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How to Begin and How to End National Narratives?  

Histories of Literature and 

Economic Thought in th-century Hungary 

The nineteenth century witnessed the proliferation of scholarly disciplines, both nation-

al and historical in their scope. As nations became the rarely questioned framework of 

collective identification and as they were increasingly seen as historically unfolding idio-

syncratic entities, their political legitimization demanded historical accounts to demon-

strate teleological continuity from glorious origins to bright futures. Hence the key role 

historians came to play in the process of nation-building.1 Political histories (emphasiz-

ing the continuity of statehood or that of ethnicity) eminently figured in the forefront 

but they were preferably accompanied by prestigious intellectual and cultural prehisto-

ries; for the vernacular was paramount in securing the idiosyncrasy of a nation, the 

latter usually processed literary or linguistic monuments. Hence the key role of linguists 

and literary scholars.2 

Other fields, however, less obviously belonged to the scope of national histories. In-

asmuch as it seemed to share an alleged universality with the natural sciences, economics 

appeared to be less open either to historicization or nationalization. Abandoning previ-

ous comparative tendencies, the early nineteenth-century British mainstream of political 

economy (from Jeremy Bentham to David Ricardo and James Mill) tended to see eco-

nomic phenomena not as culturally or historically contingent but as having “iron laws” 

deductible from universal principles. From the s, however, their assumptions came 

under attack from German economic scholarship. Friedrich List harshly criticized what 

he labeled the “Cosmopolitical School” for neglecting the role of nations as economic 

agents; in less antagonistic ways, the Historical School of Nationalökonomie, first formu-

lated by Wilhelm Roscher, drew on Savigny’s historical jurisprudence in examining the 

regularities of economic development in nationally framed historical settings.3 
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At the time, economic thought in Hungary fell mainly under German influence. 

List’s protectionist economic nationalism was eagerly received, giving urgency to the 

issues of economic independence and national industrialization. In parallel to political 

movements, historical research also turned towards the previously neglected subject. 

Mihály Horváth’s path-breaking  survey of industry and commerce in the King-

dom of Hungary since  signaled a growing awareness for the “material side of life,” 

and while emphasizing the historicity of “tranquil popular life” instead of dynastic poli-

tics or military fortune it also urged “the elevation of public welfare” through Hungary’s 

reintegration into world commerce.4 

A counterpart to nascent investigations into past economic activities, economic 

thought also called for a nationally framed historical survey. This was what Gyula (Jul-

ius) Kautz ( – ), professor of political economy and constitutional law at the 

University of Pest, set out to accomplish in his  Nemzetgazdasági eszmék fejlődési 

története Magyarországon [A History of the Development of Ideas of National Economy 

in Hungary]. By then Kautz had already acquired international reputation for his –

 two-volume Theorie und Geschichte der National-Oekonomik, still widely quoted as 

the first comprehensive account of the development of economic science on a nearly 

global scale. Turning to a similar task with regard to Hungarian history, Kautz aspired 

to raise economy-related scholarship to the stature of “national sciences,” that is, to give 

Hungarian economic thought its due share in the nation’s intellectual heritage building. 

(The nineteenth-century notion of “national science” implied that in addition to pro-

fessional duties, scholars, as advocates for the national community, should foster na-

tional self-awareness and social progress, and, in the ultimate sense, contribute to the 

consolidation of the nation-state.5) Kautz’s venture was unprecedented in his own field 

but his goals were similar to other Hungarian historical narratives of the – s. As 

Horváth and László Szalay in their many-volume political histories and Ferenc Toldy in 

his several ventures on a history of Hungarian literature, Kautz also wanted to highlight 

historical continuity, uncover trends, establish a canon of relevant authors and texts, 

and, possibly, detect an idiosyncratic mindset at work. Hence his aim to demonstrate 

the merits of Hungarian economic thought despite its rudimental state for centuries: “as 

we do and have done in jurisprudence and politics, poetry and the arts, we also create 

originals in national economics […] to give expression to our racial characteristics.”6 

His efforts, however, were informed by a peculiar double bind. Relying on the His-

torical School with which he became acquainted during his extensive studies in Ger-
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many (foremost in Leipzig, where he was the student of Roscher), Kautz embraced the 

view that economic activities were determined by nationally specific historical, institu-

tional, legal, political, and cultural aspects. At the same time, he was also confident that 

Adam Smith (and his British and French followers) had already uncovered the basic 

economic drives (i.e. human propensity to exchange, propelled by individual self-

interest) and the economic laws (i.e. self-governing price mechanisms) and policies (i.e. 

