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Summary of the Doctoral Dissertation
In the dissertation I address conflicts surrounding water management, a space where different economic and other socio-political interests met and sometimes clashed. Modern politics focuses on who has legitimate rights to claims in such disputes, but for historians, it is certainly more relevant to understand how such conflicts were approached and resolved in the past by posing questions about how pre-modern societies dealt with these same problems. These questions include what kind of disputes unfolded with regard to the use of water and the degree to which water conceived as private or as ‘common’? How were different interests aligned with each other? In this dissertation I raise these questions in the context of Central Europe, and more particularly, in the Kingdom of Hungary in the Middle Ages (from the ca. tenth century to the mid-sixteenth century), i.e. the period of the re-appearance of literacy in the area after the Roman period. Throughout the different chapters of the dissertation I argue that use of water by the societies of the Kingdom of Hungary in the Middle Ages gave rise to fairly complex sets of customs and norms that, until the Modern times, were the most important principles in settling water use related disputes.
The work wishes to understand how the manipulation of the different rivers, the creation of “socio-natural sites” proceeded, how it impacted various people who lived by and away from the water bodies. In doing so, after an exhaustive overview of the literature on historical water management and conflicts related to water use in Chapter 1, I first address the formation of the various means of exploitation of different water bodies by local economies. Chapter 2 discusses the spread of the most important infrastructural elements to modify riverscapes in the Kingdom of Hungary, water mills. This development has traditionally been associated with the foundation of the Christian state around the year 1000, and the settling of monastic orders, most importantly the Benedictines, within the kingdom. I argue that their role in introducing water mills may have been taken as too self-evident in research. Nonetheless from around the eleventh and early twelfth century onwards, there seems to have been a small increase in the number of water mills. By the thirteenth century, this increase lead to a variety of legal cases that are discussed in the following chapters.
Chapter 3 represents the longest part of the dissertation. It focuses on the fourteenth- to sixteenth-century rural and urban waterscapes of the Kingdom of Hungary, and looks at the different ways dams, weirs, and all kinds of stream construction works that lead to legal controversies as well as what sorts of arrangements were made in order to avoid or resolve these disputes. The archival and edited primary evidence show many of the water problems seemed to have occurred in towns – either free royal, mining or towns of other legal status. This is easy to explain by the fact that the needs of the higher number of people living within a relatively small area had to be fulfilled compared to the situation in the countryside. Urban industries, including grinding grain along with the need to catch and keep fish close to markets, protecting towns with moats, building harbors, navigation, draining wastewater as well as providing the people with drinking water lead to a number of resource conflicts in urban environments. The exploitation of urban waters lead to increased environmental pressure on urban environments as has been shown in different urban waterscapes throughout Central Europe. These environments proved to be the most important case study areas in this dissertation.
The first subchapter (Chapter 3.1) examines primarily rural environments. By studying the term, locus molendini, an argument is made that from the early fourteenth century onwards, the rights around using water for milling had already acquired a rather well-defined legal norm. In general, the earlier acquired right had a privilege over the later acquired one. I then continue the analysis by studying places where the problem of water rights and access probably comes to light most frequently, that is, in urban space. Here, a relatively large number of people living in a small area aimed to use water resources for more diverse activities than in rural spaces. Urban space therefore provides one of the best “laboratories” for looking at water-related legal disputes. The different subchapters here are dedicated to a variety of urban environments from two aspects; first the water bodies that served (or sometimes impeded) the well-being of these settlements, and second, the function, and legal standing of these settlements. The different water bodies discussed include major waterways, small rivers and streams, including rivers fed by hot springs, and urban moats (Chapter 3.2). This part is followed by a study of the problem of water access in a special town type found in the Kingdom of Hungary, that is, mining towns (Chapter 3.3). These settlements enjoyed special privileges provided by the kings in order to settle these settlements with miners and to facilitate their development, and last but not least increase royal incomes from gold and silver extraction. Water power is a crucial resource for mining settlements. Therefore, the privileges accorded to these settlements in some cases indicate the forms in which water rights could have been appropriated by different groups. A special kind of water-related conflict that is poorly studied, not only in Hungarian but in foreign scholarship as well, is the problem of rivers as borders is addressed in the following subchapter (Chapter 3.4). This, as is shown in the chapter, was a source of numerous conflicts where environmental changes – whether natural changes in the riverbed or artificial alterations of rivers – leading to lasting fights for riverbeds and the connected floodplains as well as other lands. The manipulations of the waterscapes lead to numerous intended and unintended consequences. The silting up of riverbeds, the lack of water to run water wheels, flooding other people’s lands and mills and, the dis-annexation of lands all appear in the legal evidence.
The analyses demonstrated that by the Late Middle Ages complex systems existed for using urban waters in the most efficient way possible. The most important norms were established despite the fact that neither laws nor many of the privilege charters awarded to different urban communities explicitly mention water rights and privileges of using waterways. The problem in urban environments was somewhat different from the case of smaller rivers in the rural areas where most of the registered disputes concerned landlords with interests in the same activities, that being mostly milling or fishing. In many cases the conflicts in urban landscapes focused on the different interests of ferrymen, fishers, millers, etc. The lasting conflicts testify to the difficulty of tackling these conflicts.
 Chapter 4 is dedicated to the social groups behind the different water control and regulation works. Based on late medieval and sometimes later sixteenth-century sources, I argue that millers as well as pond masters had a complex task to manage water bodies. Their duties extended well beyond the mere task of grinding grain and supervising water-levels. In Chapter 5, apart from drawing some basic conclusions, I point to the modern parallels of water-related disputes discussed in Chapter 3 and the potential relevance of pre-modern case studies in understanding present contests for waterscapes.
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