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Introduction
“The sweet fruits of liberty’

Istvan M. Szijarto

The eighteenth century is usually referred to as the age of absolutism in Euro-
pean history. Most narratives of constitutional history present the typical
path taken by France, characterized first by royal absolutism and then by
radical change, and the exceptional path taken by England, characterized
by a strong parliament. Other constitutional traditions usually remain unex-
plored, though they might be important both as local traditions underpin-
ning later democratic institutions and as valuable elements of our common
European heritage.

A conference volume published in 2023 (Parliamentarism in Northern and
East-Central Europe in the long eighteenth century. Volume I: Representa-
tive institutions and political motivation. Routledge: London and New York,
2023) explored such less-known parliamentary institutions from a compara-
tive perspective: the Swedish riksdag, in the centre of political life in Sweden,
especially in the Age of Liberty (1718-1772), the Polish sejm, until the third
and final partition of Poland in 1795, and the Hungarian diet, which wielded
important powers up to 1765 and again from 1790 until the revolution of
1848. In contrast to other representative institutions in continental Europe
(but not unlike the Dutch Staten-Generaal and the Swiss Tagsatzung), the
riksdag, the sejm and the diaeta had considerable political influence under
the ancien régime. That volume embarked on a comparative investigation of
the three abovementioned assemblies in the long eighteenth century, concen-
trating on institutional history and on the motivations behind the activities
of MPs.

The present sequel volume is intended as a continuation of this exploration
of the same three national cases. While the first volume focussed on institu-
tional arrangements and aspects of political culture, the chapters in the second
volume focus on the eighteenth century with retrospective consideration of
the relevance of developments in the previous century and a forward-looking
gaze at the events of the following era. The aim was to investigate forms and
practices that were characteristic of these representative assemblies. The free
mandate and the emergence of majority voting are explored in comparative
(England and Poland) or parallel chapters (Sweden and Hungary). The most
important prerogative of the representative assemblies under investigation
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(the control of finances in general and taxation in particular) is explored
parallelly for Sweden and Hungary. These analyses offer important compara-
tive insights neglected by the earlier scholarship.

Parliamentary representation: origins, taxes, patterns

The introduction by Wim Blockmans sketches the background against which
the Swedish, Polish and Hungarian cases should be evaluated. Blockmans
maps the structural characteristics of emerging parliamentarism.! According
to Charles Tilly’s model of state formation, the coercion-intensive version
represented by Brandenburg and Russia is built on ‘massive structures of
extraction’. This is opposed by the other extreme, the capital-intensive mode
in which the capitalists’ interests are served by ‘city-states, urban federations
and other forms of fragmented sovereignty’, exemplified by the Republics of
Genoa, Ragusa (Dubrovnik) and the Dutch Republic.? Thus, the size of urban
centres and the density of their network result not only in high regional pop-
ulation density but also in a high level of social exchanges, a well-developed
market, and a high level of capital accumulation. These means of power
tended to reduce the intensive use of coercion typical of societies dominated
by the landed aristocracy. Following in Tilly’s footsteps and with a chrono-
logical focus on the later Middle Ages, Blockmans demonstrates the impor-
tance of urbanization in the formation of strong representative assemblies in
Europe: cities were the typical concentration points of capital, both human
and commercial. However, in agreement with Gerhard Oestreich, who
deemed the focus in the secondary literature on constitutional development
and social-economic reductionism equally insufficient, Blockmans embarks
on a combination of these and other factors.

According to him, population density and the resulting urbanization are
of key importance for representation, but other forces came into play, too:

[t]he political system’s responsiveness to such demands depended on
three relatively autonomous factors: the economy’s elasticity in meeting
the demands for freedom and the redistribution of wealth, the openness
of the institutional tradition, and the rulers’ willingness to cooperate
and make compromises. [...] A system in which various actors have
independent control over substantial resources but none of them owns
a dominant share appears to be a crucial precondition for the function-
ing of representative participation with an effective role in the control
of essential resources.

In contrast, economic stagnation or decline, low population density and
a lack of information about the wider political environment were factors
which hindered representative participation.

Thus, practices and institutions of bargaining emerged in urban commu-
nities in medieval Europe. Urbanization alone, however, was not a sufficient
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condition for the emergence of political representation, as demonstrated by
the political history of Lombardy, Veneto and Tuscany, where the dominance
of a centre did not allow for the political organization of the other towns
and cities. In sparsely populated countries like Sweden, Poland and Hungary,
ruling princes were dependent on local landowning elites. Here, political rep-
resentation had similar forms but a different, predominantly noble content in
the early modern period when compared to ‘commercialized and urbanized
societies’. In early modern Sweden, however, a special case of parliamenta-
rism with a large freeholder peasantry emerged: this peasantry represented a
significant military force on which the king could rely, counterbalancing the
nobility.

