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Treating Czech and Austrian German liberalism as two manifestations of essentially the same political phenomenon has not been commonplace in the existing literature on Austrian politics in the late Habsburg Empire. General accounts of late Habsburg history, as well as specialist liter​a​ture on nineteenth-century liberalism, have almost invariably interpreted liberalism in Austria as primarily, if not exclusively the concern of Austrian Germans.
 In Robert A. Kann’s classic study of the history of the Habsburg Empire, the very notion of a Czech liberal​ism appears to be almost a contradiction in terms. Kann interprets Austrian politics – at least in the 1860s and 1870s – as a conflict between German liberalism and Slav (including Czech) con​serv​atism. This “discrepancy of political ideologies” is said to have continued during the Taaffe regime of the 1880s, which Kann describes as “mainly based on German clerical conservative and Czech and Polish conservative support.” With Taaffe, we are told, “not only German liberalism but liberalism altogether, seen as a powerful ideology, had permanently disappeared from the Austrian political scene.”


Political antagonisms are thus perceived as closely cor​rel​ated to national ones, with the Germans representing liberalism and the Czechs (or Slavs) conservatism, reaction, or just ‘nationalism’, a description seemingly making any further investigation into the ideological profile of Czech politicians superfluous.
 This paradigm can be traced all the way back to the pre-First World War historiography on the Empire,
 and ultimately to the Austrian German liberals themselves, who from 1848 until the collapse of the Empire stuck firmly by the belief that there could be no liberal opposition to the Austrian German cause. Even at a time when trad​i​tional Austrian German liberalism had long been pushed in the defensive by more radical political mass movements, the leading German liberal paper, the Viennese Neue Freie Presse (nicknamed the ‘Neue Freche Presse’ by Czechs), interpreted everything, including the Czech‑German antagonism, “in a spirit which was ‘German’ and ‘univer​salist liberal’, for to the Neue Freie Presse these qualities were indist​ing​uishable.”
 


The Austrian German liberal discourse construed its argument on the impossibility of a non-German national liberalism as a refined ‘Catch 22’: if a Czech (or any other repre​sent​a​tive of a minor nation, at least in the ‘Cisleithanian’ part of the Empire) made any claims to national equality with the Germans, and in particular to the equality of their lan​gua​ges, it only testified to the parochial horizon and non-reasonable nature of the claimant, and hence to his lack of entitlement to full political rights, since manifestations of reason and enlighten​​​ment in the Austrian public sphere required the use of the German tongue. From an Austrian German liberal point of view, Czechs – like workers and peasants – could as individuals gain full political rights, but only through the acquisition of a German Bildung. In 1871 the Deutsche Zeitung insisted that “for us the nationalist position coincides with the free-thinking, enlightened one, since to be German means to be free and behave ethically”
, and in 1901 the Neue Freie Presse made it a liberal act to protest against a Czech polytechnic in Brünn/Brno or any other such concessions to Czech linguistic demands, arguing that the use of the Czech language in these spheres would deny the students access to the free inter​change of ideas possible only in a world language and inseparable from any notion of higher education.


This Austrian German appropriation of the term liberal presented middle-class Czech politicians with a semantic as well as a political challenge: if this was lib​er​alism, what scope was left for any Czech program, or politics, by that name or orientation? To start with sem​an​tics: around 1848, leading Czech public figures did use the term liberal (in Czech: ‘liberální’) in self-descriptions, and they defined the concept in positive terms. František Palacký did not hesitate to declare in 1848, “I am decidedly a liberal”,
 while Karel Havlíček two years later in a newspaper article defined liberalism in the following way: “Liberal stems from the Latin word liber (free) and is usually used as shorthand for labeling all who are for good progress and for political freedom.”
 But as Czech and Aust​rian German political representatives became entrenched in conflict in the early 1860s over the con​sti​tutional struct​ure of Austria, and the terms ‘liberal’ or ‘liberalism’ became firmly associated with the Au​strian German cen​tral​ist stance, the words gradually disappeared from the Czech political dictionary, except in re​fer​ences to the German opponent. In 1874, Palacký’s frustration with the political practice of the Austrian German liberals (and with the many pejoratives addressed at the Czechs) led him to exclaim with bitter irony:

Our Germans compensate more than sufficiently with their liberalism for what they have not been given of sense for right and justice. They are now almost exceedingly liberal, so why should they also be just? Justice would be a mere obligation, but liber​al​ity is magnanimous and offers more than it has to. So who is then allowed to remind it of a debt? It would be indecent to demand that the liberal lords should go so far as to regard the feudal, clerical, ultramontane Slavs as equal to themselves and deal with them accordingly.

