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"La veritable histoire unit les peuples d'Eu-
rope centrale plus qu'elle ne les separe. Ce 
qui les oppose, ce sont plutot des versions 
truquees du passe." 

Bernard Michel1 

In the centuries before the collapse of the Habsburg Monarchy in the 
wake of World War I, relations between France and Austria had been 
often marked by hostility. This fact explains why the traditional image of 
the latter in France had been that of an enemy. Yet, during the last 
decades of 19th century, a different image of Austria emerged in France: 
a country that could help France to face the threat posed by Prussia and 
later by the Prussian-dominated German Second Reich. The birth of this 
new image of Austria resulted in a division among French intellectuals 
who dealt with Austrian affairs. One group remained hostile to Austria; its 
members tended to sympathize with the Austrian Empire's numerous 
nationalities who struggled for self-realization within or even outside of 
the Habsburg Monarchy. A second group favoured a united Habsburg 
state in which they saw a potential ally against German expansionism. 

In his work on the disappearance of the Danubian Monarchy, 
Francois Fejto, the French historian of Hungarian background, focused on 
the role of the first group while almost forgetting those who had favoured 
the Habsburgs.2 If the president of the French Republic, Raymond 
Poincarre, was correct in saying, in his appeal to the people following the 
4th of August 1914, that the country's intellectuals contributed with their 
writings to the "sacred union of the sons of France before the enemy,"3 it 



should be interesting to explore the roles their ideas had played before the 
tragic events that followed the assassination of Archduke Francis Ferdi-
nand in Sarajevo. Without denying the powerful influence of the intellec-
tuals who supported the "oppressed peoples" of the Danubian Monarchy, 
it is nevertheless necessary to examine the reasons for their outlook and 
to present a more refined image of these intellectuals' attitudes toward the 
Dual Monarchy from the Compromise of 1967 until the dawn of the 
1914-1918 conflict. 

* * * 

Since the end of the Second World War, we have been witness to a re-
evaluation of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy; from being denounced as 
the "prison of nations" it has become seen as a relatively positive multi-
national experience. In this perspective, the causes of its collapse are 
certainly conducive to divergent interpretations. In France, the debate 
centred around the book of Franc is Fejto.4 In his book, Fejto blames the 
Monarchy's collapse on international developments: the foreign policies of 
the Entente and associated powers, the role of Freemasonry, the propa-
ganda of certain nationality leaders such as Edvard Benes and Tomas G. 
Masaryk, and the influence of certain intellectuals especially in England 
and France. Some historians disagreed with Fejto's argument. Most 
prominent among there were Bernard Michel5 and Jean Berenger.6 Accor-
ding to Bernard Michel, Fejto's thesis is rather philosophical in its appro-
ach and conjures up the idea of a plot. In his own book on this subject, 
Michel argues that internal factors were the main causes of the Monar-
chy's collapse.7 

Although Berenger by and large agrees with Michel's argument, 
there seems to be a certain similarity in the way he and Fejto interpret the 
role of external factors and especially that of Benes and Masaryk in the 
disappearance of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.8 Berenger nevertheless 
criticizes Fejto's work for being excessive, notably in its assessment of the 
role of Freemasonry,9 the role of Clemenceau, and the role that certain 
French intellectuals played.10 According to Berenger, the internal prob-
lems of the Monarchy, from both an economic and human point of view, 
cannot be ignored. In his view, however, the seeds of the Monarchy's 
destruction were sown by its own foreign policy, especially its involve-
ment in the Balkans. To Berenger, the first miscalculation was the occu-



pation of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1879, as this resulted in an Austro-
Serbian antagonism that had not existed before. The second mistake was 
the annexation of this part of the Balkans in 1908. This action reinforced 
the Russian-Serbian alliance. The final blunder was provoking a European 
conflict with the ultimatum delivered to Serbia." 

Fejto's thesis at least had the merit of challenging a kind of 
historical determinism that implicity condemned the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire for its multinational character.12 He achieved this by emphasizing 
the elements of cohesion within the Danubian realm.13 Fejto also under-
lined the importance European international developments played in the 
affairs of this region. 

During the First World War France played a predominant role in 
preparing the destruction of Austria-Hungary and in the rise of the new 
international order in the Danubian and Balkan realm based on the 
principle of the self-determination of nations.14 Although the responsibility 
of France for this development is indisputable,15 her role has been over-
emphasized in many respects.16 

In view of the fact that France played such an eminent role in 
Austria-Hungary's demise, as a result of the war and in consequence of 
the work of the peacemakers in 1919-1920, it may be appropriate to 
examine the role intellectuals played in this process through shaping the 
image of the Dual Monarchy in France in the decades before, and even 
after, the outbreak of the First World War. It would be also interesting to 
see to what extent Berenger's assessment of the impact of these intel-
lectuals is appropriate. Accordingly, this article will explore how French 
intellectuals — and, especially, historians — depicted Austria-Hungary 
from 1867 to 1918. In doing so attention will be paid also to the image of 
Hungary itself, keeping in mind that the evolution of French attitudes to 
Hungary can only be understood in the context of French perspectives of 
the whole of the Habsburg realm.17 

From One Perception to Another: France and the Habsburg Empire 

Since about the 15th century, in France the Habsburgs had been consi-
dered enemies of French interests on the European continent. It was at the 
end of the 15th century, due to the engagement, in 1473, of the Habsburg 
prince Maximilian, son of the Holy Roman Emperor Frederick III, and 
Marie de Bourgogne, daughter of Charles the Bold — the Duke of 



