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1
The Political and Historical Context

In September 1918, towards the end of the First World War, the powerful 
politician Count István Tisza, who had been Hungary’s prime minister 
(for the second time) from June 1913 to May 1917, travelled to Bosnia. 
During the course of a dinner in Sarajevo, some of those present expressed 
the wish for political independence on the part of the Austro-Hungarian 
Dual-Monarchy’s South Slavs. Tisza, who was not known for being sym-
pathetic to Hungary’s ethnic minorities, interjected saying: ‘Do you think 
I’ve come here to listen to such stupidity? Take note—the Monarchy is 
living and is going to continue to live!’1 By the end of the following month, 
neither the Monarchy nor Tisza would be living, the former having disin-
tegrated, the latter having been assassinated.2

This opening chapter provides an overview of what happened in 
Hungary from the end of the First World War and the collapse of the Dual 
Monarchy to the formation of the Soviet Republic in March 1919.3

The manifesto of 16 October 1918, which transformed the Austrian part 
of the Austro-Hungarian Dual Monarchy into a federal state, led to Tisza 
and others renouncing dualism, and coming out in favour of Hungary 
having an independent army and foreign service, with the link to Austria 
being maintained only via the person of the emperor-king. For Tisza ‘…
this renunciation of dualism was the abandonment of a lifelong conviction, 
which had previously guided all his thoughts and actions’.4 Equally dramatic 

1. Borsányi (1988), pp. 43–4.
2. Tisza was killed on 31 October 1918 by soldiers who broke into his villa on the 
edge of Budapest’s City Park. István Tisza was widely held responsible for Hungary’s 
entry into the war and thus for the resulting deaths, injuries and privations. Further-
more, many people were strongly critical of Tisza as a social reactionary, an inflexible 
opponent of land ownership reform and even modest proposals to extend the suffrage. 
3. To do it full justice, the period, although covering only about five months, would 
require a separate book. The information in this brief, essentially chronological account 
of the main political developments of this complex period is primarily derived from 
Vincze et. al. (1979), Borsányi (1988), Siklós (1988), Vermes (1971), Pastor (1976) 
and Romsics (1999b). Details about developments in the cultural sphere during the 
same period, some of which arguably had a ‘carry-over’ effect in the subsequent Council 
Republic period, are included in Chapter 10.
4. Vermes (1971), p. 31.
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was Tisza’s admission in Parliament on 18 October that Hungary had lost 
the war. The day before, his political opponent Count Mihály Károlyi, who 
had opposed the war for some time, had said the same thing.

The radical liberal politician Károlyi had been born into of one of 
Hungary’s wealthiest landowning families. Although a fine horseman 
and reckless gambler in the tradition of his background, he was also an 
avid reader and somewhat ‘odd’ in that he refused to beat servants, or 
slaughter birds, foxes or stags. He entered parliament in 1910 as an MP 
for the opposition Party of Independence. Initially a supporter of the war, 
he changed and became the war’s most outspoken critic in parliament. Too 
radical for his own party, he formed a new one in 1916 with the name 
United Party of Independence and of 1848, generally known as the Károlyi 
Party. As will be seen Mihály Károlyi, would play a major role during the 
events of 1918-19.

In Hungary, the war had resulted in major social, economic and political 
problems, which involved far more than the personal fate of István Tisza.5 
Hungary’s military casualties included over half a million dead, nearly 1.5 
million wounded and over 800,000 taken as prisoners of war. There were 
shortages of labour, due to the call-up, leading to a decline in productivity 
and rationing of food items. By 1918 the wheat harvest had dropped to 
half the pre-war level. Industrial production was subordinated to the war 
effort with many key factories being placed under military control and their 
output being directed to serving the army. There was massive inflation 
and a drastic reduction in real wages. Increasing numbers of war widows, 
orphans and disabled ex-servicemen found themselves in desperately poor 
circumstances. Meanwhile, a thriving black market with astronomical 
prices benefitted only a minority.

