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This paper argues that autocratic parliamentary parties expand voting rights under precarious electoral 

conditions not to democratize, but to consolidate power by co-opting poorly organized groups before they 

organize as challengers. It examines why, when, and how parties in nondemocratic regimes extend political 

rights, advancing a threat-based model of enfranchisement in which elites weigh the potential organizational 

strength of social groups to determine electoral access during political openings. Drawing on evidence from 

the Kingdom of Hungary (1867–1918), the paper shows that enfranchisement was driven less by democratic 

pressures from below, fiscal concerns, or nationalist policy than by strategic efforts to manage and contain 

threats to incumbency. Rather than accommodating mobilized groups, elites selectively extended rights to 

unorganized potential constituencies, using observable characteristics such as group size and cohesion to 

assess ex ante risks. By disentangling political strategy from nationalist and economic narratives, the paper 

reframes enfranchisement as a mechanism of cooption by autocratic parties, shedding light on the selective 

and uneven pathways through which electoral inclusion unfolds in multiethnic contexts. 
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Introduction 

Who is given the right to vote in autocracies? Why? This paper examines the political dynamics that 

shaped electoral reforms in the Kingdom of Hungary between 1867 and 1918, a liberalizing yet non-

democratic emergent state within the Austro-Hungarian Empire. During this period, a plurality of 

the population identified as Magyars (Hungarians), while Slovaks, Germans, Romanians, Croats, 

Serbs, Ruthenians, and Jews also lived under liberalizing, but dominant, Magyar rule. Faced with 

intense parliamentary competition during the period of parliamentary liberalization and mounting 

challenges from minority parties outside parliament, the governing party during the Dualist period 

(1867-1918) pursued selective strategies of enfranchisement to consolidate its hold on power. I 

explain the logic of mass inclusion prior to democratization, arguing that minority mobilization into 

political parties shaped elite strategies of suffrage reform. When parliamentary elites confronted 

precarious electoral conditions, they faced a dilemma: expanding the franchise could secure a 

minimum-winning coalition, but doing so risked undermining the national character of the state, the 

very project of nation-state consolidation. I argue that autocratic parliamentary parties pursue 

suffrage reforms under precarious electoral conditions not to democratize, but to secure their rule, 

incorporating poorly organized groups before they evolve into effective challengers. 

Much of the scholarship on Europe’s first wave of democratization focuses on the macro-

historical foundations of democracy’s building blocks (e.g., Berman 1998; Collier 1999; Moore 1966; 

Boix 2003; Miller 2021), including the extension of suffrage (e.g., Acemoglu and Robinson 2000; 

Ahmed 2013; Lizzeri and Persico 2004; Llavador and Oxoby 2005). However, the negative cases of 

democratization—polities that expanded suffrage but failed to consolidate democracy (Linz and 

Stepan 1996)—remain largely absent from these accounts, with some exceptions (see Capoccia 2007; 

Ziblatt 2017; Luebbert 1991). From the vantage point of the nineteenth century, however, it was far 
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from obvious that the constituent states of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, including Hungary, would 

diverge from the Western European trajectory, where imperial parliamentary states often 

democratized in a sequence of broader sociological and structural transformations (Ahmed 2010; 

Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010; Møller 2020). 

The Hungarian case provides a setting for theory generation. Its combination of ethnic, 

religious, and national diversity, alongside industrial and agrarian conflict, exposes the organizational 

origins of the political threats that shape the actions of strategic elites struggling with the 

consequences of liberalization: electoral participation and contestation in a diverse polity. The paper 

adds to existing studies of electoral reform in the more homogenous Western European states, 

where common explanations of change rely on economic logics distinct from logics of nation-state 

consolidation in diverse settings (Aidt and Jensen 2009; Mares and Queralt 2015; Lipset and Rokkan 

1967; c.f. Kopstein and Wittenberg 2010; Rokkan 1999).  

I argue that logics of electoral inclusion (Teele 2018) were conditioned by elites’ ex-ante 

expectations about minority mobilization into political parties, which altered the incentives of 

parliamentary actors confronting unstable legislative coalitions. The theory generated suggests that in 

ranked societies, where a clear national order exists (Marx 1997), the political-economic logic of 

liberalization, as elites seek to maximize returns on tax endowments (Mares and Queralt 2015), fails 

to explain the structure and timing of enfranchisement in weak states. I show that where 

parliamentary elites liberalize electoral rules in diverse settings, liberalizations to who gets to play the 

game entail a political logic (Rabushka and Shepsle 1971). Although recent accounts suggest that 

recognizing the social identity of minority groups can lead to collective identification with the state 

(McMurry, 2021), parliamentary parties seeking to maintain their incumbency and the existing 

political order in diverse settings adopt an opposite strategy. Rather than weakening the state in 

anticipation of minority inclusion (Suryanarayan and White 2020; Suryanarayan n.d.; cf. Mares and 
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Queralt 2015), elites strategically carved out access through enfranchisement, selectively admitting 

individuals from minority groups in ways that undercut the organizational potential of outgroups. 

Individuals were incorporated into politics to support elite coalitions when their groups’ potential 

mobilization posed a low threat to the incumbent political order (Ahmed 2013; Castillo 2023). 

In the Kingdom of Hungary, enfranchisement emerged not as a step toward democracy but 

as an autocratic strategy to entrench elite power in the face of rising electoral threats within a 

liberalizing yet still authoritarian order. Moments of democratic expansion prior to the establishment of 

mass participation were not episodes of democratization, but rather moments of instrumental reform by elites 

to entrench their power (c.f. Capoccia and Ziblatt 2010; Mares and Queralt 2015). Parliamentary 

parties enfranchised individuals not as individuals, but as individuals embedded in differently 

structured groups. During periods of heightened political competition, ruling parties selectively 

expanded access to those who did not threaten the national character of the emerging state. Men 

gained the vote according to the requisites of electoral law, but always in ways that forestalled the 

rise of extra-parliamentary (externally mobilized) parties representing their collective identities. The 

underlying logic is straightforward: the greater a social group’s potential for political organization, 

the more threatening it appeared to parliamentary elites, making enfranchisement not uniformly 

repressive within social groups; timing mattered. Elites extended suffrage when groups were weakly 

organized, strong enough to be incorporated as potential supporters but too fragmented to mount 

an effective challenge. This paper advances the proposition that autocratic parliamentary parties 

initiate suffrage reforms under precarious electoral conditions not to democratize, but to entrench 

their rule by capturing poorly organized groups before they become challengers.2   

 
2 For an argument that tracks the organization of the working class vis-à-vis a party organization, see Ahmed (2013). The 
analytical lens utilized here, contrary to Ahmed, does not view early suffrage expansions as an accommodation strategy; 
accommodation can only occur following organization. Rather, the timing of enfranchisement, if anything, suggests a 
strategy of repression employed by dominant parties in an attempt to preempt organization through inclusion. Ahmed 
identifies three forms of repression, “that [limit] the mobilization capabilities of workers’ organization”: violent, legal, 
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To demonstrate evidence of these proposed logics, I trace the development of the 

Hungarian party system during the first wave of democratization, with a focus on the dynamics that 

led parliamentary parties to strategically lower the electoral threshold during this period. While 

Hungary’s trajectory—like that of any single country—cannot be directly generalized to the broader 

European experience or to contemporary cases of enfranchisement and disenfranchisement, the 

underlying political processes can be. What travels across contexts are the mechanisms by which 

elites decide to enfranchise, how they assess threats, and how they deploy electoral reforms to secure 

their rule in the face of rising competition.  

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows: In the next section, I outline the paper’s 

argument—autocratic elites use suffrage reforms to preserve incumbency by enfranchising poorly 

organized groups that are unlikely to become challengers following their inclusion. I then provide a 

brief historical background to the political developments relevant to understanding liberalization and 

democratization in the Kingdom of Hungary. Next, in the two-part analysis, I show why, when, and 

how parliamentary parties liberalized voting rights during democratization. Using a combination of 

primary archival materials and secondary sources, I first show how, in 1874, rising political 

competition incentivized the enfranchisement of small national out-groups who organized into low-

threat parties. I then show how, in 1913, political competition triggered parliamentary parties to 

partially liberalize access to the franchise for out-groups that were large and not cohesive (poorly 

organized). Finally, I conclude with a discussion of the limitations of the case-based theory-

generating approach, highlighting the scope conditions of the argument and suggesting future 

research on how party politics, ethnic and nationalist conflicts, and electoral competition shape both 

 
and institutional, which she argues were used at different points throughout democratization (45). Enfranchisement falls 
outside the scope of all three (45-47). 
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democratization and democratic backsliding, both in historically and contemporary contexts marked 

by rising nationalism in ethnically diverse states. 

Argument: Who Gets to Play? 
 

Incumbent parliamentary parties evaluate disenfranchised groups based on their ex-ante assessment 

of the threat to the incumbent’s governing coalition. This assessment relies on observable group-

level characteristics—size and cohesion—proxies for groups’ unobservable and underlying potential 

political organization. Incumbent parliamentary parties initiate enfranchisement reforms during 

periods of high political competition—when their incumbency is unstable under the governing 

minimum-winning coalition.3 Under a restrictive franchise, prior to mass participation, incumbents 

maximized their chances of retaining power by safeguarding parliamentary control through the 

strategic construction of minimum-winning coalitions. They did so by adjusting the legal requisites 

for inclusion, through enfranchisement, when their incumbency was perceived to be at risk. Like 

Ahmed (2010; 2013), I argue that “threats” to incumbents form from the political opposition and 

trigger electoral reform at the hands of parliamentary incumbents. Unlike Ahmed, who emphasizes 

elite strategies to safeguard power by changing the rules of the game, I focus on the earlier stage: 

determining who gets to play the game before the apex of mass mobilization under authoritarian 

institutions. In this way, I account for the initial conditions that many studies of electoral reform 

treat as given when analyzing how the rules of the democratic game evolved during the process of 

liberalization. 

 
3 For a review of when democratization occurs, moments of high threat or low threat, see Riedl et al. (2020). For a literature 
review on when suffrage is granted, see Teele (2018, 17-19). Scholars’ near consensus is that democratization and 
enfranchisement occur during high political competition for incumbents. 
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The threat to elites during democratization initially comes from other parliamentary parties 

through intra-elite splits (Ansell and Samuels 2014). But as excluded groups organize, the threat to 

incumbency posed by parliamentary parties cumulates with threats from organized extra-

parliamentary groups, including Socialist, agrarian, liberal, Christian Socialist, clerical, ethno-

nationalist, secessionist, and antisemitic parties. In the nineteenth century, to qualify as “organized” 

meant possessing a defined internal structure, external ties to civil associations and clubs (such as 

mutual aid societies), at least one channel of mass communication (typically a newspaper or 

newsletter), and, crucially, the active contestation of national elections.4 

Much of the literature emphasizes the organization and representation of the working class, 

highlighting elite-led strategies of repression and accommodation (e.g., Ahmed 2013; Collier 1999; 

Luebbert 1991; Rueschemeyer et al. 1992). The dynamics in multinational states—especially during 

the collapse of empires—differ markedly in their sociological developmental sequencing and 

outcomes (Rokkan 1999; c.f Lipset and Rokkan 1967). Nationalist (though not necessarily 

conservative) parliamentary parties that extended suffrage sought to “draw absolute congruence 

between the boundaries of the state apparatus and the ethnonational identities of the state’s 

inhabitants” (Gellner 1983, 1). In such contexts, parties assessed not only the ex-ante threat posed by 

the political organization of social groups but also the ex-post implications of inclusion for national 

survival of the emergent state.  

István Tisza, leader of the incumbent Liberal Party and Hungarian prime minister from 1903 

to 1905, warned that expanding suffrage too broadly without regard for national cohesion risked 

catastrophe: “entire regions of the country would be lost to the national cause and fall easy prey to 

anti-Magyar subversion colored by socialism. […] The rural constituencies would be swept by a 

 
4 Adapted from Ziblatt (2017, 38 table 2.4)  
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demagoguery of the worst kind. The serious, responsible representatives of a national policy would 

be reduced to a handful” (Budapesti Hírlap, 1905). Tisza’s words reveal how intersecting identities 

during moments of political development threaten both the cohesion of the ruling coalition and the 

very project of nation-building. The power of this nexus becomes clear for enfranchisement 

decisions when viewed through an example from Hungary’s western neighbor. 