From the 1860s onwards the very word ‘liberal’ was thus too negatively charged for any Czech political party to use it. Instead the word svobodomyslný (‘freethinking’) came to sub​sti​tute for it as a marker of liberal convictions, as in the National Freethinking Party, the official name of the Young Czech Party, and in many other contexts.
 The close association of liberalism with the Austrian German liberals and the strength of the wrath against these is palpable in the entry concerning liberalism in the authoritative Czech encyclopedia from the turn of the century, Ottův slovník naučný:

Liberalism means in parliamentary parlance a trend striving for the assertion of freethinking principles in all public life. In Austria it identifies itself with centralizing and Germanizing aspirations in a political and national perspective, and with capitalist exploitation in an economic perspective. German l[iberlaism] has made itself sadly famous through its persecution of non-German nations… In the Czech nation a liberal political party began to take shape soon after the introduction of constitutional life, which of course did not have common political or economic principles with the German-liberal party.

To the extent that any Czech liberalism was identified at all, its radical difference from and opposition to the Austrian German political move​ment by that name was thus underlined. Such dissociation was to be expected from con​tempo​raries such as Adolf Srb, the author of the encyclopedia entry, but it has also – in less vehement words – colored later studies, which have largely analyzed Czech political liberalism in isolation from its Austrian German liberal en​vir​on​ment as a distinctly national phenomenon.
 But as I shall try to argue in the rest of this essay, Czech and Austrian German liberalism in the Habsburg Empire had much more in common than their mutual political and terminological alienation.

On the structural level a main point to make is that for all national disagreement between them, Czech and Austrian German politi​cal leaders (many of whom in ‘the liberal era’ came from Bohemia) all stemmed from one and the same ‘Bildungsraum’, or educational space. I mean by this that although they appeared as separate political forces, these Bürger representatives of two allegedly very different nations were socially and culturally, in terms of educa​tion and norms, of men​t​al​​ities and often also at a personal level of one and the same milieu. For a start, the circles actively iden​tifying with a national community were very small, because a marked na​tional self-identification was alien to the vast majority of the population in Vormärz or pre-1848 Bohe​mia. Al​though one finds in nineteenth-century Bohemia a high correlation between mother tongue (or main everyday linguistic environment) and national affiliation, the mecha​n​isms transforming such ‘objective conditions’ into subjective identification were only rudi​ment​arily developed before 1848, or even 1860. There was no separate Czech system of higher or secondary edu​ca​tion in Vormärz Bohemia capable of equipping children with any national Czech education, linguistically or ideologically,
 and so the educated middle-class elites that came to form the backbone of both the Czech and the Bohemian German political repre​sent​a​tion of 1848-49 were products of one and the same Austrian school system. As Gary Cohen has written: “All those who made their way into the more prosperous com​mer​cial or manufacturing strata, the professions, or the bureaucracy had to adopt the German language, Austro-German culture, and Catholicism if they lacked one or the other. This did not involve, however, the adoption of a specific German ethnic identity before the 1850s.”
 On the contrary, we may add, some of those who had adopted – or adapted to – both the German language and Austro-German culture ultimately opted for a Czech national iden​tity, while others remained non-nationalized Habsburg loyalists.
 

One should therefore not exaggerate the separating power of certain differences in the formation and composi​tion of bourgeois strata from the German-speaking areas of Northern Bohemia, as compared to the ones stemming from the Czech-speaking central parts of the Kingdom.
 A Czech-speaking and identifying bourgeoisie may have developed later and from somewhat different social backgrounds than its Bohemian German counterpart, but the social boundaries or differences between them were not sufficiently clear-cut to allow for simple identification of class with national allegiance. The educational and professional back​ground of the Bohemian Czech and German representatives in the Austrian Reichstag or Parliament in 1848-49 was nearly identical, with a preponderance of lawyers, civil servants and other members of the ‘intelligentsia’ in both groups.
 Also, the Union for the En​cour​age​ment of Industry in Bohemia, founded in 1833 under the auspices of the Bohemian nobility and opened up for all Bürger capable of paying the fees in 1842, is commonly held to have been a main school of politics before 1848 for the younger generation of Czech patriots (F. L. Rie​ger, A. P. Trojan, F. A. Brauner and others). But the Union was an association for Bohemia’s liberal bourgeoisie (and for the liberally inclined factions of the Bohemian aristocracy), not a Czech national insti​tution.
 Finally, Prague was the towering center of all intellectual and political life in Bohemia, and the city’s inhabitants, most of whom were probably to some degree bilingual, were not (in spite of the formation of a Czech Burghers’ Club (‘Měšťanská beseda’) in 1846, and other early attempts at ‘nationalizing’ the public sphere) sharply divided in their daily interactions into a ‘Czech’ and a ‘German’ national camp.


