theresa, her husband Francis of 
Lorraine, and their retinue of scores of servants and footmen, set out for 
Tuscany for Francis to be crowned the ruler of that Grand Duchy, they 
were delayed as they crossed through Verona and were forced to spend 
fourteen days in quarantine. The Empress would forever retain unpleasant 
memories of her stay in a poorly heated and overcrowded country house 
there, but her experience emphasized the need for everyone, even royalty, 
to obey the rules designed to curb epidemics.14 

By the 1760s the great epidemics of the bubonic plague had 
started to disappear from Central and Western Europe, and they also 
began to wane in Hungary. Against smallpox an early type of defence 
was discovered in eighteenth-century England in the form of a primitive 
method of inoculation. Empress Maria Theresa, having lost several 
members of her family to this disease, had all the survivors vaccinated. 
Several aristocratic families followed her example, but the procedure of 
this inoculation was so complicated that it was not possible to apply it on 
a wide scale to protect large populations. Because of this only the top 



layers of society came to enjoy protection from this dreadful disease. 
Nevertheless, there was some progress in public health in the Habsburg 
lands, including Hungary. Evidence of this is the regulation which 
compelled counties and municipalities to hire qualified doctors. Each 
county was also ordered to employ at least one certified midwife. 

Demographic policies 

The growth of Hungary's population was without doubt positively influ-
enced by the Viennese Court's policies. The promotion of population 
growth was a part of the popular wisdom of the age and was advocated 
by such contemporary demographic experts as Johann Gottlob von Justi 
and Joseph von Sonnenfels. To encourage immigrants to the sparsely 
populated Hungarian lowlands, settlers were exempted from taxes and 
labour services for years. An immigration act passed in 1723 exempted 
craftsmen settling in Hungary for ten years, and peasants for six. The law 
also provided for advertizing for immigrants throughout the German 
realm. The Court wanted to attract German settlers of the Catholic faith; 
however, it forbade the people of the hereditary Habsburg provinces from 
moving to Hungary. Most settlers came from the southwestern regions of 
the Holy Roman Empire, often from lands that had been ravaged by the 
wars with Louis XIV of France. 

The re-settlement of people from the periphery of Hungary to the 
central parts, and the immigration of settlers from Hungary's non-German 
neighbours was not actively promoted but was tolerated by the Court. 
True, in 1691 about 25 to 30 thousand Serbs, under the leadership of 
Patriarch Arsenije Crnojevic, received permission to move to Hungary, 
but such mass immigration was not encouraged thereafter. Policies 
regarding the Temesvar region in southernmost Hungary were different. 
In 1718, after the region's recapture from the Turks, Prince Eugene of 
Savoy, the president of the Defence Council in Vienna, ruled that only 
Catholic German settlers would be allowed to move there. Hungarian 
settlers were excluded from the entire Banat area, a regulation that 
remained on the books up to the time of Joseph II. Many Magyar would-
be newcomers were stopped and turned back by local garrison forces as 
they tried to cross the Maros River.15 At the same time, the spontaneous 
migration of Rumanians and Serbs into the region was not interfered with. 
By 1787 the population of this region had reached close to 800,000. 



Though the immigration of Germans had been favoured, they made up 
only eighteen per cent of this, and Rumanians became the dominant 
ethnic group. The Hungarian component of the region's population was 
negligible, a mere 0.6%. Vienna's policies had certainly contributed to the 
growth of Hungary's population, but were also responsible for the alter-
ation of the "ethnic balance" in favour of non-Magyar groups. 

