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I. Introduction, theoretical frames 
 
The ‘public sphere’ is one of the central concepts of today’s social sciences, but 
its history goes back to the theories of Hegel, Tocqueville, or more recently to 
Arendt’s or Habermas’. It has become popular again in the 1980-90s, when 
together with other notions and phenomena —e. g. civil society, voluntary 
associations, social movements— it was considered with extra interest, since it 
seemed to give a key to a better understanding of political changes in Eastern-
Europe and in the Soviet Union. Thinking about the public sphere has been 
prominently dominated by Habermas’ view since the 1960s.1 I also consider this 
tradition important, which understand public sphere as a place for arguing 
discussion in form of criticism that deals with object connected to the activity of 
the state. Since the first appearance of the theory it has been widely criticised by 
sociologists, political scientists, philosophers, and last but not least by historians. 
Drawing on these critics I also elaborate a wider definition of public sphere for 
the purposes of my own research. I first turn to the theory of Andreas Gestrich,2 
who aimed to reconsider the relation of absolutism and publicity. The starting 
point of Gestrich is the paradox that on the basic level of concepts ‘absolutism’ 
and ‘public sphere’ are the opposites of each other. Habermas calls the public 
sphere of absolutism “representative public sphere”, by which he means the 
unilateral demonstration of a ruler’s authority, in which dependants are mere 
objects of the ruler’s will. Contrary, Gestrich argues that real public life existed 
also among the circumstances of restricting absolutism. To be able to grasp this 
public sphere, one should transgress the visible and audible forms of 
communication and manipulation. Instead, the extension of the concept of public 
sphere is needed; the whole scope of relations between ruler and public is to be 
examined. Gestrich understands public sphere as follows: diversified, verbal and 
non-verbal, discoursive and symbolic forms of communication between ruler 
and dependants that cannot be restricted to the institutionalized forms of 
political participation. The concept of ‘representative public sphere’ of 
Habermas presumes an asymmetric relation, the lack of communication between 
participants, since he does not consider this form of communication as public 
sphere, rather a sign of status, of representation, which happens not for but “in 
front of” the public. As a contrast, Gestrich’s concept considers the relationship 
between ruler and dependants as a critical relation. He thinks that the 
acknowledgement of a ruler has always been a bilateral process. “Legitimät ist 
ein Prozess” – he argues. Thus, using Gestrich’s concept one may talk of a 
critical dialogue, i. e. of public sphere, even before the birth of the modern state. 
The theory of Gestrich enlarges the temporal frames of the concept, but he also 
stretches the borders of the notion regarding the potential participants of the 
                                                
1 Habermas, Jürgen: Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit, 1962. 
2 Gestrich, Andreas: Absolutismus und Öffentlichkeit. Politische Kommunikation in Deutschland zu Beginn des 
18. Jahrhunderts.  Vanderhoeck & Ruprecht, Kritische Studien zur Geschichtwissenschaft 103., 1993. 



public sphere, since —he argues— all social groupings have a role in the 
process of legitimating the authority. 
 Regarding my epoch of research, one of the most important considerations 
of Gestrich’s theory is that it draws attention to over-political respects of public 
sphere. I also find it important, that he criticises Habermas for restricting the 
circle of potential participants of the public-sphere. 
 I also use the findings of Richard Sennett’s research to refine the 
habermasian model. Sennett inquires the changes of the public domain, 
regarding especially the psychological and moral projections of these changes. 
He considers public domain as a place for acquiring knowledge, which has 
basically changed between the 18th and the 20th century. In the core of the 
changes, the disappearance of private emotions from public domain is detected, 
and the recognition that they have became contents of private life’s secret and 
hidden realm. This is the fall of the public man. 
 Regarding Hungarian historical literature on public opinion and public 
sphere, the first important works were published by János Veliky and András 
Gergely.3 Their studies, just as those later work of Gábor Pajkossy,4 public 
sphere was considered —following Habermas— in the sense of ‘political public 
sphere’. Fragmentary adaptation of Sennett’s theory has only happened in the 
end of the 1990s. Gábor Gyáni5 demonstrated on the example of Budapest, how 
the public places of social learning have changed following the separation of 
private- and social life at the end of the 19th century. Dorottya Lipták used 
Sennett’s concept of public domain when researching newspaper reading habits 
in the age of Franz Joseph.6 
 
After reviewing the most important theories of the public sphere, for the 
purposes of my own research, I defined the concept as the totality of forums 
where the exchange of values, mentalities, behaviours may take place. 
 
