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1.	Introduction


‘This is the account of a lie and its history’ begins Gerö his book on the political system of dualist Hungary.� Other terms frequently used to describe Hungarian politics in that period are ‘illusion’, ‘system of appearances’ or ‘lie and self-deception’.� The probably most pessimistic judgement came from Bibó: ‘The heavy pillars of lies, on which the Compromise rested, were already utterly rotten, corroded inside.’ � Was the formal mechanism of governance nothing than a political myth that even proved to be more persistent than the system itself?�


In order to find an answer we will examine the circumstances and consequences of the 1867 Settlement�, the mechanisms of the decision making process, the legitimacy of the parliament and the government as representative bodies. Finally, we have to ask to what extent the society behind the legislation process itself could be described as a parliamentary one, including not only the formal aspects of this process, but also the attitude towards and the access to power inside society and the structure of the elite.


2.	On Parliamentarianism


A fundamental question is what to associate with parliamentarianism and how to measure it. Instead of a futile attempt to provide a coherent definition, we will rather recall the political features we would generally expect of parliamentary systems of that period.


The first thing to recognize is the diversity of systems in contemporary Western Europe. In Britain, actual parliamentary rule emerged from 1835 on. On the continent, parliamentarianism was established first in Belgium in 1847, one year later in Switzerland, and the Netherlands. The system in France was subject to instability, undergoing frequent changes.� Germany and Italy were involved in a series of unification wars before reaching consolidation. The constitutional order of the Dual Monarchy itself was internationally legitimized through appreciation by England, France, and especially Prussia.


Sked is justified in raising doubts about assuming a ‘common Western experience’ as a measure for Hungary’s ‘backwardness’.� In some countries, franchise was high or increasing, in other ones it remained low, similar to Hungary.� Bulgaria had the probably most democratic system with universal male suffrage above 21.� Comparison is difficult, for there were differences in voting mechanisms. High franchises in some countries went along with a curial system. Another important thing is the influence of the elected body, e.g. over key issues like budget and army, and its relationship to the government and the head of state.� In order to recognise a system as genuinely parliamentary we also have to look at the general architecture of the particular society. If we consider factors like rule of law, accountability of government and basic freedoms, than Hungary is not really out of line.


For a start, we might agree with Péter, that ‘a system becomes parliamentary not through expansion of suffrage, frequency of elections, number of competing parties or the rights of the opposition’. More crucial is the question of a consensus loyalty towards the political architecture, especially among those not in power.� This leads us to the problem of legitimacy. As Max Weber claims, a power elite cannot rule simple by force, but needs to be respected by the subjects of their jurisdiction. Or, as Sir Winston has put it more poignantly, ‘each country has the government it deserves’. In modern democracies, key element in the adoption of parliamentary representation is the connection with the argumentation that people should obey, for through their vote they are responsible for the actions the government takes. In this case, sovereignty lies theoretically indisputably with the people and technically unambiguously with the representative body, i. e. parliament. To find out, to what extent this applied in Hungary, we have to examine the formal and informal opportunities of political participation.


Another aspect of modern democracies is their claim to be the most efficient form of organisation of resources. Karl Marx has already described the infamous achievements of the bourgeois-capitalist society in the Communist Manifesto. Max Weber has underlined the role of bureaucracy as an instrument of rationalisation. Liberal theories of the ‘open society’ from Sir Karl Raimund Popper via Ralf Dahrendorf to George Soros insist that the principle of free competition on the political field enables the maximization of performance. We do not want to discuss here whether this is correct or not, just recognise that a convincing efficiency of the institutional architecture of a state is also a reason for its citizens to consent with its rules and decisions.


Therefore, we will have to consider the role parliamentary institutions play on the field of legitimacy and efficiency of the way power is exercised in Dualist Hungary. This includes a weighting out against competing political institutions, especially the role of the monarchy and the personal authority of the monarch.


