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The civil service looms large in memories of the Habsburg monarchy. As the 
Paris Peace Conference officially consigned the Habsburg Empire to history, 

many observers, both popular and scholarly, in both central Europe and the An-
glophone world, viewed the monarchy’s downfall through the lens of national 
liberation. Those who did not, furthermore, often viewed the collapse of heredi-
tary dynastic rule as the overdue resolution of an increasingly unpalatable anach-
ronism. The opprobrium heaped on the dynasty extended to its servants. Histo-
riographical caricatures of oppressive bureaucrats have nevertheless faded with 
time. By the end of twentieth century, Habsburg scholars had developed a more 
nuanced view of the Habsburg civil service as the embodiment of a reasonably 
effective and reasonably liberal modern state apparatus, ultimately preferable to 
most of the hypernationalist and/or totalitarian regimes that succeeded it. Build-
ing on such novel approaches, this volume seeks to place Habsburg civil servants 
at the center of attention, focusing particularly on their independent agency as 
they balanced their official functions with participation in emerging civil society. 
This volume, treating civil servants above all as a social category, investigates how 
they simultaneously constituted and challenged the state.

Perhaps the most memorable description of the Habsburg civil apparatus 
comes from the socialist politician Victor Adler. At the 1889 Paris meeting of the 
international socialist movement, Adler characterized the monarchy as “Despo-
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tismus gemildert durch Schlamperei.”1 The German term Schlamperei translates 
poorly. The root word Schlampe originally denoted “a disorderly, untucked skirt,” 
and by extension “hussy” or “harlot”; the term Schlamperei evokes the disreputa-
ble, undignified disorder of a brothel.2 Various Anglophone scholars have glossed 
Adler’s witticism as “despotism tempered with disorder,”3 “despotism softened by 
muddle,”4 and a “despotism mitigated by slovenliness.”5 Perhaps Adler, as a so-
cialist politician of Jewish origins, can be forgiven his dim view of the Habsburg 
monarchy, whose judiciary had repeatedly harassed him with prosecutions, fines, 
and imprisonment.6 Yet even if Adler’s comment is best analyzed as political com-
mentary, it has resonated in scholarly circles. It owes its success to more than wit. 
Several scholars have treated it as a commentary on the monarchy’s oppressive 
bureaucracy. Indeed, András Sajó has repeatedly characterized the monarchy as a 
“bureaucracy attenuated by sloppiness” (Bürokratie gemildert durch Schlamperei).7

Some of the hostility directed against Habsburg bureaucracy, of course, should 
be discounted as particular instances of a generalizable hostility toward the paper-
work and red tape inherent to all bureaucracy. Complaints about the absurdity 
and facelessness of bureaucracy, after all, are hardly unique to Habsburg central 
Europe. As early as 1907, Max Weber characterized the “consequences of  .  .  . 
comprehensive bureaucratization and rationalization” as dystopic: bureaucracy 
not only “reduces every worker to a cog in this bureaucratic machine” but makes 
each individual member within the bureaucracy “ask how to transform himself 
into to somewhat a bigger cog.”8

Bureaucracy, whatever its problems, nevertheless remains preferable to arbi-
trary despotism. Even Weber praised bureaucracy for its “purely technical supe-
riority,” suggesting that “the fully developed bureaucratic mechanism compares 
with other organizations exactly as does the machine with the non-mechanical 
modes of production.”9 Bureaucracy can enable new forms of social control, but 
it is also indispensable for economic and social development.

The Habsburg civil service addressed the monarchy’s social problems. It enabled 
education, public transportation, a post and telegraph system, health services, and 
an independent judiciary. It proved indispensable to efforts to ameliorate poverty. 
In its final years, it tried to mediate fairly between rival nationalist movements. 
The horrors of the mid-twentieth century have done much to rehabilitate the 
monarchy; a century of hindsight has even generated a certain nostalgia for the 
Habsburg monarchy and its institutions. This rehabilitation of the monarchy has 
increasingly led scholars to more favorable views of the Habsburg bureaucracy.

Bureaucracy and Its Social Consequences

Recent scholarship has emphasized above all the extent to which the Habsburg 
Empire, in its final century, became a Rechtsstaat, that is, a state governed by 
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laws and regulations. It was not always so. Indeed, as Michael Hochedlinger 
eloquently observed, “specialists in the early modern Habsburg Monarchy are 
anxious not to use the term ‘state’ when addressing their subject.”10 Habsburg 
possessions during the sixteenth century have been described with phrases such as 
a “dynastic imperial conglomeration composed of widely scattered territories,”11 
and a “loose conglomerate of kingdoms and provinces, united only in personal 
union and thus lacking a true comprehensive name.”12 Even scholars willing to 
describe the Habsburg lands as a “state” have done so with qualification: schol-
ars have recently begun speaking of a “conglomerate state,” a concept Harald 
Gustafsson memorably defined as “a state composed of territories standing in 
different relations to their rulers, a state where the rulers found themselves in 
different relations to different parts of their domains[,] . . . a political, judicial and 
administrative mosaic, rather than a modern unitary state.”13