To be concrete: in political matters, men like Rieger and Palacký ought to have, and did in fact speak the same language as the German Austrian liberals, both literally – they were of course fluent in German – as well as figuratively. Educated Czechs primarily encountered liberalism through German sources (and through the same sources as their German Austrian counter​parts),
 and one finds in the Czech community of the 1840s all the same basic liberal norms and values as among the Austrian Germans: Bildung und Besitz [education and property], and in parti​cular the former, were seen as prerequisites for access to the political sphere, whereas the calls for basic human and civic rights were derived from natural law. The voluntary association – be it a reading asso​ciation or an industrial association – represented a model form of social organization for Czech Bürger elites also and played a significant role in the formation of these, while self-government was to guarantee the security, progress and liber​ty of citizens, as Hav​lí​ček argued at length in 1846.


Even in their understanding of nationality Czech and Austrian German elites had a lot in common beyond the obvious differences stemming from the fact that any formulation of a Czech ‘national idea’ had to appear as marked in structuralist terms, i.e. as a deviation from an unmarked, naturally German high culture. As long as ‘civilized’, ‘educated’, ‘progressive’, and ‘rational’ were perceived as synonymous with ‘German’, Austrian German liberals could define their Germanness largely in terms of such cul​tural values as a potentially open, non-ethnic ideal against which the Czech aspirations could be dismissed as parochial, and hence irrational, “a politics based on mere ethnic identity”.
 We should, however, be careful not to make this Austrian German point of view our own.

First, Austrian German liberals also frequently lapsed into a rhetoric and discourse of essential ethnic difference drawing on the same Herderian and ro​man​ticist sources as the Czech national movement. It may therefore be most correct to ack​now​​ledge the fuzziness of perceptions of nationhood in the mid-nineteenth century: the belief in the possi​bility of accul​tu​ration to a higher German culture was not yet perceived as sharply at odds with organic or primordial understandings of Germanness. Depending on con​text one or the other could be em​pha​sized.

Secondly, Czech politics was never merely ethnic. Hav​lí​ček’s pointed state​ment of 1849, that “[e]verybody will be happy to call himself a citizen of the Austrian Empire when it becomes an honor...[but] the nations are God’s and not the Emperor’s … We will always remain Czechs, like the Hungarians and Italians, and we will never be Austrians, but only citizens of the Austrian Empire,”
 testifies not only to his belief in the God-given natural rights of nations, but also to an ability to distinguish between ethnicity and citizenship. When in 1848, the Wiener Zeitschrift für Kunst, Literatur, Theater und Mode exclaimed: “Teach your children that they are not [simply] Hun​gar​ians, Germans, Slavs, [or] Italians, but rather citizens [Bürger] of a constitutional Austrian state”
, it based its request on assump​tions much closer to the ones of Havlíček than a juxtaposition of Czech ethnic and Austrian German political (liberal) nationalism would suggest.

Finally, Czech liberals shared the German view that only Kultur​nationen, i.e. nations living up to European standards of civiliza​tion, could make claims to political and cult​u​ral recognition. Bildung was, from a Czech perspective, an indi​vi​d​ual and a national obligation. In German Austrian liberal perceptions, however, it remain​ed a premise that only the German nation​ality was capable of living up to these stand​ards, whereas in the Czech national ideo​logy it was upheld that the Czechs from the outset of their ‘awakening’ already were a Euro​pean Kulturnation. If this was initially a fiction (as many Czech patriots admitted in private) the Czech national elites strove very hard, and with much success to convert it into reality throughout the nineteenth century.

Given these close social, educational, and ideological affinities we should expect con​cord rather than conflict in the political sphere also, and in fact we can observe a recurring pattern from 1848 onwards during all major upheavals in Austrian politics: At first, Austrian German and Czech national elites responded in the same way and at times even together, eyeing the liberal potential in the situation, but then conflict broke out on the very visible level of na​tional disagreement over issues that cannot per se be placed on a liberal – anti-liberal scale. As ar​gued, the German liberal discursive hegemony, and perhaps also the German political hegemony, may have led friend and foe alike to identify German unification, Frankfurt style, and then Austrian central​ism with liberalism. But none of these stands follow logically from liberal theory.


When in early 1848 revolutionary moods reached Austria from France and Germany, Prague citizens went into action even before Metternich’s resignation on 13 March. The Prague elites – Czech and German, although the well-prepared nationally Czech Bürger elites soon took the political lead – cooperated in March in the so-called “St. Wenceslas Committee” on the draft​ing of two petitions, submitted to the Emperor in late March and early April respectively. These petitions contained the standard liberal demands of the day: a constitution, freedom of the press, full religious freedom, oral and public court pro​ceedings, national guards, local self-government etc. Disagreement on the drafting of these texts was political, not national, as the Prague liberals successfully prevented radical democrats from intro​ducing calls for the regu​la​tion of work and wages or the abolition of serf​dom into the petitions.