Representative political structures emerged in the Middle Ages. This is
true for Sweden, Poland and Hungary, but in each of these three cases, these
assemblies began to flourish in the sixteenth century. Everywhere in Europe,
the internal division of powers depended highly on the economic structure in
which a polity was included, as it determined the level of the resources and
the opportunities to concentrate them. The expansive ambitions of rulers
and their dynasties played a key role, as warfare was mostly motivated by
dynastic claims, but it also affected the prosperity of any polity. While the
general rule in ancien régime Europe was that ever stronger monarchs col-
lected rising revenues with the help of an increasing bureaucracy and face
ever weaker assemblies, Sweden, Poland and partly also Hungary stand out
as counterexamples (together with England and the United Kingdom) among
the monarchies. In the case of Sweden, we can even speak of parliamentary
sovereignty for an extended period, though this was brought to an end by
a royal coup. The Polish elective monarchy was likewise dominated by the
sejm, with its infamous liberum veto, but in the case of Poland, a series of
foreign invasions brought an end not only to the representative assembly but
also to the independence of the whole kingdom.

The chapter by Patrik Winton, however, demonstrates the survival, if lim-
ited, of the Swedish estates’ political influence after the end of the Age of
Liberty. Winton examines the bargaining concerning taxation in the riks-
dag between 1789 and 1812. The riksdag had the prerogative to levy new
taxes even after the coup of Gustavus IIl in 1772, and though it was the
weaker party when bargaining with the government, the Bank of the Estates
remained under its control. Direct taxes were paid mostly by the peasants
and the towns, and the discussions concerning these taxes remained relatively
restricted at the riksdag, as the allocation of direct taxes, largely locally, had
already been predetermined. However, bevillning, or extraordinary taxation,
stood in the centre of parliamentary debates. The nobility was also subject
to these taxes.

While the kings of Sweden had the prerogative to start wars, these wars
soon forced them to turn to the estates for financial support. The estates
granted extraordinary taxes for a set period of time or authorized loans
from the Bank of Estates. In the process, they got more assertive and tried
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to extend their control of royal powers. Although in 1789, the constitutional
amendment continued to grant Gustavus III the right to declare war and
increased his room for manoeuvre by abolishing the Council of the Realm, in
the financial field, he remained a hostage of the riksdag. Though the bevill-
ning was not denied (due to a division of the estates), the extraordinary tax
remained under the supervision of the National Debt Office, i.e. under the
control of the estates. In 1792 and even more urgently in 1800, the riksdag
had to face a swiftly expanding public debt, which forced the approval of
new extraordinary taxes. In 1800, a temporary wealth tax was also approved
by the riksdag. All in all, the estates of Sweden did not oppose royal poli-
cies, but they were drawn deeper and deeper into the task of financing
the state. Debt and credit played a crucial role here. Thus, in general, the
estates became increasingly important while political tensions increased. The
promissory notes operated as paper money, and they caused significant dif-
ficulties, as did the efforts to withdraw them.

Comparisons of Sweden and Hungary from the perspective of their repre-
sentative assemblies and finances yield interesting insights. Sweden managed
to avoid a devaluation of its currency, in contrast to Hungary and the Habs-
burg Monarchy. Here, however, the political system itself survived despite
the strains of war. The same cannot be said about Sweden. Change to the sys-
tem came first and most obviously with the assassination of Gustavus III in
1792, and then in 1809, a coup d’état dethroned the king and brought a new
constitution. This strengthened the political position of the estates, which
retained control of the Bank of the Estates and the National Debt Office as
well as their prerogatives in taxation. The riksdag was to meet regularly. One
major difference between Hungary and Sweden was the status of credit and
government debt. While Sweden could boast substantial mining and indus-
tries as well as a maritime export and consequently a substantial concentra-
tion of capital in its major cities, these sectors were weak or non-existent in
agrarian Hungary. The estates of Hungary therefore hardly had any role in
financing state debt, while the riksdag was deeply involved in financing and
administering the public debt through the Debt Office. Government debt was
therefore a crucial issue in the negotiations between the estates and the ruler
of Sweden in the period.

The comparison between the political positions of the estates in Sweden
and in Hungary at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of
the nineteenth century is continued in the second chapter of the volume by
Janos Poor, Tamdas Dobszay and Istvan Szijart6. The political bargains about
taxation in the Hungarian diets from 1790 to 1812 are investigated with an
eye on similar discussions in the Swedish riksdag. Any decisions concerning
increases to the yearly amount of the contribution, or war tax (paid mostly
by the peasants), or the introduction of ad hoc war subsidies (paid mostly
by noble landlords) were prerogatives of the Hungarian diet. The Hungarian
nobility was very probably taxed much less than the Swedish. In fact, it was
hardly taxed at all.
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When considering the parliamentary debates on the contribution of Hun-
gary in the years 1790-1812, we are reminded of two major differences
between Hungary and Sweden. First, the king of Hungary was also the
emperor and ruler of several other countries and provinces and thus had
ample revenues from other sources. Furthermore, the contributio of Hungary
represented only one of the elements of his Hungarian revenues, of which this
element constituted a decreasing share. Debates in the Hungarian diet were
namely limited to whether the yearly amount of this tax would be increased
and the possible uses to which the funds would be put.