The 1907 electoral reform in the ethnically and nationally diverse Austrian half of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire introduced universal manhood suffrage under the rule of parliamentary 

incumbents, the Christian Socialists, led by their nationalist and populist leader, Karl Lueger. The 

reform was triggered by the threats posed by the rising Social Democrats, who organized an 

ethnically diverse and mostly disenfranchised constituency of the working class, as well as the rise of 

ethnic minority parliamentary parties with enfranchised voters drawn from the periphery (Jenks 

1950). The incumbent Christian Socialists enacted the 1907 reform at a time when their incumbency 

was at stake. The resulting reform granted voting rights to all males over twenty-four years of age 

who resided in their district continuously for at least one year (Jenks 1950, 51). However, to secure 

its passage under a divided parliament, parliamentary incumbents had to accommodate the demands 

of the parliamentary parties of the national minorities. As a result, despite mass inclusion that 

benefited the rising social democrats, new electoral districts were drawn to favor organized 

parliamentary incumbent parties. The 1907 electoral law contained no explicit ethnic provisions; yet, 

it strategically weakened the collective power of the ethnically diverse lower and middle classes 

concentrated in the Empire’s periphery, as well as the transitory and organizing social democrats. 

Both the diverse ethnic minorities in the periphery and the social democrats in the center  

threatened the incumbency of the elite parliamentary coalition of the in-group Christian Socialists 

and out-group ethnic minority parties. The additional residency requirement and redistricting 

qualified the effect of mass inclusion by pre-emptively weakening the political organizations of the 
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large and ideologically cohesive Social Democrats and mass ethnic parties. The additional residency 

requirement and redistricting qualified the effect of mass inclusion promised by universal manhood 

suffrage, refiguring the apparent expansion of rights into the strategic containment of rising and 

organizing social groups. By dictating who got to play, the reform blunted the power of the organized 

and ethnically diverse working class, ensuring that the newly enfranchised would be more likely to 

reinforce, rather than challenge, the dominance of the incumbent coalition. 

Why Enfranchise in the Absence of Democracy? 

Identities beyond class play a crucial role in shaping access to political institutions. Which identities 

matter depends on the organization of the social groups in question—on who is mobilized and who 

is not, and whose mobilization is threatening to incumbents and whose is less threatening—even 

when the law itself carves inclusion and exclusion solely in terms of individual identity.5 Parties 

strategically expand the franchise to preserve their incumbency during moments of heightened 

political competition, often after an electoral defeat or a narrow victory (Ahmed 2013, 25; Bateman 

2016; Teele 2018). Yet in multidimensional party systems, decisions about whom to include or 

exclude during liberalization are more complex. Inclusion depends on the ex-ante organization of 

social groups: incumbents are more likely to extend rights to groups whose political mobilization 

poses neither an immediate electoral threat nor a future challenge. Contrary to existing theories of 

mass suffrage (Bateman, 2018; Teele, 2018; Bartolini, 2000; Caramani, 2004), this logic often leads 

incumbents to exclude the most politically organized groups, thereby consolidating incumbent 

dominance and engineering a political equilibrium that restricts liberal contestation. 

 

 
5 For further discussion of voting rights in the western half of the Dual Monarchy and how they transcend or cut across 

class cleavages, see Bader-Zaar 2022 
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Parliamentary parties safeguard their power by altering the “rules of the game” with changes 

to suffrage (Boix 1999; Ahmed 2010; 2013; Walter 2020). Yet we lack a clear account of who parties 

include, when and why they do so, and how these choices unfold in multinational societies (Horowitz 

1993, 21). Parliamentary parties do not target individuals for enfranchisement or disenfranchisement; 

they target social groups. This requires defining a social group as a set of individuals who share 

common goals, norms, and a sense of identity, shaped by collective organization rather than 

individual traits. These groups gain inclusion and face exclusion from the state according to how 

they organize, threatening the existing order. An organization becomes political when social groups 

express collective political preferences and organize around internally structured and externally 

vehicles that deliver collective goals through advocacy channels, barricades, or ballots. In electoral 

politics, these collective organizations are political parties; as social groups organize parties that enter 

and exit the electoral arena to contest the reigning political order, threatening incumbents.6  

Who to Enfranchise? Proxies for Organization 

Following the evidence that inclusion is triggered by threat induced by high political competition 

from organized challengers, group political organization increases the threat. The more politically 

organized a social group is, the less likely it is to be included in the political processes of the 

emergent state and the more repression, electoral and otherwise, it faces from incumbent parties 

seeking to deter competition (Pâclişanu 1985; Tilley et al. 1975, Conclusions; Ahmed 2013, 48). Yet 

this oversimplifies the realities of plural, multiethnic, developing states. Incumbent parties, even in 

authoritarian legislatures, did not know or directly observe the political organization of 

disenfranchised groups, at least not until excluded groups organized, politicized, and mobilized 

against elites and the regime, nor did parliamentary elites uniformly exclude all outgroups, relying on 

 
6 See the definition and inclusion criteria for a nineteenth-century party earlier in this section. 
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the inclusion of some to support their governing coalition and legislative policy (Tavana and York 

2025; Rozenas 2020; Siegel 2011; Pâclişanu 1985, 58; 70; Bartolini 2000; Marks et al. 2009). In such 

contexts of incomplete information (Barnes 2020) where elites must construct a governing coalition 

among disparate social groups, parliamentary parties evaluated a group’s ex-ante threat to the 

liberalizing, still autocratic order (Berman 2021), through observable proxies: size, or the numerical 

strength of a group; and cohesion, the degree of consolidation among political organizations prior to 

inclusion. As cohesion increases, the political ties of social organizations become more uniform and 

deepen, and eventually a single organization comes to dominate political life for the social group 

(Bakke et al., 2012).7 

Prior research shows that a group’s size and organization shape its potential for mobilization 

and voting power (Ahmed 2013; Ahuja 2019; Bartolini 2000; Hager et al. 2022; Posner 2004; Sarbahi 

2021; Lepelley and Valognes 2003; Teele 2018). Building on this work, I argue that elites use this ex-

ante expectation to assess both the size of groups, their numerical strength, and their cohesion—the 

degree of organizational consolidation within a social or political space—to judge whether inclusion 

would strengthen or threaten their coalition.8 Size and cohesion together probabilistically determined 

whether groups could transform into effective political vehicles capable of helping or challenging 

incumbents in a competitive political order. In practice, elites enfranchised groups they expected to 

be electorally useful: large enough to sustain a coalition but insufficiently cohesive to mount a 

durable opposition. 

 
7 Previous accounts diverge on the role of organization for enfranchisement. Teele (2018) argues that stronger 
organization reduces uncertainty and make enfranchisement attractive under settings of high electoral competition when 
parliamentary parties can more easily mobilize women voters. By contrast, in liberalizing multiethnic autocracies such as 
Hungary, where competition to the regime emerges from all grounds greater cohesive organization signals more durable 
opposition. Elites are, therefore, in this account, more likely to enfranchise weakly organized groups before rival political 
organizations crystallize. 
8 Consistent with the organizational definition of a party found on page 7, an organization requires the internal 
infrastructure, including human, material, and technical capital available to the social group (Almeida 2018, 45). 
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Threat is a function of political organization, which parliamentary parties assess through 

proxies such as group size and cohesion. For incumbents, highly cohesive groups become more 

threatening as they grow in size, with the danger of the organization increasing monotonically. For 

less cohesive groups, the relationship is curvilinear: small groups can more easily overcome 

collective action problems (Olson, 1965), whereas very large groups raise concerns about electoral 

dominance, even if internal divisions limit coordination (Janos, 1982, p. 165). These dynamics are 

not contradictory. Together, they shaped the electoral logic of sequential and strategic 

enfranchisement in nondemocratic settings, influencing when elites extend suffrage relative and to 

whom vis-à-vis the timing of party formation (Bateman 2020; McConnaughy 2015; Teele 2018; 

Valelly 2016). The relationship between threats to incumbents, group size, cohesion, and political 

organization is illustrated in the figure below for “high threat” and “low threat” groups.9 

  

 
9 Conceptualized in relative terms 
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Figure 1: Perceived Threats to Parliamentary Incumbent Parties as a Function of Disenfranchised Social Groups’ 

Structure 

 

Note for Figure 1: The figure depicts the proposed relationship to how parliamentary parties perceive the threats posed 

by disenfranchised groups based on their size and cohesion. The proposed relationship with group size is non-monotonic; 

as groups become larger and are relatively ideologically cohesive, their threat to enfranchising parliamentary parties 

increases monotonically with size. Functional forms are for illustrative purposes only. 

 

I advance a threat model for liberalization and political inclusion. Enfranchisement under 

nondemocratic conditions reflects how elites balance threats to their incumbency and the reigning 

national order, through who is included and who is excluded in the liberalizing regime (Horowitz 

1993, 26). Threats to political incumbency arise from parliaments and cumulate with threats to 

liberalization as excluded groups organize into extra-parliamentary parties in civil society. Over time, 

incumbents tend to favor enfranchising small, highly cohesive groups that offer greater certainty and 

a lower risk of ex-post power appropriation through electoral means following their inclusion (Key, 

1943; Aldrich, 1995; McConnaughy, 2015). Larger groups, however, may be partially enfranchised if 



14 
 

their threat can be mitigated and their relative lack of cohesion makes them easier to fragment 

through legal or institutional design (Teele 2018). 

As threats continue to mount, characterized by the entry of newly organized extra-

parliamentary (externally mobilized) parties into the electoral arena, parliamentary incumbents focus 

on maintaining their challengers’ expected constituencies excluded from the franchise. Highly 

cohesive groups, especially when large, are perceived by incumbent and opposition parliamentary 

parties as potentially subversive sources of extra-parliamentary mobilization, whereas incohesive 

groups can be more easily divided and incorporated into the state (Ahmed 2013; Bateman 2018). 

Together, size and cohesion provide elites with signals of electoral viability as they proxy for ex-ante 

organizational threat. Threats induced by political competition to the incumbents’ coalition 

incentivize parliamentary parties to manipulate the franchise to admit different social groups, 

thereby altering the minimum-winning coalition, given the changing dynamics of the party system. 

Insofar as enfranchisement was about “building a state to capacity” (Mares and Queralt 2015), it was 

about building a state with the capacity to serve some—those that would support the incumbent 

order (Suryanarayan and White 2021). Enfranchisement in the absence of mass reform, which 

affects groups uniformly over geographic space, was a form of electoral manipulation or an 

instrumental means by which autocrats maintained power.  

Empirically, as threats grow from both parliament and civil society, incumbents exhaust the supply 

of small, cooptable groups to enfranchise. They then turn to partially including larger, less cohesive 

groups through laws that appear identity-blind but, in practice, target the fragmented potential 

constituencies of these incohesive groups. Their internal divisions make them vulnerable to being 

split, allowing elites to extend limited rights to a select few. 
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In the following sections, I present evidence for this theory of who gets included, when, and why, by 

tracing the political conditions surrounding the 1874 Electoral Law (solid red line on Figure 2) in the 

Kingdom of Hungary, where elites experienced heightened parliamentary competition, in the 1913 

Electoral Law in the Kingdom of Hungary, where elites experienced threats from their parliamentary 

opponents, cumulated with threats from extra-parliamentary parties (dashed red line in Figure 2). 

Figure 2: Parliamentary and Extra-parliamentary Parties in the Kingdom of Hungary 

Note for Figure 2: The figure visualizes the formation of political parties in the Kingdom of Hungary from 1848 to 
1918. Data on 102 political “parties” are collected. Out of the 102 “parties”, 89 contested elections in the Kingdom of 
Hungary, not the Kingdom of Croatia and Slavonia. Of the remaining 89 parties, 46 parties include all the necessary 
conditions for a political party in the nineteenth century, including having a clear internal hierarchy, contesting national 
elections, having at least one party newspaper, and having affiliated civil organizations. The 43 remaining parties are 
classified as factions and are not included in the figure. The black line represents the entry of parliamentary political 
parties into the party system, and the grey line represents the entry of extra-parliamentary parties into the party system. The 
first solid vertical line is the first electoral reform covered—1874—and the second dashed vertical line is the second 
electoral reform covered—1913. From the figure, we see that there was no extra-parliamentary threat leading up to and 
during the 1874 reform, and a steady formation of extra-parliamentary parties occurred leading up to the 1913 reform. 
All the parties that splintered from the Liberal Party due to the constitutional crisis and Handkerchief vote, to the extent 
that they were in fact parties and not factions, are coded as such 
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Voting Rights in the Absence of Democracy: The Kingdom 

of Hungary  
Groups were enfranchised at times of high electoral threat according to the politics of the pre-

democratic party systems (Bartolini 2013; Ahmed 2013). They were not enfranchised out of 

contemporaneous revolutionary fear (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006; Przeworski 2009, 292), but 

sequentially according to electoral logics guided by exclusionary social hierarchies (Castillo 2023).10  

Class-centered accounts of the first wave of democratization (Moore 1966; Luebbert 1991; 

Janos 1982, 165) are complicated when an ethnic center–periphery cleavage dominates politics, as in 

the Austro-Hungarian Empire, its constituent states (Kopstein and Wittenberg 2010), and many 

diverse states today (Rokkan 1999). The constituent states of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 

including contemporary Hungary, Austria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, and parts of Poland, 

Ukraine, Romania, Italy, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Serbia, were unified under the 

Habsburg Empire until 1867. The revolutions of 1848 marked the beginning of the Habsburg 

Empire’s decline, as nation-states emerged through both successful and failed revolutions led by 

organized national groups. The Hungarian War of Independence (1848-1849), although ultimately 

unsuccessful, set the stage for the 1867 Compromise (Kiegyezés) between Austria and Hungary, which 

led to the creation of the Dual Monarchy. This arrangement granted Hungary significant legislative 

independence while maintaining shared foreign, military, and financial ministries under the 

Habsburg Emperor, who held nominal veto power over Hungarian legislative politics (which was 

rarely exercised). 