A novelty in the petitions was the call for “complete equal rights for the Czech and the German nationality in all Bohemian Lands, schools and offices,” an equality that was to be re​cog​nized and guaranteed by law.
 As a declaration of 21 March, signed by fifty-two “Writers of Prague, of Czech and German tongue, raised by the feeling of liberty and … concord between the Czech and German population of their fatherland” made clear, this call stemmed from the “zeal and strivings of the Czech part of the population”, but it was “not to be regarded as a disturbance of this concord.”
 The Czech introduction of the principle of national equality on the political agenda of 1848 thus happened with the full consent of the participating Prague German elites, who in March subscribed to a rhetoric of brotherhood and equality between the German and Czech nations in the Bohemian lands in their struggle for progress and liberty. This was very different from the later Austrian German liberal discourse of Ger​man cultural and hence national superiority, and Czech reactionary national fanaticism.
 Secondly, as Gerald Stourzh has demonstrated, the idea that equal national rights was a legi​ti​mate liberal principle spread very quickly from Prague not only to other parts of Austria, but even to the German constitutional assembly in Frankfurt. This doctrine must thus be con​sid​er​ed common Austrian or Central European liberal property, not some nationalist, collect​i​vistic pollution of liberal principles.

The two Prague petitions insisted finally that the political framework for the reali​za​tion of the demanded rights was to be a union of the Bohe​mian lands with its own freely and broadly elected parliament, and even this claim had the initial support of the Prague German liberals. We thus see again how liberals could produce many different answers to what form of statehood to establish for their emerging community of free and responsible citizens.

Sadly, in the strife about Bohemia’s and Austria’s relationship to Frankfurt, which from April 1848 came to separate the Czech and Bohemian or Austrian German political elites for much of the following year, both sides were equally quick to let perceived national interests take precedence over liberal concerns – cf. Austrian German reactions to Windischgrätz’s attack on Prague in June and Czech ones to his quench​ing of the Vienna uprising in Octo​ber.
 Only as the Groß​deutsch or Greater German program fell and the Au​strian state became the realistic and hence com​monly accepted political framework, could Czech and Ger​man political representatives begin to join forces again in a liberal alliance in the Reichstag, especially during its spell in Krem​​sier/Kro​mě​říž. The most significant Czech contribution here was perhaps Rieger’s work on the draft Bill of Rights, culminating in his passionate defense of the idea of popular sover​eign​ty in a speech of January 10, 1849, a speech that led Ludwig von Löhner to embrace him heartily.
 Among the many standard liberal claims, this Bill of Rights guaran​teed in Art. 21 the equal rights (‘Gleichberechtigung’) of all nationalities of the Empire and obliged the state to secure the equality of the languages common in the individual crown lands (‘landesübliche Sprachen’) in schools, civil service and public life.
 Again, my point is not to show that even Czech Reichstag delegates were capable of sup​port​ing a liberal agenda, but to argue that this finding of a common language – to a high degree also on the poli​ti​cal meaning and significance of nationality – should not surprise us, because all these edu​ca​ted middle-class dele​​gates were products of the same Austrian experience. It was therefore not so much “the Austrian nations” who found each other in Kremsier/Kroměříž, as a narrow segment of Austrian elites (without representation from Hungary and Lombardy-Venice), agreeing also on the relevance of dividing themselves into national camps.
 Sadly, their conciliation came too late to stop the dynastic counter-rev​o​lu​tion.


History almost seemed to repeat itself in 1860-61 when Austria made a careful return to constitutionalism. At first, Czech and Austrian German liberals rejoiced in the new freedom and sought cooperation on a variety of liberal political issues. The Czech attempts in 1860 to gain permission to publish a political newspaper, expressed in a petition by Rieger to the Em​p​e​ror, was supported by the Prague German liberal press,
 and in December 1860 the Prague Czech and German liberals presented a joint electoral committee and pro​gram for the up​coming local elections in the city.
 At the elections to the Bohe​mian Diet [sněm] in March 1861, Czechs and Germans had separate lists, but Leopold von Hasner and Adolf Maria Pinkas, who later joined the German camp in the Diet, were elected from Prague on the recommendation of the Czech electoral committee, whereas conversely two pro-Czech representatives were elected from predominantly ‘ethnic German’ districts.
 National segre​ga​tion was thus still far from complete, and numerous cases show that also the Czech com​mu​nity remained open to anyone who embraced the national vision, even if they were not of Czech descent or did not speak Czech fluently.
 The Prague news​paper market of the 1860s and 1870s may illustrate how misleading it would be to perceive of Bohemian society as neatly divided into two national camps based on, and marked by language: Next to the national (i.e. nationally agi​tat​ing) newspapers, like the Czech Národní listy (Na​tion​al Papers) or the German Bohemia or Tagesbote aus Böhmen, we find the Prager Zeitung or the Pražské noviny (Prague News) expressing the official Habsburg view in both languages, and even the German language daily Politik, a paper addressing those who “politically belonged to the Czech camp even though they were more used to reading German than Czech.”