During the course of the war, public opinion dramatically shifted from 
initial patriotic fervour to disillusionment and bitterness. Desertion from 
the ranks and refusal to obey orders affected the army. Membership of the 
Social Democratic trade unions increased and strikes became increasingly 
common. There were demonstrations by an influx of ex-servicemen, 
particularly the tens of thousands of former prisoners of war held in 
Russia who had returned from captivity. Affected by the social tensions, 
leaders of Hungary’s ethnic minorities—which together constituted about 
half the population prior to the war—began to voice increasingly strong 
demands.

In September 1918 the trial began of student members of the Galileo 
Circle, a radical, anti-war group of mainly young intellectuals. Held under 

5. The summary which immediately follows is based on Romsics (1999b), pp. 85–6.
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arrest since the previous January, one of their leaders was the 21-year-old, 
romantic revolutionary Ilona Duczynska, who had met Russian emigré 
radicals when she was in Switzerland. There was a wave of public sympathy 
for her and her fellow accused. Student demonstrations became widespread 
and continued into October. The imprisoned young radicals would be 
released at the end of that month.

On 30 September Ervin Szabó died. Szabó was a scholarly and innovative 
librarian. From 1904 he worked as founder and director of the Budapest 
Municipal Library, which today is named after him. At the same time, he was 
also noted as one of Hungary’s most prominent radical, left-wing thinkers. 
Interestingly, he was attracted more to anarcho-syndicalist concepts than 
to the orthodox Marxism of Hungary’s solidly trade union based Social 
Democratic Party (SDP), though he had been an active member of the 
party from the turn of the century. Significantly, his influence spread 
beyond the SDP, and even beyond the labour movement.

On 2 October, the funeral ceremony for Ervin Szabó, who had opposed 
the war throughout, drew a large crowd to Budapest’s Farkasrét cemetery, 
which included, alongside many workers, even the mayor of Budapest, 
István Bárczy, and his deputy, Ferenc Harrer, who gave one of the speeches, 
as did the radical intellectual Oszkár Jászi. Simultaneously, workers in a 
number of large Budapest factories stopped work for ten minutes as a sign 
of their respect for the deceased.

Lajos Kassák would remember Szabó as someone who had few friends, 
but who was respected even by his enemies as a scholarly thinker and 
a steadfast fighter. The crowd attending the funeral, says Kassák, was 
massively infiltrated by police and detectives. ‘Could the authorities have 
feared that this now cold corpse would rise up and step out of the coffin? 
His body had died for eternity, but his spirit, which had taken possession of 
us, could not be driven out of us by either policemen or detectives.’6

Three weeks later, during the night of 23–4 October a meeting took place 
at the mansion of Count Mihály Károlyi in central Budapest (today the 
building houses the Petőfi Literary Museum). Those present included rep-
resentatives of Károlyi’s own party, which was relatively small, the similarly 
small Radical Party of middle-class intellectuals, headed among others by 
Oszkár Jászi, and the much larger Social Democratic Party. The decision 
was made to form a National Council, a kind of embryo authority, or 
government in the waiting. The following day the SDP executive approved 
the decision, students from the University of Technology demonstrated for 

6. Kassák (1983), pp. 414–15. For biographical details of Kassák, see the opening 
paragraphs of Chapter 5. 
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a democratic Hungary and journalists began to subvert the censorship by 
not submitting their copy in advance for authorisation.

The Hungarian National Council was officially established on 25 
October. A twelve-point list of demands was approved and published the 
following day. Actually touching on more than twelve issues, the demands 
included: resignation of the government; dissolution of the Lower House; 
universal suffrage with secret ballot; land and social welfare reforms; self-
determination with a federation of equal peoples; territorial integrity based 
on common economic and geographical bonds; independence for Hungary; 
withdrawal of military units from Hungary; repudiation of the German 
alliance; invalidation of the treaties of Brest and Bucharest; an immediate 
cessation of hostilities; the delegation of democratic politicians to the peace 
conference; the forging of political and economic links with neighbouring 
states; a general amnesty for political prisoners; freedom of association and 
assembly; and the abolition of censorship.7

