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Choice of subject 

  

The Upper House of diet in reform era was used to be 

interpreted for long periods of time as an obsolete "fossil", 

an aggregate of conservative and governmental individuals, 

who had been alienated from the Hungarian culture 

hindering the reforms and who had been insisting to their 

privileges to the last. Today, this simplifying picture is 

outlined in a much more subtle way: we know that the 

political rearrangement that started in the 1839-40 

parliamentary session divided the political palette into three 

distinct groups. The traditionally loyal aulicians, 

representatives of the government were crowded around 

József the palatine of Hungary,  the new conservatives 

leaded by Aurél Dessewffy held preliminary meetings, 

forming their own tactics, started political party activities, 

and as a third group, the reformist aristocrats headed by 

Lajos Batthyány started to organize the opposition with 
more force than ever before. We have already known more 

thoroughly the political corps which characterized itself as 

one progressing carefully – thanks to the researches of 

Zoltán  Dénes Iván –, but with the Upper House opposition 

as a group nobody dealt yet up to the present, though the 

thorough mapping the history of the political community's 

story – according to our idea –  in three big issues may 

enrich, shade and induce in many cases revaluation of the 

present statements and hypotheses of the historical science, 

which are not confirmed with deep researches. 
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By examining the group, we can get closer to the more 

detailed, tinged and subtle cognition, understanding and 

appreciation of the role of Lajos Batthyány in the reform era. 

Fortunately Batthyány's career before 1848 has been 
sufficiently revealed by historical science, but we have little 

information about the political group he was about to lead 

to the Hungarian public life in 1839, and becoming later on 

in the leading position of the national opposition and later in 

the chair of prime minister. What did Batthyány take in 1839-

40, when he gave programs to the opposition-influenced 

magnates, as he was going to become leader of a liberally 

thinking Upper House opposition? Was this assessment 

realistic in 1839? How could he manage this group, or was 

he able to manage it absolutely effectively at all? Who were 

his peers, chief political allies, and in the certain 

parliamentary assemblies how many people could he count 

on? What successes and failures did he face on the leading 

position of the Upper House opposition, and what sway did 

his group have at Upper House of the respective 

parliaments? 

Considering the broader perspective, studying the 

position of magnate opposition can bring us closer to the 

interpretation and evaluation of the historical role of the 

Hungarian aristocracy in the reform era. How many 

magnates dealt with politics at all? How many of them took 

part in the work of the main political forum, the parliament? 

How many of them became members of the reform-

opposition and how many of them were the members of the 

governing group? What kind of reasons partook in the 
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political self-determination, in the commitment to the left or 

right? Can certain age, family, educational, religious, or 

geographic, economic or social basic types and behaviours 

be formed in the process of becoming a member of the 

opposition? Did members of the Upper House opposition 

actually accept the liberal principles represented and 

formulated as programs by Batthyány, or in many cases the 
policy of venting grievances was the supreme organizing 

force of the opposition? 

However, on the Upper  House dominated by the 

secular and ecclesiastical dignitaries appointed by the ruler 

from 1839-40 onwards, the core of the Upper House 

opposition was politicized as a well-organized parliamentary 

group based on organized, joint strategy and based on 

preliminary consultations. How did the Upper House look 

in its structure, what kind of characteristic groups were in 

the house of magnates? How many of them participated in 

each of the parliamentary sessions? How were the decisions 

made? In which groups did the participants of the Upper 

House opposition appear? What were the advantages and 

disadvantages of politicizing in the Upper House? All in all, 

what were the possibilities of the opposition which operates 

within the feudal framework of the Hungarian legislative 

system? 

 

The objectives of the dissertation 

 

Of course, this dissertation cannot undertake to provide a 

fully satisfactory and reassuring answer to all the questions 



6 
 

raised, but in any case, based on the research results 

summarized in the three main chapters, we believe that at 

least the initial steps can be taken to obtain historically 

credible and objective conclusions and hopefully in some 

cases we can go even further. Due to the scope, complexity 

and specialty of the subject, the main aim of the dissertation 

is to explore and illustrate the history of the Upper House 

opposition of the 1839-40 diet along the predefined source 

types. In our opinion, the history of the reform era’s magnate 
opposition can be divided into three major units: the 

formation of the Upper House opposition (1839-1840), the 

crisis and reorganization of the Upper House opposition 

(1840-1844), the Upper House opposition in the party 

establishing process and the last feudal diet (1844-1848). As 

we have seen, the dissertation is the first stage of a long-

standing research work that basically – on the manner 

defined in the subtitle – focuses on the self-organization 

process of the Upper House opposition, even then if we 

have to step out of this chronological framework to the 1825 

and 1848 time limits fixed in the title because of the historical 

antecedents and consequences and the presentation of the 

single politicians’ life story. 
 