In another sense, the historical period of neo-absolutism gives a frame to my 
work. The first problem that emerges when researching this period is 
terminological (since the period is sometimes blurred with the Bach-regime, 
other times it is separated from Schmerling’s provisory authority’s age), but 
implies chronological problems as well. As for myself, I use the label ‘neo-
absolutism’ for the period between the important government-historical turning 
points of 1849 and 1867. I find the problem that has been elaborated in several 
                                                
3 Gergely, András – János Veliky: A politikai közvélemény fogalma Magyarországon a XIX. század közepén. 
In: Fehér András (szerk.): Magyar történeti tanulmányok VII., Debrecen, 1974. 5–38., illetve Veliky János: 
Liberális közvélemény-értelmezések Magyarországon a 19. században. In: Németh G. Béla (szerk. és bev.) 
Forradalom után – kiegyezés előtt. Gondolat, 1988. 313–335. 
4 Pajkossy, Gábor: Polgári átalakulás és nyilvánosság a magyar reformkorban. Előadások a Történettudományi 
Intézetben 14. Budapest, 1991. 
5 Gyáni, Gábor: Az utca és a szalon. Társadalmi térhasználat Budapesten, 1870–1940, Új Mandátum, 1999. 
6 Lipták, Dorottya: Újságok és újságolvasók Ferenc József korában. Bécs – Budapest – Prága. 
L’Harmattan,2002. 



essays by K. Lengyel Zsolt7 more important: namely, the controversial modes of 
interpretation of this period in Hungarian historical works. Two ways of 
interpretations exist: “One mode of interpretation stresses, latest from the 1970s, 
that neo-absolutism has faulted or slacked up liberal Hungarian national 
movements.”8 Parallel, the other view “tries to emphasise the permanency and 
the signs of evolution when speaking about the discontinuity between the 
constitutional time of 1848 and the Bach-regime.” I do hope that my dissertation 
might add useful information to the debate on continuity vs. discontinuity. 
 
II. Research methods, sources 
 
I pursue the method of local research, i. e. I examine acts, displays in their own 
context first, I try to understand global from local relationships (which means 
that I avoid forcing local data to fit into pre-given global structural patterns). 
Geography based local or regional research has a decisive tradition in Western-
Europe, especially in France, where locality gains its meaning as natural 
economical and social unit, which is held together by everyday’s social 
practices. In the German tradition of Lokalgeschichte the meaning of locality is 
not based on a geographically miniaturized scale of research, instead, the focus 
of examination is contracted: the approach is characterized by its problem 
centric attitude. Hungarian historiography has a long tradition of regional 
interest, though with scant outcome. Elemér Mályusz and his school of history 
of settlements and folk was the first to approach regions as a unit of research. He 
followed the example of the German Territorialgeschichte and Ortgeschichte, 
but his aim was to formulate a level of history in between this two.9 In spite of 
his efforts, regionalism is still not a popular genre in Hungarian historiography, 
although the history of manors (research agenda of Sándor Domanovszky) first, 
and then the history of villages and towns has resulted in important essays and 
books on the topic. Recently a few books on local level history has been 
published that alloy the history of Hungarian historiography with the most 
modern anthropological approaches.10 
 
I used a huge variety of sources, permitted by given possibilities. In the 
theoretical chapters I reviewed Hungarian and foreign literature, exploiting the 

                                                
7 K. Lengyel, Zsolt: Österreichischer Neoabsolutismus in Ungarn. Grundlinien, Probleme und Perspektiven der 
historischen Forschung über die Bach-Ära. Südost-Forschungen, 56., 1997, 213–278., u. ő: Neoabsolutismus-
Probleme. Verwaltungsgeschichtliche Aspekte zum Fall Ungarn. Levéltári Közlemények 1999/1-2. sz., 79–105., 
illetve u. ő: Neoabszolutizmus vagy önkényuralom? Aetas 2008/3. 237–255. 
8 K. Lengyel, Zsolt: Neoabszolutizmus vagy... 243. 
9 Mályusz, Elemér: A helytörténeti kutatás feladatai. Századok: 1923–1924. 538–566. 
10 Tóth, Zoltán: Szekszárd társadalma a századfordulón. Történelmi rétegződés és társadalmi átrétegződés a 
polgári átalakulásban. Akadémiai Kiadó, 1989.; Benda, Gyula: Zsellérből polgár - társadalmi változás egy 
dunántúli kisvárosban (Keszthely társadalma 1740-1849). Bp., L'Harmattan, 2008., Kövér, György: A 
tiszaeszlári dráma. Társadalomtörténeti látószögek. Osiris, 2011. 
 