It seemed like a policy manifesto for a new government and in effect 
that is what it was, particularly since the members of the National Council 
believed they constituted the only legitimate political authority in Hungary 
and even appealed publicly for recognition as such. It turned out to be a 
shrewd move, at least on the domestic front, given that in the immediate 
aftermath many individuals and organisations declared their allegiance to 
the National Council. However, foreign powers, in particular the victorious 
Entente states, were reluctant to give positive, enthusiastic recognition to 
any emerging force in Hungary and lift the wartime blockade, and that 
would prove to be a serious problem.

The day the National Council was officially set up, also saw the formation 
of a Soldiers’ Council. It involved numerous reserve officers who had 
returned from Russia. On the Italian front mutinies took place. In addition, 
3000 students gathered at the University of Technology, proclaimed their 
acceptance of the National Council’s twelve points and then marched 
to the Castle District to present their demands to the authorities. They 

7. This list is based on that given in Siklós (1988), p. 39. The Treaty of Brest (or 
Brest-Litovsk) was signed on 3 March 1918 between the new Bolshevik government 
in Soviet Russia and the Central Powers. It ended Russia’s participation in the First 
World War, though it imposed harsh conditions on the country. The (initially secret) 
Treaty of Bucharest was signed in August 1916, between Romania and the Entente 
states. Romania agreed to join the war on the side of the Entente on the basis of certain 
conditions, notably the promise of territorial gains, particularly in parts of what was 
then Hungary. The encroachment of Romanian forces into Hungarian territory over 
many months following the end of the world war would prove to be a major headache 
for Hungary.
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were joined by several hundred soldiers. Clashes with mounted police 
led to many injuries. In the evening there was a demonstration in front 
of parliament and another outside the headquarters of the Károlyi Party 
in Gizella Square (today Vörösmarty Square) in central Pest. Participants 
called for an independent Hungary and a republic.

On 27 October the National Council organised a massive demonstration 
in front of parliament. The speakers, who included representatives of the 
Social Democratic and Radical Party leaderships, articulated the demands 
of the Council. The crowd called for peace and the establishment of a 
republic.

The following day witnessed one of the major clashes of the October 
events, the so-called Battle of the Chain Bridge. The Károlyi Party had 
called for a mass meeting in front of its headquarters. The idea was to 
present the next steps of the National Council. During the event, part 
of the crowd hived off and started marching to Castle Hill to demand 
from Archduke Joseph, the king’s representative in Budapest, that Mihály 
Károlyi be appointed prime minister. As the crowd reached the Chain 
Bridge linking Pest and Buda, police attacked the demonstrators. Four 
were killed and dozens were injured.8

How many people in Budapest involved in all the excitement would 
have noticed that two days previously a Slovak National Council had been 
formed in Túróczszentmárton (today Martin in Slovakia) and that on the 
day of the Battle of the Chain Bridge the Czech National Council had 
declared the independence of Czechoslovakia. Then on 29 October in 
Zagreb, Croatian independence was proclaimed, along with the intention 
of establishing a Serbo-Croat-Slovene state formation. These moves had 
direct implications for the fate of large numbers of Hungary’s Slovak and 
South Slav minorities. There would be worse to come for the politicians in 
Budapest to digest.

In Budapest on 29 October there was still plenty of excitement. A 
half-hour strike took place in response to the previous day’s Chain Bridge 
clashes. Some workers’ groups seized weapons and even the Budapest 
police now declared allegiance to the Hungarian National Council. A rev-
olutionary process appeared to be underway, particularly as demonstrators 
in the streets included large numbers of soldiers who had sided with the 
National Council. The rebellious soldiers wore white chrysanthemums in 
their caps and buttonholes. The flower was widespread in Hungary at this 
time of year, since traditionally they would be taken to cemeteries and laid 
on graves at the time of All Saints’ Day and All Souls’ Day. It became 

8. The figure of four deaths is given by both Vincze (1979, p. 479) and Borsányi (1988, 
p. 77), though Romsics (1999b) puts the number of those killed on the spot as three.
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the symbol of the rebellion and thus the designation Chrysanthemum 
Revolution was born.