3.	The Settlement of 1867 and its Constitutional Implications


Main advantage of the Settlement� was the restoration of the constitutional order� and the rule of law (jogállamiság), marking the beginning of a political modernising process� towards a polgári társadalom, bound to implement the ideas of the Reform-Era through means of conservative reforms.� It is useful to remind ourselves that ‘it was a lie and self-deception, that (…) under the banner of liberalism, 1867 would continue something that has been suspended in 1848.’ � The new system was not introduced by a revolution, but implemented without a break of legal continuity.


Most significant novelty was the demand that public law should be issued by parliament rather than derived from customary right.� Facing the failure of absolutism, the Court itself became ‘committed to parliamentary government under the rule of law’ .� So did the Hungarian elite, regarding this the best practicable way to protect its autonomy against Vienna. We should not delude ourselves about the Hungarian concept of rule of law. Primary securing rights of the state,� it created a discretionary form of administration, entitling the authorities to issue orders in any case where the citizen was not explicitly protected by law.�


A perennial concern of Hungarian political debate remained the ‘issue of public law’ (‘közjogi kérdés’), i. e. the question of Hungarian autonomy. The struggle between ‘ország’ and ‘korona’ returned in a new constellation. The role of a linking buffer was transferred from the Palatine to ‘a responsible Government, which was indisputably Hungarian’.� Albeit fought between the Hungarian national assembly (and the government) on one side and the monarch on the other, the focus of rivalry was not a debate about the way political power should be organized, not between absolutism and parliamentarianism, but rather about the influence of specific elite groups that were all part of the same system.


The Settlement created three areas of legislation.� In internal matters, the Hungarian parliament enjoyed theoretically full autonomy. The ‘dualistic matters’,� such as the Quota, the customs union, the common trade zone, the railway system and sharing of state debts, were based on a joint policy negotiated between the governments and mutually agreed by both parliaments. In case of discord on the Quota the Crown had to find a temporary solution, on other fields the governments could decide how to proceed. The last group were the ‘pragmatic matters’� that were administrated by the common ministry and controlled by the two ‘delegations’. These tasks derived from the common defence of the Empire, including foreign policy and their finance. Hungarian law demanded the Common Ministers ‘to proceed only with the understanding and approval of both parts’.� Hungary therefore could exercise limited control over foreign policy, their influence being more significant in practice than on paper. � The approval of the common budget by the delegations was a symbolic vote of confidence for the common foreign policy.�


Technically, the new legal structure also meant that the ruler did not anymore represent the supremacy of Austria over Hungary, but a ‘kaiserlich und königlich’ agent.� As a ‘keystone of the political structure’ � his duty was to provide stability in the case of crisis.� Enabled by his powers and his authority he kept interfering with policy-making.� This was not merely a technical question, but it conserved his role as foundation of sovereignty and legitimacy.


The Hungarian Parliament had not to be invented in 1867.� The change between the assemblies before and after 1848 affected the form of legitimacy, not their role as legislative body and representative of the ország. The MPs, elected on the base of popular representation were now considered to stand for the entire nation, rather than being executors of the orders of their county assemblies.� The new assembly was constructed with emphasis on the public character and self-regulation.� This, at least, was the theory, for in practice the picture was slightly disturbed by the fact that, as Pál Nyári put it, ‘the same people sit in parliament as before’.� We can assume that not only the electorate, but the entire population was aware of that.


4.	His Majesty’s Government and the Opposition


We shall now proceed with examining the connection between the government and the stability of the system. Main premise for policies was the realization that ‘there was no possibility of altering the Compromise to Hungary’s advantage’ � and that ‘the structure invoked could be managed only on a conservative base’.� Although the extent of elbowroom for alternative policies remains open, the positive attitude of all governments towards the Settlement was more than incidental.�


Apart from the fact that the election of a certain government was not entirely a matter of fortune, the attitude of a politician towards the ‘issue of public law’ was determined by his and his party’s participation in power, rather than vice versa.�. Moreover, neither were the ruling forces entirely behind the Settlement, nor did opposition politicians seriously believed in the practicability of their demands. In the retrospective, the political contrast appears to be only a sophisticated division of labour, whereas Hungarian elite could articulate pressure towards the crown without being committed to according policies.