Burgundy and an enemy of Louis XI of France — that the first squabble 
between the Austrian and French royal houses took place. The Habsburgs 
made a miscalculation however, for Louis eventually succeeded in elimi-
nating the Burgundian threat to the French throne. Yet the bitter memory 
of Vienna befriending an enemy of the French king remained.18 

During the following centuries, French sovereigns including 
Francis I, Henri IV, Louis XIV, and their ministers — especially Cardinal 
Richelieu who was obsessed by the idea of France being encircled — 
often fought the Habsburgs.19 According to historian Pierre Behar, French 
hostility against the Habsburgs became pervasive largely as a result of the 
War of Spanish Succession (known in England as Queen Anne's War) 
between 1701 and 1714. The idea of the House of Habsburg ruling both 
in Madrid and Vienna was repulsive to the court of Louis XIV and he 
took on much of Europe, foremost of all Austria and England, to resist 
this prospect. Louis' appeal to the people of France of June 1709, which 
took the form of a letter sent to the country's provincial governors, helped 
to mobilize French public opinion against the Habsburgs.20 

In the middle of the 18,h century, Chancellor Kaunitz of Austria 
managed to "reverse the alliances." As a result, France and Austria, ene-
mies in the War of Spanish Succession and in the War of Austrian Suc-
cession (1740-1748), became allies (against the Prussia of Frederick the 
Great and his English backers) in the Seven Years War (1756-1763). This 
alliance between Bourbon France and the Habsburg Empire lasted until 
1792. The end of the Ancien regime and the French Revolution, however, 
reactivated Franco-Austrian animosity infusing into it ideological differ-
ences between a revolutionary order and the "old order" that had been 
abolished in France but not in the Habsburg Empire. French popular 
hostility against "Austrian" Marie-Antoinette was "but a secondary and 
demagogical translation of a massive rejection that even the reversal of 
the alliances had not fundamentally transformed."21 

From the middle of the 19,h century on, however, the French 
perception of the space between Germany and Russia became dominated, 
from both a diplomatic and intellectual perspective, by a fear of the 
German takeover in Ostmitteleuropa.22 France progressively became 
conscious of the danger of Prussia's German policy, and concomitantly, of 
the role played by Austria to resist it. Nonetheless, it was truly the 
Sadowa-Sedan effect,23 i.e. the successive shocks of the Austrian and 
French defeats at the hands of Prussia, that gave rise to the vision of an 
Austria that was useful to French interests, without however totally 



eclipsing the traditional French aversion to that state. In effect, Sadowa 
caused Austria to become one of the prime concerns of French diplo-
macy.24 From 1867 to 1870, there was a rapprochement between the 
French and Austro-Hungarian Empires.25 The 1870-1871 war and the 
French defeat at Sedan created a preoccupation in France with the 
German threat and a reassessment of France's relations with other na-
tions.26 

This reassessment resulted in a new French perception of the 
Slavic peoples of Central and Eastern Europe. German unity also fostered 
feelings of greater solidarity among the Slavic nations. These were the 
halcyon days of the Pan-Slav movement in Eastern Europe. The fear and 
resentment of ever increasing German power and influence made French-
men and Slavs natural allies.27 The Sadowa-Sedan effect thus resulted in 
the emergence of pro-Slav sentiments in France and the rise to promi-
nence of Slavonic studies in French institutions of higher learning. 

The French Intellectuals and the Dual Monarchy 

The transformation of French attitudes to Austria took root between 
Sadowa and Sedan. After Sadowa most of France's politicians and diplo-
mats began to see Austria in a different light. The situation was different 
among the country's intellectuals whom the "Austrian question" divided 
into two camps.28 The first of these agreed with the country's political 
leadership and viewed the Habsburg Empire as a potential ally against 
Prussian-German ambitions. The members of this group favoured the 
maintenance of the Empire's unity. The second group maintained a tradi-
tional anti-Habsburg stance, but on this time-honoured attitude became 
superimposed a sympathy for Empire's underprivileged nationalities. Most 
members of this group were supportive of the Monarchy's Slavic minori-
ties, while a few supported the Magyars.29 All of them questioned the 
Habsburg state's existing internal political order. 

Actually, during the mid- to late 19,h century, there was a strong 
Hungarophile trend in France. This trend had been generated by the anti-
Habsburg revolution and war of 1848-49. It was under the influence of 
these events that Edouard Sayous wrote his Histoire generale des Hong-
rois depuis les origines jusqu'au Congres de Vienne. As well, the founder 
of Nouvelle Revue, Juliette Adam, in 1884 published an essay entitled La 
patrie hongroise. There are also the writings of geographer and anarchist 



Elisee Reclus. In the third volume of his Nouvelle geographie universelle, 
published in 1878, he declared that Austria-Hungary was plagued by 
"political chaos complicated by administrative fantasies."30 However, in 
comparing Austria (Cisleithania) and Hungary (Transleithania), he deemed 
the Hungarian part the more solid and coherent entity: 

[l]e royaume de Hongrie est une des parties de l'Europe qui 
presente, en depit de la variete des races juxtaposees, l'en-
semble le plus homogene et le plus complet. Tres inferieure a 
l'Autriche allemande en nombre d'habitants, en richesse et en 
civilisation, la Hongrie lui est en revanche bien superieure, au 
point de vue politique, par la forme de son territoire et le 
groupement de ses peuples [...]. II est bon, pour l'avenir de 
l'humanite, qu'en Europe meme, et dans une partie vitale du 
continent, ce soit precisement une nation non aryenne, quoique 
fort apparentee aux autres Europeens par les croisements, qui 
exerce le role principal.31 