Economic policies 

The impact of Vienna's policies on Hungary's economy is a topic that has 
been the subject of differing interpretations.16 The political wisdom of the 
times favoured state support for economic activities and the government 
of the Empire tended to heed this advice. The most important aid for the 
economy was considered to be protective tariffs. In the Habsburg state 
such tariffs were introduced for the time during the mid-18th century — 
they protected the interests of producers within the Empire. Unfortunately 
for Hungary, this type of state intervention did not always serve the best 
interest of that part of the Habsburg realm. The tariffs established first 
and foremost served the interests of the manufacturers of the Empire's 
hereditary provinces. The countervailing duties that the Empire's neigh-
bours introduced in reaction to these tariffs most often struck at the 
agricultural produce destined for export from Hungary. Historians of 
previous ages complained most bitterly against the customs legislation of 
1754 which made it more difficult for Hungarian produce to enter even 
the hereditary provinces. These regulations had definite political over-
tones. The nobility of the hereditary provinces, unlike the nobility of 
Hungary, paid taxes to the state. By protecting this class from the 
economic competition provided by Hungarian agriculture, the Court 
wanted to compensate its members for paying taxes. The duties imposed 
on Hungarian produce applied even to manufactured products, after all 
most factories in Hungary were owned by members of the Hungarian 
aristocracy. Although these regulations made it more difficult for Hunga-
rians to compete on the Empire's markets and reduced their profits, they 
did not prevent trade — as contemporary trade statistics illustrate. In 
final analysis, the tariff policies of the Empire managed to provide a 
certain measure of protection for the producers of Hungary. The expan-
sion of mining and metallurgy in the country was expressly the result of 
intervention by the Habsburg state.17 



Educational Policies 

The Court took great pains to promote culture, especially educat ion. The 
changes implemented in this respect in Hungary reflected the reforms 
introduced in the hereditary provinces. In 1749 the Medical Facul ty of the 
University of Vienna was expanded. The same year saw the establishment 
of the Theresianum, a school for the training of administrat ive officials. In 
the later part of her reign, Maria Theresa founded a number of new trade 
and technical schools, and expanded others. This process was responsible 
for the t ransformation in 1763 of the mining institute of Se lmecbanya (in 
German, Schemnitz ; Banska Stiavnica, in present-day Slovakia) f rom a 
secondary to a post-secondary educational institution. Starting in the 
1750s, at the University of Nagyszombat (Trnava in present-day Slovakia) 
changes were brought on the pattern of the reforms of the University of 
Vienna. The university which consisted of facult ies of theology, arts as 
well as law, now received a medical school — as well as a "Department 
of Applied Mathemat ics" for the training of engineers. In 1777 Maria 
Theresa transferred the university to Buda, to the Royal Palace there. 
Then in 1784 Emperor Joseph II moved it to Pest. 

The Royal Court divided Hungary into eight educational districts, 
and appointed laymen to head these in all but one instance. Each district 
was obliged to maintain a secondary school (a so-called superior gimnazi-
um) containing all grades. The curriculum was regulated by the Education 
Decree (Ratio Educationis) issued in 1777. This was the first time in 
Hungary's history that the state asserted its prerogative in education, 
determining not only the structure of educational institutions but also the 
requirements of the curriculum. The significance of natural-science-
subjects was stressed, but no less importance was assigned to national 
history, geography etc. Although universal compulsory education was not 
introduced, all communi t ies and estate-owners were encouraged to 
establish schools. Further progressive aspect of the Ratio was that in 
elementary education it prescribed use of the mother- tongue in the schools 
according to the nationality of the students (seven languages were listed 
specifically: Hungarian, German, Slovak, Croatian, Ruthenian, Serbian 
and Rumanian) . In secondary schools, however, the language of instruc-
tion was to be Latin, while the study of the German language was also 
made compulsory.1 8 



Habsburg Policies Causing Conflict 

Hungarian history-writing has traditionally dealt more with those elements 
of Viennese policy that engendered conflict between the Court and the 
Hungarian noble estates than with the measures that fostered progress. 
While the positive type of state intervention could be discussed in a 
comprehensive manner for the whole period under examination, the poli-
cies that prompted conflict need to be discussed in reference to the rule of 
individual sovereigns, sometimes in reference to a particular period of his 
or her reign. This is so because some of the policies of the Viennese 
Court for the governance of the greatly expanded Habsburg realm were 
rather unsteady and underwent numerous changes. 

