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The Shifting Climate of the Austrian Empire  

The Hapsburg family, rulers of the Austrian Empire at the beginning of the 
1800s, had controlled much of the region for nearly four centuries. When 
the Congress of Vienna met after the fall of Napoleon, Prince Metternich of 
Austria was a powerful voice in determining how to restore the balance of 
power in Europe. Nevertheless, this powerful empire would not remain 
intact through the remainder of the 1800s.  

Resistance to Change After the Congress of Vienna, the Austrian 
emperor, Franz I, and his foreign minister, Prince Metternich, worked 
together to maintain the power of the Austrian Empire and the Hapsburg 
monarchy. They were determined to hold onto the empire and resist liberal 
ideas and movements that might endanger it.  

As revolts spread through other parts of Europe, Metternich clamped down on the universities, 
accusing them of creating “a whole generation of revolutionaries.” As leader of the German 
Confederation, he called a meeting at Carlsbad and helped pass the Carlsbad Decrees. These decrees, 
or laws, prohibited any reforms that conflicted with absolute monarchy. In addition, the decrees 
established censorship of newspapers and created a secret police force that spied on students who were 
suspected of liberal or nationalist revolutionary activities.  

In addition to creating these restrictive laws for the empire, Metternich formed alliances with other 
European powers that were trying to prevent nationalist revolutions. In 1820 he and the leaders of these 
powers convened a meeting called the Congress of Troppau. At that Congress, the leaders agreed to 
provide military intervention to support governments against internal revolution.  

Turmoil in Europe and Austria Metternich was able 
to protect the power of the Austrian Empire for a few years. 
But events in Europe and changes within the empire itself 
eventually caught up with him. Revolutions in France, Italy, 
and the German states set off revolts in the Austrian 
Empire. People of many different nationalities living within 
the Austrian Empire wanted independence. In Vienna, 
demonstrators and the army clashed in the streets. A 
frightened emperor Ferdinand ordered Metternich to resign, 
and Metternich fled Austria. Later in 1848 Ferdinand 
abdicated, and the throne went to his young nephew, Franz 
Joseph I.  

Response to Revolution During his long reign, Franz 
Joseph I ruled over an unstable empire. In 1848 the Hungarian Magyars rebelled against Austrian rule, 
and for a long time it looked as though they would win their independence. However, czar Nicholas I 
of Russia sent Russian troops to help Austria crush the revolt. Franz Joseph I then abolished the liberal 
reforms enacted in 1848, but he could not stamp out nationalism in his multiethnic empire. Franz 
Joseph I revoked the new constitution. The revolutions had been stopped, at least for a while.  



The Dual Monarchy  

Although Franz Joseph I abolished the liberal reforms of 1848 and restored the power of the monarchy, 
he could not stop the nationalist movement. Change had to come to the Austrian Empire. It came in the 
form of the Dual Monarchy, also known as Austria-Hungary.  

Forming a New Government As the nationalist movement continued in Europe, Austria lost the 
province of Lombardy to Italy in 1859. In 1866 Austria’s defeat in the war with Prussia brought new 
demands from the Hungarians. Finally, Franz Joseph I and leaders of the Hungarian nationalist 
movement reached an agreement. Known as the Compromise of 1867, this agreement created the dual 
monarchy of Austria-Hungary.  

Under the dual monarchy, Austria and Hungary became two 
separate, equal states. They would have one ruler, Franz 
Joseph I, whose title would be emperor of Austria and king of 
Hungary. Austria and Hungary shared the ministries of war, 
finance, and foreign affairs, but each had its own parliament.  

An Uneven Solution The Dual Monarchy lasted for about 
50 years, until 1918. In addition to easing some of the 
pressure for nationalism, the Dual Monarchy had other 
benefits. For example, there were some economic advantages 
to the arrangement. Hungary, mostly rural and agricultural, could provide raw materials and food to 
Austria. Austria, which was more industrialized, could in turn provide industrial products to Hungary. 
The unrest in the empire did not go away, however. Divisions remained among the various 
nationalities. Austrian Germans and Hungarian Magyars did not speak the same language. Also, ethnic 
minorities received little benefit from the Dual Monarchy and continued to seek self-government.  
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Part 1: Discussion Questions 
Directions: As a group, read and discuss the questions below in the context of the reading to make sure you 
fully understand all aspects of the text. 
 

1. What efforts did Metternich make to suppress liberalism and revolution in Austria and Europe? 
2. How did the events of 1848 impact Austria? 
3. What were the positive and negative outcomes of the establishment of the Dual Monarchy? 
4. Why do you think Hungary was given this elevated status while other ethnic groups were not? 

 
 
Part 2: Ethnic Perspectives 
Directions: As a group, write a response to the announcement of the establishment of the Dual Monarchy from 
either the perspective of Austrians (of the mentality of Metternich), Magyars (Hungarians), or Czechs, showing 
your feelings about the change and about national sentiment generally.	  