English, German and French literature on public sphere and voluntary 
associations as far as possible. In the chapter on press in the County of Zala I 
surveyed all volumes of local newspapers that are available on micro-films in 
the National Library of Hungary. This means that follows: Balaton-Füredi Napló 
1861-1863, published two times a week; Dunántúli Társadalmi Közlöny 1861-
1863, published once a week; Zala-Somogyi Közlöny, 1862-1867, published 
three times a month). The other two main chapters are based dominantly on 
unpublished sources. In the collection on associations in the Archive of County 
Zala only the material on the Economic (Agricultural) Association of the County 
Zala is available, sources on other associations are missing. Still, this huge 
material (4.6 m) allowed me to unfold the context of forming and performing of 
this association. In the case of other societies I turned to the material of local 
governmental organs. For the period between 1849 and 1860 I searched the 
documents of the Head of the County, in which contemporary indexes helps the 
researcher. For later periods (1861, 1861-1866) such indexes are not available, 
thus one must research the documents one by one, which —regarding the huge 
amount of the material, i. e. 11 m— is time-consuming and bears the possibility 
of making a mistake. Besides of documents sprung from local level I also 
surveyed relevant material kept in the National Archive of Hungary. I 
researched the documents of the political organs of the Bach-regime (with less 
success), and for the period after 1861 I used the documents of the Department 
of the Interior and the Resident Council with benefit. When illustrating religious 
life of the County I used some parts of the Archive of the Abbey of Zalavár. 
 
III. Structure 
 
In the first and second chapters of the dissertation I elaborate the mentioned 
theoretical frames in details. The first chapter surveys foreign and Hungarian 
literature on public sphere. In the second chapter, I review the historiographical 
tradition of local method in foreign and Hungarian research, then I turn to my 
place of inquiry and introduce the County of Zala: I first illustrate the main 
social structural features of the county, based on statistical data and on a 
descriptive source. Then follow the next parts: summary of researches on the 
civil sector, describing the main characters of the local nobility regarding their 
political engagement (at the end of the Reform-Era), and introducing the 
political public sphere by shortly summarizing the results of the parliamentary 
elections of 1848, 1861 and 1865. 
 After these, three thematic chapters follow. Press (Chapter 3) as a forum 
of public life, shaper of public opinion had an increasingly important role from 
the Reform-Age onwards. Neo-absolutism, however, introduced a number of 
regulations (1851: Verwarnungssystem, 1852: Pressordnung) that —
supposedly— broke down the impetus of newspaper publishing world. After 
describing the legal environment of press in the period I turn to the local 



newspapers of Zala. I focus on the following question: what kind of values, 
mentalities did these papers mediated to their potential readers? Local press-life 
started only in the 1860s. This late datum might be explained by the restricting 
policy of the 1850s: the high deposit that should be paid when establishing a 
publishing house and the strict regulations of censorship must have discouraged 
many from starting a new press organ. However, what we learn from the editors 
of the 1860s is the fact that they found the key of all problems in the reading 
public’s disinterestedness, in the lack of their support. Still, the newspapers that 
existed in the period had an highly important role in fulfilling the cultural needs 
of the literate public, ensuring the “intellectual life of the locus’ civilized man”. 
 Chapter 4 is on voluntary associations and on the role they played in the 
public sphere. Again, first I summarize the results of foreign and Hungarian 
research on the topic. From these I learn the importance of researching voluntary 
associations of the villages, as this direction has so far been neglected in the 
Hungarian literature on associations. I also emphasise the often mentioned role 
of associations in the forming of a middle-class and their strong bonds with 
middling ranks (elaborated primarily in British cases11). As contrary examples I 
mention the researches of Árpád Tóth on Budapest12, and those of Erika Kruppa 
on Prague.13 These examples warn us that the “melting pot”-effect of voluntary 
associations is far not global. 
 In the next part of the chapter —which also in extension and in proceeds 
is one of the most important part of the dissertation— I complete the cadastre of 
voluntary associations in the County of Zala regarding the age of the neo-
absolutism. By analyzing this cadastre I emphasise the local specialities in 
regulating associations, and the dynamics of associational life in the County. In 
the second part of this chapter I introduce voluntary societies as public forums 
through their practices of everydays. I focus on the following questions: what 
was the composition of membership like, what possibilities associations gave for 
the social amalgamation of their members, what role did voluntary societies 
played in the course of the “Verbürgerlichung” (in cultural and in social 
context), what role did associations play in the everyday life of local 
communities? 
 Continuity or discontinuity of everyday life before and after the revolution 
of 1848 might be grasped in its most natural form in what I call the non-
institutionalized forms of public sphere. Since the authority acted repressive 
against all forms of organized politics, distinctive forms of social opposition and 

                                                
11 Morris, Robert J.: Voluntary Societies and British urban élites 1780–1850: an analysis. In: Borsay, Peter 
(szerk.): The Eighteenth Century Town. A Reader in English Urban History 1688-1820. London, New York: 
Longman. 1995. 338–366. 
12 Tóth, Árpád: Önszervező polgárok. A pesti egyesületek társadalomtörténete a reformkorban. L’Harmattan, 
2005. 
13 Kruppa, Erika: Das Vereinswesen der Prager Vorstadt Smichow 1850–1875. Veröffentlichungen des 
Collegium Carolinum Bd. 67. Oldenburg Verlag, München, 1992. 
 



critics of the authority were born, necessarily in the non-institutionalized sphere 
of public life. I first draft a few examples of open and passive resistance, 
afterwards I differentiate the traditional and modern forms of the public sphere 
of everyday life. 
 