Structure of the dissertation 

 

The chapters of the dissertation differ in terms of both the 

source of the research and the structure of the dissemination 

of results, but we believe that they are closely interlinked, 

complemented and form a uniform framework of 
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interpretation. The first chapter undertakes to put the Upper 

House opposition of the 1839-40 parliamentary opposition 

into the group's evolutionary history, and broadly on the 

horizon of the political and parliamentarism history of the 

reform era: on one hand, to compile the list of opposition 

participants in the Upper House for all six parliamentary 

assemblies in the period between 1825 and 1848 and, on the 

other hand, from a parliamentary assembly to a 

parliamentary assembly, outlines the most important criteria 

and framework of the history of the magnate opposition. 

The other two content units of the dissertation focus 

entirely on the Pozsony diet of 1839-40. The second chapter 

aims to outline, in a certain set of criteria, one by one the 

short reform-era biographies of the opposition magnates 

who can be assessed playing political role in the Upper 

House of the respective parliament and compile the spiritual, 

economic, social and public-political group profiles of the 

1839-40 circle of the opposition. Considering the fact that 

we are compiling all about fifty lives, it will be the longest, 

most extensive chapter for this paper, as we would like to 

avoid the misguided approach to express an opinion on a 

political formation of which we do not know each 

participant individually. We think that only after this time-

consuming and meticulous work we can go to the group's 

1839-40 parliamentary activity: to analyse their political 

functioning, their behavior and tactics, and the thorough 

exploration of the self-organization process. The third 

chapter of the dissertation contains a summary of the results 

of this research while – with systematically reconciling the 
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corresponding sources – attempting to retrace the Upper 

House meetings held between June 1839 and May 1840, their 

topics, groups of interests, leaders and resolutions. 

Thus, despite the differences in content and structure, 

the three components are closely linked and built on one 

another and are based on one another's conclusions. It is 

hoped that by carrying out the work outlined in the context 

of the entire history of the Upper House opposition, we can 

deeply become acquainted with the opposition magnates of 

the 1839-40 diet and the characteristics of the functioning of 

the established organization, so that we can contribute to 

completing the researches of parliamentarianism in the 

reform era, as well as the story of Lajos Batthyány and the 
history of the liberal reform movement. 

 

The results of the dissertation 

 

At the beginning of writing the dissertation, one group of 

our questions was tending towards the history of 

parliamentarism. In this area, it is an important achievement 

to have reconstructed the participants of the Upper House 

of the last six feudal diet, who were active and represented 

meaningful political weight. The internal structure of each 

parliamentary system is precisely outlined and we now have 

a detailed picture of how many and who participated in the 

appreciable way in the sessions of the Upper House and how 

much members the opposition had. The dignitaries of the 

Church appeared on average with twenty members, and all 

the while they committed themselves to the side of the ruling 
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party; the bannerets participated in the negotiations with 

about eight people, and in their case – apart from István 
Illésházy who participated the first three diets – we can talk 

about just right-wing persons; the total number of the Lord 

Lieutenants was much more fluctuating, which was 

particularly low in the 1839-40 diet, but the participants, with 

some exceptions, were also the backbone of the 

government; the oppositionists were able to build their 

“battle positions” in the regalist group, and all the while they 

had to attack an almost impermanent, massive “barricade” 

of government, while they had only passive, not law-

initiating, but the criticizing and commenting role. To their 

success they did not only need to increase their number, but 

also to build organizational frameworks, but – as an 

obviously reciprocal parallel process – it was also essential a 

higher appreciation of the regalist group in the Upper 

House, to which the entry of new-conservative politicians 

and the power of publicity created by the Upper House diary 

also contributed. The total strength of the Upper House 

opposition in 1839-40 was approximately fifty people, in 

1843-44 sixty, while in 1847-48 around seventy people. In 

1839-40 out of the fifty participants in the first phase of the 

diet, ten to twenty, and in the second half twenty to thirty 

were actively involved in the negotiations. Our most 

important conclusion is that leftists represented the majority 

of the members of the Upper House who appeared in their 

own right in the six feudal  Diets and this fact is especially 

worthy of attention in the last three parliaments: the 

government had to devote considerable attention to not only 
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the county assemblies and via of them the political 

composition of the Lower House, but also to ensure the 

majority of the Upper House. 