Also on 29 October, the executive committee of the National Council 
was formed, comprising Mihály Károlyi, as president, plus representatives 
of his party, as well as those of the Social Democratic and Radical parties. 
In addition, there were a number of others, such as Lajos Hatvany, repre-
senting the press, and the feminist Róza Bédy-Schwimmer.9 The evening 
saw further demonstrations by students and soldiers in different parts of the 
capital. Crowds congregated in front of the Astoria Hotel in central Pest, 
where the National Council had installed itself. Overnight, railway stations, 
the telephone exchange and food stores were occupied. The atmosphere on 
the streets was electric.

According to one witness, the Astoria was like a ‘besieged castle’, though 
the crowd around it were actually celebrating. Messengers rushed in and 
out of the building. Faces of well-known politicians appeared. Journalists 
clutching notebooks and military officers without insignia on their uniforms 
came out through the door. Vehicles stationed in front of the building were 
packed with armed people. From time to time, someone would appear on 
the balcony and address the crowd.10

On 30 October, the Slovak National Council, again meeting in 
Túróczszentmárton, declared secession from Hungary and accession to 
the Czechoslovak Republic. In Budapest, members of the soldiers’ council 
toured the barracks agitating for allegiance to the Hungarian National 
Council. A meeting of workers called by the SDP accepted the idea of 
forming a workers’ council. Then a gathering of Budapest police authority 
representatives declared its refusal to participate in politically motivated 
acts against the press or to prevent peaceful demonstrations. In the evening 
another large crowd assembled outside the Astoria Hotel. The city-centre 
streets were thronged with crowds of soldiers and workers demanding 
revolution and a republic. At the Eastern Railway Station weapons seized 
from a train scheduled to leave for the front were distributed among the 
crowd. The National Council managed to have railway traffic heading 

9. Rózsika Schwimmer, as she is often called, was born in Budapest in 1877. At 
the age of 20 she became an activist on behalf of the National Association of Female 
Civil Servants, eventually becoming its president. In 1903 she helped establish the 
Hungarian Association of Working Women and later became a founder of Hungary’s 
Feminist Association, for many years editing its paper, A nő (Woman). Having become 
involved in the international women’s and peace movements, during the First World 
War Schwimmer worked in London for the International Women’s Suffrage Alliance 
and was a militant anti-war campaigner. Always a radical for her time in personal 
behaviour, smoking cigarettes and drinking wine, she had a vibrant personality and was 
an impressive public speaker with a sense of humour.
10. Kassák (1983), p. 433.
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for Budapest stopped, thus preventing the arrival of troops sent to quell 
the rebellion. During the night, the telegraph office, main post office, rail 
stations, the bridges and other strategic points were occupied by armed 
soldiers and workers.

The following morning (31 October) more barracks were occupied, 
political prisoners were freed and even the Budapest Municipal Council 
declared allegiance to the National Council. At 7 a.m., having been called 
by Archduke Joseph, Mihály Károlyi went to the Castle, where he was asked 
to form a government. At an afternoon session the executive committee of 
the National Council established a government comprising members of the 
political parties represented in the Council. In the evening they adopted a 
programme calling for immediate peace, democratic freedoms, protection 
for workers and radical agrarian reform. Under the effects of events in 
the capital, demonstrations and meetings took place in provincial centres, 
where local organisations of the National Council were established. The 
revolution, it seemed, had succeeded!

Indeed on 1 November the National Council and the Social Democrats 
declared the revolution had been completed and called for an end to strikes, 
a resumption of production and general calm. However, factory meetings 
and demonstrations continued, with demands for a republic to be declared. 
Meanwhile, in Sarajevo the Bosnian National Council declared it was 
assuming power locally.