Being substantially apolitical, parties, like in many other countries, emerged as ‘clubs’ of elected deputies. Deák, who straightforwardly rejected the existence of parties, established  the doctrine that an MP is representing the entire nation, not only a faction of it. Later on, of course, it became important upon which deputies the government could rely and which candidates could rely upon the government during the elections.� Still then, ‘the majority party was a loose coalition of several factions, held together by desire for office and fear of change.’ � There was little room for a Weltanschauung or a coherent social program as the fundament. Nor did social position of members and supporters really matter. The basic dividing line was ‘the interpretations and the goals around the issue of public law’.� Consequently, one of the most important issues, the agrarian question, was not advocated by a specific party, but by a cross-party ‘agrarian lobby’, invoked by powerful magnates.�


Public opinion, albeit powerful and interested, was of limited scope at that time, concentrating almost exclusively in major cities, especially Budapest. The political life seemed to ignore the most important problems of the lower classes, like the significant illiteracy and the living conditions of the huge landless proletariat.� Not parliamentarians but ‘the press, groups of politicized intellectuals and agrarian and workers’ interest groups (…) truly represented the country’s socio-political structure’. � Apart from the press, they stayed without direct political influence throughout dualism.� The problem of emancipatory troublemakers was solved in a simple way, ‘since men of initiative often emigrated’.�


Parliamentary opposition, meanwhile, tried to gain popularity through radical demands, national paroles calling for Hungarian independence, universal suffrage and a positive attitude towards the nationalities.� But the parole ‘Eastern Switzerland’ turned out to be a hollow phrase as soon as it was put to a probe during the ‘coalition government’ following the constitutional crisis of 1905-06.� Except for very few exposed characters like Dániel Irányi,� the opposition did not challenge the general rules of the system. Furthermore, ‘unavoidable personal quarrels and intrigues hindered an effective pursuing of their program, thereby eroding [their] public prestige’. �


It was not only the ‘shadowboxing’ � opposition losing credibility. As the army of ‘Mamelukes’�, created by Kálmán Tisza, ‘came increasingly to dominate the Lower House’,� replacing argumentative debate, ‘politics became an arena for personal contests and conflicts, with little room for competing opinions or political agendas’.� More and more obviously, parliament was not the place for important social question to be discussed.� Mostly occupied with pursuing individual careers Members of the House turned honourable body into a hell of fuss. ‘While talent and professional qualifications could help forward a career only to a limited extent, it was open to anyone to exploit a notable act of heroism or even scandal.’� The peak of an ordinary political career was the prestigious membership in the delegation, a position was without any political significance, hence members had ‘no other important task than to vote’ as instructed by the government.�


5.	The Question of Legitimacy – Elections during Dualism


A parliamentary system not too serious about its legitimating base might ‘became a mere fiction’.� The general agreement that ‘nearly all elections in Hungary in the nineteenth century were of “questionable legality”’,� therefore needs examination with focus on its implications for legitimacy on the theoretical as well as on the practical level.


Although the election law, Act V/1848 had placed Hungary ‘in the European vanguard as far as suffrage was concerned’,� the extent of actually represented population steadily declined throughout Dualism. The restrictions by to a property census, on the base of land or house tenure, enterprises with more than one employee, or regular land or capital income (with exceptions for parts of the intelligentsia and the pre-1848 electorate),� were further tightened by Act XXXIII/1874, which based suffrage on taxation, instead of income� or property. It is superfluous to mention that women suffrage, albeit discussed in parliament as early as 1871, was out of question.� 