Habsburg administration of Hungary 

It is common knowledge that the first attempts by the Habsburg Court to 
establish the administration of the Hungary that had been liberated from 
Turkish rule did not promise much that was positive for Hungarians. The 
government of Leopold I (ruled 1657-1705) did not want to see Hungary 
rising to be a powerful component of the Empire. Not surprisingly under 
these circumstances, during the reconstruction of the country after the 
War of Liberation, the Habsburgs displayed no intentions for respecting 
either Hungary's interests or traditions. The last Hungarian Diet that sat 
prior to the expulsion of the Turks in 1687 had already declared the 
perpetual right of the Habsburg dynasty to the throne of the Hungarian 
kingdom (at least on the male line) and through this deed had revoked the 
right of the estates to elect a king. The Diet's decree, moreover, abolished 
the clause of the 1222 Golden Bull that entitled the nobility to refuse to 
obey the king, a clause which was still in force at the time. Not satisfied 
with these concessions on the part of Hungarians, in the first years of 
their rule over "liberated Hungary," Leopold I refused to restore in the re-
conquered territories the pre-Ottoman governmental system. The territories 
in question were pronounced as imperial properties by virtue of the right 
of conquest and were subjected first to military, then to direct royal 
management. The civil administration in these territories was re-estab-
lished (through the reintroduction of the county system) only years later. 
At the same time, the territorial unity of the country was not restored. Not 
only did Transylvania remain as a separately-governed territory, but also 



the detached status of the Military Frontier Zones continued to be en-
forced . Wha t is more , the size of these frontier districts was increased. 

The consequences of these policies are well known: the fo rmer 
owners of estates in the "liberated lands" could reclaim their lands only 
through elaborate documentation of their claims, and through pay ing a 
"military redemption payment" for them equivalent to 10 per cent of the 
value of the lands in question — a sum most landowners were unab le to 
pay. As a result, the bulk of the estates was transferred to new owners : 
the Catholic Church, imperial army generals, and contractors to the 
military.1 9 

It is also a well-known fact that Habsburg governmental sys tem in 
eighteenth-century Hungary was not the one that had been devised in the 
late seventeenth century. After having grown tired of Viennese absolut-
ism, the Hungarian nation revolted against Habsburg rule at the beginning 
of the eighteenth century. The War of Independence (1703-171 1), led by 
Ferenc II Rakoczi , was at long last defeated in the military sense, but in 
the Peace Treaty of Szatmar (30 April 1711), Hungary managed to c o m e 
to a compromise with the Court. The treaty restored the former consti tu-
tion of the country as well as its traditional forms of administration. These 
measures were formally accepted by Emperor Charles VI and by the 
Hungar ian estates during the Diet of 1712-15. 

The sacrifices of the participants of the Rakoczi War of Indepen-
dence and the resulting compromises reached through the Peace of Szat-
mar (today's Sa tu-Mare in Rumania) made a profound impact on the 
history of eighteenth-century Hungary. The compromise of Szatmar could 
not have come about without the expulsion of the Turks. The re-attach-
ment of the fo rmer Ottoman-occupied territories to Hungary enhanced not 
only the country's area but also its political importance within the Habs-
burg realm. Wi th a territory of nearly 300 thousand square ki lometres 
(which grew to 325 thousand square kilometres after the Peace of Passa-
rowitz in 1718) Hungary made up nearly half of the Habsburg lands. A 
country of this size couldn't be relegated to the role of a frontier zone, as 
Royal Hungary had been before the 1680s. In a country divided into three 
parts, Rakoczi ' s War of Independence would have only increased the 
n u m b e r of those uprisings which, leaving the Ot toman part of Hungary 
untouched, would not have achieved any significant results beyond, for 
instance, ensuring the privileges of the estates and the tolerance of the 
Protestant religion. In post-Ottoman Hungary the compromise of Sza tmar 
def ined the basic tone of the entire reign of Charles VI. The fact that by 



the end of his rule conflict between the Court and Hungary's estates had 
re-surfaced, was mainly the result of the fact that the interests of Vienna 
and Hungary's ruling classes continued to diverge. 