In both countries, parliamentary debates concentrated not on regular tax-
ation but on extraordinary war subsidies. The subsidium in Hungary was
paid by those who were not paying the contribution, and this constitutes
another difference with the setup in Sweden. This might be one of the reasons
why, according to the authors of the chapter, the offerings of the diaeta were
not as generous as the bevillnings of the riksdag. There was less debate at the
sessions of the diaeta about the amount and purpose of extraordinary war
subsidies than at the sessions of the riksdag. While the riksdag tried to exert
an influence on royal policies, this was not characteristic of the diaeta. Here,
debates were first and foremost about noble privilege.

The beginning of the nineteenth century was a time of financial crisis in
both Sweden and the Habsburg Monarchy, but while the estates of Sweden
were involved in the problem and the efforts to solve it, their Hungarian
counterparts were confronted with a fait accompli in 1811: the devaluation
of the currency. Moreover, the estates of Hungary had never had institutions
like the Bank of the Estates or the Debt Office in Sweden under their control,
so they had never enjoyed such a grip on the kingdom’s finances. As far as
state debt is concerned, the Hungarian contribution to finance the Habsburg
Monarchy’s participation in the wars against revolutionary and Napoleonic
France through credits was of secondary or tertiary importance at best. The
absence of the complex problem of debt, debt service and taxation from
Hungarian politics demonstrates the more backward nature of the economy
and the financial sector in Hungary in the first place and then, as a natural
consequence, of public finances. The problem was not just that capital accu-
mulation was weak in Hungary, but also the Hungarian estates were clearly
unwilling to contribute to financing the debt of the Habsburg Monarchy,
much as the Habsburg rulers strove not to allow the Hungarian estates to
acquire any more political influence.

Chapters 4 and 5 are case studies about the practices of representation in
Hungary and Poland. First, Andras Forgd gives a detailed presentation of
the process according to which the Greek Catholic and Orthodox clergy was
admitted to the political body of Hungary (i.e. the estates of the kingdom) in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. First, the three Greek Catholic
bishops had to wait until 1771 to see their eparchies formally established
by the pope, more than a century after the union of Uzhorod (Ungvar) had
brought masses of Orthodox population and clergy under the jurisdiction of
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Rome in 1646. But the diet of the Kingdom of Hungary was not convened
from 1765 to 1790. Consequently, it was only in 1790 that their personal
invitations to the diet arrived. Finally, all three Greek Catholic bishops could
occupy their seats in the upper house of the diet, and this became a practice
from 1790 onwards, though for the cathedral chapters, it took more effort
and time to achieve representation in the lower house.

The incorporation of the Serbian Orthodox metropolitan of Karlovci and
his seven bishops into the body of the estates of the Kingdom of Hungary
did not come about in 1790-1791. This diet only enacted the legal prereq-
uisites: the equal legal status of Orthodox Christians and the equal rights of
the Serbs. Unlike the Greek Catholics, Orthodox bishops were not incor-
porated into the estates of Hungary until Francis I acquiesced to the wishes
of the estates of Hungary and abolished the separate Illyrian Chancellery in
1792. (This had been set up by Leopold II in 1791, a step that was seen as
a threat to the territorial integrity of Hungary.) Nevertheless, no Orthodox
bishops participated in the next two diets. The only participants’ list in which
they are mentioned in the period under scrutiny here originates from the diet
held in 1805. The reason for this is a proviso in the 1792 act of parliament
according to which a committee should work out the details of the Orthodox
bishops’ parliamentary seat and vote. But the reform proposals of this com-
mittee were laid aside and not put on the agenda of the diet for decades, and
together with these proposals, the question of the representation of the Greek
Orthodox bishops was also put off until the Age of Reform (1830-1848).

In these debates, the hindrances to the participation of Orthodox and
Greek Catholic bishops and chapters were posed mostly by the Hungarian
Royal Court Chancellery, which took the side of the estates in these debates,
which were very negatively predisposed towards royal efforts to swell their
ranks. Neither the king nor the Archbishop of Esztergom, who was the pri-
mate of the Catholic Church in Hungary, could push their will through. They
were compelled to win the consent of the estates, which proved a labori-
ous task. Even the king had to accept that an act of incorporation into the
estates of Hungary required the consent of these estates. From the debates
surrounding the participation of the Greek Catholic and the Eastern Ortho-
dox prelates in the parliament of Hungary emerges a general idea of partici-
pation, providing insights into the perceptions of the estates concerning their
involvement in national politics. We can learn how a new actor could become
part of the political system and what kinds of reservations the estates had
towards newcomers.