During the seventeenth century, military necessity pushed the Habsburg 
dynasty toward centralization. What Michael Roberts influentially if contro-
versially called the “military revolution” meant that battlefield success required 
well-trained standing armies, which not only served as “social escalators” but 
whose expense and control required “new administrative methods and standards, 
and the new administration was from the beginning centralized.”14 By the sev-
enteenth century, what Chester Dunning called “the acceleration of expendi-
tures, coercive taxation, and the build-up of powerful bureacuracy, logistical in-
frastructure, and military forces” had transformed the Habsburg Empire into a 
fiscal-military state.15

Once the fiscal-military state apparatus had been firmly established, Habsburg 
monarchs gradually began expanding the reach of the bureaucracy into civilian 
spheres. Historians typically credit the reforms of Maria Theresa (1717–80) and 
above all her son Joseph II (1740–90) with establishing stable and predictable 
routines for civilian government administration. Joseph II believed the revitalized 
state apparatus should rely on regulations rather than arbitrary caprice, and he 
worked tirelessly to establish a centralized, efficient bureaucracy free of bribery, 
nepotism, and corruption. He increasingly disregarded patents of nobility, seek-
ing to fill the ranks of civil servants with the most capable men. He demanded that 
civil servants work hard, but ensured that they received pensions and fixed sala-
ries, calculated according to standardized formulae.16 Such reforms transformed 
a dynastic patrimony into what James Schedel has called “a hybrid monarchy,” in 
which “the ruler becomes the traditional Christian face of a monarchic state that 
actually operates on the basis of a rational process of governing.” Though often 
counted among the ranks of enlightened despots, Joseph II, according to James 
Schedel, was “no longer despotic because he had subjected himself to the rule of 
law, that is, to the Rechtsstaat.”17

The bureaucratic institutions founded during the Enlightenment continued 
to expand during the nineteenth century. However tumultuous the monarchy’s 
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political history, Wolfgang Göderle has noted, “its administrative history con-
tains persistent strands of continuous development.”18 In 1811, the emperor 
Franz II/I, the first Habsburg emperor to be emperor of Austria as opposed to 
Holy Roman Emperor, introduced a civil code, the Allgemeines bürgerliches Ge-
setzbuch,19 only in part as an answer to the Napoleonic Code. During the Metter-
nich era, the monarchy continued to foster bureaucratic regularity in the mon-
archy’s judiciary, police system, and state administration.20 In the decades after 
the 1848 revolution and its associated upheavals, the state apparatus continued 
to expand, eventually reaching the remotest villages. By 1900 there were around 
336,000 civil servants in the Austrian Crownlands,21 and the rapidly expanding 
bureaucracy in the Kingdom of Hungary grew from 265,447 in 1904 to 387,992 
in 1914, accounting for “roughly 3.5 percent of the active labor force.”22 These 
figures, furthermore, exclude the broader population of watchmen, maids, por-
ters, janitors, and other auxiliary employees supporting state officials.

The growing bureaucracy increasingly gave the state a presence in the country-
side. The population of Vienna, of course, had long been subject to bureaucratic 
oversight: systematic administrative surveys of the imperial capital began as early 
as the sixteenth century. Yet John Spielman found that the advent of regular 
administration transformed the city from “a resource  .  .  . to be tapped when 
needed” into “a part of the royal system itself.”23 In the nineteenth century, sim-
ilarly, the increasing regulation and administration of the countryside gradually 
transformed rural populations from subjects into citizens.24

The governance of the Habsburg Rechtstaat took place at several levels. The 
highest administrators sat in Vienna, the imperial residence. Below that, individ-
ual provinces boasted their own administrations. Provinces were in turn divided 
into their own subdistricts. Hungary was divided into “counties” (Vármegyék / 
Gespanschaften), Lombardy-Venetia into “delegations.” Bohemia was divided into 
Kraje / Kreise, and after 1740 so were other Austrian provinces. After 1866, how-
ever, Kraje / Kreise were replaced with districts (Bezirke). These smaller adminis-
trative units oversaw municipal government at the local level. Since inhabitants 
of rural communes interacted with the state through its rural officials, the monar-
chy’s expanding presence thus drove officials from the comfort and convenience 
of provincial capitals to take up posts in backcountry hamlets. Some officials 
willingly sought professional opportunities in the countryside; others perhaps 
were forced there as punishment.25 Either way, the expansion of the bureaucracy 
brought the capital closer to the provinces, and ultimately even to remote moun-
tain villages accessible only by mule.