unrestricted trade) adequate to them.7 Accordingly, Kautz drew on two mutually exclu-

sive methodological stances: ( ) “naturally given” economic laws stemming from uni-

versal human predilections, ( ) culture-specific variability based on particular national 

developments. Kautz, of course, did not see this as a contradiction but rather as the 

consequence of the nature of his subject matter which, in turn, was immanently re-

solved by the methodology of the Historical School: here too he followed Roscher who, 

unlike Savigny, aimed less at tracing the march of an idiosyncratic national spirit but 

was to syncretize the laws of universal economic progress by comparing historical data 

from diverse national developments.8 (The organization of Kautz’s Theorie und Ges-

chichte der National-Oekonomik also mirrored this inherent double bind: the two vol-

umes were divided into accounts of theoretical principles and historical progress.)  

The duality of national perspective and universal methodological truth nevertheless 

resulted in a clumsy historicity. Despite insisting on the opposite in the introduction (cf. 

– ), in the narrative Kautz routinely subordinates historical material to retrospective 

theoretical wisdom. While in principle uncovering a national and historical development, 

he tacitly judges theoretical stances and policies according to supposedly universal prin-

ciples “discovered” only at a specific point in time. In the early phases of his history, 

Kautz seeks elements anticipating the Smithian understanding of economic laws and 

dismisses, as mercantilist fallacies, commercial or price regulations and the obsession for 

hoarding precious metal. His sources unfortunately abounding in the latter, what Kautz 

was able to display as the historical development of Hungarian economic ideas was a 

centuries-long aberration from truth. (Discrepancies between the “natural course of 

things” and actual economic history had already posed a dilemma for Smith: like him, 

Kautz also blamed social, political and geographical factors for hindering progress.) This 

historicity of not-there-yet which underpins Kautz’s narrative fails to see that what John 

Stuart Mill in the “Preliminary Remarks” to his  Principles of Political Economy 

argued, i.e. that the truisms of the past become the absurdities of the present,9 also im-

plies that the truisms of the present become the absurdities of the future. 

Kautz’s gloomy history of centuries of fallacies finally arrives at the promised land of 

true economic principles at the turn of the eighteenth century, when Berzeviczy and 
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others finally adopt the assumptions of Smithian political economy. As to the narrative 

structure, this resulted in his account having actually two beginnings, one historical, in 

the ninth century, and one theoretical, in the late eighteenth century. 

Outlining historical beginnings, Kautz starts with economy related legislation after 

the Settlement and by the first Hungarian kings. Into his account he inserts a passing 

remark about the Blood Oath, which, according to the thirteenth-century chronicle 

Gesta Hungarorum, created the bonds between the Magyar tribes on their westward 

migration to the Carpathian basin. What fascinated Kautz in the myth was that the 

formal treaty sealed by the Oath decreed that from then on all their plunders would be 

distributed equally among the clans.10 Thus, Kautz was able to cite the Oath as a pre-

cious early example of Hungarian economic legislation, an act of economic policy regu-

lating the division of their soon-to-be conquered country among the tribes. 

In Edward Said’s distinction, whereas origins are mythical and passive, beginnings are 

the consequences of human activity, and, presupposing a meaningful future process, 

determine some later time, place or event.11 In view of this, the various ways the Blood 

Oath is being represented in mid-nineteenth-century Hungarian historical narratives 

present conspicuous examples of turning a mythical origin into a real, i.e. intentional 

and teleological, beginning. In the  first volume of his History of Hungary Szalay 

left out the bulk of pre-historic mythology; still, his main field of interest being the 

nation’s constitutional history, he highlighted the Blood Oath as the founding act of 

Hungary’s constitution.12 So did Horváth in his own History of Hungary, even if he 

otherwise took pains to distinguish myth from history, and, with a peculiar move, di-

vided the beginning of his narrative into two distinct chapters, one giving an account of 

the Magyars’ origin “according to national sages,” the other “according to history.”13 

Thus Horváth offered two parallel beginnings, the first relying on a perspective akin to 

that of the epic, the other on the critical norms of historiography.  

Toldy’s –  History of Hungarian National Literature also had his share of 

difficulties reaching back to pre-history. Serving as the mythical start of Magyar litera-

ture Toldy envisaged a rich but lost origin of oral epic poetry to be followed by a 

documented beginning of Christian literacy, which he labeled “the first period of na-

tional literature.”14 Efforts to reconstruct this lost literary heritage, on the grounds of 

which, as many thought, a genuinely national literature could be erected, were ubiqui-

tous in the criticism and poetry of the era. It is noteworthy, then, that Toldy kept 
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mythic origin and historical beginning distinct even at the expense of an inherently 

interrupted narrative. 

