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Politikai korrupció a Monarchia Magyarországán, 1867–1918 [Political 
Corruption in Hungary of  the Compromise Era, 1867–1918]. By András 
Cieger. Budapest: Napvilág Kiadó, 2011. 208 pp. 

András Cieger’s monograph makes a term that is rich with meaning and shifting 
in its content (both historically and from culture to culture) the subject of  analysis 
within a chronologically and geographically precisely circumscribed framework. 
The framework is Hungary within the Austro–Hungarian Monarchy, which 
from the perspective of  constitutional law was a well-ordered arrangement and 
harmonized essentially with the norms of  the time, with an effective system of  
parliamentary representation. The chronological framework is the second half  
of  the nineteenth century and the first eighteen years of  the twentieth.

In this period, Hungary became an organic part of  Western civilization. 
Thanks to its successful economic and social modernization, it caught up 
in every essential sphere with Western Europe. While in the period under 
discussion, Hungary’s statutory law essentially harmonized with the principles 
of  law in Western Europe, the mentality that found manifestation in the 
unwritten behavioral and ethical norms still bore the traces of  a transitional 
phase. Modernization (parliamentarism, an open public sphere) was intricately 
entangled in tradition (feudal principles of  authority and prestige, the persistence 
of  old social structures, the role of  nepotism).

In the introduction Cieger makes plainly evident that he has thoroughly 
studied the secondary literature on the phenomenon of  corruption, though the 
legal, political, and historical scholarship offers little more than vague definitions 
that rest on generalizations, so instead he relies on the contemporary uses of  the 
term in order to define the actual subject of  his inquiry. Thus he includes in his 
examination all of  the social practices that were characterized by contemporaries 
as examples of  corruption, in other words as abuses of  power and the moral 
depravity of  power. 

However, even using this as the defining criterion, it is still not possible to 
circumscribe the subject of  Cieger’s inquiry clearly. Significant differences may 
still remain, for instance, between perceptions of  practices as corrupt in public 
opinion and acts that were either criminalized or sanctioned by the law. And 
indeed it is worth noting that the term corruption was not even used in the law 
of  the Dualist Era (it does not occur a single time in the texts of  the laws), even 
if  it was frequently used in public life. The book presents several cases in which 
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an act was not prohibited by the law, but the resulting scandal was sufficient to 
prompt the public to condemn the person involved, which in the end led to his 
political downfall. There were also cases in which this was reversed. An act that 
was technically illegal was seen by a significant portion of  the public as justified 
or at least tolerated.

From the perspective of  the scholarship on corruption, given its complex 
and transformational nature, the era is of  particular interest. At the beginning of  
the period under discussion, the transition from a political and social structure 
that was based on feudal privileges to a system based on civil equality and 
parliamentary representation was taking place at the same time as the transition 
from a traditional economic order, not based on the principles of  the market, 
to a capitalist market economy and a time of  ever greater public scrutiny. These 
changes brought about the transformation of  the political culture and the 
emergence of  new techniques in the exercise of  power. In the process of  this 
transformation, from the perspective of  corruption (and in general the ethical 
expectations that were placed on the political order), the professionalization of  
the public sphere was of  particular significance. The figure of  the ideal politician 
before the Hungarian Revolution of  1848—the dedicated politician who was 
independent and lived for political causes, serving the public good and able to 
make the necessary personal financial sacrifices in order to play a role in the 
public sphere—was replaced with the figure of  the professional politician of  
the Compromise Era, who saw politics as a long-term occupation and source 
of  income and served party interests. Concerns arose from the outset that, as a 
consequence of  the transformation of  politics into a profession, the management 
of  public affairs would slip into the hands of  a narrow group that represented its 
own private interests instead of  public interest.

The increasing use of  the term corruption can be understood as a symptom 
of  nostalgia for the so-called “gentleman” politician and skepticism regarding 
the professionalization of  politics. According to public opinion, politics itself  
had been debased, and this was seen as a consequence of  the moral decline of  
the political class. This public sentiment, however, was inconsistent with the 
fact that, with the widening of  public scrutiny (first and foremost through the 
proliferation of  organs of  the media), it was in fact becoming possible to keep 
the political class under close watch.

Cieger succinctly and convincingly refutes two misguided (and mutually 
reinforcing) convictions prevalent in Hungarian historiography. According to the 
first, of  the states that had a Western style democracy, Hungary was particularly 
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“infected” with corruption. Cieger refers to examples of  other Western states 
and persuasively demonstrates that corruption was not peculiar to Hungary. 
The political institutional system and the legal order were slow to adapt to the 
social and economic changes in other lands as well, and the “grey zone” that 
emerged because of  this lag was fertile soil for corruption. At the same time, as 
the comparison also reveals, the Western European parliamentary systems that 
were regarded as the models to be followed (first and foremost England) were 
much more consistent and consequential in their attempts to close at least the 
widest gates to corruption with legal and institutional reforms (for instance, the 
reform of  the electoral system). 