The need to send officials to the deep countryside often meant that individ-
ual civil servants relocated several times during their professional lives. Since the 
state apparatus operated similarly everywhere, officials could pursue their career 
anywhere. As they did, they found like-minded people with whom they could 
reminisce about their university years, commiserate about difficulties at work, 
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and gossip about mutual acquaintances. The civil service, in short, formed a spe-
cific social network extending across the borders of individual provinces, even 
if, toward the end of the century, efforts to accommodate multilingualism led 
to fractures on linguistic lines. To explain the origins of nationalism, Benedict 
Anderson memorably argued that “the development of a standardized language-
of-state” helped officials experience fellow officials “as travelling-companions” 
with “a consciousnesses of connectedness.”26 Following Anderson’s argument, the 
emergence of competing languages-of-state in different Habsburg possessions 
helped generate particularist national movements. Czech-speaking officials pur-
suing jobs in Czech-language offices felt the greatest sympathy toward other fel-
low Czech-speaking officials, rather than with German-speaking officials, to say 
nothing of officials speaking Hungarian, Italian, or Romanian.

The state bureaucracy expanded not only geographically but also socially. The 
bureaucracy’s egalitarianism should not be overstated: the cash-strapped monar-
chy could not initially pay lower-ranking or even mid-ranking officials sufficient 
salary to live comfortably. Yet even if applicants from poor families could not 
afford to join the service until the second half of the nineteenth century, offi-
cials from bourgeois backgrounds outnumbered the high nobility as early as the 
Metternich era.27 By the end of the century, significant numbers of state employ-
ees hailed from increasingly humble backgrounds. Furthermore, the civil service 
was meritocratic: individuals could climb the career ladder only through efficient 
work.28

By the end of the Habsburg era, furthermore, the state apparatus had also be-
gun to include women, despite numerous obstacles preventing women from pur-
suing official careers.29 Since women could only obtain a higher education in the 
Habsburg lands toward the end of the century,30 women typically lacked the nec-
essary qualifications for an official career. They mostly worked as stenographers 
or clerks, and never attained a higher rank. They were never formally accepted 
as officials with pensions but were employed through private contracts. Further-
more, women could work only when single: married women were summarily 
dismissed.31 Such barriers, however, did not prevent a steady increase of women 
in the service sectors of the Habsburg economy, 32 and the state bureaucracy fol-
lowed the general trend: by 1910 women comprised around 17.5 percent of all 
civilian government employees.33

The increasingly bourgeois composition of the civil service changed the state’s 
character. Insofar as the expansion of civil service implied the expansion of the 
state, the civil service embodied the state. The emperor remained a locus of and 
symbol of state power, and the dynasty maintained many of its medieval accou-
trements, including its traditional aristocracy. Nevertheless, the educated middle 
classes increasingly participated in the wielding of power not merely through the 
rise of parliamentary representation, but also because, in their capacity as civil 
servants, they directly exercised authority on the monarch’s behalf.34
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By the end of the nineteenth century, daily life in the Habsburg domains 
increasingly involved interactions with bureaucrats. Fredrik Lindström went as 
far as to suggest that bureaucrats represented “the essence of Austrianness,”35 
while Gary Cohen remarked with only slight exaggeration that “state or gov-
ernment authority in all its layers and guises was a near-omnipresent reality for 
the inhabitants of Austria during the last half-century of the monarchy.”36 State 
officials regulated trade and agriculture, distributed passports, set and enforced 
standards, and oversaw licenses for various professional bodies. Officials were 
also encouraged to forge emotional bonds with Habsburg subjects. Peter Becker 
has even argued that Habsburg bureaucrats engaged in what Arlie Hochschild 
has variously theorized as “emotion work” or “emotional labour.”37 Perhaps the 
most striking evidence of the bureaucracy’s social and cultural impact, however, 
is literary: the Habsburg lands produced famously nightmarish visions of bureau-
cratic absurdism through the work of Franz Kafka,38 a novelist who in his private 
correspondence referred to both “the deep-seated bureaucrat in me,” and to “the 
consummate official inside of me.”39 The importance of the bureaucracy to the 
everyday life of the monarchy’s citizens makes civil servants important not only 
to political history but also social and cultural history.

New scholarship foregrounding civil servants is all the more welcome because 
bureaucratic history has traditionally languished on the fringes of Habsburg his-
toriography.40 In central Europe, narratives of “national awakening” have long 
dominated the historiography of the nineteenth century. Since the traditional 
“awakening” metaphor implies that the nation has always existed, fully formed 
but merely “sleeping,” scholars have become increasingly dissatisfied with it: 
in the words of Ernst Gellner, “nationalism is not the awakening of nations to 
self-consciousness, it invents nations where they do not exist.”41 As scholars of 
Habsburg central Europe have increasingly sought what Valery Tiskhov memo-
rably called a “post-national understanding of the nation,”42 historiography has 
become progressively “marginocentric,”43 focusing not on single nations but on 
ethnic interactions within a particular city,44 a particular crownland,45 or even a 
broader region not defined by administrative borders.46