The Budapest Workers’ Council held its founding meeting on 2 
November. The majority comprised leading members of the Social 
Democratic Party and its affiliated trade unions. Around this time, too, 
individual factories across the capital set up their own workers’ councils. 
On the following day in Padua, an armistice signifying the end of the 
war was signed by representatives of the Monarchy and the Entente. One 
clause of the agreement stated that Hungary was obliged to withdraw from 
Croatia.

On 4 November in faraway Moscow, a meeting of prisoners of war 
comprising members of Hungary’s different ethnic groups established 
what would become the Communist Party of Hungary. A temporary 
central committee was elected and a decision was made that communists 
should return to Hungary as quickly as possible.11 In Budapest there were 

11. The person who emerged as the leader of the communists was Béla Kun. Born in 
1886 in Transylvania, Kun became an active Social Democrat at an early age. He worked 
as a journalist and later as an official of a workers’ insurance organisation. During the 
First World War he was recruited to the army, but in 1916 fell into Russian captivity. 
In Russia he was strongly influenced by the Bolsheviks and became a communist. He 
wrote articles and also took part in certain actions during 1917–18. He was a personal 
acquaintance of Lenin.
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tensions between the new government and the Soldiers’ Council, but the 
next day saw an agreement whereby it was recognised that executive power 
would be the prerogative of the government, while the two important 
councils of soldiers and of workers would have overseeing and propaganda 
functions.

Czechoslovak forces moved into parts of western Slovakia on 6 
November as a Hungarian delegation including Károlyi and Jászi travelled 
to Belgrade to conduct further negotiations about the armistice conditions 
with General Franchet d’Espèry, representing the Entente. Over the next 
week or so Serbian troops moved into Voivodina, an area with a large 
Hungarian population, and Czechoslovak forces continued their encroach-
ment of Slovakia.

On 13 November a Hungarian delegation headed by Oszkár Jászi, the 
new government’s minister with responsibility for ethnic minority affairs, 
was in Arad (then in Hungary, today in Romania) to negotiate with leaders 
of the Romanian National Council, which was demanding sovereignty over 
areas in Hungary mainly populated by ethnic Romanians. The Hungarians 
offered autonomy within Hungary, along the lines of Jászi’s pet idea for 
an ‘eastern Switzerland’ type of federation. The Romanians held out for 
full sovereignty and independence, and the talks stalled. Matters were 
moving swiftly in other areas, too. At the time the Hungarian delegation 
was engaged in the talks at Arad, King Charles IV had resigned from the 
Austrian throne and from claims to state authority over Hungary. At the 
same time, Romanian troops were entering Transylvania. 

Back in Belgrade, an agreement was signed with Franchet d’Espèry 
on 13 November. The 18-point agreement harshly compelled Hungary 
to withdraw its troops from Transylvania and other areas, and stipulated 
that it should have a standing army of no more than six infantry and two 
cavalry divisions. Furthermore, it had to ensure the unhindered movement 
of Entente forces anywhere in the country. The Hungarians hoped the 
measures were only temporary. As if taking the agreement as a signal, Serb, 
Czech and Romanian troops continued their advances. On 14 November 
in Prague, the Republic of Czechoslovakia was officially proclaimed, with 
Tomáš Masaryk as president.

All troubles were temporarily forgotten on 16 November, at least 
in Budapest, as a meeting of the National Council in the parliament 
building formally declared independence and the establishment of what 
was officially called the People’s Republic of Hungary. The existing two 
houses of parliament were dissolved and the now greatly enlarged National 
Council assumed the role of an interim national assembly. People’s Law 
No. 1 conferred supreme state power on the government headed by Károlyi. 
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Filling the square in front of the building, a massive crowd welcomed the 
news with joyful enthusiasm.