A new era was launched in eighteenth-century Hungarian history 
by the political platforms of the two rulers who reigned from the middle 
of the century onwards: Maria Theresa and Joseph II. Mother and son — 
though prompted by opposite motives, but no doubt animated by honest 
intentions and a sense of responsibility — tried hard to remedy what they 
perceived as the shortcomings of their realm's administrative machinery. 
The scope of their reforms extended to almost all spheres of state activity. 
They tried to improve the machinery of government through the establish-
ment of new administrative organs. Maria Theresa set up the Directorium 
in publicis et cameralibus in 1749, and the Council of State (Staatsrat) in 
1760. Through the so-called 'Haugwitz-reform', introduced in the Here-
ditary Provinces in 1749, the nobility was compelled to pay taxes.20 

Theoretically, Hungary was untouched by these reforms since Hungary 
was not under the authority of the Council of State for example. In 
reality, however, since it was not an executive but an advisory organ, the 
Council's members often voiced their opinions on Hungarian matters as 
well. Joseph II, by not summoning the Hungarian Diet during the ten 
years of his reign, paralyzed the work of legislation. Through merging the 
Hungarian and Transylvanian Chanceries as well as the office of the ban 
of Croatia, the Emperor attained a unified, central institution directly 
subordinated to himself. He deprived the Council of Lieutenancy (Consi-
lium Regium Locumtenentiale Hungaricum — a central administrative 
and executive body) of its right to express its opinions and issue orders 
and thereby relegated it to the role of transmitting royal decrees to the 
county authorities. Furthermore, by dividing Hungary into ten admi-
nistrative districts (and Transylvania into three) he emasculated the county 
administrations and deprived them of their traditional judicial and admin-
istrative functions. 

It is widely known that Joseph II, at the end of his reign, was 
obliged to annul almost all his orders relating to Hungary. The discontent 
of the Hungarian estates threatened to bring about the separation of 
Hungary from the Habsburg state. The more immediate danger, however, 
was a sabotage of the state's functioning by the aristocratic heads of the 
country's administrative apparatus. Under such circumstances the Habs-
burg Court was repeatedly forced to accept compromises. Maria Theresa 
was obliged to make concessions at the time of the War of Austrian 



Succession when she had to ask for the support of the Hungarian nobility. 
In return for offering their "lives and blood" for their Queen, Hungary's 
nobles got their sovereign's formal pledge to uphold the laws of the 
kingdom and to respect the privileges of the nobility. She held to her 
solemn oath till her death. It was only through such concessions that the 
continuity of Habsburg administration could be assured in eighteenth-
century Hungary and new anti-Habsburgs uprisings could be averted. 
Had Joseph's policies been continued by his successor, such an uprising 
would have become a real threat. 

Nobiliary Privileges as a Source of Conflict 

The likelihood of conflict between the Court and the eighteenth-century 
Kingdom of Hungary enhanced was by the fact that Habsburg rulers had 
to face a Hungarian society that no sympathy for them and was even 
more determined not to extend the Habsburgs any help. The problem was 
not the hierarchical structure of Hungarian society and the privileges of 
the nobility since societies elsewhere in the Habsburg realm — and in 
much of the rest of Europe — were not greatly different. The problem in 
Hungary stemmed from the particularly high proportion of the nobility in 
society (5 per cent of the population, surpassed in all of Europe only by 
the ratio of Polish nobility) and the adherence of its members — espe-
cially the impoverished elements — to their privileges. The fact is that 
more than half of Hungary's nobility had to work for a living. 42 per 
cent of them owned no estates while a large portion of the rest had some 
land but had no peasants to work it. It was precisely this element of the 
nobility that felt most attached to its privileges — after all these privi-
leges were the only thing that separated these poor noblemen from the 
peasants. The nobleman's "liberties" also accorded to him the illusion of 
participation in the nation's political life, through the county assemblies. 
The members of the nobility instructed the representatives of the counties 
in the Diet and by doing so they were able to prevent the national assem-
bly from implementing change in Hungary's social structure. 