The turn away from nation-centered historiography has also made historians 
curious about social structures that operated independently of national projects. 
Recent studies have examined loyalty to the dynasty,47 or pride in the imperial 
army.48 These revised histories depict the monarchy not as the oppressor of small 
peoples but as a fair and neutral arbitrator between fractious nationalists,49 con-
spicuously fair-minded in its official multilingualism.50 Seen in this new light, the 
Habsburg state no longer appears as an unviable anachronism but rather an effi-
cient, adaptable, liberal, but above all “modern” state. Gary Cohen thus recently 
suggested that studying Habsburg civil servants could illuminate the forces that 
for so long held the Habsburg lands together, as opposed to the nationalist forces 
pulling them apart.51
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The idea of studying Habsburg officials, of course, is not new. Habsburg 
scholars have long written about imperial elites: the role of Metternich has hardly 
been neglected. Nevertheless, the first systematic analysis including the lower 
levels of the bureaucracy dates only to Karl Megner’s 1985 analysis of the ad-
ministrative corps. Megner’s encyclopedic study compiled rich statistical material 
that still remains useful today.52 In 1991, Waltraud Heindl built on Megner’s 
work with her outstanding investigation of the imperial civil service in the period 
before 1848. Heindl emphasized among other things the heterogeneity of official 
mentalities.53 The following year, Gerald Stourzh published a seminal article re-
considering Kann’s narrative of the monarchy as a “multinational empire,” noting 
the increasing importance of economic history and proposing an institutional 
approach to the study of the Habsburg monarchy.54

While the 1990s and 2000s saw few studies of the Habsburg state apparatus,55 
the 2010s saw a flurry of new studies that created what Fredrik Lindström called 
a “sense of a new start”56 in the study of Habsburg officials. Of these studies 
from the 2010s, however, two in particular stand out. John Deak’s 2015 mono-
graph analyzed the Habsburg bureaucracy from the perspective of state building. 
He suggested that the civil service acted as an independent power center within 
the Monarchy and traced its contribution through various historical periods. He 
found that the administrative apparatus was hardly the enemy of liberalism but 
instead an engine of the empire’s steady modernization and even democratiza-
tion.57 In the same year, Iryna Vushko published on the creation of professional 
bureaucracy in Galicia from 1772 to 1867. By focusing on individuals, Vushko 
uncovered previously neglected internal conflicts within the civil service.58

Rising interest in officials inspired the Institute of Austrian Historical Re-
search at the University of Vienna, in collaboration with the Swiss Federal Ar-
chives in Berne, to establish a new scholarly journal, Administory—Journal for 
the History of Public Administration. Since its first issue in 2016, Habsburg case 
studies have featured prominently on its pages. Contributors have studied land 
use in Bohemia, Galician railway administration, and Bukovinian jurisprudence, 
to name a just a few.59 Important articles examining Habsburg civil servants have, 
of course, continued to appear in journals other than Administory.60

Indeed, imperial history generally is currently reevaluating the role of civil 
servants in imperial states. Benno Gammerl has also written a comparative study 
of the Habsburg and British Empires, asking how imperial bureaucracies ad-
ministered multilingual and multinational populations.61 Tim Buchen and Malte 
Rolf ’s notable work on “elites in multi-national empires,” focusing particularly 
on the Habsburg and Romanov domains, has popularized the concept of “impe-
rial biographies.”62

Franz Adlgasser and Fredrik Lindström jointly edited the most recent mile-
stone in the study of Habsburg officials. Their 2019 volume, The Habsburg Civil 
Service and Beyond: Bureaucracy and Civil Servants from the Vormärz to the Inter- 
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War Years, contains biographical studies of various individual administrators, but 
also collective biographies of various branches of the civil service. Such work 
sheds new light on the roles civil servants played in the state structure, emphasiz-
ing their importance for the state’s effective functioning.63 All these studies arose 
from and encouraged the aforementioned trend away from national narratives, 
directing attention instead toward imperial institutions, that is, toward the state.

Civil Servants as a Social Category

Increasing knowledge of how different branches of the Habsburg bureaucracy be-
haved, or how they interacted with each other, has problematized the “civil ser-
vice” as a single object of study. The ever-growing ranks of cartographers, census 
takers, clerks, foresters, judges, military recruiters, policemen, postmen, sanitation 
inspectors, tax collectors, and telegraph operators did not form a homogenous 
social group. Differences in education and status meant that their social status var-
ied, even apart from differences in formal rank or salary. Even within a single rank 
of state service, official lives varied considerably: Friedrich Hönig’s reference work, 
listing the names of officials in various branches of Habsburg state service, illus-
trates the bewildering diversity of official positions. Various officials at the sixth 
rank, for example, boasted the titles Bezirkshauptmann, Cassa-Director, Central- 
Inspector, Chefredacteur, Director, Finanz-Director, General-Inspector, Kreisgerichts- 
Präsident, Landes-Schulinspektor, Leiter, Ober-Baurath, Ober-Bergrath, Ober-Fi-
nanzrath, Ober-Inspector, Ober-Postdirector, Ober-Staatsanwalt, Polizei-Director, 
Präsident, Rechnungsdirector, Regierungsrath, Sectionsrath, Statthalterei-Rath, and 
Vice-Präsident.64 As Wolfgang Göderle put it, “the description and analytical nam-
ing of a group as heterogeneous as that of the ‘officials’ is indeed difficult.”65

We nevertheless contend that the civil service remains a coherent analytical 
category since officials, despite their heterogeneity, formed a social collective 
recognizable to contemporaries. Most obviously, they were servants of the state, 
and as such were expected to work within a centrally imposed hierarchy, follow 
a stable set of rules and regulations, and wear prescribed uniforms. Civil servants 
upheld and contributed to the state whose tax levies ultimately paid their salaries 
and pensions.