Soon, however, Czech opposition to Prime Minister Schmerling’s centralism, which had the support of the Austrian German liberals, made the Czech National Party join forces with the conservative nobility in demanding the recognition of an autonomist program, the so-called Bohemian historical state rights, an alliance determining Czech attitudes toward the cen​tral pol​i​tical institutions of Austria for the next two decades and leading them to boycott the Reichs​rat or Austrian Parliament from 1863 to 1879.
 This was the move that made Kann and others label the Czechs ‘con​ser​va​tive’. But again, matters are more complex. For a start, the Czech political leaders themselves kept insisting that they were committed to liberal values, which do figure prominently in all Czech political programs of that era.
 Secondly, at several occasions in the early 1860s Czech and German liberals cooperated in the Bohe​mian Diet against the conserv​a​tive nobles.
 Thirdly, Czech attempts in 1863 to get the Diet to revise the curial voting system [systém volebních sborů] to secure a more proportionally just Czech representation in the Diet while respecting the liberal doctrine of tax payment as a pre-condition for voting rights were rejected by a coalition of conservative nobles and Bohemian German liberals.
 And finally, the alliance with the nobles helped the Czechs to great advances in education, in part​i​cular in 1864 with regard to the use of Czech in secondary schools, as called for in all Czech political pro​grams.
 Even the strict legalism of the Czech state rights argument, used also to justify the boycott of the Reichsrat before and after the Ausgleich or Compromise of 1867, may be interpreted not just as an imitation of Hungarian liberal strategies and demands, but also as a product of an Austrian liberal adherence to the principle of Rechts​staat​lichkeit, or the rule of law.
If until the early 1860s Austrian German liberalism mostly shaped its Czech counterpart in terms of norms, values, and language, its main formative contribution thereafter was probably of a legislative nature. With few interruptions the Austrian German liberals had the major say in Austrian governments and Reichsrat politics in the ‘liberal era’ of 1861-1879, which estab​lished the administrative and political frame​work that was to frame Austrian and hence Czech politics until the end of the Monarchy. In 1862 a system of self-government was intro​duced at communal level (and in 1864 at district level in Bohemia), which – though two-tracked with much control still in the hands of imperial authorities – gave ample scope for local political devel​opment. A restricted curial franchise was used at elections at all levels (it was reformed only for Reichsrat elections), and that sec​ured liberal middle-class control of the local polity. Pieter Judson has pointed to the pivo​tal role of municipal politics and voluntary associations in the preservation of an Austrian German liberal hegemony outside Vienna; Cathleen Giu​stino’s study of ghetto clearance in Prague offers rich insights into how the same mechanisms were at play around 1900 in Czech municipal politics.

The December 1867 complex of post-Ausgleich constitutional laws for Cis​​lei​thania included also a Bill of Citizens’ Rights with a rich catalogue of liberal principles: equality before the law, personal freedom, the invio​la​bility of private property, religious freedom and freedom of conscience, freedom of speech, the right to assemble and form associations (although Art. 12 called for special legislation to regulate the practicing of this right) and so forth. Art. 1 of the Bill created an Austrian citizenship (‘Staats​bürgerrecht’), while simul​ta​ne​ous​ly Art. 19 recognized the equal rights of all nationalities (‘Volks​stämme’), and the equality of all languages customary in the crown lands in schools, government agencies, and public life.
 This constitutional catalogue of rights served Czech Bürger also, but on the other hand Czech hopes for the creation of a satisfactory framework for their collective political self-realization were marred twice: with the introduction of dualism in 1867 and again in the autumn of 1871, when the so-called Fundamental Articles, which would have created a kind of sub-dualism within Cis​lei​tha​nia, were withdrawn after Austrian German liberal and Hun​gar​ian pressure.
 Prague was declared in a state of emergency, and the Austrian German liberal predominance in the Auersperg Cabinet (1871-1879) meant that Austrian liberalism was increasingly measured by its political practice, rather than by its rhetoric and doctrines; a practice which in the Czech view implied a very high correl​a​tion between German lib​eral cabinets in Vienna and infringements of the freedom of the press and other basic civic and political rights in Bohemia.
 Hence Palacký’s sar​castic remarks, cited above.