The obstinacy of the lesser nobility and the gentry should not 
have been an excuse for the aristocracy for not discharging their responsi-
bilities. After all it was Hungary's aristocrats who, through their high 
administrative positions, faced the rulers directly, and whose reluctance to 
serve their sovereigns faithfully and effectively led to most of the con-



f l icts . While the members of the lesser nobility protected their imaginary 
roles in society, the aristocrats defended their real political clout. They did 
this with a f i rm belief in their privileged position and rank — as well as 
with a solid convict ion in the justness of their claim to social superiori ty. 
It goes without saying that Ferenc Rakoczi , the leader of the W a r of 
Independence w h o had united almost the whole nation behind himself , 
expected to be treated with the respect due to a prince and found it 
entirely natural to appoint only fellow aristocrats to high posit ions in his 
a rmy and in the governmental institutions he established. In his memoi rs 
he found it important to stress that, at the beginning of the revolution, the 
envoys who were delegated by the rebels of the Upper Tisza region to 
call on him to lead them, had been not peasants but noblemen. H e wrote 
that one of t hem was a "brave, but poor nobleman." When in 1706 the 
issue of imposing taxes on the nobility first came up for discussion in 
Rakoczi ' s camp, the landowner Sandor Karolyi vehemently protested: "the 
clearest explanation of liberty requires that he [the nobleman] be exempt 
f r o m all taxation." The conservative Count Jozsef Teleki, w h o on his 
journey in Wes te rn Europe had visited Voltaire and Rousseau, did not 
change his v iews at all under the influence of his enlightened contacts. 
Dur ing the French Revolution, Teleki would denounce the Jacobins and 
the equality they proclaimed, and voice his satisfaction with the sys tem in 
which "he could flog his peasant but his peasant could not f log him" — 
to use the words of the writer Ferenc Kazinczy. Given such views, it is 
not surprising that Hungary's nobility never showed any wil l ingness to 
renounce its privileges. After the Rakoczi W a r of Independence it did not 
under take armed action against Vienna, but it refused to offer any assis-
tance to the Habsburg rulers in putting reforms into effect — which in 
mos t cases were designed to benefi t Hungary. 

Under these circumstances there could be no smooth cooperat ion 
be tween the Cour t and Hungary 's estates in the administration of the 
country . There was not one Diet in the eighteenth-century history of 
Hunga ry that did not start with a dispute between the ruler and the 
estates. The government was unable to have effective control over the 
Diet 's agenda because most of the assembly's discussions were devoted to 
the nobility's real or alleged grievances. In some cases proposals made by 
the rulers for re forms (such as the taxation of the nobility or the regula-
tion of peasant services during the reign of Mar ia Theresa) were not even 
placed on the agenda. Apart f r o m the very end of the century ( the time of 
the French Revolutionary wars), there was not a single occasion when the 



Diet approved the taxes that had been asked for by the Court. Under the 
circumstances it is not surprising that, in order to reduce conflict, the 
Habsburg government sometimes dispensed with summoning the Diet. In 
vain was it fixed by statute that the Diet was to be summoned in every 
three years, there were four long periods (1729-1741, 1741-1751, 1751-
1764 and 1765-1790) when the Diet did not sit. Furthermore, major high 
offices and ceremonial positions which the Diet filled, for example that of 
the Nador (Palatine, Viceroy) were left vacant for a long time.21 It should 
be added that, in their opposition to the Habsburg regime, Hungary's 
estates received strong support from the officials of the medium-level 
bureaucracy. On the whole it is not unreasonable to conclude that for the 
members of Hungary's gentry serving the interests of their own class took 
priority over the fulfilment of the Viennese Court's expectation that the 
partake in the efficient administration of the country. 

The Problem of Landowner-Peasant Relations as a Source of Friction 

Strife between the Court and Hungary's nobility was exacerbated as a 
result of the interference by Vienna in the relationship between peasants 
and their landlords. At the beginning of the 18th century, the situation was 
favourable to the fonner because of the shortage of labour on Hungary's 
estates. This situation had changed by the middle of the century when the 
estate owners began placing greater and greater burdens on the peasants. 
The latter, beginning with the 1750s, started to turn to the imperial Court 
with their complaints. The Court in turn realised that the prospect of a 
decline in the state taxes collected from the increasingly impoverished 
peasants warranted intervention in this matter. For this reason Maria 
Theresa in 1755 authorized the Council of Lieutenancy Government to 
investigate the peasants' complaints. The monarch, however, did not 
receive any real help in redressing the Hungarian peasantry's complaints 
either from the bureaucracy or from the nobility. During the Diet of 1764-
65 the estates refused to enact a law in the matter of the peasant services. 
The discontented peasants were ready to stage an uprising in the western 
Transdanubian counties from the summer of 1765 on and came to be a 
constant threat to the landowners living in the area. 