Soldiers, of course, were also employed by the state, also served the state, also 
owed obedience to a hierarchical institution, and also had to wear uniforms. Nev-
ertheless, the line separating the civil service from the military, while sometimes 
porous, never vanished. Military officers cultivated a culture of honor that not 
merely excluded civilians but actively denigrated them. Indeed, military officers 
proved willing to disregard laws and regulations in the name of military expedi-
ency. John Deak and Jonathan Gumz have powerfully argued that World War I  
led to the monarchy’s collapse in no small part because extrajudicial military 
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rule contradicted the principles of the Rechtsstaat, thus undermining the state’s 
legitimacy and support.66 The dynasty required a civilian bureaucracy to survive, 
and when the Habsburg military and the Habsburg bureaucracy could no longer 
work effectively with each other, catastrophe ensued.

Civil servants, no less than military officers, cultivated a professional ethos 
of their own, complete with its own values, habits, and cultural practices. Their 
family relations, their residence, and their general behavior mattered.67 As typical 
of nineteenth-century bourgeois professionals, they prized education, work, rea-
son, and progress.68 Indeed, Göderle judged civil servants the central element of 
an emerging civil society in Austria.69 Civil servants certainly proved enthusiastic 
participants in sport clubs, pedagogical associations, and archeological, theatri-
cal, and various other voluntary associations that typified the bourgeois habitus 
in the nineteenth century.70 Within voluntary associations, officials participated 
in the dissemination of liberal ideas concerning representative government, secu-
lar morality, a scientific ethos, hygiene, animal welfare, and so on.

Education seems to have been the most salient characteristic of a civil servant. 
Insofar as literacy distinguished lower officials from plowing peasants, the bu-
reaucracy offered social mobility not only to the rising bourgeoisie but also to the 
sons of peasants, whose literate children could realistically aspire to abandon the 
plow for a job at a desk.71 Elite positions as a so-called Konzeptsbeamter required 
a university degree in juridical-political studies,72 but even relatively subaltern 
Concipisten, working in an office as cashiers, clerks, copyists, notaries, and ste-
nographers, required a confident literacy. Indeed, even foresters, postmen, and 
railway officials had to be literate since, as Alison Frank put it, “the processing, 
organizing, producing, and distributing of paper lay at the heart of the manage-
ment of empire.”73 Composing and manipulating documents was central to the 
role of officials, and to their power.

Yet education was important to civil servants not only as a professional cre-
dential but also in the broader cultural sense captured by the German word Bil-
dung. Waltraud Heindl described civil servants as “one of the most important, 
if not the most important, group of the Bildungsbürgertum in Austria.”74 The 
concept of a Bildungsbürgertum has no real English equivalent, though it shares 
certain common features with what some British scholars call the “clerisy.”75 Ety-
mologically, the term Bildungsbürgertum means “education bourgeoisie.” Unlike 
the phrase “educated middle class,” however, the Bildungsbürgertum evokes Karl 
Marx’s vision of the bourgeoisie as the social actor that displaced the landown-
ing aristocracy and assumed political power as economic transformation brought 
about political change. British interpretations of Marx have, perhaps, led Anglo-
phone theorists to focus disproportionately on factory owners and entrepreneurs 
as the quintessential “bourgeois” professions. Nevertheless, as a recent volume 
has argued, lawyers, bankers, doctors, professors, and schoolteachers all contrib-
uted to the emergence of the “global bourgeoisie.”76 In Habsburg central Europe, 
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as in Russia, the educated professions taken together form not so much Stefan 
Collini’s “absent minds,”77 but rather something more resembling the potentially 
revolutionary “intelligentsia.”78 As a constituent part of educated public opinion, 
in short, officials had a political role apart from their professional activities.79

Officials featured prominently in the debates that dominated the monarchy’s 
political life. As members of the middle classes, officials obviously contributed 
to the monarchy’s various nationalist movements. Peter Burian once argued that 
national conflict in central Europe focused on access to “office and school,”80 
the two institutions that defined the lives of civil servants. Yet state officials also 
promoted dynastic loyalism and were in particular instrumental to the cult of the 
monarch.81 Éva Somogyi rightly pointed to the dual “national and imperial iden-
tity” of officials in Hungary,82 and various case studies of Cisleithanian Crown-
lands have reached similar conclusions.83 While civil servants thus belonged to 
the supposedly conservative and rigid state apparatus seeking to curb the liberal 
ideas emerging among the bourgeoisie, they simultaneously belonged to the lib-
eral bourgeoisie, and as such sought moral and social improvement for themselves 
and their society. At times, they even challenged the state. Socially, they played a 
double role as supervisors of arising norms and prime movers in supporting new 
social values. They served the Habsburg dynasty, and in many ways constituted 
the monarchy. However, they also served society at large, and in many ways con-
stituted civil society, a society increasingly imagined in national terms.