 
10 For an account that looks at historical cleavages, class and religious cleavages in the case of women’s suffrage in Latin 
America see: Castillo (2023). Her account, like Ahmed (2013) and Bateman (2018), Castillo considers elite calculations of 
social order and how elites conceive of “the people” in calculations over political inclusion. However, contra to Castillo 
(2023), who studies the enfranchisement of one very large group, I show how overlapping cleavages, class and centre-
periphery, hinder mass inclusion (concerns over norms or as I call it, the order of the emergent nation-state) while greasing 
the way for partial inclusion. Conta to Bateman (2018), I show that conceptions of “the people”, when it comes to national 
identity are flexible, and second order to electoral consideration of parliamentary elites’ electoral considerations. 
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In the Eastern part of the Empire, known as Transleithania, the Hungarian House of 

Representatives (Képviselőház) was elected through a restrictive franchise. Like all European pre-

democratic electoral systems, the electoral system was majoritarian and biased representation to the 

economically privileged, yet somewhat nationally and ethnically diverse, upper classes. Throughout 

most of the period covered here (1867-1914), representatives were elected from districts with 

varying magnitudes (Gerő 1997). Like all emergent states during the first wave of democratization, 

parliamentary parties of the Kingdom of Hungary initially enfranchised voters during the early 

nineteenth century according to requisites associated with land ownership, yet remained an outlier 

throughout the rest of the century, as the franchise never rose above ten percent despite the 

Kingdom’s early start compared to its European counterparts (Bartolini 2013).11 

Prior to the institutional configuration of the Empire and following the failed War of 

Independence (1848-1849), the Kingdom of Hungary was governed by neo-absolutist Habsburg rule 

from Vienna. The decision to negotiate with Vienna in 1867, which ended Habsburg neo-absolutism 

and brought self-determination to the Hungarians, divided the national Hungarian movement. Some 

elites saw negotiations with the Austrians as necessary for any governing autonomy. In contrast, 

others viewed it as a betrayal of national self-determination.  

Following the Compromise, the main political divide in Hungary was between supporters 

and opponents of the agreement that granted the Magyars (Hungarians) self-determination, known 

as the Compromise of 1867. This cleavage manifested over geography. The pro-Compromise 

Liberal Party (formerly the Deák Party) was the parliamentary incumbents that formed governing 

 
11 For how the sequencing, timing, and tempo of the development of the Hungarian franchise compared with that of 
Western Europe’s see: Bartolini (2013). Of those with the right to vote in 1869, 67.2 percent (or an estimated 532,896 
voters) in the Kingdom of Hungary, excluding Transylvania, were given the right to vote by landowning rights (Keleti 
(1871) cited in Gero (1997, 12)). 
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coalitions with a coalition of national minority parties.12 In the parliamentary opposition sat the anti-

Compromise parties, rooted in Magyar (Hungarian) nationalism; they opposed cooperation with any 

of the minority groups and with Vienna.13 This division persisted throughout the Dualist period 

(1867-1918), reflecting broader tensions between liberal and conservative visions of Hungarian 

nationalism and self-determination.14 Despite their governing influence, parliamentary parties 

operated in a political landscape with mass political disenfranchisement, meaning that the parliament 

was hardly representative of Hungarian society. This led to the steady formation of extra-

parliamentary political parties, which, over time, contested national elections and threatened the 

Liberals’ incumbency and the governing order established by the Compromise with Austria. 

In summary, following the 1867 Compromise and throughout much of the Dualist period 

(1867-1918), the primary divide in both parliament and society was about support for or against the 

liberal 1867 Compromise. On one side, the liberal elite, along with the rising bourgeoisie of the in-

group Magyars and out-group national minorities, sat in government, supported the Compromise. 

On the other side, nationalist Magyar opposition parties resisted, advocating for greater national 

 
12 I use the label “Liberal Party” to refer to the parties that developed from the organizational apparatus of the Deák party. 
The party shared an ideological figurehead that followed a lineage of consistent ideological representatives that operated 
around and in the same internal organization. All to say, the party was mostly internally and externally the same in all but 
label. The party was initially known as the Address Party (Felirati Párt) from 1861-1865, then the Deák Party (Deák Párt, 
1865-1875), and eventually, it became the Liberal Party in 1875 until the party’s defeat in the 1905 election, at which point 
it changed its name to the National Party of Work (Nemzeti Munkapárt, 1910-1918, no relation to any labour movement). 
The parties and the loose alliance of the national minorities are the Saxon People’s Party (Sachische Volkspartei, 1876-1918), 
Serbian National Liberal Party (Srpska Narodna Slobodoumna Stranka, 1869-1918), and the Slovak National Party (Slovenská 
nádrová strana, 1871 to about 1901), who sat as the parliamentary coalition of Nationalities Alliance (Nemzetiségi Párt, 1869-
1918).  
13 The opposition parties were Centre Left (Balközép Párt, 1865-1875), and the Far Left (Szélsőbal, until 1870), both parties 
merged into the Forty-Eight Independence Party (Negyvennyolcas Függetlenségi Párt, 1874-1884) and then changed their name 
to the Independence Party in 1884 and National Independence Kossuth Party in 1931 before merging with the 
Independent Smallholders, Agrarian Workers, and Civic Party in 1931 (Függetlenségi Párt and Országos Függetlenségi és Kossuth 
Párt, 1884-1945). 
14 See Sajó (2018) for a debate about the constitutional theory of Hungarian birth-right identity in State and Nation and 
what this means from a historical perspective for the safeguarding of power, and simultaneously what it meant for 
representative democracy. 



19 
 

sovereignty.15 Extra-parliamentary parties of the in-group Magyars and various out-groups formed 

throughout the period in civil society as they organized and mobilized, despite a restrictive franchise. 

Nevertheless, the state-society landscape was characterized by widespread disenfranchisement; yet, 

one where emergent parties organized and eventually mobilized both the enfranchised and 

disenfranchised from within parliament and outside its walls. 

Historical Case Study Analysis: The Actors in Democratizing 

Hungary  

The electoral system in Hungary during the Dualist period (1867-1918) operated under a relatively 

liberal framework for the 19th century—at least for the small portion of the population with voting 

rights—making it a form of electoral autocracy: a competitive authoritarian regime that held 

multiparty open-ballot elections with significantly restricted participation. After the parliamentary 

opposition made gains in the 1869 and 1872 elections, the Liberal Party (formerly the Address and 

Deák Party) grew concerned about its grip on power (1874. évi XXXIII. törvénycikk indokolása 

[Explanation of Article XXXIII of Law 1874]). In 1869, only 6.98 percent of the population had the 

right to vote, but support for the Liberal party was far from established (Képes 2020, 204). By 1872, 

the government conducted a census to evaluate the distribution of the voting population across the 

kingdom and assess any potential threats to the Liberal Party’s incumbency.16 The census evaluated 

the characteristics of the voting population across each county in 1865, 1869, and 1872, describing 

 
15 The 1868 Croatian Hungarian Settlement allowed Croats and Slavs to negotiate a semi-autonomous status within the 
Kingdom of Hungary as the Kingdom of Croatia-Slavonia, shortly after the initial signing of the Compromise. For this 
reason, a discussion of the Slavs in the Kingdom is beyond the scope of the paper. 
16 For a full explanation of the census and its results, see: 1874. évi XXXIII. törvénycikk indokolása - az 1848:V. törvénycikk és 
az erdélyi II.törvénycikk módositásáról és kiegészitéséről [Explanation of Article XXXIII of Law 1874 on the election of members 
of the Diet] (Accessed through: https://net.jogtar.hu/) 
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how those with voting rights received them: through property (land or estate), craft or trade, 

income, education, or through the old hereditary right.  

Table 2: Basis of Access to the Franchise in 1872, Excluding Transylvania  

Access to the franchise Percent of franchise** Total voters 

Property 66.3 509,991 

Craftsmanship 5.4 41,198 

Industry 0.07 539 

Trade 2.1 15,919 

Income 9.1 69,664 

Intelligentsia 5.7 44,165 

Old Right 11.4 88,025 

Note for Table 2: How voters were enfranchised according to 1872 electors survey. ** indicates that the figures are not 

in the source and are based on the Author’s back-of-the-envelope calculations using the 768,642 total voters as baseline. 

(Source: 1872 Election Census, found in 1874. évi XXXIII. törvénycikk indokolása  - az 1848:V. törvénycikk és az erdélyi 

II.törvénycikk módositásáról és kiegészitéséről [Explanation of Article XXXIII of Law 1874 on the election of members of the 

Diet] Accessed through: https://net.jogtar.hu/) 

 

The right to vote was acquired differently across various geographical areas, and these differences 

were reflected in the election results. In the 1869 and 1872 elections, most Hungarian (Magyar) 

populated areas supported opposition parties, favoring more nationalist alternatives. Meanwhile, the 

incumbent Liberal Party drew its most substantial support from the periphery of the Kingdom 

(Seton-Watson 1908, 333), from regions inhabited by ethnic and national outgroup minorities whose 

national movements had not yet organized the masses but remained confined to the minds of elites. 

In the face of increasing parliamentary competition, the Liberal Party feared losing political power 

unless the franchise was adjusted to incorporate more [pro-Compromise voters] from outgroups 

that not only did not threaten the reigning liberalizing order but supported it and the Liberal Party 
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through an electoral coalition of minority representatives in the Diet (1874. évi XXXIII. törvénycikk 

indokolása [Explanation of Article XXXIII of Law 1874]).17  

Table 3: 1869 and 1872 Election Wins for the Liberals, by Centre-Periphery 

 Core Periphery Missing 

1869 58 wins of 162 
elections  

123 wins of 314 
elections 

142 out of 476 
elections missing (9 
in the core) 

1872 72 wins of 162 
elections  

132 wins of 314 
elections  

140 out of 476 
elections missing (9 
in the core) 

 

Note for Table 3: During the early stages of democratization, the Liberal Party was more dominant in the periphery, 

while opposition parties performed strongest in the Kingdom’s core. To analyze this pattern, I digitized electoral maps 

from the Dualist period, identifying district-level winners. These historical maps were georeferenced with contemporary 

boundaries, and each electoral district was coded based on whether it falls within present-day Hungary. Districts within 

modern Hungary represent the “core,” while those outside represent the “periphery.” Those districts (n = 6), which are 

partly located in Hungary today and partly in neighbouring countries, are coded as part of the periphery. See Appendix 1 

for an analysis of missingness over space. Since there is a disproportionate number of electoral winners missing in the 

periphery in early elections, compared to nearly complete results for the core, I am likely to underestimate the number of 

Liberal wins in the periphery. 