Curtis Murphy’s chapter highlights the continued relevance of parlia-
mentary forms and procedures in the period of Russian hegemony over the
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth through a case study of Prince Karol
Stanistaw Radziwitl’s political activities. The prince was twice reinstated to his
estates, positions and honours (1767, 1776) following his two stands against
the king and the tsarina of Russia. His vicissitudes demonstrate the work-
ings of political life in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, highlighting
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the importance of parliamentary procedures and republican rhetoric. These
procedures and ideals limited the legitimate scope of action of the political
actors, including Radziwill himself, the wealthiest person in the country. As
the Russian ambassador Prince Repnin learned at his own expense, if one
were to ignore these procedures and norms, this might mobilize the whole
of Polish political society. (His successor, Ambassador Stackelberg, proved
much more adroit in managing the sej.)

When the reform of the political system with a restriction of the liberum
veto was promoted by the Czartoryski party in 1764, Catherine the Great
turned to her former opponent, Prince Radziwill, and rehabilitated him, and
he took Russia’s side. His network of clients was essential in consolidating
the country. But this clientele was not a machine that Radziwilt could manip-
ulate at will: he was obliged to live up to the expectations of his clients,
accommodate himself to their norms and profess to espouse their political
ideals, especially civic republican political culture in general and the rhetoric
of noble equality in particular. These forces pushed Radziwitt into opposition,
civil war and defeat in face of Russian military prevalence first in 1763 and
then into joining the Bar Confederation against Russia, which was similarly
doomed to failure. But he could return home from his second exile, too, for
which he had Catherine the Great to thank (again), who used Radziwitl’s vast
clientele once more to forward her political schemes against the Czartoryskis.

The most conspicuous trait of the political games in the 1760s and 1770s
is the universal use of the rhetoric of law, parliamentarism and republican
virtue, both by the opposition to Russian influence in Poland and by those
promoting Russian interests. Furthermore, Russian officials used this rhetoric
publicly too, despite their privately expressed contempt for the institutions
of the Commonwealth. Radziwilt was one of the most powerful nobles in
Europe, with a network of clients who followed his orders in parliamen-
tary politics; yet even he was constrained by the need to commit rhetori-
cally to the language of liberty and equality, as well as by the boundaries of
acceptable parliamentary behaviour. The political norms and institutions of
the Commonwealth and the rivalry between factions constrained individual
actions and required justifications in a language comprehensible to middling
and petty nobles.

Mandates and voting

Part II of the volume is specifically about two crucial and intertwining char-
acteristics of parliamentary procedure, mandates and voting: whether depu-
ties to the sejm, the riksdag and the diaeta were bound by instructions or
not, and if yes, to what extent and, then, how these early modern parlia-
ments arrived at decisions. The first chapter of Part II offers a comparison of
British and Polish debates about the binding mandate. The second written
constitution of history, the Polish Constitution of 3 May 1791, replaced the
principle of delegation by that of representation. This move was inspired
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by the example of Westminster. Richard Butterwick’s chapter explores this
connection in detail, investigating the problem of instructions given by British
constituents to their MPs and comparing this to the instructions issued to
deputies to the sejm in Poland.

The Constitution of 3 May 1791 revoked binding instructions on the dep-
uties of the sejm and declared them to be representatives of the whole nation
instead of deputies of their electors. With this move, the sejm was declared
the repository of national sovereignty, an idea that was relatively new to
Polish political discourse but already a forceful concept. With this move, a
long debate was solved at the expense of the sejmiki, the regional assemblies
which delegated the deputies of the szlachta to the sejm. (Other legislation
confirmed the rights of the sejmiki, including the right to instruct its deputies,
but without maintaining imperative mandates.) The stipulation that MPs are
representatives of the entire Polish nation was put forward by repeated refer-
ences to British parliamentarism.

This chapter, however, adds new colours to this old picture. Evoking
Edmund Burke’s example, who as an MP argued against any instructions
and for a completely free mandate, Butterwick states that the question of
mandates was a contested issue in Great Britain in the eighteenth century
and instructions were occasionally issued for MPs as a mean of conveying
the influence of the ‘public’, similarly to petitions made to the king or to the
Parliament. Insistence on the free mandate was a claim by the parliamentary
elite to have a free hand, possibly against the influence of their constituents
and against public opinion. The French Revolution gave a renewed impetus
to these claims.