Different types of taxation throughout the country and inadequacy of the size of constituencies were welcome instruments to reduce the size of ‘renitent’ electorate in Central Hungary.� At the same time, it widened the numbers of voting state officials and the influence of nationalities that reliably voted for government or, at worst, for minority parties. On the other hand, the fear of a loss of Magyar political supremacy prevented any attempts towards universal suffrage, resulting in the paradoxical situation, in which ‘it was the existence of the nationalities which deprived the vast majority of Hungarians of votes’. � Oszkár Jászi correctly observed that the national and social questions in Hungary are two sides of the same coin.� At the end of the, day, ‘if the Government put out its whole strength, it could always be sure of obtaining a safe majority’.� 


The mode of polling provided further assistance in achieving this goal. Persuading the electorate – ‘purchasing political sympathies’ � – happened by providing big meals, amusement and by open bribery.� Elections took place in the summer, hindering country voters from participation.� Balloting had to be open and oral, except in Budapest and few bigger cities, for according to the official line ‘the Hungarian character is virtuous, straightforward and has nothing to hide or cover’.� The föispán (a government appointee) was responsible for running the elections with the right to use the police and the army.� Polling committees could easily manipulate the list of the voters.�


As a result, an experienced government party apparatus was able to distribute mandates at its own discretion. ‘Political careers often depended on favours done for one’s superior, even if they involved breaking the law.’ � Kálmán Tisza, ‘the General’, invented a sophisticated reciprocal system founded on discipline, gratitude and loyalty, ‘whose components, popularly known as the Mamelukes, were dependent on him in every way.’ �


As Lajos Varga concludes, not even the electorate bothered too much about the significance of elections. They hardly remembered whom they have voted for; they rather kept the most impressive slogans and diverse excesses of eating, drinking, and fighting during the campaign in their memories. ‘The whole thing was nothing but an amusement of the lords who wanted to be elected, was the popular opinion.’ �





6.	The Legislation Process


According to the so-called ‘statutory’ view, the basic legal source were laws, ‘passed legally by a legally constituted parliament, sanctioned by the king, provided with the royal seal and announced in an appropriate manner’.� Although in the ‘Mameluke’ era, the parliamentary process became a formal requirement rather than a real challenge, it was still important to secure majority, hence to keep party discipline.� After the turn of century, governing by decrees acquired more and more significance, especially during the war when it could replace the usual legislation.� Orders would be issued by the crown (rarely), the government, individual ministers and also by local authorities in their own jurisdiction. �


The legitimacy of the ruler, crowned on 6th June 1867, was out of question.� In contrast to other constitutional monarchies, he ‘did not become a formal person in the Monarchy after 1867’.� With respect to constitutional rules, he made use of his power through informal channels, qua negotiating,� feeling ‘quite within his rights to discuss proposals of his governments with unofficial groups of courtiers.’ � His privilege of preliminary sanction could not prevent individual deputies from putting forward with a motion instead of the government. � Subsequent royal approval was nevertheless necessary, meaning that government policy could only work with his consent. ‘If a clash took place between monarch and government, in most cases the government had to defer or to depart.’ � Such examples were the trouble around the anti-clerical bills at the turn of the century� and the constitutional crisis of 1905/06.� The fact that after four decades of parliamentary rule the appointment of Fejérváry clearly against the will of the assembly has caused no popular uprising shows that within the system of shared sovereignty the person monarch remained the last resort of authority. Francis Joseph did his best to perpetuate a personality cult by emphasizing rituals like court etiquette and official ceremonies. Public opinion, especially newspapers were grateful recipients and useful assistants in creating a mystic aura around his person.