 

However, minority responses to Magyar rule and the liberalizing order established in 1867 varied 

considerably.18 The Slovaks of Upper Hungary sought greater self-determination, mirroring the 

autonomy the Magyars (Hungarians) secured from the Habsburgs in the Compromise. Yet, the 

Slovaks did not organize a nationalist party in opposition to the Liberal Party and Magyar national 

order until the late nineteenth century, when religious elites entered the party and turned the 

nationalist Slovak movement into a religious nationalist party (Lorman 2019).19 The Serbs who 

 
17 Distinct from the Nationalities Parliamentary Coalition that formed in 1905 against the Liberal Party following the 
handkerchief crisis (Gerő 1997, 14; for the 1905 parliamentary coalition see: Vida 2011, 119). 
18 Classic accounts of Hungary’s political history divide the population into social groups according to class based groups 
(for example: Janos (1982) 2012; Berend 1998). I depart analytically and divide groups according to their national 
background before identifying inter-national class differences. This approach permits the uncovering alternative 
explanations by increasing the degrees of freedom associated with capturing “social groups,” in ethnically diverse 
settings. 
19 The Slovaks organized into the following parties: Slovak National Party, (1871, Szlovák Nemzeti Párt; Slovenská nádrová 
strana) that originally supported the Liberal Party’s governing coalition before it became the mass Slovak Catholic People’s 
Party (1905 [1890], Szlovák katolikus néppárt; Slovenska katolicka l'udová strana). For a provocative discussion about the 
teleological views of “national awakenings”, see Maxwell (2020) on the periodization and historiography of the Slovak 
national awakeneing. 
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resided in the southwest of the Kingdom, though skeptical of Magyar rule, viewed the Compromise 

as preferable to Austrian dominance (Programme Adopted by the Congress of the Nationalities, 

1895). Following the 1868 agreement that created the autonomous Kingdom of Croatia and 

Slavonia, Serbs who remained in Hungary organized the Serbian National Liberal Party (Srpska 

narodna slobodoumna stranka) in 1869. Although this party opposed Magyarization, it supported the 

Liberal Party’s parliamentary coalition (Lebl 1979). 

The organization of Romanians was more fragmented during the dualist period. Liberal 

Romanian elites, divided internally between radicals and liberals over how to respond to Magyar 

repression in the east, organized an elite party that, like the Saxons and Serbs, initially supported the 

Compromise while opposing minority repression (Pâclişanu 1985; Programmes politique des Roumains de 

la Transylvanie et de la Hongrie, 1894).20 The Ruthenians, by contrast, remained politically incohesive 

despite their geographic concentration. Scholars broadly agree that a Ruthenian national awakening 

did not occur until the interwar period, forestalling the emergence of either a parliamentary or extra-

parliamentary nationalist party (Batt 2002; Kuzio 2005, 7; Magocsi 1975, 361–63). 

The Jewish minority was similarly fragmented.21 Though politically active, Jews spread their 

support across multiple parties and factions (Patai 1996; Seton-Watson 1908, 252). Internal 

divisions, urban versus rural residence, class and occupational heterogeneity, and differing linguistic, 

educational, and economic backgrounds further diffused Jewish partisan ties.22 The German Saxons, 

 
20 Both the Slovak and Romanian parties faced extensive political repression as they sought to political organize into a 

mass party, especially in the periphery of the Kingdom, where the Nationalities Law of 1868 was heavily enforced 

(Pâclişanu 1985). For example, from 1886 to 1908, 938 political trials were heard against the political organization of 

minority outgroups (Seton-Watson 1908, 466). Of these, 560 of the trials were directed at the Slovaks, who collected 

42,121 crowns in fines, while 353 of the trials were directed at Romanians, who were ordered to pay 93,791 crowns in 

fines (143 of the trials took place between 1886 and 1896, and 210 took place between 1887 and 1908). In contrast, the 

Germans faced 14 trials, the Ruthenes seven such trials, and the Serbs only four (Seton-Watson 1908, 466). 
21 It is estimated that about 594,541 (a likely conservative undercount) of the 8,588,834 of the Magyar speaking 

population in 1910 were Jewish (Seton-Watson 1908, 400). 
22 The schism of 1870 led to a split between the political organization of the Jewish people in Hungary between Orthodox 
(traditionalist), Neolog (assimilated), and Status Quo (apolitical) denominations; national differences vis-à-vis the 
Hungarian nation-state culminated with these intra-Jewish (religious) differences. “Political” preferences in this context 
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by contrast, were a small but cohesive minority.23 Having migrated in the twelfth century and 

secured autonomy under the Diploma Andreanum (1224), the Saxons accumulated wealth and played a 

central role in mediating trade between Hungary, Austria, and the Ottomans. Their support for the 

Compromise and the Liberal Party reflected economic calculation (Verdery 1979, 384).24 Yet they, 

too, delayed formal party organization until the creation of the Saxons’ People’s Party in 1881.25 

During the Dualist period, as political competition intensified first in parliaments and then 

outside, the incumbent parliamentary party, the Liberal Party, assessed the potential threat posed by 

members of various national groups, in the absence of class-based politics and dominance of the 

nobility, using observable proxies for ex-ante organization. The groups that posed less of a threat 

did so because they were small, less cohesive, but decisive for maintaining a minimum-winning coalition. 

The groups that presented the most significant political threats were the largest and most cohesive 

of the disenfranchised groups: the Hungarian masses (who opposed the Compromise and supported 

the parliamentary opposition) and the cohesive and larger minorities that organized into extra-

parliamentary parties against the Compromise (the Slovaks and later Romanians). 

Table 4 below presents the outcomes of the enfranchisement processes outlined in the 1874 

Electoral Law and the 1913 Electoral Law. The national groups are classified according to their 

 
does not refer to the representation of the Jews “as a nation” in the national parliament; instead referring to the political 
organization of Jews, as a religious group in the eyes of the Hungarian state. For Hungarian elites, especially for liberal 
elites, Neolog Jews were viewed as a religious group in the larger Hungarian nation, which is an exception to how 
parliamentary elites viewed European Jewry for the time (Konrád 2009; Welker 1999; McCagg 1978) 
23 About 10 percent of the Kingdom’s population was German-speaking, with the German Saxon’s forming a minority 

of that. This implies that the German-speaking people of the Kingdom were not cohesive at large (until about 1880), but 

that the German Saxon minority was both small and cohesive (Kwan 2012). According to the 1910 census, about 54 

percent of the Kingdom was Hungarian speaking, 16 percent Romanian, and 11 percent Slovak. See Appendix 2. 
24 “We defend ourselves against any thoughts concerning our loyalty to the State and deny with indignation any attempt 
to represent ourselves and the Saxons in Transylvania as enemies of the Hungarian state … we are citizens of Hungary 
and want to remain German” (Dr. Ziegler in 1882 at Deutsche Schulverein event in Hermannstadt. Originally in Die 
Deutschen in Ungarn und Siebenbürgen und der “Deutsche Schulverein”, quoted in Kwan (2012, 11)) 
25 Kwan (2012) argues that the German Saxons also supported the Compromise with Austria because of national interests, 
not just because the Compromise made trade easier for the group and enhanced their economic interests. This is the only 
source that I found that makes such an argument—even then, Kwan argues that pan-German nationalism in Hungary 
only appeared in the late-nineteenth century (late 1880s).  
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observable characteristics, which serve as proxies for ex-ante organization, size, and cohesion. This 

theory-generating paper does not claim that group-level characteristics directly cause party-building 

upon inclusion, nor that exclusion necessarily triggers party formation. Rather, I argue that party-

building by groups with particular traits increases the perceived threat to incumbents. Elites assessed 

group size and cohesion to anticipate which groups were likely to organize into parties capable of 

challenging their incumbency and the broader national order. Less threatening groups were more 

likely to be incorporated into the Magyar state, even when drawn from outgroups, in the name of 

“political unity, and the unity of administration and justice” (Széll 1908, Pester Lloyd). 
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Table 4: National Groups in Democratizing Hungary 

                              Cohesion 

   Less Cohesive Cohesive 

 

    

Small 

 

 
Jews  
Ruthenians 
(partial in 1913) 
 
Incorporable: Medium 
Threat 
 

Saxons  
Serbs 
(partial in 1874)  
 
Politically Weak: Low 
Threat 

 
Larger Romanians  

 

(partial in 1874) 

Fragmentable: Medium 

Threat 

Magyars (Hungarian)  

Slovaks  

(not enfranchised) 

Threatening to order and 

incumbency: High Threat  
 

Note for Table 4: Placement of national minorities along the dimensions of size and cohesion illustrates how elites assessed 

their threat potential. Small, cohesive groups (such as the Saxons and Serbs), especially those with early political 

organization, could be incorporated into governing coalitions with minimal risk. Small, incohesive groups (Jews, 

Ruthenians) posed little electoral danger if included and were partially enfranchised late as parliamentary competition 

cumulated with extra-parliamentary competition. Larger but incohesive groups (Romanians) were fragmentable, and their 

elite were partially enfranchised. Large, cohesive groups (Magyars, Slovaks) posed the highest threat and were largely 

excluded. See Appendix 2 for a summary of the population of each group, its organization, and the outcome of 

enfranchisement. 

Analysis Part 1: Act XXXIII of 1874, Uneven Taxation and the 

Enfranchisement of Small Out-groups 2014 

On November 8, 1871, the governing coalition headed by the Liberal Party put forth an electoral bill 

for debate, “Amendments and Supplements to Act V of 1848 and Transylvanian Act II of 1848”. The 

amendments sought to change the franchise in the Kingdom just as the incumbent party narrowly 

constructed its governing coalition following the close elections in 1869 and 1872, which were 

largely carried by the outgroup residents of Transylvania in the face of “Romanian passivity on the 

S
iz

e 
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one hand and pro-Government Saxon overrepresentation on the other” (Gerő 1997, 46).26 The 

proposed changes to suffrage altered the (land) taxation requirements to enfranchise groups that 

posed little threat to the incumbent party, altering the census requirement (tax) unevenly by county. 

The law enfranchised the wealthy but varied what “wealthy” meant across space, not to account for 

any regional inequalities, but to exacerbate political inequalities that benefited the Liberal Party.27 

Why Enfranchise? Staying in Power 

British historian and diplomat Robert Seton-Watson writes in his book, Racial Problems in Hungary, 

that electoral law in Hungary was written as “the confusion of babel” to manufacture Magyar 

“hegemony” in the Kingdom (1908, 250-1). However, writing in 1908, a time of rife nationalist 

tensions in the Empire, Seton-Watson presents little evidence of pre-twentieth-century (1905) 

electoral corruption for the sake of out-group repression (see: Chapter XIII; Appendix X; Appendix 

XI). Instead, the evidence he presents and the historical narrative he provides are consistent with the 

political top-down logics, even often violent logics (e.g. Seton-Watson 1908, Appendix XXIII), of 

coalition formation in highly competitive settings where incumbents can govern with small parties in 

governing coalitions but not have their policy bankrolled by their entry into the coalition (for 

democratic settings see: Bolleyer 2007; and on autocratic legislatures see: Gandhi et al. 2020). Instead 

 
26 The first recorded political trial against a Romanian political organization came in 1884, where journalist George Baritiu 
argued against the Compromise as a crime against the Romanian people in his paper, Observationiul, and was later acquitted 
of all charges (Seton-Watson 1908, 441). The government would use its 1872 electoral census to gain information about 
the distribution of the people, wealth, and the requisites that gave each group of people the right to vote. The explanation 
and documentation highlight additional solutions to expanding the franchise, including issuing a flat tax and a progressive 
income tax. See: 1874. évi XXXIII. törvénycikk indokolása - az 1848:V. törvénycikk és az erdélyi II.törvénycikk módositásáról és 
kiegészitéséről [Explanation of Article XXXIII of Law 1874 on the election of members of the Diet] (Accessed through: 
https://net.jogtar.hu/). The explanations and calculations done using the figures collected for the census by parliamentary 
politicians of the time speak against the endowment, political-economic logic, of suffrage extensions (e.g. Mares and 
Queralt 2015; c.f Paulsen 2025 n.d) 
27 Under the law, not only were servants (domestic workers) excluded explicitly from the franchise under all circumstances 
(section 10), but so too were all workmen and agricultural day labourers (sections 5a, 5b, 6b, 7, 10 of Law XXXIII). The 
constituency that supported the Liberal Party, the nobility and aristocracy, saw the restoration of the ancestral right to 
vote, which was abolished before 1848 (Section 2 of the 1874 Electoral Law). Critically, no one lost the right to vote under 
the electoral reform. By 1974, 59 percent of the men with the right to vote owned over eight acres of land, significantly 
more than the average Magyar potential voter (Seton-Watson 1908, 251-252). 

https://net.jogtar.hu/
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of securing a Magyar (national) hegemony, what might be expected in cases of political inclusion and 

exclusion in diverse states, the 1874 Laws sought to establish the political “hegemony” of the Liberal 

Party, the less nationalist alternatives of the Magyar in-group. Member of Parliament for the 

Opposition Daniel Iranyi harshly referred to use of law to meet partisan demands, “as nothing more 

than patching up and renovating … not as a remedy for such needs as liberty equality and the 

extension of rights, but rather as a restriction of rights; not in the interest of the nation, but for the 

sake of securing the continued rule of the present government and the ruling party.” (Diary of the 

Lower House 1869-1872, vol. 21, 225). Writing in 2018, constitutional historian András Sajó agrees 

that the debates in the Lower House on the bill, were “first and foremost about the retention and 

acquisition of power…participants saw that the system they wished to maintain served to preserve 

the ruling party’s dominance, to exclude the right to vote of those who might be dangerous to the 

government, and to maintain the governmental and social” order of the Liberal Party (470). The 

liberalization of voting rights in the absence of democracy was about retaining power for the 

incumbent party through geographically focused maneuvers of legal inclusion and exclusion. 

