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Aims of the Research 

During my research at the Heves County Archives in Eger, I reviewed nearly 1,000 

cases of criminal lawsuits. This way, I could gain experience in researching and processing 

archival resources, and in addition, I could have a picture of the 18–19th century court 

proceedings and punishments, the nature of interrogations, the types of crimes, and the people 

who were accused and witnessed in the lawsuits. With the larger study period, the slowly 

changing and more comprehensive elements of everyday life have become available, such as 

behavior, attitude and mentality. 

The aim of the dissertation is multi-layered: one aspect focuses on processing and analyzing 

the archival sources and the other is on the 18–19th century everyday life, the life of the 

individuals, and the relationship between the individuals and the community (and the law). The 

goal was to explore the daily life of a given area and period from several aspects, explore its 

diversity, while treating the history of everyday life as a standalone topic itself, not as an 

"ornamental element" of history. So, what can the litigation documents show us about the 

everyday life of the lower member of the society? What is the benefit of this resource from a 

historical ethnographic point of view, what to use and what not? 

The dissertation covers three major areas:  

1. The material culture surrounding the everyday life and the related activities (nutrition, 

dressing, life around the house, use of weapons).  

2. Daily conflicts of the individual, the family and the community, aggression and sexuality in 

the community (men's social life - pubbing, fighting; relations with women - domestic violence, 

love-sexuality; relationship between women and children).  



 

 

3. Verbal and non-verbal communication (profanity-swearing, expressing feelings, using 

gestures). Each chapter carries the signs of contemporary mentality, thinking and behavior, 

which are illuminated during the dissertation. 

 

Resources and Methods of the Research 

In the archives of Heves County I selected 500 criminal records for research from 1750 

to 1850. After the selection work, records, photos, and databases were written about each case.  

This method had many difficulties, because it is not easy to systematize and summarize such a 

large number of cases. Criminal cases include the following information: testimony of the 

perpetrators and witnesses, the sentence and other applications or documents. In my research I 

utilized these testimonies the most because these are ego-documents through which, although 

not directly, the individual can appear, and through it the community, which couldn’t leave any 

other personal manifestations in this historical period at all. In this way, we can reach levels of 

the everyday life of contemporary people that are not possible with other types of historical 

sources. Considering their personal data and their testimonies, we can reach their feelings, their 

conflict resolution tools, their relationship with their family members and the community.  

Going beyond the commonly used classification by the types of crimes, the elements 

of the everyday life provide the basis of grouping in this dissertation. Getting to know the 

interrogation records, I started looking for elements of the contemporary „mental toolbox”. 

More and more elements have been gathered that referred to thinking, feeling, experiencing 

everyday life. After a while I searched for data that was not necessarily related to the crime 

committed. Thus, while recording the general data of the trials (personal data, commited crime, 

punishment etc.) I started to collect "all the other" details, which didn’t seem important at the 

first place. Thus, the aim became to explore as many aspects of everyday life as possible, 

„reading against the grain”, searching for the „small” and isolated information in the trial 

records.  

 

Main Conclusions 

The dissertation revealed the 18–19th century daily life, way of life and behavior of the 

lower social strata through punishment trials. The research can produce a number of results: a 

collection of lawsuits that can be considered fundamentally unique and novel, whereas I have 

used unprocessed boxes from the Heves County Archives. From the selected cases, a database 



 

 

has been created in which the lawsuits are available in original and rewritten form and can be 

easily retrieved from the archives, and a table summary of the basic data was prepared also. In 

addition to the lifestyle, the less frequently discussed social gender, sexuality, sensory world, 

relationship to time, and gesture communication were also emphasized. Although it is not 

possible to find all aspects of everyday life on the basis of litigation documents, they proved to 

be an inexhaustible database. In addition, it can be emphasized that this type of resource is not 

only useful for ethnography, but also contains important data for history, legal history and 

historical criminology. 

The dissertation became very complex. The focus also changed several times during the 

analysis, where the micro (individual) or meso (community), and less typical, but macro 

(society, economy) levels were also referred to. Because of the charecteristic of the sources, 

the examined issues have shifted towards crime, aggression, confrontation and conflict 

management. What kind of everyday life been revealed to us? Definitely busy and open. 

Mobility between villages and cities was very typical: people drank and slept together, and 

spent a lot of time with their friends and neighbours. For example we can see the main role of 

pubs, and the role of the mills when people spent time waiting for grinding. The house of the 

people was also open, we can see the presence of servants, soldiers in some households, not by 

the family but by rather, the functioning household appeared to us. The basic form of 

communication and gathering information was listening and spying, it was not a violation of 

the personal space. Even then, we cannot talk about leisure, yet we can see that there was room 

for “entertainment”. Between or after the work to be done, men and women talked to each 

other, in the yard, in front of the window or in the pub. Spontaneous dancing and drinking at 

home gave rise to a number of conflicts.  

What factors have appeared frequently? Clearly, conflict situations, physical and verbal 

forms of violence. However, the researcher should keep in mind that these phenomena have 

only been a slice of everyday life, and it does not prove the ultimate aggressiveness of everyday 

life. But the conflict-free and balanced side of everyday life, in this case, remains hidden from 

us. It is not disputed that violence was an integral part of the lives of contemporary people. The 

various aggressive elements in the community were all known, but even more remarkable were 

those that were accepted or convicted. We have seen that there were accepted forms of violence 

between men, which appeared in mostly pub fighting. The purpose of this was to protect honor. 

We have seen many of these fight scenes int the trials, which can be seen as cultural codes in 

the subculture of men. The accepted category included violent action within the family and 



 

 

violence against the wife, which highlighted the norms and rules for women, and the image of 

the "good wife." However, some aggressive behaviors are not tolerated by the community, as 

we have seen the cases of infanticide. Therefore, the litigation has also shed light on the 

relationship between norms, morality and sin in the communities. 

In the contemporary communities honor, reputation, trustworthiness were the most 

important characteristics of a person. The insults were one way of violation of honor, so we 

could see them in many verbal or nonverbal forms. Calling men "mischief", and the women 

„whore” were the most general swearing words. Sexuality was also closely linked to the subject 

of morality, and sexual crimes were mainly affected by women. There were a large number of 

litigation cases of adultery and pre-marital relationships that reveal sexual culture: ways of 

seducing, accepted and unaccepted ways of sexual behavior. The question of norm and morality 

throughout the thesis contained different attributes for women and men. In the case of men, 

good reputation and honor were credibility, and in the case of women, it has been around sexual 

purity.  

The topics to be examined led us to mentality, giving the essence of contemporary 

thinking and behavior. Mentality includes the different attitudes, ideas, values, senses, feelings, 

moods that have appeared. The issue of mentality includes the relation to time, and even the 

judgment of sin. The most difficult task is to see the mental clusters in personal testimonies 

which could show us the collective mentality of an age. In addition to these, there have been 

cases that can be considered as unique, which are actually rare in historical sources. Such is the 

expression of feelings, or the issue of homosexuality and other deviant sexual behaviors in the 

lower classes of society that we know very little about in the 18-19th century. Whatever the 

„everyday" or the „casual” was in the community, that was known to everyone, and by knowing 

this, the community was actually functional. I think, that the lawsuits proved to be a great 

source, as the elements of everyday life became visible not only “dry” but also in their situation 

and use, which brought us closer to the “real” way of everyday life. 
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