In Poland, however, there were strong regional assemblies, the sejmiki,
that might give plena potestas to their deputies to the sejm or might limit their
mandates by giving them binding instructions. In the mid-sixteenth century,
instructions began to become more common, but in practice, these instruc-
tions hardly restricted the deputies’ room for manoeuvre. From the mid-
seventeenth century, however, restrictive instructions served as a vehicle to the
increasingly frequent implementation of the liberum veto. Thus, the change
from delegation to representation as the principle of the Polish-Lithuanian
parliamentary system in 1791 was part of a wider social and political trans-
formation of the Commonwealth. In many ways, these reforms followed the
British example, but, as we know, there were extremely short-lived.

Decision-making in the sejm, particularly the famous liberum veto (which
crippled the Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania), stands in the cen-
tre of the next chapter. In his overview, Jacek Kordel presents the aborted
attempts to introduce majority voting. He convincingly argues that political
reform was hampered by several factors, but in particular by the effective
intervention of Brandenburg-Prussia and, eminently, Russia. The principle
of unanimity was an expression of the inner weakness of the state, and it
was safeguarded not only by groups of the szlachta and the magnates, who
regarded it as a key institution to guarantee their privileges and political
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influence against any extension of monarchical power, but also by Poland’s
hostile neighbours, which saw it as a guarantee of Poland’s impotence. In its
turn, then, the existence and the increasing use of the liberum veto and the
impossibility of annulling it largely contributed to anarchical conditions in
political life and the weakness of Poland as a state. By the beginning of the
eighteenth century, it was regarded as a cornerstone of Polish liberties.

Giving a brief overview of the origins and seventeenth-century history
of the liberum veto, Kordel points out that the unanimity principle increas-
ingly implemented in the decision-making of the sejm was the counterpart
of the increasingly enforced imperative mandate given to deputies by the
sejmiki. Reforms of the political system of Poland in general and efforts
to introduce majority voting in particular were met with resistance: rebel-
lions and confederations. (However, it was under the confederations that
a significant curtailment of the liberum veto was introduced: between
1733 and 1744, the notion that confederated sejms should allow debate
regardless of the deputies’ right to object began to gain more and more
acceptance.)

Despite mounting theoretical arguments in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century and the attempts of the Czartoryskis or those of King Stani-
slaus II Augustus, the Russian support for ‘Polish freedoms’ could not be
overcome until the Four-Year Sejm (1788-1792). But the Russo-Turkish war
could only give Polish reformers a short respite, and the Commonwealth
itself did not survive the liberum veto long.

The next chapter, which is by Joakim Scherp, demonstrates that the free
mandate and majority voting were two key features of eighteenth-century
Swedish parliamentary practice. As in Butterwick’s chapter, here too, the
English context serves as the background for the analysis. While David
Stasavage claims that England had a new type of parliament,® one charac-
terized by a free mandate, Scherp points to the fact that imperative mandates
were also abolished in the riksdag in the first half of the eighteenth century,
and he notes that this happened as a result of an autochthonous develop-
ment. The common feature of the two cases is that both Westminster and the
riksdag were ruling bodies in their respective countries in the mid-eighteenth
century. This involved a dramatic increase in business which had to be set-
tled in parliament, and this made recourse to voters on each of these issues
practically impossible. Another common feature behind the introduction
of the free mandate was centralization. It was in these two countries that
absolutism was questioned the most forcefully in this period. Also, a free
press, a vivid public life and a two-party system emerged in Sweden just as
in Britain. Not since the beginning of the Age of Liberty (1719-1772), when
the estates were governing the country, had the principle of the free mandate
prevailed in the Swedish parliament, but it was part of the political debates
in the 1740s.

After giving an overview of the history of decision-making in Swedish
parliamentary practice, Joakim Scherp argues that the principle of passing
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decisions by a majority was introduced in the riksdag ordinance of 1723 in
the election of MPs after this principle had prevailed in the chamber of the
nobility. In different voting situations, different procedures were followed in
the eighteenth-century riksdag. The changes in voting practice between 1719
and 1723 were made necessary first and foremost by a need for efficiency,
but equity and the balance of power in the riksdag were similarly important
considerations. Finally, majority voting prevailed because of the numerical
strength of the commoner estates (three estates against the nobility) and of
the third, lowest ‘voting class’ of the noble estate. But the principle of pro-
portionality was not enforced, and the peasantry remained excluded from
the Secret Committee as well as from the election of Council members. Peas-
ant deputies could not compete with the noblemen’s social and intellectual
supremacy. The fact that they remained disaffected represented a potential to
be later exploited by royal absolutism, which later staged a comeback.

Scherp agrees with Stasavage that the free mandate and majority voting
were crucially linked in the history of English parliamentarism, and he claims
that the same goes for Sweden in the Age of Liberty. Behind both cases, the
need for efficiency can be found: when parliaments ruled, this was eminently
important.