The rumours of an impending peasant uprising posed no real 
danger to the imperial government; in fact it gave Vienna an excuse to 
issue a decree regarding peasant-landlord relations. The decree, dated 23 



January 1767, had a dual purpose: first to protect the lands in the hands 
of the peasants (the plot of land held in villeinage under the cultivation of 
the tenant); secondly, to regulate the services levied on the peasant's plot. 
Because of the reluctance of the counties the regulation of villeinage 
services was implemented only in the years between 1770 and 1776.22 In 
Transylvania the Lieutenancy, the so-called Gubernium, managed to 
prevent the implementation of the decree completely. 

Unlike the regulation of villein services, Joseph II's decree for the 
abolition of serfdom did not bring about a fundamental change in Hun-
gary. Its major articles decreed the abolition of 'perpetual' villeinage (the 
situation in which the villein was bound to the land and was deprived of 
the right to move freely), the extension of the right of moving to each 
peasant, and the freedom for them to leam a trade or to attend school. By 
this time, however, the major problem of Hungarian peasant society was 
no longer that they had no right to move but the fact that the villein plots 
were being divided and thus reduced.23 This may be the reason why 
Hungarian nobility were so indifferent about this statute, unlike the others 
promulgated during the reign of Joseph II. 

The Problem of Religious Freedom as a Source of Friction 

The measures of the Court in the realm of religious policies constituted 
another source of conflict, and the most contentious issue was undoub-
tedly discrimination against Protestants, followed by the curtailment of the 
liberties of the Catholic Church under the reign of Joseph II. Added to 
this was the fact that Joseph's policy of religious tolerance, which should 
have appeased Protestants had the opposite effect because it was judged 
as not far-going enough by them. King Charles Ill's dealing with this 
issue was made easier by the fact that the estates themselves were not 
united on these issues. It was the disputes over religious matters during 
the Diet of 1728-29 that enabled the ruler to undertake decisive interven-
tion. The Patent of Religion, the Carolina resolutio, issued on 21 March 
1731, authorized public religious practice for Protestants but only at 
places that had been approved for this purpose in 1681. The decree 
obliged Protestants who were about to take office, including lawyers and 
judges, to take an oath — the text of which included a reference to the 
Virgin Mary and the saints! The forcible conversion of Protestants to 
Catholicism, as well as the expropriation of their church buildings, 



actually continued under the reigns of both Charles III and Maria Theresa. 
At the end of the eighteenth century, almost exactly half of Hungary's 
population, 49 per cent to be precise, was Roman Catholic.24 This was a 
substantial increase since the early 17th century when the proportion of the 
Catholics in the population may have been as low as five or ten percent. 

Catholicism in Hungary had many ties to the state. The commu-
nity of interests between the church and state, however, had its limits. 
Prelates of aristocratic origin and ecclesiastic officials of lesser-noble 
background often took the side of the estates in their disputes with the 
Court. This contributed to the tensions with Vienna since many clergymen 
took part in the work of the Diets (the bishops in the Upper House, the 
abbots and canons in the Lower House), but occasionally also in county 
politics.25 

Relations between church and state deteriorated rapidly during the 
rule of Joseph II. The Emperor's Patent of Tolerance (issued relative to 
Hungary on 25 October 1781) guaranteed absolute civil equality and 
freedom of conscience to Lutherans, Calvinists and members of the Greek 
Orthodox Church.26 Although Protestants had seldom held state offices 
previously, careers in the administration were in fact opened to them by 
the Patent of Tolerance. Another decree (issued on 12 January 1782) 
dissolved those monasteries and nunneries whose monks and nuns did not 
engage in some form of useful activity such as teaching, nursing etc. (In 
Hungary there were 140 monasteries and nunneries dissolved.) 