Furthermore, Reclus extolled the nature of the Magyar character: 
"[t]res brave, il aime a redire les hauts faits de sa nation, a reciter les 
grands exploits de guerre; mais souvent il est naif aussi ou plutot insouci-
ant, et l'Allemand, le Juif, reussissent facilement a le tromper en le 
prenant par les hauts sentiments, car de tous les peuples dEurope, il est 
celui qui a le plus la passion du grand."32 In fact, as emphasized by Le 
Rider,33 the opinions of Reclus "elles sont les archetypes des prejuges 
frangais a l'egard de la monarchie danubienne: antipathie naturelle pour un 
empire dont le maintien apparait comme un defi permanent a la raison et 
au droit des peuples; sympathie, au contraire, pour les Slaves et les 
Magyars."34 

By the end of the century it was becoming obvious that the 
sympathy of French scholars was predominantly toward the Empire's Slav 
minorities. The trailblazers of these sentiments were Louis Leger and 
Ernest Denis, the two founders of Slavonic studies in France."35 Louis 
Eisenmann should also be added to the list. Leger, Denis and Eisenmann 
were champions of the Dual Monarchy's Slavs, especially the Czechs. Not 
surprisingly they were hostile to the Habsburg regime, which they consid-
ered despotic, especially after the outbreak of the First World War. 

The lasting influence these three scholars had on the French 
perception of Austria-Hungary and on French historiography cannot be 
questioned.36 Jean-Marie Valentin, for example, believes that French 



perceptions of the Danubian region cannot be understood without refer-
ence to France's pre-1914 Slavists.37 This opinion is shared by Antoine 
Mares. He goes even further and states that the division between France's 
Austro-Hungarianophiles and her Slavophiles (more specifically the 
Czechophiles), still exists today in French research and writing on this 
part of Europe.38 

Thus, it may be appropriate to take a closer look at the pioneers 
of French Slavonic studies and the way they shaped the image and 
perception of Austria-Hungary in France, and the extent to which they 
influenced the views of a generation of French scholars of East-Central 
Europe. 

The French Slavists: Leger, Denis and Eisenmann 

Louis Leger was born in Toulouse in 1843 and died in Paris in 1923. He 
became interested in the Slavs of Eastern Europe during the 1863 Polish 
Revolution. His interest was reinforced through his contacts with members 
of Paris' large colony of exiles from the Habsburg and Russian Empires. 
According to Jacques Droz, Leger "learned the hatred of Austria" from 
the Czech emigre Josef Vaclav Friv.39 In 1867 he published with Friv the 
book entitled Boheme historique, pittoresque et litteraire in which the 
Habsburgs were denounced as the shock troops of German expansionism. 
A year later Leger published his thesis on Cyrille et Methode. Etude 
historique sur la conversion des Slaves au christianisme, which he 
dedicated to Croatian prelate Strossmayer in recognition of his struggle 
for self-determination of the Habsburg Empire's South-Slav populations. It 
was in this book that Leger first used the adjective "jugo-slave."40 The 
term was unknown in France at the time but would become a name 
recognized by everyone within a generation. In the conclusion of his book 
Leger wrote: "the Slavs of the [Balkans] (...) could have founded, as early 
as the Middle Ages, this jugo-slave empire that they can only dream of 
today (...)." Had that happened, Leger continued, the "artificial state" of 
the Habsburgs "could not have come into existence."41 

In 1868, Leger lectured at the Sorbonne on Russian grammar, as 
well as the literary history of the Czechs, Poles and Serbs. Then in 1873, 
he became professor of Serb, and later of Russian, at the Ecole des 
langues orientales. Finally, in 1885, he was admitted to the College de 



France and became the incumbent of the Chair of Slavonic languages and 
literatures. 

Following the 1870 defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War, 
Leger became associated with the journal Correspondance Slave. Accor-
ding to Jacques Droz, this publication reflected the desire of certain Czech 
leaders to have closer relations with France to curb German influence.42 In 
effect, up to the 1914-1918 War, Leger believed in a politically united 
Danubian Europe. However, he did not believe that this entity should be 
the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary, which was, according to him, the 
bastion of Germanism in Central Europe. In his Histoire de I'Autriche-
Hongrie, he stated: "[t]ant qu'elle n'aura pas trouve le secret d'accorder a 
tous ses peuples l'usage loyal des memes libertes et de les grouper dans 
un harmonieux equilibre, rAutriche-Hongrie restera un Etat provisoire et 
jouera un role plus negatif que positif dans la politique europeenne."43 

Ernest Denis was bom in NTmes in 1849. Already as a young man 
he advocated close relations between France and the Slavs of Eastern and 
Cenral Europe, especially the Czechs and the Russians. In 1869 he was 
admitted to the Ecole normale superieure and became an associate profes-
sor of history in 1872. In 1878, he became Doctor of Arts with his thesis 
on Huss et la guerre des hussites. In 1906 he became the incumbent of 
the Chair of Modern History at the Sorbonne. After the war, he taught 
briefly at universities in Belgrade and Prague. He died in Paris in 1921. 
On the occasion of his death, his successor as Chairman of Modern 
History at the Sorbonne Louis Eisenmann paid homage to him in the first 
issue of Revue des Etudes Slaves, launched in 1921: "ju]ne sympathie 
naturelle l'avait attire vers les Slaves, dictee par la claire conscience de la 
solidarity d'interet qui les unit a la France dans la lutte defensive contre 
les ambitions et les agressions du germanisme prussien. II n'a jamais varie 
dans cette sympathie, ni dans la conviction de bien servir la France en 
s'attachant a lui faire connaitre les Slaves et a la faire connaitre d'eux."44 