How to Enfranchise? Turning Economic to Political Inequalities 

The 1874 Electoral Reform exacerbated regional economic differences by embedding “difference” 

into electoral law, entrenching political inequalities between and within social groups for partisan 

advantage. The reform sought to control suffrage by redefining access to the ballot box along social 

lines: property, taxation, profession, and ancestral privileges. The initial proposal introduced 

differentiated census (land tax) requirements across the center-periphery divide, designed to 

enfranchise wealthy landowners from poor areas who could bolster, yet not overwhelm, the Liberal 

Party’s coalition. In this context, the preservation of the ancestral qualification played a crucial role, as 

it maintained the elite Romanian vote in Transylvania, sustaining an electorate of more than 121,000—

two-thirds of whom were nobles—that would otherwise have contracted dramatically, particularly in 
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Romanian-majority counties such as Csík, Háromszék, and Hunyad. By making such distinctions, the 

Liberals identified small groups they could incorporate into their coalition with relative certainty, 

trusting they would not organize in ways that strengthened the parliamentary opposition or gave rise 

to durable new parties. 

The new census requirements for suffrage allowed potential electors to combine different 

forms of taxable income; previously, only land tax acquisition counted towards entry onto the electoral 

lists, with new criteria for social status (ancestral right and profession) to qualify for the electoral 

register. In theory, this broadened the social and economic composition of the electorate by 

incorporating those with the old and ancestral right,28 merchants, tradesmen, and members of the 

industrial classes (Seton-Watson 1908, 250-251). As the government insisted, “not even the least 

important interest or social group is prevented from influencing the make-up of Parliament and 

delegating its own representative” under the proposed new and diverse laws (Gerő 1997, 29). Yet the 

practical effect of the reform was determined at the county level, where not only did wealth vary 

dramatically, but the top-down implementation of the tax requirement also varied to manufacture an 

electoral coalition for the Liberal Party from small and cohesive groups. Liberalizing access to well-

organized groups wealthier than the median in the county (the Saxons and Serbs in Transylvania), and 

the noble class of large and incohesive groups who were not organized, and were numerically too few, 

to organize into a party with access (the Romanian and Slovak nobles in Upper Hungary and 

Transylvania). The law and its consequences presented a problem for the parliamentary opposition: 

under the proposed criteria, suffrage was explicitly tied to “differences in wealth between various parts 

of the country,” with higher thresholds in wealthier counties and lower ones in poorer counties (Pap 

2017, 133; Gerő 1997, 16–17, 51–52 n.51; Seton-Watson 1908, 251–52). Officially, the bill was framed 

 
28 The old and ancestral right refers to those with the vote prior to 1848, in the periphery, it often meant they were out-

group nobles who were mostly illiterate (Seton-Watson 1980, ft. 230. 
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as preserving the status quo: it would “leave the definition of suffrage largely unchanged from its 

formulation in Act V of 1848,” and “no one’s voting right as granted by law would be withdrawn; nor 

the scope of the Election Act [of 1848] be widened” (Documents of the Lower House, 1869–1872, vol. 22, 

113; Szapáry, Diary of the Lower House, 1869–1872, vol. 12, 210). 

The electoral reform was accepted on March 5th by a vote of 182 to 140 in favor of the bill.29 

The bill reduced the number of voters on electoral logs, albeit unevenly, making it easier for German 

(Saxon) industrialists in Transylvania to get on the register than a Hungarian industrialist in the 

Great Plains, a Ruthenian peasant in the Transcarpathia, or a Romanian or Magyar (Hungarian) 

smallholder in Transylvania (Gerő 1997, 50-51). The wealthier counties, which bore a higher 

electoral tax burden, were majority-majority districts where the Opposition and its rejection of the 

Compromise were most popular, and where the in-group Hungarians held the majority of the local 

wealth (See Table 5).  

Despite the first recorded use of the filibuster in the Hungarian Lower House in relation to 

this very bill, the Opposition was unable to stop the debate and ratification in two years of tense 

deliberations over the reform. As expressed by Opposition MP Károly Bobory, the reform, which 

targeted the “homogenous elements”, was “right to target the towns of the Great Plains…because 

all the representatives of these towns… with only two exceptions [points to Opposition benches] sit 

here!” (Diary of the Lower House 1869-1872, vol. 21, 241).  

The uneven tax-for-vote system created uneven rules of inclusion over space and helped the 

incumbent Liberal Party retain power by enfranchising (and disenfranchising) voters who were likely 

 
29 The internal structure of parties at this time, where a representative is responsible for a party, not a constituency, 

means that votes happened along party lines. This implies that there should be little relationship between the 

representative votes in the Diet and the characteristics of their district. It was very common for representatives of the 

different parties to represent different districts throughout their careers. (Pap 2017)  
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to support the governing coalition.30 The reform liberalized access to the franchise, as it technically 

and legally made the right to vote less dependent on systems of land ownership; it diversified the 

capital portfolio one could accumulate for suffrage. However, the reform followed a political, not 

necessarily economic (Janos 1983; Mares and Queralt 2015; c.f Paulsen 2025 n.d), and not nationalist 

rationale (Seton-Watson 1908), despite whatever consequences it had downstream: it franchised 

individuals from small groups who, with relatively high certainty, would support the incumbent 

coalition against the rising parliamentary opposition.31  

Partial enfranchisement was not unusual for the period; in fact, only France, Greece, and 

Germany had more than 30 percent of their 20-year-old and older population enfranchised by 1874 

(Bartolini 2013, Table 1). Enfranchisement, apart from a few well-studied episodes of mass male and 

female inclusion, is a slow and deliberate process shaped by first-order political motivations (e.g, 

Wellman 2021; Wellman et al. 2023). Defenders of gradualism in the Kingdom turned to 

international comparisons (to the United States), where the state was flooded with the interests of 

the masses upon mass access. As one Liberal MP argued, “we, who have scarcely put behind us the 

aristocratic institutions that existed thirty years ago, and who continue to live to some extent in an 

aristocratic society as far as our ideas, traditions, laws, and sympathies are concerned, and from 

whom the very preservation of our statehood requires both caution and consistency in the gradual 

democratization of our institutions…” (Diary of the Lower House, 1869–1872, vol. 21, 333–34). 

The governing coalition secured its incumbency by selectively enfranchising individuals from 

small groups that were likely to organize into parties or were already organized and supportive of, 

 
30 Due to the legibility of the historical call records, I cannot determine with certainty who lost the right to vote. I also do 
not have a figure for the total voters in a county or district, as several of the call logs are wet and/or missing pages. There 
are figures for some electorates in select counties in Seton-Watson, but the sources of these figures are not cited (1908, 
468). 
31 More than 20 years after the law was abolished in 1899, the unintended consequences it had on the national character 

of the electorate were lamented: “the tax assessment is at its highest in majority Hungarian regions, especially in the 

Great Plain… in majority Hungarian regions.” (Banffy quoted in Gerő 1997, 51). 
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but not threatening to, its dominance. The 1874 reform, for instance, extended suffrage to the small 

Saxon minority, which had begun to organize in Transylvania after the Compromise, while excluding 

members of the similarly small Ruthenian community in Transcarpathia, whose mobilization was 

nascent in Hungary (unlike Galicia), and members of the Romanian masses, whose elites were 

already organizing into parties and were included by old ancestral right. It also excluded the large 

Hungarian masses, described at the time as “the most numerous and most homogenous elements [of 

society]” (Diary of the Lower House, 1869–1872, vol. 21, 234–35). Conversely, the reform restricted 

participation among groups most likely to support the Opposition: the nationalist Magyar masses or 

those small and incohesive groups like the Ruthenians, whose organizational trajectory remained 

uncertain and posed unpredictable risks to incumbents.32 

  

 
32 Volume 22 of the Diaries of the Lower House deal with negotiations of the requirements in the proposed legislation. 
There was an alternative proposal put forth by the Opposition that gained some support of the representatives who 
traditionally sat with the government put forth on February 20, 1872, which speaks to the issues not addressed by the 
proposed legislation for the original draft of the law as expressed in 1871. All cited documents can be accessed through 
the Library of Parliament, http://mpgy.ogyk.hu, or through the National Archives in Budapest.) 

http://mpgy.ogyk.hu/
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Table 5: How the 1874 Law Affected (dis)Enfranchisement in the Kingdom of Hungary 

County Suffrage tax Majority national group (1880 

census) 

Esztergom 1860 kreuzer Hungarian 

Veszprém 1769 kreuzer Hungarian 

Fejér 1740 kreuzer Hungarian 

Pest-Solt-Kiskun 1740 kreuzer Hungarian 

Somogy 1140 kreuzer Hungarian 

Csongrád 960 kreuzer Hungarian 

Abaúj-Torna 80 kreuzer Hungarian 

Liptó 35 kreuzer Slovak 

Máramaros 17 kreuzer Romanian 

Szilágy 11 kreuzer Romanian 

Note for Table 5: Ordered in highest to lowest taxes. Taxes recorded in forint and kreuzer, where one forint (or gulden in 

the Austrian provinces of the Empire) equates to 60 kreuzer. Author has converted the tax for readability. Source: Kimutatás 

a Királyhágón innen fekvő vármegyékben a választási jogosultság alapját képző földadóminimumokról [Report on minimum land taxes 

as the basis of suffrage in counties situated on the side of the Királyhágón], Budapest 1896. Cited in 1913. évi XIV. 

törvénycikk indokolása az országgyülési képviselők választásáról. [Explanation of Article XIV of Law 1913 on the election of 

members of the Diet] (Accessed through: https://net.jogtar.hu/). 

The table shows that tax requirements were set at the highest levels in regions where the Hungarian 

in-group resided, particularly in the Great Plains, which reflects their status as the most threatening 

to the Liberal Party’s incumbency. By contrast, majority-minority counties, such as those with Slovak 

and Romanian populations, faced lower census requirements. During the early stages of 

democratization, prior to the emergence of extra-parliamentary (externally mobilized) parties, these 

groups lacked the cohesiveness to mount a serious challenge to the governing coalition, despite their 

large numbers. Unfortunately, the theory-generating context in Hungary does not provide us with 

smoking gun evidence as to who was included in this change. Yet, the surviving historical evidence 

reveals both who was excluded—the large Hungarian in-group—and why: to manufacture additional 

support for the incumbents by including a few outgroup members. The case of the 1874 Electoral 

Reform’s rules of inclusion and exclusion appears consistent with an economic rationale for 
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enfranchisement (Lizzeri and Persico 2001; Aidt and Jensen 2009; Mares and Queralt 2015. 

However, in practice, its implementation and purpose follow a political logic designed to suppress 

the main electoral threat while selectively incorporating less threatening groups and individuals from 

threatening groups during periods of high intra-parliamentary political competition.33 

Existing literature suggests that democratization can occur under specific dynamics of 

political competition, characterized by a rising political threat from outside parliament (Acemoglu and 

Robinson 2006). However, the situation leading up to the 1874 amendment, namely the insecurity 

and competitiveness of the 1869 and 1872 elections (see Table 3 and Appendix 1), highlights that 

during the early moments of liberalization to participation, the threats that triggered institutional 

reforms came from inside parliaments (Ansell and Samuels 2014). Political inclusion does not 

necessarily require an external revolutionary threat. Rather, this case of partial enfranchisement, 

which resulted in changing requirements for voting rights, arose from the political turbulence of the 

1869 and 1872 elections that exacerbated the parliamentary threat posed by opposition parliamentary 

parties. The reform was consequently detrimental to those who came from groups who were most 

likely to support opposition parliamentary parties. In the next section, I examine how intra-

parliamentary threats cumulated with rising extra-parliamentary challengers, which led to yet another 

case of partial enfranchisement ushered in by electoral reform.  