The last two chapters of this volume, by Istvan M. Szijarté and Tamas
Dobszay respectively, explore majority voting and binding mandates as par-
liamentary practices in Hungary in the eighteenth century and the first half
of the nineteenth. These chapters further modify the thesis put forward by
Stasavage. In the late eighteenth century, under the direct influence of the
writings of Montesquieu, Hungary’s rights, privileges and laws were reinter-
preted as its unwritten ‘ancient constitution’, and, in the nineteenth, this was
often compared to the English constitution: similarly unwritten and likewise
having medieval foundations. Moreover, this Hungarian constitution pos-
sessed surprisingly modern features: the regulation of conflicts of interest,
the presence of the free mandate, and majority voting. Nevertheless, a closer
examination does not support these presuppositions.

Article 44 of 1649 should not be regarded as legislation concerning the
MPs’ conflicts of interest in the eighteenth century for several reasons. First,
it was partly not valid anymore and partly not enforced. As an article of the
decretum, it was a written reminder of a temporary agreement between the
ruler and the estates of Hungary and not a legal norm that was to be observed
in the future. Then, more importantly, the relevant sources reveal not a single
case in the eighteenth century when an MP was removed from the diageta
with reference to this rule. Finally, this article was not even about conflicts
of interest or the tension between private interests and the common good. It
concerned, rather, the order during the sessions of the diet: it was intended to
bar from the lower house any activities that were seen as disturbances.

As far as the free mandate of MPs was concerned, while the emergence of
this idea and practice seems to have been instrumental in the emergence of
modern parliamentarism in Great Britain, Sweden, and for a short time in
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Poland, in eighteenth-century Hungary, the free mandate was fading away.
Lesser nobles, royal free cities, chapters and absent lords were represented by
deputies in the lower house of the diet. By the early nineteenth century, the
ecclesiastical deputies and those representing royal free cities were reduced
to one bloc vote each, and the deputies representing absent magnates com-
pletely lost their right to vote. The deputies of the counties (representing the
lesser nobility, led by the bene possessionatus gentry) became the dominant
political factor in Hungarian politics, clearly pushing lay and ecclesiastical
lords, who sat in the upper house, into second place. This ascendancy was a
result of a long process which began in the early eighteenth century, in the
course of which the well-to-do Hungarian gentry became emancipated from
aristocratic dominance. Among this bene possessionati, a growing interest
in local and later national politics was a natural consequence, and the man-
dates issued for MPs started to be more and more detailed, and we can wit-
ness a slow change from almost free mandates towards increasingly binding
instructions in the eighteenth century. In 1790, certain MPs thought that they
would be recalled if they were not to observe their obligatory instructions.
Also in 1790, counties started expecting their deputies to ask for supplemen-
tary instructions if new issues were to surface in the lower house. But, in fact,
over the course of the whole eighteenth century, not a single Hungarian MP
was recalled or punished for not having followed the instructions issued by
the counties. These instructions were very often of a general character, and
the question of the effective control by the counties over their MPs was to
become a crucial issue only in the nineteenth century. Thus, the free mandate
of the eighteenth-century diaeta was not an institution of modern parliamen-
tarism. Rather, it was an antiquated practice that was soon to disappear.

As for majority voting, the last supposedly modern feature of eighteenth-
century Hungarian parliamentarism, it can certainly be found in the practice
of the diet. But first, it was only one of the practices that custom allowed.
Second, it was rather characteristic of the early decades of the eighteenth
century, when the lords were no longer firmly entrenched in a position of
dominance and the bene possessionati had not yet managed to take over
this position. The coming of the predominance of county deputies at the diet
resulted in the gradual disappearance of individual voting in the lower house
of the diet instead of its acceptance as a general practice, as one might expect
from such an important institution of the modern parliament.

All in all, the presence of some forms of modern parliamentarism in the
practice of the eighteenth-century Hungarian diet was merely illusory. But
even as an illusion, the concept of the ‘ancient constitution’ of Hungary
was important, as it served as the focal point of Hungarian political life
from the late eighteenth century onwards. And it served as it was intended
to: as a strong counterbalance to monarchical power. The last chapter by
Tamads Dobszay takes the examination of the binding mandate and majority
decision-making into the Age of Reform, the Vormudrz period in the history
of Hungary. It presents the ways in which MPs were controlled by their
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constituencies in the 1830s and 1840s in Hungary. It also examines methods
of parliamentary decision-making, of which there were several, as had been
the case in the eighteenth century. There was a clear striving for consensus,
but this could not always be achieved. Votes were weighed and not counted,
and often not individual but bloc votes were given. These forms of voting
were often combined and the lack of clear rules of procedure gave the acting
chairman a significant role in decision-making at the diet. Finally, the two
houses of the Hungarian parliament had to arrive at an agreement so that
they could represent a coordinated view towards the ruler.