Finally, the Austrian German liberal hegemony produced an economic space in which also Czech entrepreneurs could act. Economic liberalism and the centralization of Cis​lei​thania created lucrative conditions for the growth of a Czech national industry (based mostly on the agro‑industrial sector), and for its eventual utilization of the opportunities in the whole ‘inner market’ of Cisleithania. In accordance with liberal prin​ciples, Czech and German politicians and Bürger tended well into the 1880s to regard the whole sphere of trade and production a ‘free zone’ exempted from national contro​versies, and to pursue their class interests accord​ing​ly.
 So, contrary to functionalist theory, the economic modernization of Austria neither led to the creation of one Austrian state‑nation (as expected by Schwarz​enberg’s neo-abso​lu​tist regime and in the post-1848 Austrian German liberal vision), nor to calls from the national bourgeoisies for the division of the huge Austrian ‘inner market’ into small nation‑states. 

As suggested above, the Austrian German liberal fall from power in 1879 and the install​ment of Taaffe’s ‘Iron Ring’ around them is generally perceived as a turning point in the history of liberalism in Austria. In Czech politics things had already begun to change in 1874, as dis​satis​faction with the alliance with the conservative nobility and the policy of passive resist​ance made the Young Czechs establish themselves as an inde​pen​dent political party, with a consistently liberal program.
 The Young Czechs advocated political activism and a return to the Bohemian Diet and later also the Reichsrat, and soon after Palacký’s death in 1876 the Young Czech leader Eduard Grégr even dared to criticize Bohemian state rights for being incomprehensible and “not worth a pipe of tobacco without the proper power capable of securing their validity.”
 When in 1878 internal strife in the Austrian German liberal camp over the annexation of Bosnia created a new window of opportunity for Czechs, even Rieger, Palacký’s successor as informal national leader, sought a way out of passive re​sist​ance. As in 1848 or 1860, the Austrian German liberals seemed the most natural potential ally, and with the help of another veteran from 1848, Adolph Fischhof, Rieger met on 31 October 1878 with the influential editor-in-chief of the Neue Freie Presse, Michael Etienne, and Alexander Scharf, publisher of the Wiener Sonn- und Montags​zeitung. Rieger wrote about the meeting to his wife:

I will be today among three Jews; it will be a kind of viva voce, and if they find me sufficiently kosher, perhaps even my nation will then get its General Certificate of Education and be allowed a voice in Austria.

The quote is telling of how important Austrian German recognition of the maturity of the Czech achievements in Bildung was for Rieger, and how closely related he believed cultural and political recognition to be, i.e. how deeply committed he was to one of the core doctrines of Austrian nineteenth century liberalism.


The meeting did bring a rapprochement expressed in a joint declaration, known as the ‘Emmersdorf memorandum’, which in seven points listed the principles upon which Czech – German liberal cooperation could be built. The list included the call for a nation​alities law to pro​tect minorities in all the lands of Austria, a reform of the electoral system in the Bohemian lands removing the political privileges of the great landowners, increased self-government for the provinces (but no Bohemian state rights), and a Czech return to the Reichs​rat, in which they would be obliged to “work for the liberal [freiheitlichen] principles of our time, which the exclusion of ultramon​tane and feudal tendencies, while defending the right to free self-determination and autonomy.”
 The memorandum was to be a first step only, but the ini​tia​tive soon collapsed. Eduard Herbst, the leader of the Bohemian German liberals rejected the compromise as nationally unacceptable, and the Emperor him​self also let it be known that if the Czech and German liberals truly found each other he could see little benefit in a Czech return to the Reichsrat.
 The Emperor already had plans for the conservative al​ter​native eventually materializing with Taaffe. So again, the Czech support of the Taaffe cabinet was not their first choice, but their best chance of getting concessions. They made progress with regard to the use of Czech in the civil service and in higher education (the Stremayr ordi​nances and the division of the Prague University in 1882), but they never felt the alliance to be ‘na​tural’, and the concessions granted by Taaffe to the clerical parties in school policies were met with little enthusiasm among the Czech politicians forced to support them.

In response to the loss of power after 1879 Austrian German lib​er​al​ism underwent a major transformation into a nationalist mould, while remaining organized around the same values of progress, science and education, and the same concerns for diminishing intra-com​mu​nity differences, which had dominated earlier liberal Bürger elite politics.
 It might be argued that German Austrian liberalism had now become imitative of the Czech one, in the sense that the latter had a certain lead in na​tion​al​iz​ing the liberal discourse and in integrating the lower social strata into a middle-class based social system, while still insisting on national unity under the natural leadership of the educated bourgeoisie. It might be argued that German Austrian liberalism was still ahead of the Czechs, as is suggested by Schmidt-Hartmann’s comparison of the German reform efforts embodied in the so-called Linz Program of 1882 and the Czech efforts from the group of Realists of the early 1890s.
 And it might be argued that Austrian German and Czech political thought and action remained as synchronized and interwoven as I have argued they were until the 1870s, or to the contrary that they simply parted ways as Czech society, with its educational system complete, increasingly con​sti​​tuted a separate whole, a complete, autonomous ‘semiosphere’ based on the Czech lan​guage.