Analysis Part 2: “No Bourgeoisie, No Democracy?”: The Enfranchisement 

of Incohesive, Assimilated Jews, The 1913 Electoral Law  

After 1874, the Liberal Party continued to dominate Hungarian legislative politics, losing 

incumbency only in the 1905 elections before regaining it in 1910 under a new label, the National 

Party of Work (Nemzeti Munkapárt, 1910–1918). Unlike the 1874 reform, however, liberal 

 
33 The total estimated increase in the size of the electorate was 118,000 voters. Electoral turnout records are unavailable, 
but the 1874 Electoral Law reduced the voting percentage by about 2.2 points (Gerő 1997, 50). 
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incumbents now faced cumulative threats to their incumbency: electoral threats from a strengthened 

parliamentary opposition that had briefly tasted power, and existential threats from extra-

parliamentary parties that began winning seats, entering parliament, and destabilizing the political 

order by politicizing and representing previously excluded interests. By 1910, the parliament 

emerged from the constitutional crisis of 1904-06, with most outgroups and the Magyar ingroup 

organized into nationally bounded and organized parties, posing a danger not only to the Liberals’ 

incumbency but also to the very foundation of the Magyar nationalist order. 

The rise of nationalist parties from both the Magyar in-group and out-groups made the 

threat that emerged after 1910 acute for the parliamentary incumbents. The Slovak People’s Party 

consolidated and grew out of the Slovak National Party in 1891; the Serbs reorganized around the 

Serbian National Radical Party (Radikális Párt), splintering from the Serbian Liberal Party in 1887 to 

create a larger mass party; and the Magyar in-group itself fragmented, extending beyond the 

parliamentary opposition to organize as the diverse Social Democrats (Magyarországi Szociáldemokrata 

Párt, 1890), the Farmer’s Party (48-as Függetlenségi Országos Gazdapárt, 1909), and the Christian 

Socialist Party (Országos Keresztény-Szocialista Párt, [1895] 1907). In this context, liberal incumbents 

confronted a dilemma. From an electoral perspective, they needed to exclude any large and cohesive 

group, regardless of identity, as the addition of a party organization with an enfranchised 

constituency threatened to erode the fragile governing coalition across the political spectrum. These 

political concerns were directly related to the national considerations of the liberal Magyar 

incumbents. They needed to exclude the various national groups, who by this time had organized 

and contested the Magyar dominance of the Dualist state, including the largest group, the Magyar 

masses, who, despite being part of the hegemonic nation, turned against the liberalizing order of the 

Dualist period and posed the most significant challenge to both incumbency and the national project 

from the both sides of the left-right [economic] political spectrum. The 1913 electoral reform was a 
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political response to rising threats brought by organized parties vying for national representation 

through electoral contestation. Debated over the years, the reform ultimately worked to carve out 

cohesive and smaller groups from less cohesive larger groups, manufacturing a coalition with 

electoral backing for the incumbent party, as seen in 1874. 

Who to Enfranchise? Small Subsets of Incohesive Groups 

The incumbent party sought to enfranchise a minimally sized group that could help build a 

minimum-winning coalition while minimizing the ex-ante threat of future organization that came 

with the intersection of size and high cohesion. Having already enfranchised the least threatening 

(small) groups, elites enfranchise small subsets of incohesive larger groups. One such target was a 

segment of Hungarian Jewry who self-identified with the Magyar (Hungarian) in-group but who 

were expected by the Liberals to reject the parliamentary opposition because of the political 

antisemitism emerging amongst the leaders of its splintering right wing (Konrád 2009). 

At the time, Hungarian Jews were far from being a cohesive group (Konrád 2024, 30–81). 

Already heterogeneous before 1867, the community became further divided after the Compromise 

and the schism in Hungarian Jewry (Konrád 2009, 168). Jews were not socially, politically, 

religiously, or economically uniform and “did not have uniform political interests” (Konrád 2009, 

169). Relatively small in size and internally divided without cohesion,34 Hungarian Jews appeared to 

the Liberals as ideal candidates for partial enfranchisement, given their current lack of political 

organization and the low expectation of their future organization, given their political geography and 

demographics. 

 
34 The Jewish population increased from approximately half a million at the time of emancipation (1867) to over 900,000 
by 1910, making up 5% of the total population. This population growth, combined with their economic prominence, 
secured Jews a significant role in political life compared with other groups who identified with the ingroup Magyars. Their 
influence partly came from the censitary suffrage system, which disproportionately benefited the wealthier ingroup citizens, 
resulting in Jewish overrepresentation among voters compared to their non-Jewish counterparts (Konrád 2009, 168) 
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Past Jewish electoral behavior during the Dualist period gave confidence to the Liberals’ plan 

as it reflected internal divisions across class, language, religion, and geography. Assimilated, urban 

Neolog Jews,35 concentrated in the upper and middle classes, identified with the Hungarian nation, 

and like the Saxons, they mostly supported the Liberal Party for economic reasons, particularly its 

defense of the Compromise of 1867 and the stability of commercial and financial markets across the 

Empire’s two halves (Konrád 2009, 174–75). In contrast, Orthodox and Hasidic Jews, concentrated 

respectively in the rural periphery and Transcarpathia, resisted assimilation,36 retained Yiddish or 

German as their primary languages, and maintained strict religious observance. As late as 1900, only 

11 percent of Orthodox synagogues conducted sermons in Hungarian (69 percent in German, 20 

percent in Yiddish), compared to 76 percent in Neolog synagogues (VKM 1900, cited in Konrád 

2009, 169). Orthodox Jews largely abstained from political mobilization, often rejected integration 

into Magyar society, refused to enroll their children in state schools, and remained embedded in the 

rural agricultural economy (Katz and Brody 1998, 128–29; Konrád 2009, 169).37 

 
35 Neolog Jews resided in the large industrial cities of the Kingdom. Jewish economic, political, and social cohesion 
withered as you moved towards the rural periphery. Most of the Jewry that resided across the Great Plains (north and 
south) and in Central Hungary (including the two most densely populated Jewish cities, Budapest and Újpest) were Neolog. 
Cities in Transylvania, such as Arad and Timişoara, remained either Neolog or were mixed. For example, in Timişoara, the 
Jews of the inner city (centre) aligned with the Neolog movement, while the majority in the industrial quarters adhered to 
the Status Quo position. In 1871, an independent Orthodox congregation was established (The YIVO Encyclopedia of 
Jews in Eastern Europe, 2010). In mixed areas, Neolog Jews were distinct by occupation and class (industrial), national 
(high-literacy and Magar speaking), and religion (secular). 
36 Neolog Jews had the highest literacy rates in the Kingdom of Hungary, with 74.9 percent literacy (Patai (1996) 2015, 
433). German- and Slovak-speaking (Oberlander) Jews that migrated from Moravia in the mid-nineteenth century settled 
initially in Western Upper Hungary (otherwise populated with Slovaks); by the mid-twentieth century, after the ban on 
Jewish migration was lifted in 1840, they had migrated slightly more South, towards Hajdú (Yivo, Hungary before 1918). 
However, these Jews quickly assimilated into Hungarian culture and spoke Hungarian fluently as well (Konrád 2005).   
37 Several of the minority parties following the 1868 Nationalities Law, specifically advocated for their own language 
schools from the Hungarian government. None of the three groups of Jews that make up the Hungarian Jewry lobbied 
the Diet for such services as education for the Orthodox and Hassidic was financed and delivered through the group itself. 
The Law on Nationalities (1868), the most controversial assimilation policy passed during the Dualist period by the Liberal 
Party, had a different effect on Jews. The law defined the Hungarian Kingdom as a single nation, denying group minority 
rights. Individuals were protected by civil liberties, but the groups they belong to are not protected by civil rights to 
association or education (for several details episodes and examples during the Dualist period see: Pâclişanu 1985). The 
legislation banned the use of non-Hungarian languages in government spaces, the civil service, educational institutes, 
including primary schools and universities, parts of the military, and churches (Cservák et al. 2020). As native Hungarian 
speakers, secular Neolog Jews were put in a privileged position compared to other ethnic minorities in Hungary when it 
came to politics (Gerő 1995, Chapter 10). 
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This division reinforced Liberal calculations: assimilated, urban Jews, politically active but 

aligned with Liberal stability, could be enfranchised with little electoral risk, while more traditional 

Jews were too fragmented and apolitical to mount a serious challenge. In this way, Jewish 

enfranchisement reflected the logic of selective inclusion based on size, cohesion, and the resulting 

low threat of political organization. 

Jews were not historically part of the Kingdom’s nobility or large landowning class. Roughly 

6 percent of Jews in Hungary were part of the agricultural landowning class, whereas the 

overwhelming majority, about 92 percent, were classified in the 1890 census as “wage-dependent 

employees” or “self-employed/non-dependent employees” in sectors most directly affected and 

reliant on the Compromise.38 As historian and anthropologist Patai notes, “there can be no doubt 

that the Jews’ share in the economic and cultural development of fin de siècle Hungary was a powerful 

contributing factor to the feeling among them that they were as Magyar and as integral a part 

of the nation as their Christian compatriots” (2015, 433, italics in original, bolded added). 

Did the successful Magyarization (assimilation) of Neolog Jews into Hungary’s economy and 

civic life extend to the low threat it posed for incumbents, following political inclusion? The short 

answer is, yes. The fight over the role of Jews as statesmen, voters, and representatives long 

unsettled segments of the Hungarian elite (Katz and Brody 1998; Viragh 2014; Kerekes 2020; Barany 

1974; Konrád 2009). Yet, for the Liberals, Neolog (assimilated) Jews posed little threat to the 

Compromise, to Liberal incumbency, or to the emerging Magyar nation-state. By the mid-1890s, 

however, agrarian antisemitism intensified, largely driven by the Opposition, the Christian Socialist 

Party, and the cooperative movement (Konrád 2009, 175). As a response, instead of forming their 

 
38 By 1910, Jews comprised over 38 percent of merchants, nearly 62 percent of physicians, 21.8 percent of lawyers (and 

36.5 percent of law clerks), 58 percent of printing press owners, and 21 percent of tailors. In finance, their dominance 

was even more pronounced: 85 percent of Hungary’s banks were Jewish-owned and operated (Patai [1996] 2015, 433–

39).  
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own political organization like in the western half of the Empire, the Jewish bourgeoisie became 

more assertive in defending their interests, drifting even further away from parliamentary opposition 

parties, consolidating their support for the incumbents. Most notably, the Jewish bourgeoisie 

established and ran several industrial and commercial organizations that supported the Liberal Party 

and protected their economic interests and stake in the Compromise. 

Following the lead of the Jewish upper class, Jewish merchants established the National 

Hungarian Commercial Association (Országos Magyar Kereskedelmi Egyesülés) to protect the rights of all 

merchants and traders. While not formally a Jewish organization, its leadership and membership 

were predominantly Jewish, and the agrarian opposition treated it as such. Similarly, the National 

Association of Hungarian Industrialists (Gyáriparosok Országos Szövetsége), again, not explicitly Jewish, 

was founded by a group of industrialists, 60 percent of whom were Jewish, in support of trade and 

the Compromise (Konrád 2009, 175). 

This growing visibility and economic organization of the assimilated, class-defined, Jewish 

subset carried political consequences. In 1901, Pál Sándor, a Jew and future chairman of the 

Commercial Association, was elected to Parliament in support of the broader defense of the 

commercial class. However, for both his supporters and detractors, his class was not on display, but 

rather, he was closely identified with the Jewish middle class.39  As Sándor himself declared in defence 

of his representativeness as he tried to align himself with a class-identity distinct from his Jewish 

identity: 

 
39 Upper-class Jews did not seek political influence as Jews but as members of the broader upper class. (Almost half had 
converted to Christianity.) However, their growing political presence faced strong resistance precisely because they were 
Jewish. This opposition to Jewish presence in parliament was initially led by agrarian landowning elite (the “traditional” 
upper-class and nobility), who aimed to protect the political power of large landowning ruling class. What was often 
described as an “agrarian-mercantile” conflict between landowners and the Jewish bourgeoisie was, in reality, a struggle 
for dominance within the upper classes (Konrád 2009, 177). It had little to do with nationalism or antisemitism until the 
mid-late 1880s. 
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I am a merchant; the member of a social class which is the principal 

factor in the expansion of the national economy. I am proud to be a 

member of this class. I am a merchant, and the more this class is 

subjected to unjust attacks and hostility, the more self-assuredly I 

shall stress my being a merchant.” (Budapest, September 24, 1901)40 

For the Liberals who were desperate to maintain their coalition under diversifying and intensifying 

electoral competition, the appeal of enfranchising parts of the Jewish community lay precisely here: 

Jews were small in size, internally divided, and lacked cohesive political organization, yet they were 

integrated into Hungary’s economic and civic life in ways that reinforced, rather than threatened, the 

Liberals and the 1867 Compromise. Selective enfranchisement once again followed a political logic: 

a group that was electorally instrumental, economically vital, and unlikely to mount a political 

opposition was included. 

