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I. Purpose of the thesis 

The purpose of the thesis is a comparative analysis of Austrian-German and Hungarian 

historiographies with a glance at Czech historiography between 1867 and 1914. The basic 

question of the legitimacy of the supra-national empire and those of the co-existence of national 

societies with conflicts in the past are examined in the various historical narratives. The main 

sources are the Austrian-German, Hungarian and Czech Grand récits published between 1867 

and 1914 with the aim of directly shaping collective memory. The representations of the 

historical role and mission of each other and their views of key notions relating to political 

loyalty are examined. The main questions are aimed at determining to what extent these 

historical narratives are compatible with each other, and whether they provide a pacte mémoriel, 

permitting the co-existence within a common empire. To assess this question, it is not enough 

to rely on historical narratives; therefore the historical reasoning of Austrian-German and 

Hungarian political pamphlets, discussing the dualistic arrangement are also analysed, with a 

glance at the Czechs.  

 In the first part of the thesis, the historical reasoning of contemporary political 

pamphlets, relating to the dualistic arrangement are examined. In the Hungarian context, this is 

the conflict between partisans of the 1867 Ausgleich and those attached to the ideal of an 

independent Hungary (chap. I. 1. 1.). The Austrian-German parties are discussed one by one 

(chap. 1. 2. 2.), and the Czech case is narrowed to the historical arguments formulated against 

the dualism (chap. 1. 3.). In the Hungarian and in the Austrian-German contexts, the 

contemporary use of such key notions as nemzet, Vaterland, Mutterland, Österreich is 

examined.  

 The second part of the thesis analyses the ways in which historiography, which 

vindicated the right to the legitimate discourse on the past, approached these different historical 

constructions. First, the process of institutionalisation of Austrian-German, Hungarian and 

Czech historiographies (chap. II.) is described followed by the presentation of the lives and 

works of the historians more closely examined with an emphasis on the main issues of the thesis 

(chap. III.). Finally, the Grand récits are analysed (chap. IV.).  

 The literature tends to discuss those three historiographies in their respective ‘national’ 

contexts, although these historiographies reflected on the same reality and elaborated often rival 

narratives that influenced each other. As for most research with a comparative approach, they 

take Central-Eastern-Europe as their subject matter, rather than the late dual empire, thus 



 

 

3 

excluding Austria. As opposed to this, this thesis aims at examining the issues in the context of 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  

II. Sources and Methods 

The first part of the thesis (chap. I.) deals mostly with political pamphlets and the press. In the 

Hungarian context, the conflict between supporters of the Ausgleich and the independents, as 

well as their pamphlets on the nationality question are examined. The most important publicists 

(e. g. Gusztáv Beksics) as well as the confrontation between Mihály Horváth, partisan of the 

compromise and an anonymous independentist are examined.  The writings of Gyula Andrássy 

Jr. and Ákos Beöthy on Hungarian history are especially interesting sources, since they reflect 

the visions on the country’s past of two active politicians. From the literature on the question 

of national minorities, the views on history of those interpreting the notion of political nation 

leaning towards the ‘hungarus conception’ (e. g. Lajos Mocsáry) are confronted with those 

theorizing a homogeneous national state (e. g. Ernő Baloghy). In the case of Austria, the notions 

relating to identity are examined through press sources and pamphlets. The analysis of the 

attitude to dualism and the visions of history legitimizing it, goes by looking at Austrian-

German parties one by one. The availability of sources is very diverse in this respect, since 

there are large differences between Austrian-German parties, among others, in the degree they 

considered it important to express their approaches in a systematic way. While for example in 

the case of the Social Democrats, thanks to Austro-Marxists, we find views that are explained 

in voluminous pamphlets, in the case of Christian Socialists, we have to rely on their central 

newspaper. In the Czech case, as here the ambition is just a glance, three pamphlets are 

analysed, each of which was written by authors with different viewpoints but always against 

the dualistic system and the historic approach supporting it. Further, the cult of Jan Hus and of 

Hussitism is presented based on the writings of Tomáš G. Masaryk.  