Joseph's decrees concerning the church provoked fierce resistance 
from the Catholic clergy. Pope Pius VI himself had tried to divert the 
Emperor from his intentions by asking for a personal meeting but he was 
unsuccessful in changing Joseph's mind. In Hungary the episcopacy made 
every effort to prevent the orders from being announced and a number of 
the Free Royal Cities continued to ban Protestants from taking up resi-
dence in them. An interesting aspect of the tolerance policy is the fact 
that whilst Hungary's Protestants received the Patent of Tolerance with a 
tremendous enthusiasm at the time, from the mid-17 80s on they began 
demanding full equality with Catholics in religious practice. 

Habsburg Disrespect for Traditions and Regional Peculiarities as a 
Source of Conflict 



T h e Habsburg rulers usually showed little understanding of the peculiari-
t ies and distinctive character of the territories within their rea lm, or of the 
t radi t ions of their populations. It is perhaps only Maria Theresa who was 
an exception to this generalization. The respect for tradit ions, though, 
neve r kept even her from real izing her ambit ions. If and when she showed 
respec t for regional peculiarities, it was usually for the purpose of increas-
ing her populari ty with the local population. The Queen s t rove to make 
he r adherents indebted to her by way of granting titles and dignities to 
t hem. The major i ty of Hungary 's aristocrats appreciated her effor ts and 
spen t much of the year in Vienna , in the proximity of the Cour t . The sons 
of lesser noble families often served for a long time in the imperial city 
as members of the Hungarian Guards established in 1760. 

Joseph II was not characterized by the diplomatic f inesse his 
mo the r had possessed. Because of the distrust he harboured against the 
Hungar ian estates and as a consequence of the firm belief of his in the 
persuas ive force of the Enlightenment, he wanted to make his subjects see 
reason with the strength of intellect. He had not had himself crowned so 
as not to be restricted by the oath of coronation in carrying out his future 
r e fo rms . He had the Crown of Hungary taken to Vienna, which extra-
ordinary action caused a huge shock all over the country. Contemporary 
memoir -wr i te rs noted that the carriers of the Crown were fo l lowed by an 
horrendous thunder-storm, because of which the residents of the imperial 
city did not wan t to let the C r o w n be carried to the Burg, to the Treasury. 

The introduction of G e r m a n as the off icial language of the Empire 
ins tead of the outdated Latin would have served the needs of a unified 
sys t em of jurisdict ion and administration. To accomplish this purpose the 
language of educat ion would have had to be switched to G e r m a n . What 
Joseph expected was isolated objections f r o m a few judges and teachers. 
Ins tead, it was a lmost the whole of Hungarian society that protested. Mass 
protes t was also triggered by several of his measures of non-polit ical 
na ture . He had forbidden the burial of the dead in wooden co f f ins — he 
prescr ibed sacks instead, into which lime was to be dusted before the 
burial . He fo rbade women to wear fashionable dresses and u s e make-up. 
It is not by chance that even his followers, the Josephinists — who had 
ral l ied under his banner at the outset of his re form program — refused to 
stay with him in the long run. At the end of his reign, Joseph was obliged 
to repeal his decrees, except fo r the Patent of Toleration and the one 
relat ing to the peasantry. 



Hungary's Return to Europe 

In reflecting on the reunification of Hungary in wake of the Turks' 
expulsion, historians might ask why the country did not resume the role 
of power-broker it used to have in Central Europe before the Ottoman 
conquest — some historians might even blame the Habsburgs for this. 
Theoretically, Hungary's reunification could have led to the country resu-
ming its pre-16th century position in Europe, but this was not to be. After 
the Turks' expulsion the country found itself a part, a subordinated part, 
of the Habsburg Empire. Its rulers, despite the repeated demands of the 
Hungarian Diet, did not move to Buda — and did not formulate their 
policies in accordance with the interests of Hungary. They did not 
elevate Hungary to the position of a European great power. They did try 
to avoid conflict with the country's inhabitants and played an important 
role in making 18th century Hungary once again a part of Europe. 