Denis wanted to build a new Danubian order based strictly on the 
principle of the self-determination of nationalities. Accoding to him 
neither a 1848-style revolution nor the arrangement represented by the 
1867 Ausgleich with Hungary offered a solution for the region's problems. 
These ideas seem to make him an unquilified opponent of the Habsburg 
Empire, however, Berenger notes that Denis was a supporter of Austro-
Slavism. Indeed, a comment in his book La Boheme depuis la Montagne 
Blanche suggests that to Denis a Danubian monarchy that addressed the 
needs and desires of the region's Slavs would have been accepteble. "Les 



necessites qui ont amene la formation de I'Autriche au XVIe siecle n'ont 
pas disparu et, quelque legitimes que soient les griefs des Polonais, des 
Tcheques et des Slovenes, ils n'en demeure pas moins un interet manifeste 
au maintien de la monarchie."45 

The last member of the triumvirate is Louis Eisenmann. He was 
born in Haguenau in 1869. Following the 1870-71 disaster, his family 
moved to Dijon. What is interesting in his case is that he is the only one 
of the three to have had an explicit interest in Hungary. In fact, for his 
doctoral thesis, he learned the Hungarian language.46 Eisenmann, as Denis, 
was educated at the Ecole normale superieure, where he became an 
associate professor of History in 1892. He was later licensed in Law, and 
in 1904, he became Doctor in Law with his thesis on Le compromis 
austro-hongrois de 1867. Etude sur le dualisme. 

In 1897, he published an article in La Revue de Paris entitled "La 
crise austro-hongroise."47 He argued that the future of the Monarchy 
necessarily involved democratization, notably the adoption of universal 
suffrage. In effect, he noted that Austria was an Old Regime state, i.e. a 
dynastic creation. Because of its nature, its domestic policy was deter-
mined by its foreign policy.48 In this perspective, dualism may be under-
stood as an attempt to rebuild the strength of the Habsburg state following 
the Sadowa defeat.49 Eisenmann firmly believed that the 1867 Compro-
mise between the Habsburgs and the Hungarians resulted in a double 
centralism in favour of the latter.50 To him, the fact that the Hungarians 
accepted dualisme was explained by the fact that they 

ont un patriotisme national enthousiaste, un respect profond de 
l'idee magyare. Ils ont toujours voulu conquerir, pour leur 
nation, une premiere place sur la grande scene europeenne, et 
ils ont toujours refuse de transiger sur ce point. Etre, comme le 
proposait en 1865 le comte Belcredi, cinquieme dans une 
Autriche ou les Tcheques, les Polonais, les Allemands et les 
Slaves du sud auraient eu des parts egales a la leur, ne suffisait 
pas a leur ambition. Ils ont accepte le dualisme, parce qu'il leur 
offrait la satisfaction si longtemps poursuivie: a l'aide des 
ressources de la monarchie commune ils allaient faire figure 
dans le monde, et ils l'ont faite.51 

According to Eisenmann the political centre of the monarchy had 
moved from Vienna to Budapest. He believed that the Magyars dictated 
the Dual Monarchy's the foreign policy agenda: they were the "firmest 



supporters" of the Triple Alliance.52 To support this claim, he referred to 
the fact that Hungarian Prime Minister Kalman Tisza was decorated with 
the Black Eagle when William II first visited Vienna.''3 The German 
Emperor next visited Budapest, a fact that placed the Hungarian capital on 
an equal footing with Vienna. To Eisenmann, the Triple Alliance bene-
fited Hungary by giving it a guarantee against possible Russian aggres-
sion.54 It also supported Hungary against the Vatican in her legislation on 
civil marriage and religious freedom for Jews. According to Eisenmann, 
from the very beginning of dualism, Hungary had a specific advantage: its 
parliamentary system. Despite its malfunctioning, this parliamentarianism 
helped to explain further why the political centre of power in the Monar-
chy moved to the Hungarian capital. 

In 1894, a dispute pitted Emperor-King Francis Joseph against the 
Hungarian Parliament. Eisenmann explained: 

le Parlement avail vote des lois politico-ecclesiastiques qui 
blessaient la conscience tres catholique du roi. Celui-ci signifia 
a son ministere, pourtant en possession de la majorite, qu'il lui 
retirait sa confiance et voulut essayer de former un ministere 
place au-dessus des partis, selon le type autrichien. La majorite 
lui refusa sa confiance, et obtint ainsi du roi la reconnaissance 
du principe parlementaire et la sanction des lois laicisatrices 
(sic). La fermete du Parlement, son union avec le gouverne-
ment, ont acheve d'assurer a la Hongrie la preeminence dans la 
monarchie dualiste.55 

This was the time when historian Ernest Lavisse, who had been 
commissioned by Cambridge University to produce a history of the world, 
noticed the young historian. He asked Eisenmann to write the Austrian 
chapters of this planned work that Lavisse was preparing in cooperation 
with Alfred Rambaud, the future Minister of Education. Notably, Lavisse 
preferred him to no other than Denis. Eisenmann later wrote the chapter 
on Austria-Hungary in The Cambridge Modern History. 