According to the other prevalent misconception, corruption was simply 
systematically encoded in the political order of  the Dualist Era, or at least in the 
elements related to voting. The widespread acceptance of  this notion is “thanks” 
in part to the contemporary literature, two prominent figures of  which—Mór 
Jókai and Kálmán Mikszáth, both of  whom are still regarded as major Hungarian 
authors of  the nineteenth century—knew the business of  politics at the time 
from the inside and often wrote about it in their works. In his explanation of  
Hungary’s deviations from the West, István Bibó,1 the greatest political thinker 
of  the twentieth century (or at least the one who had the greatest influence), 
ascribed key importance to this phenomenon. According to Bibó, the system 
that was brought into being with the Austro–Hungarian Compromise of  1867 
was founded on lies and self-delusions that had been swept under the rug. Its 
legitimacy in the eyes of  its citizens was weak, thus in a representative system 
this veneer of  legitimacy could only be maintained through corruption, which 
led eventually to the complete ruin of  the political culture, understood in the 
broadest possible sense.

Cieger analyses the results of  elections and comes to the conclusion that 
it was not necessary to corrupt voters in order to maintain the legal and state 

1 István Bibó, “Eltorzult magyar alkat, zsákutcás magyar történelem” [Deformed Hungarian Character, 
Dead-end Hungarian History], in idem, Válogatott tanulmányok [Selected Essays], ed. Tibor Huszár, vol. 2, 
569–619 (Budapest: Magvető, 1986). István Bibó (1911–1979) was a political thinker and indeed a politician. 
In his essays, most of  which were written in the brief  period of  democratic rule in Hungary between 1945 
and 1949, he addressed questions fundamental to the past, present and future of  Hungarian statehood, the 
relationships between Hungary and the other peoples of  Central Europe, and the potentials of  the region 
for growth and development. He was a minister of  state in the revolutionary government in 1956, and after 
the suppression of  the revolution he was given a long sentence for his role in the events. His moral integrity 
and acumen as a scholar made Bibó the exemplary figure of  the intellectual opposition in the late Kádár era 
and a symbol of  democratic political culture.
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system that had come into being with the Compromise (except perhaps in the 
first decade of  the existence of  the Dual Monarchy). The official data concerning 
the enforcement of  electoral law does not support the hypothesis according to 
which corruption was widespread or pervasive. 

According to Cieger, the so-called ’67-ers, who created the Compromise 
and, with the exception of  a short period of  five years, governed until the 
collapse of  the Monarchy, were less and less motivated, in their attempts to 
corrupt voters (which remained difficult to prove), by the fear of  the rise to 
power of  the so-called ’48-ers opposition. The costs were relatively small, given 
the small number of  people who could vote. Rather, they justified abuses of  
power that marred political life as necessary efforts in order to prevent the 
non-Hungarian nationalities, which together represented more than 50 percent 
of  the population, from gaining ground in the political sphere. As of  the turn 
of  the century, this justification was buttressed with the fear of  an organized 
working class that was demanding political representation. References to the 
maintenance of  a unified Hungarian state at any cost, the “holy cause,” eroded 
ethical norms in politics. However, the fact that the Hungarian political elite 
managed to maintain its monopoly on power throughout the period was not due 
so much to corruption as it was to the fact that they blocked attempts to extend 
suffrage.2 

Cieger indicates two significant failings of  the legal system at the time that 
allowed for and even encouraged the spread of  corruption. The law barely dealt 
with the question of  regulating party finances, in other words with the need to 
make party financing transparent. In an era of  professional, party-based politics, 
regulations that were based on the anachronistic ideal of  the “gentleman” 
politician remained in force. The discord between legal norms and actual political 
practice was therefore addressed in large part with illegal tools. 

Cieger identified the other major failing as the lack or rather belated nature 
of  regulations regarding conflicts of  interest that arose as a consequence of  
participation in public life and private economic ventures, as well as the failure 
to adhere to these regulations when they existed. While the role of  the state in 
the redistribution of  wealth in the Dualist Era was small in comparison with the 
welfare systems of  the twentieth century, in comparison with the early (feudal) 

2 Only adult males with a minimum level of  property, income, and education (as set by law) could vote. 
People who enjoyed the right to vote represented 6 percent of  the total population and 25 percent of  
the adult male population. This was not a shockingly low proportion in Europe at the time of  the 1874 
electoral law.
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period it had grown abruptly. The state played a significant role in the process 
of  modernization, which had begun late in comparison with the states of  
Western Europe. This role was palpable first and foremost in the development 
of  infrastructure. The role of  the state in the distribution of  resources in the 
decades following the Compromise was most clearly visible in the construction 
of  the railway network. Decisions regarding tenders that enjoyed state support, 
the granting of  licenses, guarantees of  profits, and investments of  public funds 
were almost always subjects of  scandal.