The sources of chap. II. are basically the texts providing ideological programs to the 

three historiographies on the way to institutionalisation (e. g. Josef Helfert’s book, or Arnold 

Ipolyi’s speeches). The different reviews, relevant to the subject, in the leading periodicals of 

the three historiographies, and the most important debates of the period (e. g. the Thaly-Láncy 

and the Goll-Masaryk debates) are also analysed. Less emphasis is put on different 

correspondences or other manuscripts. 

In chap. III., the authors of the Grand récits are presented, along with the circumstances 

of the genesis of their works analysed in chap. IV., with the most important books defining their 
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oeuvre and the manifestations relating to issues in the forefront of the thesis (e. g. Ignác 

Acsády’s doctoral thesis on the Austrian Empire). In Chapter IV., all together ten historical 

synthesises originating in 1867–1914 are examined: four histories of the Empire by Austrian-

German authors, five Hungarian works on Hungarian history and one history of the Empire by 

a Czech author. The Czech source is different from the Austrian-German and from the 

Hungarian works to the extent that instead of a historical synthesis, it is a secondary school 

textbook, as no completed and comprehensive history was produced by Czech historiography 

in the period – the possible reasons are presented in Chapters II. and III. 

With respect of the method of research, the comparative method is to be stressed. As 

already mentioned, there is only a glance at Czech historiography. There are other asymmetries, 

generated by the historical subject: e. g. the analysis of the political community organised 

around the question of the Ausgleich and must be different from the study of another political 

community in which there was even a party ignoring the issue of the Ausgleich in the first eight 

years of its existence.  

Three key notions proved to be useful for analysing the texts: the notions of pacte 

mémoriel, the ‘master narrative’ and the ‘canon’. The term of pacte mémoriel was constructed 

by André Burguière: in his view, instead of the static notion of the lieux de mémoire of Pierre 

Nora, the pacte mémoriel must be analysed. The latter is the process through which the nation 

evolves the narrative that makes co-existence possible, gives sense to everything in the past. 

While Burguière’s investigation was on the national level, this thesis applies the notion to the 

Empire. 

The term master narrative refers to an inter-textual relationship, according to which it 

has the value of model, offering a dominant version of the nation’s past, in relation to the 

structuring and to the meaning attributed to the past. Its essence is to be found not in oppressing 

others, it is in offering a pattern for different ‘local histories’, examining shorter periods or 

smaller territories. Finally, the canon is originally a basic notion of the Literature Studies, but 

historiography also makes use of it more and more. The notion helps to apprehend whether a 

unified canon can be identified or the Hungarian, the Imperial and the Czech narratives are to 

be interpreted as counter-canons of each other.  
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III. Main results of the thesis 

The analysis of the interpretation of history by the partisans of the Ausgleich and by the 

independentists made clear that while the first group appealed to rational thinking, the latter 

pursued emotional politicizing, with tremendous success. The publicists of the independence 

group spoke about the undeniable rights of the nation, and not about complicated power 

structures and a nation drifted under the influence of outside forces. They did not weight the 

complex real political chances of different movements for independence, instead, they judged 

that their rightfulness was sufficient justification, the heroism of their leaders and fights offer a 

’national epopee’ – the poesy of Hungarian history. At the same time, these publicists did not 

incorporate the issue of historical reality into thesis analyses. For example, Ákos Beöthy 

intended his work on the justification of a personal union without even analysing the historical 

precedents of this type of relationship, as did Gyula Andrássy. Their arguments against the 

Ausgleich consisted of passionate attacks against the Habsburgs, suggesting that past perfidy 

will inevitably occur in the future as well, leaving in obscurity what would happen to Hungary 

in the case of a relationship based on personal union or in that of a full break with the dynasty. 