In the 1830s, the deputies of the 49 counties became dominant in politics.
They formed their standpoint in the unofficial ‘district sessions’, where the
counting of individual votes prevailed (with the two deputies of the same
county having one vote together). The deputies of chapters and royal free cit-
ies were usually counted among the allies of the court, along with the whole
of the upper house. Their political importance was restricted. This situation
makes the nature of the county deputies’ mandate, more precisely its free or
binding character, a key issue in Hungarian politics in the Age of Reform.

County deputies were elected by the county assemblies, and committees
prepared written instructions for them which were considered binding. In
important issues, deputies had to ask for additional instructions and vote
accordingly. The obligatory character of the instructions was both vindicated
and challenged in both political theory and parliamentary practice, but we
can more or less suppose that it was usually accepted and generally enforced.
Therefore, it was a usual practice for the government to try to influence coun-
ties to reverse the instructions or issue supplementary instructions for depu-
ties who belonged to the opposition in the diet. Disagreements between the
county and its deputies could result in resignation or recall.

This picture, however, is significantly modified by attention to detail.
The deputies themselves actually played prominent roles in the composition
of their instructions, and they could and did influence the supplementary
instructions, too. Often, they had no instructions to follow when voting, and
sometimes, when they did not follow their instructions precisely, this was
tolerated. Still, the existence of the system of instructions must have made
the work of the parliament more cumbersome, and it was a welcome change
when this system was abandoned. At the same time, majority decisions by
individual votes became a rule. But all this happened only after the revolu-
tion of 1848, when the Hungarian diet was replaced by a parliament based
on popular representation.

Diverging paths of constitutionalism

An investigation of the workings of the riksdag, the sejm and the dieta
enriches our understanding of parliamentary representation in the eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. First and foremost, it challenges widespread
views according to which several features of Westminster were unique.
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In 1995, Bernard Manin identified the principles of representative govern-
ment: (1) those who govern are appointed by regular elections; (2) they enjoy
a certain independence from the political wishes of the electorate; (3) these
wishes may be expressed; and, finally, (4) decisions are subject to debate.
Manin claimed that the necessary margin of independence for MPs is guaran-
teed in representative democracies by the absence of binding instructions and
revocability. Manin points to eighteenth-century England as a source of the
idea that ‘Members of Parliament represented the nation as a whole rather
than their particular constituency. Voters of each electoral district were hence
not authorized to give them “instructions™’. Instructions were allowed in
the United States of America, but they had no legally binding force. Impera-
tive mandates were, then, prohibited in France in July 1789.* Following in
Manin’s footsteps, in his recent book on the decline of early democracies
and the rise of modern ones, the aforementioned Stasavage sees England as
a cradle of modern representative assemblies, where unusually strong royal
power forced the sending of deputies to parliament without binding man-
dates. Stasavage also regards the absence of instructions as a cornerstone of
modern democracy.’

Richard Butterwick, however, as we have seen, paints a nuanced pic-
ture of the practice of instructions in eighteenth-century Britain, compar-
ing this with the case of Poland. Instructions for MPs were not absent from
eighteenth-century Britain, and binding mandates issued by the sejmiki in
Poland were not always binding. To this, it might be added that Hungary
was not unlike these countries in the eighteenth century: sketchy or partial
instructions for MPs were often issued but not really enforced. But in Hun-
gary, unlike in Poland, no step was taken ‘forward’ from ‘obsolete’ instruc-
tions to ‘modern’ free mandates. Instead, we observe just the opposite: the
appearance and the gradual strengthening of binding instructions from the
second half of the eighteenth century well into the first half of the nineteenth.
These comparisons remind historians to be cautious with statements that
might be overly general or even overly simplistic.

Stasavage mentions majority decisions in the medieval English parliament
as part of the political system brought about by an exceptionally strong cen-
tral power.® William J. Bulman puts this feature of modern parliamentarism
into the centre of his recent book. He argues that majority voting in the rep-
resentative assemblies is even more important than universal suffrage in the
emergence of the majority rule. The rise of majority voting began in England
in the 1640s, against a backdrop of revolutionary circumstances. This insti-
tution was stabilized in the Restoration period, and by the early nineteenth
century, it had become established practice in Westminster and the US House
of Representatives and subsequently gained universal acceptance.”

But in the early modern period, of course, majority voting was by no
means peculiar to Westminster. Bulman does not mention Sweden and Hun-
gary in his discussion. He mentions Poland only in a single footnote with a
citation from an article. The present volume complicates his clear-cut overall
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picture. The aforementioned Joakim Scherp proves that in the Age of Liberty,
majority voting became a standard working practice of the riksdag, too. The
reason is obvious: like Westminster, the Swedish parliament was also ruling
in this period, and decision-making by majority voting was a highly efficient
arrangement, probably the most practical way to do business on the neces-
sary scale. Majority voting was also present in the Hungarian diet, but it was
not the only way of arriving at decisions. This was also true in the case of
the Polish sejm, of course. Here the infamous institution of the liberum veto
proved to be an unsurmountable obstacle. Not surprisingly, neither of these
representative assemblies were close to governing their respective countries.