As to the last possibility, it seems to me misleading to think of Czech society as a closed system, largely sealed off from any larger Austrian system of communication. The formal national segregation of Austrian education at all levels did not stop most Czechs and even some Germans from learning the other language, and the individual choice of school did not always respect the dictates of national classification.
 Politics and associational life re​mained the spheres most sharply divided along national demarcation lines, whereas in Prague and other ‘mixed areas’ Czechs and Germans lived next to each other, so​cial​ly and partly religiously stratified rather than nationally, just as they met at work, when shopping or trading (in spite of the increased campaigning for economic national autarky), and sometimes also at café, concerts etc.
 Also, everybody was confronted with the same Austrian admi​ni​stra​tive and judicial system traditionally committed to an ideal of ​national neu​tral​ity, and all political elites had to meet in the Reichsrat and other insti​tu​tions. Robert Luft describes the Czech political elites of 1907-1914 as biographically, eco​nom​ically, socially, and politically deeply entangled in the administrative structures of Cisleithania, in stark con​trast to the ideological and propagandistic ‘Staatsferne’ [distance from the state] typical of Czech politics.

To return to the issue of liberalism, in some of the scholarly literature fo​cus​ing on Czech politics we meet an interpretation of the turn of events after 1879 exactly oppo​site to Robert A. Kann’s quoted above. Jan Křen writes: “If so far the Germans had been the main bearers of social progress, it was now the na​tions which possessed fewer rights, and especially the Czechs, who became the main champions of democra​ti​za​tion.”
 Similarly, Bruce M. Garver contrasts the “predomi​nant​ly liberal and democratic orientation of Czech pol​itics” with the position of the privileged Germans, who “were the sole nation within the mon​archy that had anything to gain from a more centralized and more au​tho​ritarian state, whet​her Rechtsstaat or Poli​zei​staat.”
 Clearly, Garver uses the word ‘liberal’ here in the broad sense as synon​y​mous with ‘reform‑oriented’, ‘democratic’ or ‘progress​ive’, and though Křen and Garver are correct in pointing out that Czech political parties took the lead in Au​stria in pushing for universal man​hood suffrage and other democratic reforms, this con​trast​ing of Czech and Austrian German political norms and attitudes in the late Habsburg Empire should not be pushed too far.

But even a specialist in Czech nineteenth-century lib​er​al​ism such as Otto Urban argues that the Young Czech Party, after its out​burst of radicalism around 1890, con​sol​i​dated itself as a “solid liberal party,” and that “under the concrete historical conditions of the 1890s [it] represented the most profiled liberal party of all in Cisleithania.”
 This may be over​stated, but in figures such as Josef Kaizl or the Old Czech Albín Bráf, Czech society of the late nineteenth century did produce highly competent political leaders with a pronounced liberal pro​file. We may interpret this phenomenon as caused by the fact that Czech Bürger representatives now considered their national community to be sufficiently consolidated (so self-evidently a Kul​tur​nation in the nineteenth-century sense of the word) for them to engage directly and re​spon​sibly in the running of the Austrian state as Czechs and Austrian citizens. Kaizl designed a new Czech strategy of a ‘politics in stages’, a systematic effort to secure for Czechs their share of seats in the go​vern​ment and the Austrian bureaucracy in order to make Austria poli​ti​cally and socially more of a home for Czechs. This was a liberal ap​proach, but marked by a somewhat ‘il​liberal’ dependency on the bureaucracy and the executive, typical also of the Austrian German liberals of the 1860s and 1870s.
 With self-confidence and sincerity, Kaizl condemned in 1895 the “sterile and pre​judiced nationalism” that pre​vented Czechs and Ger​mans from coming to an understanding that could revitalize Austria around liberal prin​ciples. He declared:

Here to a high degree we still have to win political freedoms; I will just offer slogans: equal right for nations, equal electoral rights, freedom of expression in word and print, freedom of association and assembly… Here political liberalism still has a sphere of activism and makes lots and lots of sense, and one must regret… that there is no really strong liberal party in Austria…

So, at a time when Austrian German liberals had reached the conclusion that there could be no natural sym​biosis between themselves and the Austrian state, resulting in a massive invest​ment in the national community as a ‘substitute umbrella’ for their followers, Kaizl tried to take the Young Czech Party in the oppo​site direction. But even this attempt at finding com​mon Czech-German liberal ground in an Austrian framework failed, and with Kaizl’s early death in 1901 not only the most “Austrian”,
 but also the most committed liberal Czech poli​ti​cal leader disappeared.

