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Jan Stejskal, Michael Viktořík

Introduction

The following pages were inspired by an international history conference 
taking place in autumn 2018 in the Moravian town of Kroměříž, a place that has 
left an indelible mark on the history of Central-European parliamentarism. This 
town saw the first attempt at dealing with the coexistence of nations within the 
Habsburg monarchy in a peaceful, constitutional way based on the principles of 
constitutional monarchy. Although the attempt was not successful (the constituent 
imperial assembly was dispersed in March 1849 and the envisaged constitution 
never saw the light of day), it was an important milestone on the way to a civil 
society, and a starting point to follow since the 1860s. 

The birth of the modern-day Central European citizen is inseparably connected 
to the multi-layered process of the formation of a civil society, which has been 
receiving significant attention in present-day history-related work. Although there 
is not complete agreement among historians as to what the concept of a civil 
society comprises and how it should be universally defined, the majority of them 
agree on certain aspects. The roots of a civil society lie in the second half of 1800s, 
the enlightenment era, which gave rise to the political and economic liberalism 
of the next century. In the Central-European region (particularly in the Habsburg 
monarchy), in the beginning the principles of civil society spread rather slowly 
and only within restricted circles of scholars and scholarly societies. An obstacle 
to a quicker expansion in the period before the March Revolution (i. e. in the first 
half of 1800s) were missing legislative preconditions. Another significant barrier 
was the illiteracy of most citizens; they were trapped in their old stereotypical 
thinking and behaviour that was closely linked with the functioning of an estate. 

It has been generally agreed that an important milestone on the way to a civil 
society functioning on the basis of principles different from those of an estate-
based society within the Habsburg monarchy was the revolution of 1848-1849. 
In relation to this matter, a particular emphasis shall be put on the activities of the 
constituent imperial assembly, which was in session since July 1848 in Vienna 
and subsequently (since November) in Kroměříž. It was this assembly which 
adopted the proposal for the abolition of corvée and serfdom; it was approved by 
Emperor Ferdinand I on 7 September 1848, and it brought along important social, 
economic, and also mental shifts in the long term. What has also been generally 
agreed on is the opinion that the formation of the civil society took place as part of 
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a much greater modernization process (i. e. a long-term process of transformation 
from a farming rural society to an industrial urban one), and particularly in Central 
Europe also along with a simultaneously forming national community. The 
modern-day Central-European citizen was therefore born from multiple complex 
and multi-faceted processes; since late 1700s, these processes gradually created 
the instruments and conditions necessary for the existence and functioning of a 
civil society based on the principles of equality of its members, opportunities for 
political participation (the right to vote), activities of local administration, free 
access to trade, the possibility to join associations, and the principle of free press. 
A dynamic development of civil society in Central Europe was, however, only 
enabled by the societal, political, and economic conditions of the second half 
of 1800s. We may also add that it was this particular period in modern history 
when a variety of “-isms” fully developed, the same as various stereotypes and 
myths that constitute an integral part of our lives. We may therefore say without 
any exaggeration that this period, which is also addressed in the majority of 
contributions in these proceedings, is one that formed our present-day mindset. 

The choice of topics in this publication may seem incoherent at first sight. 
A closer look, however, reveals the unique nature of this book. Prominent 
personalities of Czech as well as French and Austrian historical sciences 
summarized the results of their lifelong research or sought parallels and analogies 
with the present day in their philosophical-historic contributions. The seemingly 
diverse chapters share many aspects and create a well-knit complex of questions 
and answers related to the process of the birth of the modern Central European 
citizen, i. e. the process of the formation of a civil society in the region of Central 
Europe from the 1800s until present. The texts address particularly the topics of 
the formation of modern nations (with emphasis on the territories of the present-
day Czech Republic, Slovak Republic, and Hungary), social matters, tendencies 
towards democratization in society, Czech-German relations, and the geopolitical 
structure of the entire region. 

The first contribution focusing on the definition of the concept of a civil 
society and its application in the work of medieval historians was delivered by 
Milan Hlavačka, a professor of Czech history at Charles University Prague. The 
concept of civil society has not yet been thoroughly researched by historians; it 
is an elusive, almost limitless concept whose conclusions are ambiguous. There 
have been numerous definitions and conceptions elaborated by sociologists and 
political scientists. These, however, rarely help historians in adopting a particular 
approach towards the historical subject matter. The purpose of Hlavačka’s 
contribution is to offer a solution to this issue, and to reflect on the content of a 
historian’s thinking about the birth and formation of a civil society in the context 
of Central Europe of the 1800s.

An integral part of almost any explanation of modern history is the topic 
of the nation and nationalism. Miroslav Hroch, an internationally renowned 
expert in this area, summarizes in his contribution the most frequent views of 
what a nation and nationalism are. He also points out the obstacles in applying 
certain definitions and constructs related to the phenomenon of a modern nation 
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to the region of Central Europe. A prominent part of the contribution presents a 
comparative view of the process of national movements in this region with an 
emphasis on its specifics, differences (in the social background, political programs, 
aims, and cultural preconditions), as well as certain stereotypes accompanying the 
process of the formation of modern nations in Central Europe. 

A similar insight into the formation process of a Central-European nation is 
provided in the contribution of Jan Rychlík. The author focuses on the Slovak 
nation, which was part of Hungary when its formation took place in 1800s. The 
Slovak nation emancipated itself from Hungarians based on natural law that was 
supported with the Slovak language. At the same time, it had to emancipate itself 
from Czechs and define itself in relation to other Slavic nations. Slovaks, who 
created a complete social structure in the course of the second half of the 1800s 
and built their identity as a supra-confessional one, had a clear political goal – to 
independently decide about their matters in their ethnic territory. 