How to Enfranchise? Literacy, Urban Dwelling, and Occupational Requisites  

By 1910, Jews comprised only about five percent of Hungary’s population and were far from 

cohesive.41 Their small size and lack of cohesion translated into weak political organization, divisions 

that most other outgroups had either overcome or avoided by the turn of the century. For example, 

unlike the Slovaks, who had transformed an elite party into a mass Catholic party, Jews lacked an 

extra-parliamentary political vehicle poised to capitalize on expanded suffrage. Neolog Jews, who 

benefited from the liberalizing economic order of the Compromise, who were targeted by 

opposition parties, and who were politically unorganized, were a small and disenfranchised potential 

constituency for the incumbents.  

 
40 Cited and translated in and by Konrád (2009, 178) originally appears in Sándor (1901). 
41 This is likely an undercount given the difficulty of capturing Jewish identity on national censuses, given the linguistic 
diversity and religious variation in the group (Zola and Halevy n.d). The five percent are all those individuals who indicated 
they were religiously Jewish in the 1910 census. 
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How did incumbents selectively target this subgroup? Neolog Jews spoke, read, and wrote in 

Hungarian, and their rabbis preached in Hungarian. They resided mainly in urban centers where the 

state was present and bureaucratic affairs were conducted in their language (contra the outgroups, 

especially those in the periphery). According to the 1910 census, fewer than half of Hungarian-

majority villages had literacy rates above 60 percent (1910 Census, GISta Hungarorum). Comparable 

Jewish data are sparse, but Patai ([1996] 2015, 433) estimates Neolog Jews had the highest literacy 

rates in the Kingdom at 74.9 percent. Residency, literacy, and occupational legal provisions 

combined to selectively enfranchise Neolog Jews, without identifying the ethnic group in the legal 

provisions. 

Act XIV of 1913 codified the political preferences of incumbent elites into electoral law. 

Sections 50 and 51 expanded suffrage by redefining literacy, educational, and occupational 

qualifications for voting rights (See Appendix 3).42 Literacy could, in theory, be proven in languages 

other than Hungarian, but only with a certified court interpreter, which was difficult to come by in 

the periphery. After decades of Magyarization,43 such interpreters were scarce outside major cities, 

effectively limiting this option for national outgroups (Pâclişanu 1985, 40; 50-51). Approved texts 

for literacy tests were compiled by the Ministry of Religion and Public Education and 

overwhelmingly consisted of Magyar folk stories, disadvantaging non-assimilated outgroups, 

including non-Neolog Jews and other rural minorities such as Romanians and Ruthenians. 

Occupations requiring a certain level of education, such as law and medicine, exempted individuals 

 
42 For the reform and explanation, see: 1913. évi XIV. törvénycikk indokolása az országgyülési képviselők választásáról. 
[Explanation of Article XIV of Law 1913 on the election of members of the Diet] (Accessed through: 
https://net.jogtar.hu/) 
43 For the decline in linguistic diversity in the Hungarian judicial system (across the three judicial branches) following the 
Nationalities Law in 1868, see Berecz (2021, 402-204). For a translation and interpretation of the possible consequences 
of the Nationalities Law on Judicial multilingualism from the period immediately preceding the 1913 Electoral Law, see 
Seton-Watson (1908, 430-431). For similar asymmetrical outcomes when it comes to state-capacity in diverse settings, but 
with the explicit intention of elites weaken the power of low-status individuals in anticipation (not a cause) of suffrage, 
see: Suryanarayan (2021). 



41 
 

from literacy tests, privileging sectors disproportionately filled by Jews and other urban professionals 

even in the absence of bureaucratic capacity. Finally, residents of six major urban cities were also 

exempted from registering literacy tests with the bureaucracy, reinforcing the urban bias of the law. 

The law expanded the electorate from 1.27 million to 1.9 million men, about ten percent of 

the population, but only 1.62 million new voters registered (Képes 2020, 208; 211). The 1913 reform 

lowered the voting age from 30 to 24; yet, its real effect was to privilege educated urban 

professionals who were most likely to support the liberal order of the Compromise and therefore 

the incumbency of the Liberal Party. While the law worked to enfranchise the bourgeoisie in the 

Kingdom, the ethno-national diversity of the middle class that was parsed out with a literacy 

requirement (only accessible to a group with ingroup linguistic skills), selectively enfranchised secular 

Neolog Jews, without once mentioning Jews in the statute only on linguistic (literate in Hungarian 

with access to bureaucracy), residential (urban), and occupational grounds (trade and professional 

fields) (Patai [1996] 2015, 433).44 

Although the new electoral law was ratified in 1913, no election was held under its 

provisions. The next election, in 1920, took place during the Treaty of Trianon negotiations and 

operated under universal male suffrage with compulsory voting. These elections, like those of the 

Dualist period, were far from liberally democratic: nearly 60 percent of the electorate was excluded 

by disputes among Romanian, Slovak, and German leaders; secret ballots were rare; and some 20 

 
44 More than Jews were enfranchised by the reform, which also enfranchised members of national academies and white-
collar professions. Yet, the Neolog Jews were those who had their rights liberalized compared to any other minority group. 
For example, more of the Banat Saxons would also have been enfranchised under these conditions. Like the assimilated 
Jews, they were highly educated and worked in industrial trades distinct from the median agricultural Hungarian. The two 
groups were similar in size, with about 400,000 members in 1910. However, many of the Banat Saxons were enfranchised 
in 1874 and remained enfranchised after the 1899 reversal of the 1874 law. The Saxons’ political party (1881) always 
supported the Liberal Party, the Compromise, and they were politically organized at a relatively early stage, when compared 
to other national minorities, into a party that helped the Liberals keep their minimum-winning parliamentary coalition. 
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percent of votes in urban areas were returned blank in a boycott organized by the Social Democratic 

Party.  

Both the 1874 and 1913 electoral reforms only marginally changed voting rights; neither 

ushered in free or equal democracy. However, the processes that brought about their change 

illustrate the broader political logic of selective inclusion in the absence of democracy and the 

presence of ethnic diversity. Under conditions of close political competition in diverse states,45 

where elites know the demographic distribution of ethno-national groups, yet there is low 

information about the political organization of challengers prior to electoral contestation, and where 

the ingroup is polarized between at least two electoral options, selective inclusion and sustained 

exclusion in electoral autocracies are likely to be synonymous with a form of electoral manipulation. 

This use of voting rights as an instrumentalist tool for maintaining incumbency follows a political 

logic, rather than economic or nationalist logic, and is generalizable beyond Hungary, with broad 

implications for how elites use enfranchisement to manage threats in liberalizing yet still 

authoritarian contexts. 

Discussion 
This article examines how and why parliamentary elites in non-democratic regimes selectively 

liberalize political rights, with a focus on cases of voting rights as a form of electoral manipulation. 

The evidence from Hungary demonstrates that enfranchisement was not the product of liberal 

ideology that triggered egalitarian commitments to part (but not all) a diverse population (Bateman 

2018), bottom-up agitation (Bartolini 2013), or political-economic concerns over welfare and state-

capacity in an age of increasing participation and industrial change (Lizzeri and Persico 2001; Aidt 

and Jensen 2009; Mares and Queralt 2015). Instead, electoral law was a strategic tool wielded by 

 
45 Where any small (or any small portion of an incohesive group) group is likely decisive in the election. 
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incumbents to manage threats to their power during moments of high political competition. 

Enfranchisement decisions reflected a political logic: elites admitted groups that were least likely to 

organize into vehicles of opposition in party systems, while excluding those with the cohesion and 

size to mount a concerning challenge. 

The theory and evidence that unravel the various motivations elites faced during 

liberalization reveal three central findings. First, the logics of electoral reform—when, who, and 

subsequently how—are motivated by the political motivations of incumbent parties to maintain their 

power during periods of high contestation. Second, following political (incumbency-seeking) 

motivations, liberalization is necessarily partial and selective. In 1874, elites enfranchised small, 

cohesive out-groups, such as the Saxons and Serbs, as the groups’ early political organization 

provided elites with better information regarding their partisan alliances upon inclusion (Teele 

2018b). Parliamentary parties, meanwhile, excluded larger and more organized groups, including 

their own ingroup masses. By 1913, as formally extra-parliamentary parties successfully mounted 

electoral competition, parliamentary incumbents turned to even narrower subsets of the population, 

whose lack of cohesion rendered them electorally useful but politically safe. Third, formal neutrality 

in law masked and formalized political inequality between social groups in practice, as socio-

economic requisites were used to detail inclusion and exclusion. Tax thresholds, literacy tests, 

occupational prerequisites, and urban residency rules appeared identity-blind but were designed to 

privilege select groups, carved along the demographic geography of the Kingdom, as a political tool 

for incumbents.  

The theory and evidence complicate traditional macro-historical accounts of democratization 

that emphasize bottom-up social coalitions and alliances with parliamentary parties (Luebbert 1991; 

Collier 1999), elite fear of revolution (Acemoglu and Robinson 2005), or structural transformations 

to the economy and state capacity (Mares 2015; Mares and Queralt 2015). Instead, they show that 
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liberalization was engineered to ensure the electoral survival of autocratic elites (Teele 2018). 

Enfranchisement was about securing elections for the incumbent, not securing democracy; reforms 

altered the composition of the electorate to protect incumbency. In the Kingdom of Hungary, these 

reforms reinforced the liberal nationalist project of the Magyar state during the Dualist period by 

manufacturing an electoral coalition for the incumbent party. 

The implications extend beyond Hungary. Changes to electoral law, especially in autocracies, 

are often based on the logic of suppressing political competition. Reforms that lead to profound 

changes are marked by partisan politics and are often partial, selective, and strategically timed. Even 

reforms that appear to liberalize the rules of the game and increase and diversify access may work to 

entrench authoritarian rule under a particular political order, not through social coercion, but also 

through law and institutions. These insights suggest that contemporary processes of democratization 

and democratic erosion may follow similar logics, where elites manipulate access to political 

participation to contain threats and consolidate rule (Bermeo 2016; Gandhi and Przeworski 2007; 

Scheppele 2018; Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). 

Conclusion 
I argue that changes to voting rights can best be understood as a case of electoral manipulation. 

Between 1867 and 1918, in the Kingdom of Hungary, parliamentary incumbents were selectively 

enfranchised to mitigate intra-parliamentary and, later, extra-parliamentary challenges. Group-level 

characteristics, size, and cohesion were used as observable proxies for elites’ ex-ante assessments of 

group threat. Small, incohesive, or poorly organized (sub)groups were enfranchised, while larger and 

more cohesive groups remained excluded. 

Despite the article’s contributions, several questions remain unresolved. Why are some 

groups perceived as more cohesive than others by elites, and how do historical grievances or 
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exclusion shape groups’ organization, objectively and subjectively, for decision-making elites? To 

what extent does state capacity condition elites’ ability to observe and assess group organization? 

And how do inclusion and sustained exclusion feed into the formation and construction of group 

identity?  

First, the evidence underscores the importance of group size and cohesion as proxies that 

elites use to assess threat in the absence of information on political organization of potential 

challengers but leaves open the question of where group cohesion originates. In this context, I study 

groups from the perspectives of elites, as I untangle elite motivations for electoral reform and how 

elites embed said incentives in electoral law. However, the antecedent of the endeavour, the 

anthropological association of people with their social groups and how these social groups become 

politicized (e.g., Barth 1969; Brubaker 2004; Fearon and Laitin 2000; Posner 2004; Chandra 2012), as 

to threaten or not they threaten autocratic leaders (Wimmer 2013), is a worthy undertaking for 

future analysis. Questions that probe the politicization of social group identity could integrate 

changing macro-social structures related to party competition, the state, religious schisms, political 

geography, and cross-border linkages with existing theories on intra- and inter-group behaviours 

(e.g., Almeida 2003; Lieberman and Singh 2012; Huber and Suryanarayan 2016). 