It is against the background of this repertoire, ranging from political to literary histo-

ries, that one can assess Kautz’s adjustments to the models of where and how to start a 

national history. The integration, albeit by a short remark, of a mythical element ena-

bled him to accommodate Hungarian history to the universal pattern of development at 

the earliest possible point: the Oath perfectly fitted the mode of distribution in nomadic 

societies described by Smith as the second stage in socio-economic progress.15 This was 

ideologically crucial even if the Oath, as the historical beginning of Hungarian econom-

ic thought, was theoretically fallacious: given Kautz’s displeasure at any administrative 

regulation in economy, it only foreshadowed future misguided governmental interven-

tions. It was of equal importance that by detecting nascent economic considerations in 

the myth Kautz could claim that political and constitutional development went hand in 

hand with the progress of economic thought. By turning the founding political myth of 

the Magyar nation into an early act of economic policy, he suggested that the very 

origin of the nation coincided with that of national economic thought. By emphasizing 

that the Blood Oath launched the progress of Hungarian ideas both in jurisprudence 

and in economics, Kautz also demonstrated the equal significance of economic scholar-

ship to other historical disciplines. 

However, the comprehensive national histories which Kautz followed also imposed 

the structural constraint of having to have an early start which made his account awk-

wardly lopsided. Tracing Hungarian economic principles and institutions, up to the late 

eighteenth century (until when, as he put it, medieval “natural economy” remained 

continuous, thus making economic thought “primitive”)16 Kautz hardly found anything 

relevant. That is, his decision to include early or even prehistoric times had set too wide 

a frame, which in the early parts of his narrative he hopelessly struggled to fill, making 

the lack of genuine source material only more conspicuous. (This overstretching of the 

time span resulted in a change of pace: while moving forward, the chapters are growing 

in length, suggesting that time is not homogenous, but, as relevant events become more 

abundant, slows down.) In the face of scarce traces of early economic thought, the 

grandiose edifice Kautz erected (spanning prehistoric, medieval and modern periods) 

was hardly justifiable by any other means than by the pressure of the narrative models of 

national historiography.  

Among these Toldy was surprisingly important for Kautz. Today, literature and 

economic thought are fields remote from each other but Toldy and Kautz had unex-

pectedly a lot to share. In the introduction Kautz explicitly claims that he wanted to 
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supplement “our domestic history of culture and our scholarly literary history.” 17 

Quoting Toldy on no less than thirty-five occasions, and once referring to him as “a 

genius of a historian,”18 Kautz not only wanted to complement his colleague but also 

to demonstrate the compatibility of his own field to Toldy’s. In this, Kautz could rely 

on a peculiar exchange between the two accounts: Toldy’s literary history replaced the 

non-narrative organization of eighteenth-century lexicographic compendiums (histo-

ria litteraria) with a narrative of temporal development but he maintained their wider 

notion of literature (litterae) encompassing all written works; as such, incorporating 

fields wider than an aesthetically conditioned view of literature would allow, Toldy 

kept track of the early works in economics (in addition to, among others, theology, 

mathematics or biology). Kautz also adopted Toldy’s vindicative voice (which he, in 

turn, borrowed from his eighteenth-century predecessors). Both strived to demon-

strate that past Hungarian intellectual and/or literary achievements were worthy of 

international comparison.  

Despite their partly overlapping sources and their shared apologetic intentions, Kautz 

and Toldy obviously do not tell the same story. Still, as far as they narrate the intellec-

tual march of the same nation, their histories should allow for synchronization. Regard-

ing the periods of decline and progress that Kautz and Toldy respectively highlight, 

however, their histories fail to go hand in hand: the eighteenth century, which Toldy 

deemed profoundly anti-national (that is, a full-scale setback in the development of 

national literary culture) is being described by Kautz as a period of rudimentary pro-

gress, although somewhat reluctantly, as it was induced by external factors. 

Moreover, when it comes to terminating their narratives, the histories of economic 

thought and literary development appear to contradict, or, on the whole, counteract 

one another. Toldy`s history ends on a tragic note. Terminating in , it recalls the 

apocalyptic fears of the period and leaves it rhetorically open whether Magyar literature 

would be resurrected from the turmoil left behind by the fallen revolution. Still, com-

pleting his story by the ultimate vindicative argument, Toldy also claims that had Mag-

yar literature come to an end then, it would have already achieved a “not unmerited” 

status among civilized nations.19 In contrast, Kautz ends his account with an ecstatically 

optimistic vision: he points out an enormous progress in current economic thinking, 

adding (in a self-congratulatory manner) that Hungarian economics has begun to rise to 

the level of the greatest nations, and while emulating the Latin and German peoples, it 

has already surpassed the Slavs.20 

As Frank Kermode argued with regard to biblical apocalypse and its impact on his-

torical, literary, or everyday fictions, an ending is responsible for making narrative 
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events consonant.21 In their efforts to harmonize their narratives retrospectively, both 

Toldy and Kautz fashioned their histories open-ended but in different modalities and 

narrative structures. For Toldy, even if the ultimate outcome remains dubious, the de-

velopment is complete and self-containing; it has achieved what it was destined to. 