It is worth pointing out that when confronting the arguments of the analysed publicists, on both 

sides, no debate can be identified: quite simply, they just talk about different issues. When 

Andrássy assesses the independence movements through the dynasty’s international position, 

Beöthy considers any such approach superfluous, arguing in terms of legitimacy. Nevertheless, 

sharply opposed approaches can also be found, perhaps most obviously when the partisans of 

the Ausgleich insist on the interdependence of Austria and Hungary, while for the 

independentists, the development of the two entities can take place historically only at the 

expense of each other.  

 When confronting the pamphlets of the partisans of the Ausgleich with those of the 

independentists, we find an important difference in their historical approaches: while the former 

insist on international power relations, the latter’s starting point is the nation as actor directing 

its destiny, and this is its most basic aspiration. This can be considered as the basic element of 

the independentists’ master narrative, that can be found in the works of the moderate Ákos 

Beöthy just as well as in those of Antal Kalmár. No such sharp difference can be found in the 

debate on the issue of the national minorities; nevertheless, differences of approach could be 

identified here as well. Those defining the political nation in the spirit of the law of 1867 

stressed the heritage of a history lived through in common with the national minorities, while 
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the publicists insisting on full assimilation attributed the creation of all historical value, to the 

Hungarians (Magyars) thereby vindicating a leadership role for them in the country.  

 Comparing Austrian-German and Hungarian political pamphlets, we find that the 

Austrian-German visions are compatible with the most basic foundations of the Hungarian 

historical self-interpretation (be it by partisans of the Ausgleich or by independentists), 

whenever they proclaim the program of a breach with Hungary. Even though Heinrich 

Friedjung is obviously hostile claiming that the relationship with Hungary only made sense as 

long as the territory could be treated as a colony; still the historian-journalist looked at Hungary 

as a country whose aspiration to independence could never be suppressed by Austria and who, 

in practice, is not just independent, but dominating Austria in the dualistic system. Otto Bauer, 

while also pushing the separation of Hungary, stresses that Hungarians are not a nation without 

history and the Habsburg colonization policy had alienated them from Austria to the point of 

making the claim to independence supersedes even class interests. On the other hand, Karl 

Renner, wishing to retain Hungary and insisting on the re-organization of the Empire, 

practically considered Hungarians a nation without history arguing that the Ottoman conquest 

had been a total caesura which had definitely terminated the Hungarian State. Aurel Popovici, 

with endeavours similar to Renner’s, went as far as trying to exclude history completely when 

re-thinking the structure of the Empire. Adolf Fischoff could be considered an exception; he 

considered important the relationship with Hungary and recognized the constitutional right of 

the Hungarian State. Nevertheless, he remarked that dualism would, over time and following 

historical necessity, return to the Gesamtstaat again.  

 Chapter II., discussing the institutionalization of the three historiographies, shows how 

the political issues dealt with in chap. I. infiltrated into the discipline. Josef Alexander Helfer 

is pointed out as a chief ideologue, visioning a supra-ethnic Austrian nation, and setting its 

creation as the main goal of the Institut für die Österreichische Geschichtsforschung. Although 

the chapter shows that the Institut followed this ideological objective only for a short time, it 

brings a nuance to the thesis according to which the Austrian-German historians of the period 

were indifferent or even hostile to the Empire. Although under the leadership Theodor Sickel, 

of Prussian origin, the Institut turned completely to auxiliary sciences, this can be explained by 

his apolitical mindset, rather than by ’Prussian intrigues‘. Further, the chapter points out, that, 

along with university organizations following the rhetoric of populist German national parties, 

there were student associations expressly loyal to the Empire, although rarely mentioned in the 

literature about the period. As for Hungarian historiography: programs and debates make clear 
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that the self-interpretation of the discipline was largely determined by the two basic political 

questions of the period, i. e., the constitutional issue, and the question of the national minorities. 