Nonetheless, Eisenmann's most important contribution to the 
subject before the war was his thesis presented before the Faculte de Droit 
de Dijon, in 1904, for his Doctorate of Political and Economic Sciences. 
As has been mentioned, this thesis dealt with the Austro-Hungarian 
Compromise.56 Eisenmann criticized the Ausgelich for its archaic and 
static structure which, in his view, propelled Austria-Hungary toward 
eventual ruin. To him, a solution involved democratization and federal-



ism; in fact, he wished and believed that Austria-Hungary should become 
a Switzerland. The most important obstacle to such transformation, 
according to the author, were Hungary's "reactionary" Prime Ministers: 
Kalman Tisza and Istvan Tisza. There was also a deeper historic problem: 
the monarchy "wanted to be a power more than a state."57 For Eisenmann, 
there was a possible remedy to this situation through the implementation 
of the program of the Diet of Kremsier and of the ideas of Jozsef Eotvos 
which favoured national autonomy for the peoples of the monarchy.58 

Eisenmann's proposals for the reform of Austria-Hungary and the 
solution of its nationality question were less radical than those of Leger. 
His work was well received even in Germany and Austria. Not surpris-
ingly, he was invited to present the results of his research, in 1905, at the 
Forschrittliche Reformklub.59 

Eisenmann was not a Hungarophobe. In a 1909 or 1910 study,60 

he explained the causes of the Hungarian attempt at the Magyarization of 
Hungary's nationalities. To him, there were four reasons: 

premierement, par le sentiment qu'ont les Hongrois de 
se trouver entre les deux branches d'un gigantesque casse-noix; 

deuxiemement, par la conscience d'etre une goutte 
d'eau dans l'ocean slave; 

troisiemement, par l'experience negative de l'Autriche, 
qui a laisse aux nationalites des espaces de liberie suffisants 
pour qu'elles puissent ainsi s'affirmer, au detriment des Alle-
mands; 

quatriemement, par des traits de caractere de la race 
hongroise, une espece d'autoritarisme inne, le reste de 1'esprit 
conquerant, un instinct de domination qui se trouve represents 
dans cette noblesse dont Tisza etait le representant par excel-
lence.61 

For Eisenmann then, the solution was to return to the ideas of Ferenc 
Deak who felt that there "should be formed in Hungary a bilingual middle 
class...." This meant forming a kind of intermediate class that would 
ensure the transition between the inferior classes and the Hungarian state, 
i.e. that would guarantee a "simply profound and intimate union obtained 
by free consent."62 

In February, 1913, Eisenmann,63 supported by Ernest Denis, was 
appointed lecturer in Hungarian Language and Literature at the Faculte 
des Lettres of the University of Paris. In the competition for this post he 



beat two applicants who had the backing of Budapest: Andre de Hevesy 
and Louis Joseph Foti. It is interesting to note that this course had been 
launched in January 1907,64 at the request of the Budapest government, 
and that this government funded the course until September 1913. Despite 
the withdrawal of Hungarian funding after the outbreak of the war, 
Eisenmann kept this position until 1919. 

During the war Eisenmann began favouring openly the Monar-
chy's Slav minorities and began advocating Austria-Hungary's dissolution. 
And thus it came to pass that the vision of the Slavophiles merged with 
that of the traditional opponents of the Habsburg Monarchy. More than 
ever, the Habsburgs became perceived as the agents of Germanization in 
Central Europe. 

The Supporters of the Dual Monarchy 

It would be inaccurate to say that this pro-Slav and anti-Dual Monarchy 
vision was the only view held by French intellectuals before 1914. There 
were also supporters of the Habsburg Empire. The pioneer of such a 
stance was the journalist Saint-Rene Taillandier. He had been one of the 
first among his countrymen to become interested in the Danubian 
Monarchy. To him, the Austrian Empire, and later the Austro-Hungarian 
Monarchy, played a unifying force in Danubian region.65 

Similar opinions were expressed by Alexandre Thomas. In 
November of 1848 he commented on the developments of that eventful 
year in the Revue des deux mondes and pointed out the stabilizing role 
that Austria had played between Germany and Russia.66 In his Histoire de 
la formation territoriale des Etats de I'Europe centrale published in 1876, 
geographer Auguste Himly expressed the same sentiments. He argued that 
the Habsburg Monarchy was a necessary factor that protected the peoples 
of the region from Germany and Russia. He stressed that the intermin-
gling of the peoples forced them to live together and that this situation 
invalidated the idea of their geographical separation into independent 
nation states.67 

A group of historians teaching at the Ecole libre des sciences 
politiques, including Albert Sorel and Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu, also 
favoured the preservation of the Danubian Monarchy as a counterweight 
to German imperialism.68 Leroy-Beaulieu in particular kept stressing the 
importance of the Danubian Monarchy as a factor of balance: in 1888, in 



his book La France, la Russie et 1'Europe, in March 1902 in an article in 
the Revue des deux mondes\ and in 1904 in the prefaces he wrote to 
Georges Weil's Le Pangermanisme en Autriche and to Rene Henry's 
Questions d'Autriche-Hongrie et Question d'Orient. In the latter preface 
Leroy-Beaulieu stated: "[i]l importe a 1'Europe que l'Empire des Habs-
bourg ne soit pas a la merci de la politique allemande. L'Autriche-Hongrie 
reste la pierre angulaire de 1'Europe. L'Occident et l'Orient ont un interet 
egal a ce qu'elle demeure independante de fait comme de droit."69 

During the years preceding the conflict, the intellectuals travelling 
in the Dual Monarchy noticed what they felt was a strengthening of the 
Habsburg power. For example in 1912 historian and economist Rene 
Gonnard, in a political and parliamentary review, wrote about the idea of 
trialism (the co-opting of the Empire's Slavs into the political leadership 
of the Monarchy) that seemed to develop around the person of Archduke 
Francis Ferdinand, the heir to the throne: 

[m]on opinion personnelle, comme celle de la plupart des 
Frangais qui ont, dans ces dernieres annees, voyage sur les 
rives du Danube, est que la monarchic des Habsbourg se 
consolide. Et quant au trialisme, je ne me hasarderai pas a 
prophetiser ce qu'il donnera, si jamais il se realise, mais ce que 
je sais bien, c'est que ses partisans autrichiens, loin de voir dans 
le developpement de cette doctrine une cause d'affaiblissement 
et de separatisme, la preconisent comme un moyen de fortifier 
le pouvoir de l'autorite centrale, le prestige de la dynastie, les 
chances d'expansion de la monarchie vers les Balkans et de 
diminuer au contraire les resistances particularistes les plus 
redoutables, j'entends celles que les Magyars opposent aux 
pretentions de Vienne.70 