IV. Outcomes of the research 
 
When writing about the press of the period Géza Buzinkay states, that by the 
mid-1860s “Hungarian press became an important political factor, in the spirit of 
democracies as the insurer of political public sphere.”14 I, contrary, think that 
representatives of the press in Hungary in the 1850-1860s could not realistically 
think of influencing the activity of the state —though as Buzinkay also suggests 
by using the terminology of Habermas— that would be the aim of the public 
sphere. As I have shown in Chapter 3, according to the strict regulation no 
explicit discussion between state and press could exist in Hungary, since without 
the approval of state censorship not a single word could be published in print. 
Thus, press was not an instrument of the arguing public, but contrary, an 
instrument of the authority. Nevertheless, analyzing the content of the 
newspapers I showed that values that were born in the enlightened period of the 
Reform-Era survived and were blooming in the period. Civilization as a way of 
progress established direct link between the times before and after the 
revolution. In this sense the need of Verbürgerlichung was not merely a need of 
social changes, but also a need of change in the way of life, culture, mentalities 
as well. 
 Results of analyzing the cadastre of voluntary associations also prove that 
the revolution was not followed by a fatal breakage. Indeed, it is rather the 
continuity that is signalled by the surviving of Reform-Age-established 
voluntary societies, what is salient. No example of shutting down an association 
because of the strict regulations is to be found. On a national level we can 
observe a take off in the number of associations established in the 1860s. What I 
found in Zala is not the big number of new voluntary societies, rather the 
emergence of new, specific types (singing society, agricultural association, and 
gymnastic club). Regarding the dynamics —both in the order of emergence of 
new types, and in regards of geographical permeation— the map of associations 
in Zala changed its shape similarly to those known from foreign literature. 
 My sources led me to research social differentiation in and between 
voluntary associations only in a limited scope; nevertheless, it is possible to 
compare my results with those of the literature on the topic. In Zala, the growing 
number of associations was not followed by their differentiation. Only in 
Nagykanizsa, where the number of associations was the biggest, is it possible to 
detect that the representatives of certain occupational groups (typically the 

                                                
14 Buzinkay, Géza: Kis magyar sajtótörténet. Budapest, 1993. 59. 



merchants) established their own societies. This case also overlaps religious 
differentiations. Social differentiation of membership can be researched in the 
case of the Agricultural Association of the County Zala. This case shows that the 
position in the hierarchy of the Association still in the mid-1860s corresponds 
with the members’ position in the social hierarchy: thus the inner organizational 
principal of the Association was still rather bound to orders, than to bürgerlich 
basis. 
 By researching the open and passive forms of opposition to the authority I 
could confirm those critics on Habermas’ model which states that the original 
theory is too one-sided regarding ‘representative public sphere’. The example of 
Franz Joseph’s visit in 1852 showed that symbolic forms of communication in 
the public sphere are worth more considering. 
 Religious life also represented continuity: preachers’ sermons mediated 
eternal contents that —due to their well-known character and meaning— could 
serve as a fixed point in the upheaval of the world after the revolution. 
Surveying the profane world I found that —similarly to the case of voluntary 
societies— mixing of social groups was slow to start and eventuated only in 
some ranks. This is shown by the fact for example that certain groups celebrated 
traditional feasts within their own circles, gone to festivals with people from the 
same level of the social hierarchy. Besides, some new forms of leisure also 
emerged. Nevertheless, in most cases these demanded such financial and 
cultural background that was given only for certain social groupings. In a 
restricted sense it is possible to use the concept of ‘consumer revolution’ in 
Hungarian context, but only as a process starting by the 1860s, and only in the 
middle and upper strata of society. 
 
 In my dissertation I proved, that a new concept of the public sphere that 
focuses on communication and on the mediation of values makes it possible to 
re-evaluate the age of the neo-absolutism, and to put continuity in the centre of 
the research instead of rigidity and discontinuity. I outlined the legal changes 
regarding public sphere in the period, and the social scientific analysis of public 
forums helped to reveal some distinctions in between the two decades of this 
era: I showed how after the “transitory” and depressive period of the 1850s a 
new and buoyant phase in Hungarian social life followed in the next decade. 
  