Civil servants, simultaneously part of the state but also part of civil society dis-
tinct from the state, thus problematize any sharp distinction between the two. In 
his well-known ethnography, anthropologist Bruno Latour followed various doc-
uments as they circulated through offices, observing how they were constantly 
altered by different actors. He concluded that a state bureaucracy arises from “a 
mountain of files and bureaucrats,” since “all these documents need to be sum-
marized, summed, subsumed somewhere.”84 Yet however tempting some may 
find it to view the Habsburg civil servants as pencil-pushing cogs in the faceless 
state machine, they also remained human beings, capable like all human beings 
of unpredictability and caprice. Historians must therefore recognize civil servants 
as historical actors with their own agency.

The notion of “agency,” of course, conceals several difficult problems. How 
is agency informed by social structure? How does individual agency differ from 
collective agency? What are its limits? Lively sociological debates about the mean-
ing and usefulness of the term have proved inconclusive.85 Though we might 
provisionally define agency as a capacity to act through mutually transformative 
interaction with other agents, whether human or nonhuman, no systematic the-
ory of agency can be offered here. However, we warn that while several scholars 
working in what might be called “subaltern studies” invoke some concept of 
agency while trying to “make the subaltern speak,”86 we are not claiming for civil 
servants the status of heroic subaltern. We instead concur with William Sewell 
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that “agency should be understood as a pervasive feature of human social life, not 
as a badge of heroism.”87

The present volume starts from the assumption that civil servants had the 
capacity for independent action. Individual chapters show that officials not only 
conformed to their professional and social expectations but used their power to 
change their circumstances as they thought best. They participated in public life 
not only in their professional capacity as administrators of a government that, 
as Proudhon noted, “registered, counted, taxed, stamped, measured, numbered, 
assessed, licensed, authorized, admonished, prevented, forbidden, reformed, cor-
rected, [and] punished,”88 but also in their private lives as patrons, consumers, 
audience members, association members, philanthropists, pamphleteers, activ-
ists, and, ultimately, as citizens.

The chapters below examine Habsburg civil servants from the whole of the 
nineteenth century, concentrating on how their professional and civil lives over-
lapped. Contributors examine officials of diverse professions and geographic 
locations. Individual chapters reveal the individual and collective agency they 
derived from their unique social position as servants of the state who simulta-
neously embodied bourgeois habitus. The contributions to this volume seek to 
enrich the field of Habsburg studies, finally, by examining civil servants as human 
beings, which in turn helps explore the convoluted question of where the state 
ends and the public begins.

How This Volume Came About

The immediate origins of this volume lie in a lively email friendship. In Novem-
ber 2017, Alexander Maxwell gave a talk at the University of Ljubljana, which 
an audience member later recommended to Daša Ličen. We began a collegial 
correspondence, reading each other’s work, recommending articles to each other, 
and eventually became friends. When the pandemic put an end to international 
travel, our plans to meet in person were dashed. As our discussions continued, 
however, they increasingly turned to the Habsburg civil service. In July 2021, we 
began toying with the idea of organizing a small online conference. We wrote the 
first draft of our call for papers in mid-August.

We initially imagined publishing papers as a themed issue of a scholarly jour-
nal. When we approached Austrian History Yearbook, Howard Louthan, one of 
the editors, suggested that we consider an edited volume for Berghahn’s series 
on Austrian and Habsburg Studies. We took the suggestion and mentioned the 
Berghahn series in our call for papers, “Habsburg Civil Servants: Beyond the 
State Apparatus.”

The conference, held on Zoom on 28–31 January 2022, attracted more inter-
est than we had dared to hope. The final schedule included twenty-four papers 
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from scholars in Europe, North America, and Australasia; we listed panel times in 
four different time zones. Contributor affiliations included Bratislava, Budapest, 
Cluj-Napoca, Florence, Graz, Jena, Ljubljana, Melbourne, Munich, Newcastle 
(NSW), New Haven, New York, Notre Dame (Indiana), Prague, Rovereto, Vi-
enna, Urbana-Champaign, Wellington, and Warsaw. Contributors included both 
graduate students and established scholars. Discussion was lively. We thank all 
participants for helping make the event a success, though we particularly praise 
Peter Becker and John Deak for asking such thoughtful and thought-provoking 
questions. We should also take this opportunity to thank our funders.89

The overall quality of the conference papers also exceeded our expectations, 
presenting us with the desirable problem of deciding which papers to include 
in the present volume. We first decided to restrict the focus of our book to the 
Habsburg monarchy itself, which excluded some interesting studies consider-
ing Habsburg officials on a broader European stage. Oliver Zajac, for example, 
looked at contacts between Habsburg officials and the exiled Polish intelligentsia 
after the 1830 November Uprising, showing that as Polish patriots slowly real-
ized the extent of Polonophile sentiment among Galician officials, they began to 
court those officials as potential allies. Christos Aliprantis, by contrast, explored 
how the Austrian secret police infiltrated exile patriot circles, hoping to win the 
disaffected or disillusioned for the imperial cause. These two papers illustrate the 
complexity of “loyalty” in the Age of Revolutions: both patriots and monarchists 
sought converts among the ranks of their opponents. Enthusiasm for these two 
papers inspired Alexander Maxwell to pitch them as a themed section of the jour-
nal Central Europe, a journal published by the London School of Slavonic and 
East European studies.90 Both papers were published in 2023.