For his part, Rene Pinon, in the Revue des deux mondes, wrote 
during the 1912-13 Balkan wars: 

[p]resque tous les peuples qui vivent sur le territoire de la 
monarchie dualiste souhaitent d'en modifier le statut, non pas 
d'en ruiner les fondements. En cas de guerre, meme avec la 
Serbie et la Russie, il y aurait sans doute des incidents, des 
defections individuelles ou des rebellions de petites unites; mais 
l'armee dans son ensemble, est loyaliste; elle a un patriotisme 
d'Etat qui repose sur le serment au souverain; elle restera fidele 
a ce serment.71 



From this evidence it seems that many French observers of the 
Austro-Hungarian Monarchy were more or less favourable to it. Only one 
author was openly hostile to the Habsburg regime: Louis Leger. It is 
essential to point out that the reflection of all these groups is based on 
two fundamental elements: 1, the opposition to pan-Germanism and 
German (Prussian) power; and 2, the possible ways by which France 
could fight against this power. 

If we look closer at the image of Hungary, we note that the 
government of Budapest was accused of being authoritarian, of seeking to 
assimilate the minorities on its territory,72 of being de facto a faithful ally 
of Germany, and finally of blocking any structural reform of the Habs-
burg Monarchy. However, according to historian Istvan Hunyadi, if it 
cannot be denied that the government of Budapest was reactionary, the 
observers of Hungary, during the war, lost sight of the need to put the 
facts into their context and to find out if government's behaviour was not 
the result of the leading elite's attitude to the underprivileged and the 
working classes.73 However, according to Hunyadi, "this in no way 
reduces the repugnance of the condemned practices but transposes them to 
a different level."74 

The Great War: French Intellectuals and the Disappearance of the 
Danubian Monarchy 

With the outbreak of the war, French intellectuals contributed one way or 
another to the war effort, mainly by what they had written. Obviously, 
because of the war, the group more or less favourable to the Habsburgs 
was toned down. It is also difficult to define exactly the influence the 
three most prominent Slavophiles had on French policy. However, they 
certainly played a role that was not inconsiderable. 

Leger and Denis were the first intellectuals to support the claims 
of the leaders of Austro-Hungarian political emigres such as Masaryk and 
Benes. They clearly took a stand in favour of the liberation of the Slavs 
of Austria-Hungary and of the dissolution of the Dual Monarchy. 

Leger, who was by then over 70, was a convinced Slavophile. In 
1915, he published the brochure La liquidation de I'Autriche-Hongrie. His 
argument is based on the argument that Austria was the vassal of Ger-
many and that it missed its historic mission. In this perspective, it can 
only be reconstructed on the basis of the nationality principle. For his 



part, Ernest Denis played a fundamental role at the beginning of the war 
in favouring Masaryk and Benes and their proposals relating to the 
destruction of Austria-Hungary in French public opinion. Denis lent his 
prestige as a Sorbonne professor to the ideas of the Czech leaders in 
exile.75 

In 1915, he published La Guerre, Causes immediates et lointaines, 
L'intoxication d'un peuple, Le traite, and La Grande Serbie. In 1917, he 
published La question d'Autriche, Les Slovaques. We do not know if 
Denis et Leger consulted, but they share almost identical points of view. 
In his 1915 publication he argued that Austria-Hungary was Germany's 
vassal. Because of this, he continued, the Dual Monarchy was bound to 
disappear. According to historian Bohumila Ferencuhove, Denis' 1915 
writing contained "le fondement ethique du programme de la paix de 
l'Entente: la Societe des nations, le droit des peuples a disposer d'eux-
memes, [en plus de] la liquidation de l'Autriche-Hongrie et de la nais-
sance des Etats tcheco-slovaques et yougo-slaves ce qui convenait d'apres 
lui, aussi a l'interet frangais.76 

In his 1917 book La question d'Autriche, Les Slovaques, Denis 
painted a negative picture of the Hungarian policy toward Hungary's 
nationalities:77 "[d]epuis le debut de la guerre, les Magyars ont poursuivi 
dans les pays croates, serbes ou roumains une politique d'extermination: 
ils ont deporte les habitants par dizaines de mille, ils les ont remplaces 
partout ou il leur aura ete possible par des colons magyars."78 To put an 
end to this situation, he reiterated an idea developed in La Guerre, Causes 
immediates et lointaines, Lintoxication d'un peuple, Le traite: that 
Austria-Hungary must be destroyed: 

[i]l faut partager l'Autriche en Etats independants; le royaume 
serbo-croato-slovene d'une part s'etendant jusqu'au Danube entre 
Vienne et Raab, et l'Etat tchecoslovaque d'autre part, qui s'etend 
depuis le Danube jusqu'a la Pologne et la Russie. Ces petits 
Etats sont trop faibles pour courir des aventures, ne menacent 
personne mais surveilleront l'Allemagne. Ils pourront menager 
les susceptibilites des autres ethnies par leur experience. Les 
Tcheques et Slovaques vivront en intelligence (...) car ils sont 
freres (...). Si on ne brise pas les liens qui rattachent les 
Slovaques a la Hongrie, on les condamne a devenir la proie des 
Hongrois; ils seront done les victimes de l'Allemagne.79 