As for Lajos Batthyány and his political circle: in 1839-

40, the main body of the Upper House opposition consisted 

of twenty-four members who jointly established the 

“kiskaszinó” of the opposition, called for the official 
establishment of the magnate opposition, fought for the 

launch of the Upper House diary, forced   József the palatine 

of Hungary to continuous retreat, and – in spite of the 

several inner arguments and tensions – they came up 

uniformly at the main parliamentary sessions based on 

strong “party discipline” while they were aware of the fact 

that they were the minority in the Upper House. In addition 

to intellectual and moral victories, they also reached concrete 

results and not by accident, they involved in the most 

successful legislative work of the reform era’ diets. After the 

1839-40 parliamentary session – after they rode out an 

unfolding crisis period because of the coming out of the 

Pesti Hirlap –, they were able to maintain and even 

strengthen their positions in 1843-44, and in 1847-48, they 

could pressed the governing party to the largest and the 

longest argument of the history of Upper House of diet. 

While the opposition magnates were active members and let 

say, that they were indispensable and decisive players of the 

Hungarian civil reform process with their authority, 

influence, network of connections and, in addition, their 

financial resources, some of them were direct commanders 

and shapers even of this process. Since the Upper House 
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opposition, although its members primarily fought in the 

case of grievances in 1839-40, this group was also reformist, 

since the opposition consciously assumed the most 

important liberal elements of Batthyány's program 
statement. 

Our most important finding, which is supported by 

the results of all three chapters of the dissertation, can be 

summarized as that the core staff of the magnate opposition 

of 1839-40 almost invariably persevered on the side of the 

opposition even when in 1843-44  taxation of noble men and 

other reform ideas were employed diet politicians, even 

when in the spring of 1848 the new, modern-minded civilian 

Hungary was born. Lajos Batthyány's plan of 1839 to create 
a unified, reform-minded opposition in a liberal theory was 

realized, and during this process, which lasted until 1848 – 

taking into account all three diets – the following persons 

were his closest co-workers: Count Kázmér Batthyány, 
Count Kázmér Eszterházy, Count Jr. Mihály Eszterházy, 
Count Pál Eszterházy,  Baron József Jeszenák, Count József 
Pálffy, Count Antal Szapáry and Miklós Szapáry, Count 
László Teleki and Sámuel Teleki, and Count Héder Viczay 
and Károly Viczay and Count Károly Zay. And we should 
remember Count Károly Andrássy and Prince Ágoston 
Odescalchi who, as a consequence of their death in 1844 and 

1848, could not be members of the main opposition party of 

the last feudal parliament. All in all, therefore, due to both 

the activities within and outside of the ordinary 

parliamentary assembly, we must attach greater importance 
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to the Upper House opposition, than we have thought and 

done so far. 

Finally, as for the Hungarian aristocracy of the reform 

era, in the possession of the knowledge accumulated in the 

second chapter, we can no longer just hypothesize that the 

follow-up of opposition or governmental behaviour cannot 

be typified by family traditions, geographic features or 

religious affiliation, every individual became a left-wing or 

right-wing politician based on personal impressions, 

experiences and circumstances. The majority of the fifty 

magnates analysed in detail emerged from the most 

prestigious magnate families of the twenty-eight families 

(here: “nemzetség”), who were mainly came from counts, 
and mostly belonged to Western and Northwestern Hungary 

by virtue of their lands with a magnitude of enormous 

financial strength. The grouping was mainly formed by 

young, married, Catholic aristocrats who were in their 

thirties, but the older age groups and the Protestant wing 

who occupied important positions in the Lutheran and 

Reformed churches was also actively represented. 

On the basis of the examination of the politicized 

members of the families, along with the fact that only one or 

two members of the high priesthood – who were members 

of the Upper House – got out of aristocrats, and one-third 

of the Lord Lieutenants did not have noble title, and most 

of the born magnates – even in the last feudal parliamentary 

term, which was able to show up the headcount of over 

hundred – was emotionally oppositionist; and because of the 

observation that as long as nearly ten percent of Opposition 
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Circle – exceeding their number – were aristocrats , then – 

certainly not by accident – only a quarter of the hundred and 

twenty-five persons, who took part  in the Conservative 

Party's inaugural meeting were Counts or Barons, we can 

only cautiously but more boldly report that the majority of 

the actively politicizing aristocracy were oppositionist and 

even reformist. Of course, after the subsequent research 

work, the systematic processing of the other two reform 

diets and of the intermediate periods and the more thorough 

mapping of the county life, this statement can be further 

shaded. 
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