Other conference participants published their work in other venues. Sven 
Mörsdorf analyzed the agency of individual diplomats in the Habsburg foreign 
service by evaluating how Oskar Prochaska interacted with other historical actors 
during the “Prochaska affair” of 1812; he published his work in the Hungarian 
Historical Review.91 Marijan Dović discussed the impact of censors on Slovene 
literature; his work appeared in Slavica Tergestina.92 Rachel Trode considered offi-
cial responses to a 1906 strike in Sarajevo’s Tobacco Factory, exploring the diverse 
ways civil servants interpreted and managed tense social conflict; her work ap-
peared in the journal Central European History.93 Megan Richardson contrasted 
the bureaucracy depicted in Franz Kafka’s fiction with the ideal bureaucracy 
envisioned by Weber; her work appeared as a “Springer Brief.”94 Other partici-
pants may have published work that escaped our attention. We apologize for any 
omissions.

The chapters of this volume, meanwhile, address many different types of of-
ficials in many different contexts. Nevertheless, we have grouped them roughly 
into three main sections, addressing three main themes: the complexity of na-
tionalism, the maintenance of the monarchy, and the role of officials in the 
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monarchy’s collapse. Each of these three themes is addressed in three separate 
chapters.

The first three chapters in this book consider the interaction between civil 
servants and various aspects of the early “national awakening” process. Though 
nationalist historiographies often presuppose the monarchy and its officials were 
hostile to national aspirations, all three narratives assign civil servants a complex 
role in a more nuanced narrative. All three chapters thus show how closer atten-
tion to state officials contributes to the ongoing problematization of traditional 
nationalist historiography.

In the first chapter, Hugo Lane discusses how Habsburg officials in Galicia 
contributed to Polish/Ruthenian estrangement. After sketching the relative social 
distance between German-speaking Habsburg officials and the province’s Polish- 
speaking elites, Lane suggests that police director Leopold von Sacher and gov-
ernor’s assistant Franz Krieg von Hochfelden judged Ruthenian peasants more  
appreciative of and loyal to the dynasty than local Polish nobility. They thus 
sought to promote Ruthenian distinctiveness, in part by creating a separate cen-
sor for Ruthenian books; Lane traces the fate of several key manuscripts through 
different competing censors. By the 1848 Revolution, Polish/Ruthenian conflict 
had become a staple of Galician politics, but that conflict arose partly from im-
perial support for early Ruthenian patriots.

If Lane’s contribution suggests that Habsburg officials influenced national-
ist narratives, Alexander Maxwell’s chapter shows how nationalist concepts in-
fluenced Habsburg officials. Maxwell documents the many Habsburg officials 
who believed that the monarchy’s Slavs all spoke the same language, namely the 
“Slavic language.” Linguistic diversity was endemic to the monarchy, and the 
bureaucracy developed a complex terminology for discussing which linguistic 
varieties enjoyed which rights in which contexts. A surprising variety of job ad-
verts, legal regulations, police notices, and similar documents posit a single Slavic 
language, or characterize particularist varieties as “dialects.” Several Slavic intel-
lectuals propounded the idea of a single Slavic language under the banner of 
“Pan-Slavism,” often distinguishing the literary or linguistic Pan-Slavism they 
advocated from a “political Pan-Slavism” in supposed league with Romanov Rus-
sia. While the monarchy and its officials remained implacably opposed to this 
political Pan-Slavism, linguistic Pan-Slavism evidently found some resonance in 
the Habsburg bureaucracy, suggesting unexpected intellectual exchange between 
the monarchy’s officials and its Pan-Slav intelligentsias.

The lives of Habsburg officials, of course, cannot be understood solely in 
terms of a dichotomy between nationalism and loyalism. In their chapter, Judit 
Pál and Vlad Popovici sketch out imperial biographies of several Transylvanian 
officials and document their multiple identities. During the 1848 Revolution, 
some high-ranking individuals proved willing to swear allegiance to the Roma-
nian nation at the celebrated national assembly in Blaj / Balázsfalva, while previ-
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ously and subsequently claiming membership in the Hungarian nation. Others 
juggled both Saxon and Imperial identities. Several, furthermore, balanced mul-
tiple nonnational identities: over the course of his life, Károly Torna was not just 
a civil servant but a noble, a parliamentarian, and an archeologist; Ioan Corbu 
was also an atheist, a socialist, and an astronomer. Specifically problematizing the 
conceptual frame of “national indifference,” Pál and Popovici argue that theories 
of multiple identities help uncover the complexity of individual life experiences.