Another example of Denis's ideas is expressed his preface to a 
book written by Jules Chopin.80 According to Denis, Emperor-King 
Francis Joseph and Hungarian Prime Minister Istvan Tisza were mainly 
responsible for the onset of the First World War.81 Denis believed that the 
outbreak of the war undoubtedly represented "the only hope of salvation 
for both groups, the Magyars and the Germans, who, although they were 
a minority within the Empire, had exercised power since the 1867 
Compromise."82 Denis went so far as to say that the Austro-Hungarian 
leaders were "insane... [and] possessed. We all know that the most charac-
terized madness does not always exclude external logic, and Tisza, 
Buryan, Tchirsky, and their accomplices methodically prepared the plan 
they hoped would submit the world to their shameless fantasy."83 He 
denounced the Hungarians for being bloodthirsty, unscrupulous, and 
responsible for the worst atrocities especially against the other nationa-
lities: 

[u]n frisson d'epouvante nous court a travers les epaules quand 
nous entendons Tisza dire a la tribune que dans aucun pays les 
nationalites ne trouvent un terrain aussi favorable a leur deve-
loppement qu'en Hongrie. Dans un eclair, defile devant nos 
yeux l'infinie theorie des victimes qu'a egorge l'orgueil magyar 
et une odeur de sang nous prend a la gorge.84 

Louis Eisenmann, the third member of the triumvirate, moved 
toward a radical position more slowly. At the beginning of the war he 
wrote to the ministere de l'lnstruction publique asking that relations with 
Hungary be maintained. To him, France must fill the vacant space follow-
ing the German defeat. He stated: 

[n]otre influence intellectuelle est une force et une richesse 
nationales, notre arme peut-etre la plus precieuse dans la 
concurrence des nations; dans une certaine mesure, l'extension 
de notre clientele intellectuelle contrebalance les funestes 
consequences de la faiblesse de notre natalite, et reduit la 
disproportion numerique du groupe de culture fran^ais face aux 
groupes anglo-saxon ou russe...; nos ambitions sont volon-
tairement limitees par la faiblesse de notre population et par les 
principes au nom desquels nous combattons. Mais nous devons 
songer a garder autant que possible notre place parmi les 
puissances de premier rang. C'est dans l'ordre moral et intel-



lectuel, par l'affirmation et l'extension de notre mission tradi-
tionnelle de protecteurs et d'eveilleurs de nationalites jeunes, 
faihles et opprimees, que nous trouverons, avec notre role 
original, la plus sure garanti de notre influence, de notre pres-
tige, de notre autorite en Europe et dans le monde. Tout peuple 
qui la merite par un sincere esprit de liberte et de justice a un 
droit a notre aide. A une Hongrie renouvelee, de democratic et 
de progres, quelle raison aurions-nous de la refuser?*5 

The horrors of war caused him to abandon his moderation. In 
April 1916, at a conference at the Sorbonne, he came out for the destruc-
tion of the Dual Monarchy.86 To him, the First World War was the comp-
letion of the 1789 French Revolution.87 This idea he reiterated in an 
article he published in August of the same year. He stressed the important 
concept according to which the World War was the clash of two diametri-
cally opposed ideas: "one, of the Middle Ages, is the imperial idea, the 
idea of a universal empire; the other, modern, is the national idea, the 
idea of freedom for peoples and nationalities."88 Thus the World War was 
to complete the Revolutionary wars. To Eisenmann, Austria failed in its 
age-old mission to have different nationalities live together. 

Eisenmann never forgot to admit that Austria had had a few 
faithful advocates of this concept of the peaceful coexistence of the 
nations of the Danube region, among them the Czech historian Frantisek 
Palacky and the Hungarian Jozsef Etovos.89 The Hungarian thinker was 
the greatest mind of mid-nineteenth century Hungary, according to 
Eisenmann. His concept of the nationality issue, which can be found in 
Hungary's 1868 nationality laws, was consistent with the principles of 
equality and justice.90 In a preface to a joint publication by Chopin (Jules 
Eugene Pichon) and the Slovak writer Osusky, Magyars et Panger-
manistes, Eisenmann regretted that Hungary had turned its back on these 
ideas.91 

In Eisenmann's opinion, if Hungary suffered a long time under the 
Habsburgs, the 1867 Compromise radically changed this situation: 

[l]es Magyars qui avaient souffert de l'idee imperiale a l'egal 
des autres peuples, sinon meme davantage, qui avaient avec 
tous les autres luttes (sic) contre elle, s'y sont accommodes. Des 
qu'elle ne les a plus menaces92 d'une menace immediate et 
directe. lis se sont associes a la politique de la dynastie, politi-
que d'iniquite, dans l'espoir d'en partager les imaginaires profits. 



lis ont renie la tradition de leurs plus nobles esprits, du grand et 
sage Deak, du profond et sensible Etovos; ils ont dementi les 
principes inscrits par leur Parlement dans un texte solennel, la 
celebre loi de 1868 sur les nationalites. Ils ont prefere faire, 
avec Coloman Tisza, le pere du Premier ministre actuel, le 
comte Etienne Tisza, une politique etroite de chauvinisme 
violent et de brutale magyarisation.93 

Finally, if the Hungarians, after the Compromise, accepted 
Habsburgs' plan to become the faithful ally of imperial Germany, only the 
victory of the Entente and associated powers could revitalize their coun-
try. Moreover, this victory would prevent Hungary from being Germani-
zed as a result of a German victory. 