In the Czech case, the most prominent historical school, the Goll-school did its utmost to avoid 

current political questions. Thus, the group’s positions regarding the situation of the Bohemian 

lands can only be found out implicitly from the reviews of Český Časopis Historický. According 

to that, they considered the Empire important, while missing the recognition of the Czech 

constitution, and did not display any particular sympathy toward the Slovaks or other Slav 

peoples, accordingly they did not have the kind of antipathy to Hungary – equal, they felt, from 

the constitutional point of view – as some of the Czech publicist presented in chap. I.  

 The results of the last chapter analysing historical narratives are complex. With respect 

to the questions of national minorities in Hungary, in the Hungarian Grand récits we find that 

the Hungarian nation, in the linguistic-ethnic sense, is the main historical actor, had achieved 

all the significant acts on the territory of Hungary throughout history, civilizing the passive 

national minorities. The passivity attributed to the national minorities, suggested also through 

‘national characters’ by the authors, not only legitimizes Hungarian supremacy, but makes it a 

historical necessity. This can be considered a general framework of interpretation, within which 

the slight differences in the judgement of individual national minority groups can be easily 

accommodated. In the same way, the nation as the main actor directing its destiny, even at times 

of national tragedy, is also a foundation of the Grand récits. This is as true of Vilmos Fraknói, 

loyal to the dynasty, as of Ignác Acsády, leaning toward the indepentists’ master narrative. 

From this point of view, clearly, the essential element of the independentists’ master narrative 

prevails over that of the partisans of the Ausgleich in the Grand récits. Adding to this the scale 

of values, found in the Grand récits, putting independence in the centre, we have to distance 

ourselves from the statement in the literature on Hungarian historiography, according to which 

Hungarian historians of the dualistic period fully accepted the relationship with Austria. Even 

if the Ausgleich was judged a positive historical development, on other points of the Grand 

récits the fundaments of the independentists’ master narrative prevail. 

 Coming to the Austrian-German authors, first of all the diversity of the corpus was 

striking despite the fact that it is just about four authors. Although among Hungarian historians, 

individuals of different orientation were found, their basic scale of values and notions were the 

same. That much cannot be said of Austrian-German authors, there is a lack of consensus even 

regarding basic notions. For some, Austria is an organically evolved entity, for others, it is 

artificial. For some, Gesamtsaat is a notion expressing an idea, the essence of Austria, while 
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for others is just relates to a governance technique. For Franz Krones, the Einheitstaat refers to 

homogenizing ambitions, thus it is to be condemned, while in the common talk of the period 

(as can be seen the examples of Richard Kralik or Arnold Winkler) it was used as a synonym 

for the Gesamtstaat. Although there is an agreement in the perception that Austria is made up 

of conscious national communities, but this is more of a challenge to the Empire rather than the 

legitimation of its existence. The already mentioned views of Josef Helfert do not prevail in the 

histories of the Empire and with the exception of the work of Richard Kralik, the use of key 

notions such as Vaterland or Österreicher is absent. Hence, we would stress that one could not 

speak of a uniformly mediated imperial ideology. Nevertheless, no hostility towards Austria 

can be detected, not even in Franz Martin Mayer’s work. What we see in his case, is that for 

him Austria does not represent an absolute value, for him that is the Germans: his sympathy 

goes to whoever serves the interest of the Germans of Austria. Josef Pekař’s image of Austria 

is greatly similar to what can be found in Franz Palacký’s pamphlets. Just like Palacký, Pekař 

thinks that Austria was born in 1526; it did not exist before. This view also reflects the opinion 

of a significant part of the Czech elite according to which Austria does not represent absolute 

value, it exists as long as it has a historical mission – that was related the Ottoman threat in 

1526, whereas now, it is the emancipation of its nations. As for the latter, what is important for 

Pekař is perceptibly only the Czech state rights, the kind of advocacy of national minorities in 

Hungary, found in Palacký’s and Píč’s pamphlets is missing. 