In more general terms, arguing against Stasavage, Scherp convincingly
demonstrates that Sweden also developed features of modern parliamenta-
rism in the Age of Liberty, such as the free mandate and majority voting, so
the British Parliament was not the only representative assembly in the eight-
eenth century to display these traits. He claims that the common background
of these two parallel institutional developments was the aforementioned fact
that between 1719 and 1772 the riksdag was effectively ruling Sweden, and
the necessities of governing made the old system of binding mandates overly
cumbersome and thus impracticable, and majority voting became indispen-
sable to the effective functioning of the political machinery. The Hungarian
case, however, complicates this picture. Here, occasional majority voting and
practically free mandates were characteristics of a more antiquated politi-
cal system. Thus, these features of modern parliamentarism could also char-
acterize such regimes as temporary arrangements. They were therefore not
exclusive features of Westminster in the eighteenth century, and they were
not traits specific to modern parliamentarism. The notion that the roots of
modern democracy are to be found in the institutions of the free mandate
and majority voting simply does not bear up under scrutiny. In retrospect,
one might persuasively contend that British parliamentarism represented the
main road of historical developments, but in the eighteenth century, other
representative assemblies could wield significant political power, too, and
these nations also enjoyed ‘the sweet fruits of liberty’.

The comparative analyses in this volume reveal certain differences between
the political and parliamentary systems in Sweden, Hungary and Poland.
We find, for example, that there were huge differences between Sweden and
Hungary because of differences in state finances. In the early modern period,
with the concentration of commercial capital and the appearance of financial
institutions, a new option was opened for states to finance their wars: taxes
were supplemented by credits. In his first book, Stasavage explored why
strong representative assemblies helped states obtain credit at lower inter-
est rates.” He compared the case of France and England between 1688 and
1789 and arrived at the conclusion that constitutional checks and balances
were neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for an increase in the abil-
ity of the state to borrow. However, the presence of social groups interested
in avoiding credit defaults and resulting in a majority party in parliament
might improve credibility.’ In his second book on the same subject, States of
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Credit, Stasavage traces the origins of the representative form of government
back to city states in which the underlying conditions of adequate geographic
scale and merchant power were present.!" Current research highlights the
fact that in 1655 the estates of Holland were able to declare that they were
not ready to pay an interest rate higher than 4 per cent, while the rulers of
England and France had to borrow at 10 and 15 per cent, respectively. When
backed by a parliamentary grant, England could borrow at 6 per cent in
1665, and after 1688, the firm grip on public funds by the House of Com-
mons made this situation a stable one.!> The parliamentary assembly’s con-
trol of public finances clearly resulted in a much lower level of debt service.
This is why the riksdag’s involvement in Sweden’s debt service, which Patrik
Winton addresses in his chapter, gave the Swedish estates a mighty weapon.
In contrast, the Hungarian estates played almost no role in financing the
wars of the Habsburg Monarchy between 1792 and 1815, in stark contrast
to the Austrian and Czech estates.’® These kinds of differences overshadow
structural similarities found in the political positions of the Hungarian and
Swedish estates.

According to the aforementioned Charles Tilly, the Polish and Hungarian
state formations represented the extreme case of the coercion-intensive mode:

armed landlords wielded so much power that no one of them could
establish durable control over the rest; for several centuries, the Polish
and Hungarian nobilities actually elected their own kings, and struck
them down when they strove too hard for supreme power.'*

These kinds of fundamental similarities in Poland’s and Hungary’s parlia-
mentary histories were punctuated, however, by significant differences. As we
see in Butterwick’s chapter, from 1717, it was no longer the regional noble
self-government of the sejmiki that collected taxes. In Hungary, the similar
organization of the counties remained indispensable in collecting the war tax,
which dramatically enhanced the power of the Hungarian estates. This was
particular clear in periods of conflict, when the counties refused to collect
any tax: both in the final period of Joseph II’s rule and in 1822-1823." With
its comparative outlook, this volume calls attention to the important insights
offered by the history of the riksdag, the sejm and the diaeta into the larger
issue of the evolution of modern parliamentarism in general.

Notes

1 Cf. his recent overview: W. Blockmans, The Voice of the People? Political Partici-
pation before the Revolutions, London and New York: Routledge, 2024.

2 Ch. Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and the European States, AD 990-1990, Oxford:
Blackwell, 1990, p. 30. The third form between these extremes is, of course,
that of the emergent nation states of France or England following an ‘intermedi-
ate capitalized coercion mode’ built on the equilibrium of coercion and capital.
Ch. Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and the European States, AD 990-1990, Oxford:
Blackwell, 1990, p. 30.
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