Les Magyars echapperont a ce danger. Ils y echapperont grace 
a la victoire des Allies. Ce qu'ils garderont de l'independance 
nationale, ils le devront au secours que les Allies leur auront 
prete - prete non point pour eux, qui ne l'ont point merite, qui 
ont ete infideles a la justice, infideles a leur mission, infideles a 
l'espoir que, trop confiante, avaient mis en eux les puissances 
liberates de l'Occident, la France et l'Angleterre, dont les 
sympathies les avaient toujours soutenus, reconfortes, encoura-
ges dans leurs epreuves et leurs malhcurs, mais prete pour les 
autres peuples de 1'Autriche-Hongrie, pour ces nationalites qui 
ont ete, elles, fideles a la justice, fideles a leur mission, et que 
les Allies ne pourraient jamais consentir a abandonner a l'avi-
dite germanique, auxquelles ils doivent et ils donneront l'affran-
chissement, la liberte. Les Magyars comme les autres nationali-
tes echapperont au peril parce que les Allies detruiront l'Aut-
riche, qui est devenue le simple instrument passif, le simple 
valet de l'Allemagne.94 

As reported by Charue: 

On ne peut qu'etre frappe par la violence des propos tenus par 
L. Leger et E. Denis a partir de 1915 [et Eisenmann des 1916], 
a un moment ou la destruction de la double monarchic n'est 
envisagee a peu pres nulle part. [.. .] On est conduit a se 
demander pourquoi ces attaques sont dirigees de preference 
contre 1'Autriche-Hongrie. Deux series de causes se conjuguent 
ici: les unes tiennent aux circonstances; les autres touchent a la 
nature meme de rAutriche-Hongrie.vs 



Denis' feelings were impacted also by the death of his son 
Jacques, attorney at the Paris Court of Appeal, lieutenant in the 226th Line 
Regiment, who was killed at Courbessaux in Lorraine on August 25, 
1914. There was also the fact that Leger, Denis, and Eisenmann wished to 

arriver a une paix durable, appuyee sur des garanties pour 
assurer la securite, non seulement la leur, mais et surtout celle 
de leurs descendants. (...) II s'agit en fait, chez eux comme 
chez leurs contemporains, d'une forme de patriotisme: intellec-
tuels, universitaires, ils ont mis au service de la patrie leurs 
connaissances de savants et leurs relations personnelles, en 
l'occurrence des Slaves, allies officiels ou potentiels de la Triple 
Entente.96 

Another factor influencing the opinion of the three, especially 
Denis, was the Catholicism of Austria. Denis was Protestant, and his 
choice of thesis on John Huss was no accident. For example, in La 
Guerre, he wrote: "The Catholics, eager to seize the opportunity to extend 
the domains of the Roman Church to the East, weighed on the lethargic 
conscience of the old Emperor in the decisive weeks of 1914."97 The 
decisive element, however, was political and, for Denis and Eisenmann at 
least, philosophical. 

Ce sont deux principes fondamentaux voire deux conceptions 
du monde qui s'affrontent. Au principe des nationalites et au 
droit des peuples a disposer d'eux-memes s'oppose la notion 
d'equilibre europeen, c'est-a-dire en fait d'accords conclu plus 
ou moins a l'amiable entre souverains. Pour la democratie issue 
de la Revolution frangaise, toute souverainete reside dans le 
pcuple, et il y a incompatibility totale avec l'idee de monarchic 
de nature ou de vocation universelle, voulue par Dieu ou deri-
vee de Dieu selon le principe omni potestas a Deo.9* 

Conclusions 

The perception the French had of the Habsburg Empire, and after 1867 of 
Austria-Hungary, evolved gradually. In this evolution the most dramatic 
change was caused by the rise of Prussian power, specifically the 
Sadowa-Sedan effect. Starting with the last decades of the nineteenth 



century French intellectuals — and, especially, historians who were 
interested in the Dual Monarchy — found themselves divided into two 
camps. The members of one of these sympathized with the Monarchy's 
Slavic minorities while the adherents of the other, tended to favour the re-
organized and re-vitalized, post-1867 Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. 

It was particularly the group that sympathized with the Slavs, 
especially Louis Leger, Ernest Denis, and Louis Eisenmann, that suc-
ceeded in influencing how the French in general viewed the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy. During the world conflict that broke out in 1914 
they, above all, took a stand in favour of the dismemberment of Austria-
Hungary. Although it is difficult to measure their true influence, it can 
nonetheless be argued that they, more than anyone else, were responsible 
for the Habsburg Empire's very negative image in France, and even for its 
eventual dismemberment. The negative image of Austria-Hungary they 
created persists to our days. 

With regard to Hungary itself, it is evident that its image in 
France of the late 19th and early 20th centuries gradually deteriorated. 
Despite a wave of Hungarophile sentiments in the late 1860s and early 
1870s, in time the Hungarophobe attitudes of Leger, Denis and especially 
Eisenmann prevailed. Deemed authoritarian, oppressive, assimilative, and 
a faithful ally of Germany, Hungary had lost nearly all sympathy in 
France by 1914. This negative perception only grew with the war. The 
consequences were profoundly harmful for the future of the multinational 
kingdom. Not surprisingly, when France's leaders worked toward Hun-
gary's dismemberment after the war, there were few protests from French 
intellectuals. 

RESUME: 

Du compromis de 1867 a 1'eclatement du premier conflit mondial, les 
intellectuels frangais se divisent en deux groupes dans l'appreciation de la 
monarchie danubienne des Habsbourg. Le premier groupe est favorable 
aux nationalites et le second groupe privilegie l'Empire des Habsbourg. 
Toutefois, c'est veritablement le groupe favorable aux nationalites qui va 
structurer la vision de l'Autriche-Hongrie dans les ecrits de langue franga-
ise: c 'est l'image d'un Etat decadent. La partie hongroise de la monarchie 
n'echappe pas a cette perception negative. Ainsi, l'objet de cet article est 
de s'interesser a l'image que les intellectuels frangais vont brosser de la 



monarchic danubienne, en insistant plus part icul ierement sur celle de la 
Hongrie. 
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