As a political philosophy, liberalism has its Leitmotif in the relation​ship between citizen and state. The societal glue binding individuals and the whole is civic society, the complex net​work of formal and informal associations of responsible Bürger and citizens. But liberal​ism had problems finding a coherent doctrine about, or answer to what ‘the nation’ was or meant in this equa​tion. The equal right of individuals was an established cornerstone in liberal doctrine, but in 1848 Austrian liberals agreed to extend the principle to nations. This reinterpretation of the equal rights doctrine as also a collective claim proved to be a formidable theoretical and practical challenge to the liberals, who had to come up with answers first to the nature of this new collective subject, and then to its legal and political representation.

At the individual level, liberals sharply distinguished between civic and political rights, or between pas​sive and active citizenship: civic rights were natural and universal, but to enjoy political rights one had to qualify as a Bürger, i.e. to prove through Bildung und Besitz that one could contribute re​spons​ibly and maturely to society’s self-government. But there was also, I have tried to argue, a broad if often overlooked consensus among Czech and Austrian German liberals that this liberal logic applied to nations too. Nations were God’s creations and hence at an elementary level protected by natural law. But once the most basic civic rights (understood primarily as a right to learn and use one’s mother tongue) were to be followed by political rights, all agreed that only mature and educated nations living up to European stand​ards of civilization were entitled to these. Czechs wanted to be measured by these stand​ards, but could not accept what was, in their eyes, the a priori Austrian German verdict that Czechs fell short.

Liberal doctrine insists that the status as Bürger is an open category, i.e. that every ind​i​vi​dual has the chance to advance to the ranks of the politically entitled. The same logic ought by analogy to apply for the collective. But Austrian German libe​rals were re​luct​ant to recognize this. It was an open issue in liberal doctrine whether society should actively en​cour​age attempts at socio-political advancement by individuals (or, by extension, nations), or whether a laissez faire principle should apply. But to actively hamper chances of progress re​pre​sented a violation of liberal principles. When seeking to prevent, say, the full development of a Czech educational system, Austrian Ger​man liberals would have had to argue that barriers to advance​ment in Bildung had root in innate qualities of the minor nations, not in a politics of discrimination. Meta​phor​ically speaking, they moved from seeing the situation of the minor nations as analogous to the one of the ‘non-independent’ classes, as individuals from minor nations were offered an escape from the prison of their ‘ethnic nature’ through German acculturation, to seeing it as analogous to the one of women, whom ‘nature itself’ excluded from political rights.

With regard to national representation the profound and ultimately unbridgeable dis​agree​ments between Czech and Austrian German liberals are well known. But behind the federalism-centralism antagonism we can glimpse a shared understanding that decision-making must take place in a political unit that allows the national commu​n​ity a suitable repre​sen​tation. Bo​he​mia (or the lands of the Bohemian Crown) represented such a unit in Czech liberal eyes, whereas Bohemian or Austrian German resistance to any major decentral​i​za​tion of power to the crownlands was rooted not just in fears that these might become bastions of conservatism or parochialism, but also in the view that Austria/Cisleithania represented a proper forum for their national representation.
 For long, the goal was to obtain a suf​fi​cient share in the formulation and conduct of politics in a territorially defined political unit, but from the 1880s onwards Czech and Austrian German liberals increasingly demanded that the administration of national matters be placed in the hands of the nations themselves.

When in 1848 liberals introduced the idea of national equality, they took for grant​ed the existence of a supra-national territorial state, which (controlled by the representatives of the people/peoples) could guarantee these rights and protect the individual and the collective against arbitrariness and discrimination. Calls for national self-administration weakened the very idea of a liberal territorial state. I see in this not just testimony to the growing illiberalism of national elites, but also an inability of the Habsburg regime to reconcile Article 1 and Article 19 of the Constitution’s Bill of Rights, Austrian citizenship and the equal rights of nationalities. Beyond the difficulty of translating Article 19 into viable political arrangements, the state also hesitated before giving Article 1 sufficient political content, for instance by making the government responsible to the parliament. That seriously weakened the prospects of a true liberal alliance (the possibility of which I have tried to demonstrate) that could have balanced Articles 1 and 19, individual as opposed to collective rights and responsibilities. From 1848, Austrian German liberals (and from a different posi​tion also their Czech counterparts) oscillated between understanding the nation as a pri​mord​ial collective and as a community of educated and responsible citizens. As Austrian German liberals in​creas​ingly invested loyalties and ‘meaning fulfillment’ that they had originally reserved for the vision of the con​sti​tu​tional state instead in the figure of the ethnic or racial nation, and as Czech liberals never managed – to follow up on Havlíček’s dictum of 1849 – to be happy citizens of Austria in the Emperor’s world and happy Czechs in God’s, Austrian liber​al​ism had to remain a building without a roof. Its contradictions stemmed not just from the lack of a shared Czech-German liberal language, but also from perceptions, ideas, and con​ditions that all liberals in Austria had in common.
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