The Archbishop’s Chateau in Kroměříž has a hall where the constituent 
imperial assembly was in session since November 1848. Among the members of 
the assembly, there was a Czech liberal and representative of the Czech national 
movement František Palacký. With respect to his education, outlook, and contacts, 
we may say without any exaggeration that he was one of the greatest Central 
Europeans of his day. A contribution by Jiří Štaif focuses not only on Palacký’s 
life and career, but also on his visionary project of constitutional Habsburg 
monarchy based on the principle of Austrian federalism. Although the project was 
not successful, Palacký’s thinking still poses a topical issue of national justice 
in the modern, postmodern, and post-postmodern society and its implementation 
acceptable with regard to the civilization aspect, as well as creative searching for 
prospective relationships between the European West and the European East. 

The search for an ideal model of organization of the Central-European region 
and a reference to the constituent imperial assembly of Kroměříž seen from a 
longer-term time perspective are topics closely related even to a contribution by 
Lothar Höbelt. Why was the concept of national autonomy within the Habsburg 
monarchy as proposed in the revolutionary period unattainable? And the idea 
of federalized Austria that would ensure political rights to individual nations in 
the second half of 1800s and at the beginning of 1900s – how was it tackled? 
These particular questions are reflected on in Höbelt’s contribution, which is also 
interesting for its numerous historical parallels and analogies to the present day. 

An important role in the internal development of the Habsburg monarchy 
was that of the Hungarian national movement, which significantly influenced 
not only the process of the formation of Slavic nations within the monarchy, but 
also all concepts regarding its internal reconstruction. In contrast to Czechs and 
Slovaks, the Hungarian representatives saw their political requirements fulfilled 
in 1867 in the Austro-Hungarian compromise. As a consequence, Hungarians 
achieved internal autonomy which lasted until the disintegration of Austria-
Hungary. A contribution authored by a renowned French historian Catherine 
Horel addresses the internal development of the Habsburg monarchy between 
1867 and 1918 from the perspective of Hungarians; in particular, it reflects on the 
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disintegration of a multinational empire and the immediate post-war development 
of the newly established independent Hungarian state. 

An entirely different perspective of the last years of Austria-Hungary is 
provided in an essay by Jiří Hanuš, who reflects on literary depictions of the crisis 
in Central-European culture in relation to the disintegration of Austria-Hungary, 
which acted as an institutional guarantee of a certain type of citizenship. He uses 
selected works by Franz Kafka, Hermann Broch, Josef Roth, and Thomas Mann 
in order to capture the contemporary atmosphere that contributed to an upheaval 
in Central Europe in the early 1900s, and to come to understand the nostalgia 
that came along with the dissolution of a multi-ethnic and multi-religious state to 
which millions of people linked their own identity as citizens. The contribution 
therefore primarily focuses on an artistic depiction of the disintegration of 
traditional Central-European values, social structures, and human identities. 

The period following the end of Wolrd War I brought many shifts within 
Central European society compared to living conditions in the Habsburg 
monarchy. The well-known shifts in the political sector were strongly reflected 
even in the daily life of every citizen of the individual nations established after 
the dissolution of Austria-Hungary. A contribution by Jana Burešová focuses on 
this phenomenon; in particular, she observes the newly established Czechoslovak 
Republic with regard to the process of gender democratization that had begun 
earlier.

As has already been mentioned, associations and grouping in general were 
an important aspect in the establishment and development of the civil society in 
1900s’ Central Europe. Their role was, however, neither easy nor unambiguous 
due to the national and social differentiation of citizens in Central Europe. 
Although they became a cradle and a ground for citizen and national awareness 
and a school of democracy, some phenomena in social life were not favourable to 
the development of a civil society. A contribution by Jiří Malíř aims to show how 
various forms, goals and activities, as well as the social background of various 
associations impacted the effectiveness of their work intended to raise citizen 
awareness in large population groups, and to suggest a close relation between 
associations and other elements in the formation of the civil society, such as 
political parties, parliamentarism, and self-governance. 

A trend in present-day world historiography is gender and women’s history. 
In the Czech Republic, research in this area, which is understood as an integral 
part of a wider tendency towards democratization in society, is firmly linked to 
the personality of Milena Lenderová. In her contribution, she offers an overview 
of contemporary views of the position of women that were published in various 
encyclopaedias and journals, as well as the opinions and activities of the most 
prominent personalities of the women’s emancipation movement in the Czech 
environment of the second half of 1900s. It was particularly this period (especially 
since the 1960s) which saw a crucial shift in the development of women’s 
emancipation. There were greater opportunities for girls to achieve education, 
and gradually, political demands started to be formulated; in particular, it was 
demanded that women may take part in political life. 
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The process of the birth of a modern Central European is inevitably linked even 
to the social issue. This vast and multi-layered area is represented in the proceedings 
especially in the contribution by Lukáš Fasora, who analyses mutual relations 
of industrialization, urbanization, democratization, and social homogeneity or 
heterogeneity. Fasora interprets the Habsburg monarchy and the Czech Lands as 
a region where the search for solutions to the social consequences of the’ social 
modernization in the 1900s involved a specific blending of conservative, liberal, 
and socialist concepts. Aside optimistic signals of the successful solution of the 
so-called social issue, there were strong power structures that were not satisfied 
with the development of the situation and the accomplished compromise, and 
instead of further cooperation of interested parties, they preferred a power-based 
solution –directed towards either a socialist revolution or a state-bureaucratic 
capitalism with militaristic elements. To sum up, while the period of 1890-1914 
provides numerous reasons for an optimistic view of the status quo in the search 
for a solution to the so-called social issue in Austria, the period of World War I 
proved itself a highly conflicted time and one that was harmful to the value of 
social reconciliation. 