Kautz suggests that the most glorious part of the story remains to be written because it 

is yet to happen. That is, for Toldy, the ending brings an apocalypse in suspense; for 

Kautz, after centuries of hindering and procrastination the long-awaited triumphs of 

nineteenth-century economic nation-building bring redemption. 

Toldy had several motivations for closing his account at a very delicate point, on the 

verge of destruction. His melancholic ending was in part the structural consequence of 

detecting decline in Hungarian literature from the s—which was, in turn, the 

structural consequence of identifying climax in the s, in the works of his friend, the 

poet Mihály Vörösmarty and in the achievements of the critics around him, including 

Toldy himself. For Toldy, therefore, the inherent vector of progress had already been 

negative, paving the way for an apocalyptic ending regardless of the political insecurity 

in .22  

But perhaps there was another element at work. After their first clash in the s 

(between the literary reformer Kazinczy and the economist Berzeviczy over the primacy 

of “Beauty” and “Gold”), by the midcentury the conflict of utilitarian and cultural val-

ues has reached new levels of intensity. From the early s Toldy increasingly tended 

to see the rising “materialism of the age” as inimical to his (nationalized) ideal of hu-

manist Bildung. In the face of the contestations whether after the  collapse the 

nation should take a pragmatic or a humanistic orientation in its recovery, whether it 

should prioritize its financial and intellectual sources in “idealistic” cultural ventures (e.g. 

literature, history, philology) or in “realistic” profit-oriented ones (e.g. economy, tech-

nology, science), Toldy relentlessly gave voice to his fears in desperate outbursts against 

the “friends of the material.”23 By a telling coincidence, the recently founded Palatine 

Joseph Technical College, where Kautz started to teach public law and administration 

in , was in Toldy’s eyes a symptom of “material interest” and “technical expertise” 

overruling humanistic values. 

Accordingly, in their histories Toldy and Kautz not only represented two different 

threads of the nation’s progress but also staged the controversy as to what truly consti-

tutes the nation`s character and on what foundations its future should be built. Even if 

Toldy incorporated economists into his account of national literature and even if Kautz 

perceived his own work as a supplement to cultural history, their narratives ineluctably 
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came to diverge with respect to the priorities of nation building. Both were aware that 

they wrote for an increasingly commercialized society, but whereas for Kautz it seemed 

to legitimize his own profession, for Toldy it threatened everything he stood for. His 

apocalyptic vision of Hungarian literature (or culture on the whole) coming to a bitter 

albeit dignified end in the age of positivism might have been a latent warning against a 

utilitarian view of values. For Kautz, however, the inevitable arrival of modern commer-

cial society (bringing free markets and social liberty) represented the ultimate goal of 

history, to where, if only belatedly and abandoning an inherent neglect towards material 

growth, the Hungarian nation had also finally arrived. (When in the s Kautz, then 

the vice-governor of the Austrian-Hungarian Bank, conducted a wide monetary reform, 

which eventually led to the introduction of gold standard, thus integrating his country 

into the community of the financially most advanced nations, he must have seen the 

process he outlined in his history of Hungarian economic thought to have reached its 

ultimate fulfillment.)  

Regardless of their shared vindicative intent to demonstrate the merits of Hungarian 

national culture and intellect, the narratives provided by Toldy and Kautz might be 

seen as hostile histories. Informed by contemporary debates about the priority of material 

or spiritual values, they came to stage a latent rivalry as to which side the national char-

acter truly belongs and what its history conveys. Diverging along these contested priori-

ties, what the respective developments of economic thought and literature thus reveal is 

the ultimate incompatibility of the diverse fields constituting a nation’s history. 

Beginnings and endings are crucial for any narrative, but, as we have witnessed, they 

carried a peculiar ideological weight and called forth particular structural problems in 

nineteenth-century national histories. In his survey of the various narrative structures in 

which national histories begin and end at the time, Joep Leerssen claims that beginnings 

and endings are in fact anomalies in history for the chain of causality goes back and 

forward in an endless succession of prequels and sequels; that is, properly speaking, 

historical narratives have only middles.24 This is possibly true, but it makes the rhetoric 

of beginnings and endings all the more forceful, creating the impression that they only 

mattered and everything else in between was little more than filler. 
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