Hungarians have taken their "return" to Europe as a natural 
development, one which included the restoration of European-style soci-
etal and economic institutions and practices. "Returning" to Europe was a 
rare privilege in the 18th century which not many of the nations that had 
come under Ottoman rule could enjoy. In regions of Europe where the 
Ottomans' despotic rule persisted for a long time, the coming of economic 
progress, societal renewal, and the creation of a modern, European-style 
political structure, had to wait for much longer than in Hungary. In the 
Balkans in particular, the beginning of such progress had to wait for 
centuries. For Hungary the danger of remaining a part of such a back-
ward world was finally averted only in the eighteenth century. 

In trying to answer the question why Hungarians were able to 
shed many of the legacies of Ottoman rule it is not enough to argue that 
that rule had been relatively short-lived in Hungary. In answering this 
question it must be admitted that the new owners of the lands re-gained 
from the Turks — the Habsburgs — tried to administer them according to 
European norms rather than in accordance with the un-European practices 
and traditions introduced by the Ottomans. The Habsburgs reversed the 
process we might call the "Ottomanization" of these lands. In doing so 
they prevented the possibility of this process enveloping the whole of 
Hungary. 



NOTES 

This paper is a synthesis of the author's researches and views presented in 
much greater detail in his Hungarian-language articles and monographs, 
some of which are listed in the notes below. 

1 Madam Korponay, the "white lady of Locse" (present-day Levoca in 
Slovakia) was elevated by Romantic author Mor Jokai into the heroine of a 
novel. According to the novel, Prince Rakoczi, by then living in exile, planned 
to prompt his adherents to rise against the Habsburgs through letters that she 
smuggled to them. On the history of this period see Imre Bankuti, A szatmari 
beke [The Peace of Szatmar] (Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 1981), 135-36. 

2 On this affair see Hanns Leo Mikoletzky, Osterreich. Das grofie 18. 
Jahrhundert (Vienna: Osterreichischer Bundesverlag fur Unterricht, Wissenschaft 
und Kunst, 1967), 103. 

1 Criminals sentenced to death were usually hanged. In Hungary 
beheading as a form of capital punishment was abandoned in the 1840s. Karoly 
Vajna, Hazai regi biintetesek [Punishments in our country in the past] 2 vols. 
(Budapest: published at the private expense of the author, 1907), II, 199. 

4 The evolution of Hungarian historiography concerning the eighteenth 
century is discussed in detail by Domokos Kosary in his Muvelddes a 18. szazadi 
Magyarorszagon [Culture in eighteenth-century Hungary] (Budapest: Akademiai 
Kiado, 1980), 28-37. It should be added that the Marxist works of the immediate 
post-World War II period were characterized by the most vulgar tendencies of 
Marxist historiography. One of their chief complaints against the Habsburgs was 
that Hungary in the eighteenth century was lagging far behind the more devel-
oped countries of contemporary Europe. While Western Europe enjoyed the 
abrupt onset of economic growth (agriculture in England, for example, experi-
enced a revival, employing the new methods of the so-called "new agriculture," 
which was followed by the industrial revolution during the second half of the 
century), according to Hungary's post-1945 Marxist historians, the economy of 
the Hungarian part of the Habsburg Monarchy stood at best, at a standstill or at 
worst, was regressing. These historians pointed out that, in the Hungary of the 
times, the allodium-type of manorial farming (a seignieurial agricultural system in 
which the landowners had a great part of their estates under their own manage-
ment) was allowed to spread, while the corvee (the forced labour by the peasants) 
was coming into increasing use. 

5 Critical assessments of the Viennese Court's economic policies were 
largely based on a work of Ferenc Eckhart that had appeared much earlier: A 
becsi udvar gazdasagpolitikaja Magyarorszagon Maria Terezia koraban [The 
economic policy of the Viennese court in Hungary in the age of Maria Theresa] 
(Budapest: Budavari Tudomanyos Tarsasag, 1922). Eckhart's later monograph 



continued in the same spirit: A becsi udvar gazdasagpolitikaja 1780-1815. [The 
economic policy of the Viennese court, 1780-1815] (Budapest: Akademiai Kiado, 
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