Indeed, the next three chapters direct attention away from nationalism and 
the monarchy’s struggle to contain it, examining instead how officials upheld the 
monarchy’s political legitimacy, environmental productivity, and social stability. 
Different Habsburg officials had different tasks, and each of these three chapters 
focuses sharply on a particular class of civil servants. In each case, officials played 
a key role in the state’s interactions with different elements of Habsburg society.

Dynastic loyalty dominates the fourth chapter, in which Marco Jaimes sketches 
how school officials and attorneys in Bohemia and Moravia upheld the cult of the 
monarch. School principals and educational administrators professed their mon-
archism by petitioning for the privilege of naming schools after Franz Joseph, 
organized jubilee celebrations, and the like. Jaimes sees in such demonstrative 
performances a sense of loyalty to the monarchy as a whole. State attorneys, 
meanwhile, policed discontent by prosecuting cases of lèse-majesté. Authorities 
often responded to insults with leniency. Examining which incidents provoked 
harsher punishments, however, reveals which elements of the monarch’s public 
image authorities felt most central to the monarchy’s preservation.

Officials regulated and cultivated not just monarchy’s reputation but also its 
natural environment. Drawing on environmental history, Wolfgang Göderle de-
scribes how foresters introduced the mongoose to a viper-infested national park 
on an island in the Adriatic. Correspondence between Vienna and Dalmatia il-
lustrates the interplay between the capital and the provinces. Göderle also ex-
plores the lowest levels of the civil service: first through statistical analysis, but 
then by examining the role of seasonal workers and other menial laborers who 
have left only fragmentary traces in the monarchy’s archives.

As the monarchy industrialized, subaltern social classes proliferated, creating 
new administrative challenges. Zdeněk Nebřenský’s chapter examines trade in-
spectors charged with overseeing working conditions in the monarchy’s factories. 
Trade inspectors protected public health, and particularly the health of workers 
and their families. They served as intermediaries between striking workers and 
factory owners. Over time, inspectors acquired new powers to regulate the qual-
ity of canteens and factory housing. Nebřenský depicts trade inspectors as a sta-
bilizing force within the monarchy, even if their small numbers meant that their 
overall impact inevitably remained limited.

While the central chapters of this volume show that the monarchy’s politics 
involved questions other than the interplay of competing nationalisms, the final 
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chapters return to the role played by officials at the monarchy’s end. Franz Joseph 
posed as neutral arbiter between essentially loyal national communities, perhaps 
most famously articulated in the title of his 28 July 1914 declaration “to my peo-
ples.”95 The civil service attempted to play the same role. Nevertheless, Habsburg 
officials became increasingly suspicious of national sentiment. They particularly 
directed their hostility toward Slavic expressions of national feeling, which were 
presumed unsympathetic to the monarchy.

Prague police, for example, struggled to remain evenhanded in ongoing dis-
turbances between German student societies and Czech crowds over symbolic 
control of the city center, and particularly the boulevard Na příkopě / Am Gra-
ben. In a chapter examining such protests around the year 1900, David Smrček 
argues that police officials seeking to maintain order struggled to appear even-
handed in the face of boisterous crowds. As criticizing the police proved an easy 
path to popuarlity, elected politicians, whether Czech or German, often openly 
sided with protestors over the monarchy’s civil servants. While the police mostly 
maintained its professionalism, Smrček highlights the case of František Rosen-
felder, an individual policeman who vehemently criticized Czech hotheads in a 
Prague pub, despite being Czech himself.

Military officers unable to remain evenhanded proved even more damaging 
to the monarchy’s stability. John Deak’s chapter considers Dalmatian officials 
and their reaction to effusions of south-Slavic patriotism. Though civil servants 
responded with restraint and equanimity, military officers, concerned about the 
Balkan wars, increasingly saw military threats in any effusion of national feeling. 
Public demonstrations and even school textbooks led military officers to accuse 
civilian officials of complacency in the face of potential disloyalty; civil servants 
in turn upbraided military circles for exceeding their authority out of paranoia. 
When the outbreak of war in 1914 strengthened the military’s hand, their mis-
guided efforts to crack down on dissent ultimately proved catastrophic for the 
monarchy’s legitimacy.

Though war and revolution had undone the Habsburg dynasty and its em-
pire by 1918, imperial officials found their authority persisted independently 
of the monarch who had ostensibly bestowed it. J. Alexander Killion views the 
transition to republican rule through the imperial biography of Hans Loewen-
feld-Russ, a senior official in the Austrian Nutrition Office. Loewenfeld-Russ 
dealt with office politics and death threats to keep supplies coming during the 
war, and he helped maintain central authority during the difficult situation be-
tween the monarchy’s collapse and the establishment of the First Austrian Re-
public. Noting that military histories remember generals but unjustly forget the 
ordinary soldier, Killion suggests that Loewenfeld-Russ’s efforts similarly deserve 
commemoration, since officials helped maintain life and social continuity even 
in the darkest times. Killion’s eulogy for Loewenfeld-Russ, perhaps, applies to 
Habsburg civil servants as a whole.
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