 Comparing the different historical narratives, the following conclusions are drawn. As 

already mentioned, the image of the nation as a unified, Hungarian (Magyar) actor can be 

considered as sort of an open canon of the Hungarian narratives. The image of a geographically 

determined unity of the historical Hungary is also part of this open canon. As opposed to both, 

the Austrian-German narratives formulate open counter-canons: they offer an elaborate, real 

alternative to the Hungarian canon, accurately reflecting its structure. In Franz Krones’ and 

Alfons Huber’s view, Austria (Austria-Hungary) is the geographically determined full entity – 

with Krones stressing that individual regions alone are defective in this sense. With respect to 

the notion of nation, the sharpest counter-canon is formulated by Mayer, who identifies the 

notion of the ‘Hungarian national liberty’ with the strengthening of the uncivilized, oppressive 

power of the nobility. Krones also clearly distinguished between the ‘nation in the political 

sense’ and the Hungarians as a whole. Huber denies the acting initiating role of the Hungarian 

nation in the early independence movements, saying that it was just the Ottoman power playing 

off certain Hungarian lords’ pretentions against Austria. With respect to aspects of the 
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Hungarian canon relating to national minorities, no such coherent counter-canon can be found, 

since Austrian-German authors do not seize the issue conceptually. In the Austrian-German 

version of the explanation of the civil war between national minorities and Magyars in 1848‒

49, ’Vienna’, ’the secret hand’ do not appear at all as actor, national minorities are represented 

as justifiably revolting against unjust Hungarian policies; according to Richard von Kralik, they 

revolted expressively in defence of the Gesamtstaat. With respect to the civilizing mission of 

Hungary, either, there is no explicit counter-canon: Huber, Kralik and Krones on one point 

accept Hungary’s important role in the region, although they stress the beneficial impact of the 

Germans on the country, not denied by Hungarian authors. Mayer, when presenting strained 

situations (e. g. revolt by the nobility), formulates the damning opinion that the Hungarian 

notion of nation hinders the evolution of civilization’s attainment.  

 In Pekař’s work one can observe his drive to sense a place for the Czechs beside the 

Hungarians and Austrian-Germans in all respects. That is why he stresses the equal role of 

Czechs and Germans in the European integration of the Magyars and that is why he stresses 

throughout his work that Czech development had been parallel to Hungarian development. The 

sharpest opposition between Austrian-German and Czech authors could be expected in the 

subject of the Hussite wars. However, in this matter, Pekař follows in the footsteps of his 

intellectual workshop, the Goll-school, and presents the period free of any idealizing, stressing 

that Hussitism cannot be considered a unified system of ideas. Nevertheless, for Pekař, 

naturally, the Hussites are not representatives of barbaric blindness in their opposition to the 

Germans, as Austrian-German narratives would like them to be seen. Ironically, the fullest 

consensus among these authors can be shown in relation to the historical personality, who 

proved to be most controversial in the period: Joseph II. All, except Kralik, thought that 

Joseph’s goals had been noble, but his means inacceptable, as they completely ignored the force 

of traditions.  

 In light of all this, it can be concluded, that imperial histories did not serve as master 

narratives for Hungarian and Czech authors. The interpretations of the past made by the 

historians examined were too diverse for that, they clashed in basic questions, in consequence, 

a pacte mémoriel (or at least its possibility) could not be realized. Furthermore, the uncertainties 

regarding some key notions in the imperial histories are a warning not to exaggerate the thesis 

of the viability of the Empire, recently brought forward by several excellent authors. Pieter M. 

Judson for example has brilliantly demonstrated the way the Empire was present in its subjects’ 

everyday life; however, if this could not be unambiguously articulated even at the basic level 
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of the Grand récit, then other political ideas (such as nationalism) offering clear, simple world 

views and unambiguous notions, could easily eclipse it. 
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