With the creation and expansion of  the modern sectors of  the economy 
and the ever more pronounced tendency of  the state to play increasingly 
influential roles in the economy,3 the possibilities for corruption proliferated. 
The relationship between institutions of  finance and institutions of  politics was 
particularly intensive. The problematic intertwining of  the market economy and 
the state found clearest manifestation in the presence of  people in influential 
positions in both spheres. Politicians (and not only representatives of  the 
governing party), public servants who worked at the highest levels of  state 
administration, were members of  the advisory boards and supervisory boards 
of  large banks and industrial and transportation share companies that were 
doing business with the state. 

Cieger presents a few case studies (the examples of  Prime Ministers Count 
Gyula Andrássy and Menyhért Lónyay) illustrating the extent to which the two 
major, simultaneous transitions, namely the emergence of  a parliamentary civil 
state founded on the rule of  law and a profit and growth oriented capitalist market 
economy, made the collective and personal norms of  public life uncertain. The 
effort to represent the ideal of  the gentleman politician is hard to reconcile with 
the role of  the citizen seeking to secure his fortune, even if  one does not have 
personal moral failings. 

Cieger devotes a considerable share of  his book to analyses of  scandals. 
He examines the “people targeted,” the circles of  those who sparked scandals, 
the growing role of  the free press, the question of  timing, and the eventual 
consequences. One of  his most important conclusions was that the denunciations 
were rarely motivated by the desire to redress some offence to the legal order. 

3 The state either directly financed the major investments in infrastructure (the regulation of  rivers, the 
construction of  roads, railways, bridges, and harbors) or supported private ventures with guarantees of  
profits. The state also provided loans in cases of  important goals. As of  the 1880s, the state also provided 
support for the development of  industry and some branches of  agriculture in the form of  long-term tax 
concessions, tax exemptions, and, after the turn of  the century, subventions.
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The outbreak of  a scandal served some pressing political goal. If  elections were 
imminent, then the aim was often to weaken the opposition, undermine its 
position in government, and deepen a government crisis. Cieger demonstrates 
this in part by examining the question of  timing. People sometimes waited 
for years before revealing evidence of  some alleged misdoing to the public. 
Furthermore, having achieved their political goal (for instance having succeeded 
in removing someone from his position), the people who had made some 
damning revelation to the public did not care whether the accused actually faced 
any legal consequences or not. 

Cieger also devotes considerable attention to the relationships between 
the growth in the public forums in which questions of  politics were discussed 
(which refers first and foremost to the growth in the number of  dailies and 
the growth of  their readerships), accusations of  corruption, and the actual 
outbreak of  scandals. The period proved transitional in this regard as well. In 
the course of  a long process of  learning, punctuated by many blunders, figures 
in public life learned the rules of  the modern system of  politics, which rested 
not on prestige but rather on winning public support. After the Compromise, 
the generation that thought of  itself  as heir to the liberal gentlemen politicians 
of  the Reform Era were hesitant to accept that they could not simply heed their 
own convictions, but also, as figures in public life, had to pay attention to their 
image in the public eye.

Figures in public life who used the accusation of  corruption as a weapon 
seem to have been more shrewd. They recognized that in the era of  a new kind 
of  public sphere assessments of  character and virtue played important roles in 
deciding political fates. By shaking the public’s confidence in the moral credibility 
of  a politician, they could deprive his political views of  credibility as well. In 
the era of  mass media, prestige and good reputation were political capital that 
scandals prompted by allegations of  corruption could easily destroy. Let there 
be no misunderstanding, Cieger is not saying that the cases under examination 
were mere political contrivances, but the reader does have the impression that 
similar procedures and proceedings were part of  widespread political practice, 
and indeed the political elite was well aware of  this. Thus the only aspects that 
really need explanation in a given case are why steps were taken against the 
given figure of  public life in particular and why the accuser came forward at the 
particular time he did.

The relevance of  this book extends far beyond political life in Hungary in 
the last decades of  the nineteenth century and the first decades of  the twentieth, 
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even if  the individual case studies all involve issues from Hungarian political 
history in the Dual Era. Historians dealing with the history of  European law, the 
social history of  politics, and the history of  mentalities and the public sphere will 
find it revealing and useful, as will political and social scientists and even social 
psychologists dealing with the history of  corruption. It would be highly worth 
having this focused yet widely relevant, highly readable monograph published in 
good English translation.

Translated by Thomas Cooper
 Reviewed by Zoltán Fónagy