Second, while this study focuses on how elites make enfranchisement decisions, it does not 

examine the policy feedback, or backlash (Pierson 2013; Bustikova 2020), associated with inclusion 

and exclusion in diverse societies. The trajectories of included groups are likely context-dependent, 

but groups may strengthen their ties to the nation and/or the regime (McMurry 2021), or they may 

use new rights to push for further liberalizing reforms (Rovny 2024). Excluded groups may 

radicalize, fragment, or develop stronger solidarities around shared grievances. Future research 

should examine how selective enfranchisement influences the development of group identities and 

political organization over time, especially in contexts where exclusion is persistent and visible.  

https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/378395?journalCode=ajs&casa_token=WJolRIvk9r8AAAAA%3Aez-YbfBhuFjCDLFjaiTN5FW0R1fSv_Tjjm648WoWal5qmsck1Ki6OzolakDXrxbITmgrmCXSnh9P
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Finally, I assume that elites often operate under incomplete information, but the role of state 

capacity, on the right-hand side of the dependent variable (group inclusion) in mediating threat 

perception and information, remains underexplored and undertheorized. While several studies have 

found that state capacity increases or decreases as a response to expansions in participation (e.g., 

Mares and Queralt 2015; Adit and Jensen 2009; c.f Suryanarayan 2021), it is quite possible that state 

capacity also shapes access to information for decision-making elites. The ability of states to collect 

demographic data, monitor associational life, and process local political information likely conditions 

how accurately elites assess threats and how they design electoral reforms. Comparative research 

linking state capacity to studies of electoral reform and political competition in electoral autocracies 

should shed light on how information environments are not only the outcomes of elite strategies but 

are also shaped by them (Suryanarayan 2024).  

I situate enfranchisement as a type of electoral manipulation within the broader study of 

electoral reform and regime change. This article underscores that the expansion of political rights in 

autocracies is a endogenous to political competition and reforms that have liberal consequences for 

some, often have illiberal consequences for others.  Suffrage extensions are far from necessarily 

democratizing reforms; the political dynamics and the origins behind the reforms have shown that 

reforms serve to entrench autocratic power by selectively incorporating groups least likely to 

challenge incumbents. The Hungarian case demonstrates how elites used legal and institutional 

mechanisms to liberalize access, just enough, to maintain power, offering a framework for 

understanding how autocratic parties manage threats in competitive settings through partial 

inclusion. More broadly, the analysis highlights the need to reconsider the relationship between 

liberalization by regime type, to examine how similar strategies of selective inclusion and legal 

manipulation continue to shape both historical pathways of regime change and contemporary 

patterns of illiberal backsliding. 
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Appendix 1: Missingness of Electoral Results 
Figure A1: Descriptive Overview of Missingness of Election Results, By Election (1861-1910) 



57 
 

 

Note for Figure A1: This figure shows the percentage of missing electoral data by district location for all parliamentary 

elections in the Kingdom of Hungary from 1861 to 1910. The x-axis indicates whether a district is located within the 

boundaries of contemporary Hungary, the “core” (1), or outside of it, the “periphery” (0), or if part of the district is in 

Hungary and part outside (0.5). The y-axis represents the proportion of missing data. Missing data is consistently higher 

in the periphery, but the gap closes over time following the elections of 1861 to 1872 and reverses for the 1892 and 1896 

elections. These patterns highlight regional disparities in historical data. The data structure, where only the winner is 

observable, substantiates why the consequences of the reforms fall outside the scope of a quantitative evaluation. Source: 

Author’s own digitization. 
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Figure A2: Correlates of Missing Electoral Data by District 

 

Note for Figure A2: Figure presents OLS estimates of the relationship between various district-level socioeconomic and 

demographic covariates and the proportion of missing electoral results. Covariates include population size, land tax 

metrics, agricultural income, and landholding patterns from 1910. Estimates are scaled for interpretability, and 95% 

confidence intervals are shown. Statistically significant associations are highlighted in red. Covariate data are sourced from 

GISta Hungarorum (OTKA K 111766), and electoral data collected and digitized by the Author. 
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Appendix 2: Social Groups by Nationality and Organization 

in the Kingdom of Hungary (1839) 
 

Hungary Greater 

Hungary 

Outcome Size Cohesion Political 

Organization 

 Count in 

Thousands 

Per. Count in 

Thousands 

Per.     

Magyar 

(Hungarian) 

4335 44.7 4810 37.4 No Targeted 

Inclusion 

Large Cohesive Both Parliamentary 

and Extra-

Parliamentary 

Parties 

Slovak 1679 17.3 1687 13.1 No Targeted 

Inclusion 

Large Cohesive Extra-Parliamentary 

Mass Party; Early 

Representatives 

Included In The 

Nationalities 

Coalition 

German 1020 10.5 1273 9.9 Early Inclusion Small Cohesive Extra-Parliamentary 

Party Became 

Parliamentary Upon 

Enfranchisement 

Rumanian 1070 11.0 2202 17.1 Early Liberal- 

Elite Inclusion 

By Land Or 

Late Liberal-

Elite Inclusion 

By Occupation 

Large Less 

Cohesive 

Several Extra-

Parliamentary 

Parties; Early 

Representatives 

Included In The 

Nationalities 

Coalition 

Croat 148 1.5 886 6.8  

Serb 391 4.0 828 6.5 Early Inclusion Small Cohesive Late Forming Extra-

Parliamentary Mass 

Party, 

Representatives 

Splintered From 

The Mass Party And 

Sat In The 

Nationalities 

Coalitions 

South Slavs 339 3.4 469 3.6   

Ruthenian 442 4.7 442 3.4 No 

enfranchisement 

Small Less 

Cohesive 

None 

Other 277 2.9 279 2.2     

Total 9701 100 12878 100     
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Note for Appendix 2: This table presents social groups in Hungary and Greater Hungary by nationality, size, cohesion, 

and political organization, alongside the timing and nature of their inclusion into the political system. Population data is 

based on 1839 figures from Fényes, Magyarország statistikája, I, table 52B, as cited in Janos (1938, 11). Note that the nationality 

measure on the census was “mother-tongue,” as such, Jews are not captured in the data. In 1839, about 2.5 percent of the 

Kingdom (1.9 percent of Greater Hungary) were recorded as Jewish by religion (Janos 1983, 6). 

Appendix 3: Selected Provisions from Act XIV of 1913 
The 1913 electoral reform shows how the elites used electoral law to craft a constituency that 

privileged literacy, occupation, and urban dwelling as proxies for targeting part of the diverse 

middle-class—Neolog Jews. The excerpts reproduce the relevant translated sections of Act XIV of 

1913 concerning literacy, educational, occupational, and residency requisites for suffrage, as 

referenced in the text. 

§ 50. Literacy Requirements 

“The ability to read before the census delegation can be demonstrated in a language other than 

Hungarian which is widely used in the area. In any other living language, a party may prove the 

ability to write and read by attesting the certification of one of the sworn court interpreters entitled 

to that language.” 

▪ This provision made it de jure possible to prove literacy in Slovak, Romanian, or other non-

Hungarian languages, but in practice, access required certified court interpreters, who were 

scarce after decades of Magyarization. 

§ 50. Approved Texts for Literacy Tests 

“For the purpose of both reading and pen-telling, the Minister of Religion and Public Education, in 

Chapter VI of Elementary Folk Schools, approved by or in accordance with 1907: XXVII. Pursuant 

to Article 20 (2) of the Act, one of the books approved shall be used, if available in that language. In 

the absence of such a manual, the text shall be established by the delegating delegation.” 
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▪ Approved texts were overwhelmingly Magyar folk stories, limiting accessibility for non-

assimilated outgroups. 

§ 51. Occupational Exceptions 

“Proof of successful completion of elementary school sixth grade and proficiency in writing and 

reading shall be dispensed with for persons who have or have had a job or occupation which is 

legally required to be educated when the person is employed.” 

▪ Exempted educated professions (law, medicine, trade, finance), privileging urban, 

professional, and disproportionately occupations with high Jewish employement 

§ 51. Urban Residency Exceptions 

“In addition, those who can write and read in the district headquarters and in the independent cities, 

empowered by law and order in the councils of the first instance, should not be required to establish 

literacy and reading skills.” 

▪ Reinforced an urban bias, privileging urban residents of majority-majority regions. 

Appendix 4. Scope Conditions 
To meaningfully extend insights beyond the Hungarian case, it is essential to clarify the scope 

conditions under which the argument applies, ensuring both theoretical relevance and empirical 

precision across diverse political contexts without losing case-based complexity. The theory is 

generated about an ethnically, religiously, and nationally diverse place, where the middle class was 

heterogeneous, much of the population was poor, and the head of state, though autocratic, was 

accountable to a multiparty parliament elected through competitive elections. While electoral rules 

were often unequal and biased, electoral corruption was rampant, and parliamentary representation 

for the most part reflected election outcomes (of a highly unequal and restrictive system). 
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Accordingly, this argument generalizes broadly to places with similar institutional and social 

conditions: to many cases in the contemporary Global South, particularly during processes of 

decolonization that coincided with democratization. Examples include countries in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, such as Kenya and Ethiopia, before the mass, not selective, repressive episodes of 

competition following the postponed 2020 election, both of which feature significant national, 

religious, and ethnic diversity, an emerging diverse middle class, and competitive, though often 

uneven, multiparty systems. It also applies to cases in South Asia, such as India and Sri Lanka, where 

liberalization processes preceded democratization and continued to unfold within the highly 

pluralistic societies following mass inclusion. 

Institutionally, the argument is best situated for explaining the behavior of governing 

political parties in electoral autocracies—authoritarian regimes that conduct elections but lack key 

democratic features (Linz 2000, 34; Gandhi et al. 2020). However, in many such regimes, political 

organization by social groups is endogenously suppressed. A necessary condition for this argument 

is that individuals must have some freedom of association—the ability to form or join opposition 

groups domestically, even if doing so is incredibly costly or institutionally constrained. Therefore, 

the liberalizing decisions of governing actors in regimes that hold elections but effectively prohibit 

independent group organization necessary for mounting a successful opposition, such as Russia, 

Iran, Zimbabwe, and Cambodia, fall outside the scope of explanation. In these cases, while elections 

are held, meaningful opposition is curtailed through explicit, not implicit, legal restrictions and 

violence, making genuine social group organization and a threat to incumbent rule through elections 

nearly impossible. The argument applies instead to contexts where association is de facto restricted or 

unequal under the status quo but not eliminated, allowing for some political organization outside the 

ruling party’s control. 
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Legally, the processes studied in this paper resulted in the liberalization of rights before the 

regime changed to a liberal democracy. Today, countries that have gone through a similar 

sequencing of political development in the nineteenth century, such as India or Turkey, are often 

categorized as electoral or competitive autocracies (V-Dem 2023; Freedom House 2023). In many of 

these cases, early signs of liberal erosion emerged through legal, top-down restrictions targeting 

segments of the population that posed political threats. For example, consider the political threats 

either to the ruling party’s incumbency, as in Turkey’s crackdown on opposition parties and media, 

or to the integrity of the national governing order under a dominant national party, as seen in India’s 

exclusionary policies toward religious minorities and opposition-led federal states (Levitsky and 

Ziblatt 2018; Roy 2021; Waldner and Lust 2018; Wood and Bloom 2008).  

While the historical processes of liberalization do not map directly onto contemporary 

processes of illiberalization that underline the elite incentives and mechanisms by which they achieve 

a legal basis for regime change. Incumbent elites today increasingly deploy constitutions and public 

law as tools to define and restrict access to political power, under what scholars have called autocratic 

legalism (Landau 2013; Scheppele 2018; Pirro and Stanley 2022). These legal strategies allow regimes 

to consolidate power while maintaining a veneer of legality. While the units covered in this paper 

were units of electoral reform, other democratic and authoritarian innovations may experience 

similar top-down pressures as ruling parties consolidate power, as political opposition from below 

organizes to threaten incumbency and the national order of the nation-state. Studying the political 

incentives and legal tools of exclusion is as necessary for understanding how second-order 

nationalist ideologies and appeals make their way into policy and law out of first-order political 

incentives (e.g., Waterbury 2020). 

This is a paper about domestic politics. In the contemporary period, scholars have shown 

that emigrant enfranchisement is steadily rising, along a partisan logic (Allen et al. 2019; Wellman 
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2021; Wellman et al. 2023). Yet, the historical period I study is not apt for such logical 

generalizations due to the massive technological innovations over the last century that make it 

possible for states to gather partisan information about emigrants abroad that did not exist in the 

same capacity 150 years ago. Additionally, although I show supporting evidence from a hard case for 

nationalist incentives, the ranked status of the Kingdom of Hungary differs from the status politics 

of places with caste-systems such as India, Pakistan, or Sri Lanka (Suryanarayan and White 2021).  