For the legislation process itself, governments had to assure the confidence of the national assembly. The least important factor was, as we have seen, the elections.� When Deák and Andrássy had masterminded the political structure of the country, they had a proper constitutional balance between crown and nation through parliamentary means in mind. As for the executive process, the government (not parliament) enjoyed the loyalty of the hierarchically structured administrative body, which was at its mercy both qua formal rules and personal ties. Consequently, ‘the government was constitutional, based on representation and responsible (…), but not parliamentary’.�


The two Houses of Parliament were theoretically equal. But, after 1848, the Upper House lost much of its former prestige, which is well illustrated by rare, short and badly attended sessions. The politically interested magnates changed into the Lower House where they could exercise much more influence.�


Considering the lack of any prospective to come to power through democratic means, the opposition turned to obstruction of the legislation as the only opportunity to ‘balance the illegitimacy of the majority’. This instrument was useful to strengthen the political weight of their arguments, to prevent laws passing, to attack individual ministers and even to overthrow governments without threatening the system of the Settlement.� Lajos Mocsáry described this situation as a ‘political system of parliamentary despotism limited by parliamentary scandals’.� Still, obstruction remained an ambiguous weapon, for it further weakened parliamentarianism.� Distinguished legalists, like Andrássy junior, nevertheless defended the right of obstruction as part of the constitutional balance. Péter describes this practice as heir to the ancient ius resistendi.� István Tisza finally succeeded in restricting it in 1904 and abolishing it in 1912, breaking the house regulations and using police forces to meet the outrage of the opposition on both occasions.� Nevertheless, parliamentary opposition never departed to form a counter-elite. They have accepted their role in the system and it is to assume that they were rewarded for this in one or another way.


7.	Society and its elite


The ‘revolutionary’ reshaping of Hungarian society in 1848 remained half-hearted, since it deconstructed the foundations of the old feudal system without laying down new ones. The laws abolished aviticity, serfdom and prerogatives of the nobility, introduced ‘burden sharing’ and proposed ‘legal equality’ (jogegyenlöség). Nevertheless, they failed to settle the issue of land ownership, the compensation of the landlords or to abolish nobility as a legal status.� After 1867, a typical Umgestaltung of society from above was carried out by the autocratic state.�


Rules might have changed after 1848, the actors hardly. ‘The landowners secured their supremacy in society to full extent.’ � This was not just due to class egoism, but also paid tribute to political reality, for ‘contrary to all other groups of the Hungarian society, the aristocracy and the gentry (…) possessed sufficient institutional influence to negotiate with the crown’. � It is also true, that ‘political skills had traditionally been the domain of the nobility’.� Not surprisingly, fourteen out of the sixteen Prime Ministers of dualist Hungary were noble.� They furthermore profited from the fact that in terms of legitimacy the liberal concept of people as ultimate source of power was effectively subordinated to the traditional dei gratia doctrine.� This left social hierarchy unchallenged and prevented the emergence of a powerful bourgeoisie – acquiring social prestige meant for the new middle-class still striving for a title, so ‘the prestige of merit and decorations once again began to rise’ .�


But the nobility was anything but a united force, it ‘continued to divide (…) into the traditional classes of the magnates and the lesser men.’ � The gap between aristocracy and gentry was probably as deep as between the nobility and the rest of society.


The Upper House was almost solely the territory of the magnates (dukes, counts, barons),� but since the focus of public interest rested on the Lower House they ‘enthusiastically’ run for seats there, holding between 8.6% and 16.9% of the mandates.� Heavyweight aristocrat families used to acquire four or more seats on their estates, most of them strengthening the government camp.� The gentry in turn made up the overwhelming part of the opposition. Other significant groups were lawyers and civil servants, many of them also of noble origin.� Considerably fewer deputies were of peasant origin, scholars, journalists or writers, industry workers were not present at all.�


The political influence directly exercised by the aristocracy until the 18th century gradually eroded, acquiring a reputation as ‘anational’ (nemzetietlen) allies of Vienna. The shift of power was well illustrated through the Kossuth-Széchenyi conflict.� Nevertheless, a smooth way of governing always involved consultation between the ‘Skuptsina’  and the prime minister previous to any initiative of the legislation.� The ‘Nemzeti Kaszinó’, founded by Széchenyi was said to be ‘almost omnipotent’, able to ‘bypass the law, parliament, the sovereign and the army.’ �


During Dualism, in cases of an open clash (like the agrarian question, Wekerle’s ‘Kulturkampf’ and the crisis of 1905) between the two camps the gentry usually got the upper hand. The political agenda was generally set by the gentry, who was also in command of the counties and the increasingly influential bureaucracy.� However, their economic background suffered decline at the end of the 19th century. Moreover, the dependence between gentry and government gradually became reversed, turning the increasingly autonomous state apparatus into the overall winner of the struggle within the nobility.�


The predominantly Jewish bourgeoisie refrained from direct involvement into politics, but promoted its interest through a ‘mutual dependence between the business sphere and members of the political establishment’,� also described as ‘an unholy partnership of feudal magnates and Jewish bankers’.� One of the few attempts to regulate the politicians’ enthusiasm towards ‘co-operation with the economy’ was the Act on Conflict of Interests.� Not surprisingly, this law gradually eroded, was ignored, and rarely enforced.� From 130 cases that the assembly discussed between 1897 and 1900 only seven ended with expulsion of an MP.� At the same time, politicians became very sensitive to any accusations to have breached this law, which lead to a steady increase of duels, so a contemporary could sigh: ‘In our parliament sit most of the country’s unregistered trades men and registered cavaliers.’ �


8.	Conclusion


The Settlement was not a revolutionary achievement. It was a compromise about redistribution of power within the existing elite groups. The supremacy of the nobility was preserved throughout the Dualist era, although with significant shifts of influence in favour of the gentry. There was only a gradual change of the form political power was organized, with the key areas of influence moving away from the jurisdiction of the counties towards the newly emerging bureaucratic apparatus. To enhance its dynamism, the elite system was symbolically opened to a handful of new social groups. Apart from the intelligentsia, this affected above all the rising Jewish entrepreneur class. But instead of direct participation in the political scene, they relied on the instrument of economic pressure, which proved a quite efficient way of defending their interests.


Not only the social base of political power has been hardly transformed, the same holds for the legitimating ideology. Although it was upgraded by stressing ‘popular representation’ as an achievement, we have demonstrated that this was nothing but a hollow phrase, cultivating a system of false legitimacy. ‘In Hungary, the political system disguised rather than reflected the prevailing power relations.’ � The crisis of 1905 is a clear evidence that the role of the Monarch as ultimate source of authority was never clearly questioned. The ‘dei gratia’ doctrine remained recognised as the supreme legitimating principle. There was no hope of democratic transition under the existing rules.�


The self-legitimatory declarations of the parliament and the government it had elected played the most important role in strengthening their position in the struggle against the monarch. Their political elbowroom was heavily constrained by the invariability of the cornerstones set by the Settlement. ‘In order to uphold the compromise, neither the supporters of complete independence, nor of social revolution, nor of national self-determination could be allowed to gain power.’ � Thanks to the Mameluke system and the insignificance of elections the government, backed by its army of bureaucrats was in a much stronger position than the parliament and had seldom to doubt its motions being passed. 


The effects of parliamentary institutions concerned rather a different area. 1867 marks the final transformation of the absolutist system of royal decrees and privileges to a constitutional rule of codified law, consolidating a society based on jogállamiság and  jogegyenlöség. In practice, of course the implementation of these principles remained incomplete. The most significant advantage of the new system was an enhancement of effectiveness of the government, aided by the creation of a huge bureaucratic machinery.


If we were to sum up our study in one sentence, we could conclude that, between 1867 and 1918, a transformation of the society took place with radical results but without a similarly radical transformation of sources and forms of political power and its legitimisation. For both processes, parliamentary institutions played an important role with substantial influence on the first field and a rather symbolic role in the latter.


Instead of a moral verdict, we rather hold with Sked that ‘it may be true that Hungary was not a model democracy under Dualism, but there were no model democracies in Europe at that time.’ �
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� Péter, Autokrácia Kelet-Európában, in: Péter: Az Elbától keletre, Budapest 1998, p. 54.
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