In addition to the unfriendly attitude of the Entente powers, the dissatis-
faction of the country’s minorities and the hostile activities of neighbouring 
states, the new government also had to face major economic and social 
problems on the domestic front. The war had left the economy in a 
disastrous state. Production was disrupted, shortages were rife and were 
not eased by the fact that the wartime economic blockade imposed by the 
Entente remained in place.12 The villages lacked kerosene, salt and tobacco, 
while the towns were short of coal and wood. In Budapest gas and electric-
ity consumption had to be restricted, and shops and businesses were forced 
to close early. Inflation was rampant. The number of unemployed workers 
shot up to several hundred thousand as an influx began of Hungarian 
refugees from occupied territories. The volume of desperate people was 
greatly increased by the return of thousands of former prisoners of war held 
in Russia and the masses of soldiers returning from the front, many of them 
suffering from injuries and wounds.13 The war wounded, the widows and 
the orphans all presented huge social problems, for the solution of which 
the government lacked resources. The same could be said about the many 
people living in miserable conditions, without food or proper clothing, 
some without a roof over their head.

One of the most pressing and at the same time contentious issues 
involved the need for land reform. Big landowners opposed immediate, 
wide-ranging appropriation of estates, while the Social Democrats agitated 
for socialisation in the form of cooperatives. They opposed the breaking up 

12. The Entente lacked sympathy for Hungary as a defeated nation, but there were 
also conflicts about certain individuals, such as Rózsika Schwimmer, who was appointed 
by Mihály Károlyi in November 1918 to be Hungary’s ambassador to Switzerland, thus 
becoming the first female ambassador in the history of the modern world. The status 
of the world’s first woman ambassador is often attributed to Alexandra Kollontai, a 
representative in Norway of the Soviet government, but only from 1923, so arguably 
the designation rightly belongs to Schwimmer. According to Peter Pastor’s 1976 work, 
her appointment created a fury. France’s foreign minister apparently called the move ‘a 
perfidious act’ (p. 70). The Swiss government declared Schwimmer an undesirable alien, 
refusing to recognise her credentials. It seems the head of the US Legation in Switzer-
land disliked Schwimmer, though in contrast with the others, who appeared to object 
to a woman taking up the post, his distaste seems to have been more on the grounds 
that she was Jewish (p. 76). Her appointment was even ridiculed by an editorial in the 
New York Times (p. 77). Whether despised as a woman, a Jew or a radical—or maybe all 
three—the result was that Schwimmer was ‘frozen out’ and Károlyi was obliged to recall 
her on 18 January, two months after her appointment. 
13. According to Vincze et al. (1979, p. 488), in the period 10–30 November more 
than one million soldiers returned from the front.
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of estates and distribution of land to the rural poor on ideological grounds, 
believing that would encourage the development of a new conservative 
layer in the countryside. In contrast, the other parties in the government 
generally favoured land distribution. After fierce debate this latter policy 
was adopted and a framework law was eventually passed in mid February 
1919. However, time ran out before the proposals could be put into effect.

On an apparently more positive note, moves were made to extend the 
suffrage quite dramatically. The issue was close to the heart of the Social 
Democratic Party, which had been advocating and demonstrating for 
universal suffrage for many years. But the other parties in power also 
supported extending the right to vote. Yet it wasn’t until early March 1919 
that a law was ratified about elections to a constituent assembly based on 
a new suffrage. This would have enfranchised literate men of 21 and over, 
plus women of 24 and over, but only if they had been Hungarian citizens 
for at least six years. Even with these restrictions, the change would have 
increased the electorate to around nine million, or 50 per cent of Hungary’s 
pre-1918 population, putting the country on the level of the top-ranking 
Scandinavian countries in terms of the breadth of the suffrage.14 New par-
liamentary elections were scheduled for April 1919, but by that time the 
Soviet Republic had been established and notions of ‘bourgeois parliamen-
tary democracy’ were quickly abandoned in favour of elections to soviets 
(although the new regime was also, in principle, supportive of women’s 
political emancipation).

Attempts were made to introduce other, social policy measures. Unem-
ployment benefit was introduced. The employment of children under 14 
was outlawed and there were plans to introduce an eight-hour working day, 
along with an extended social insurance scheme. Former front-line soldiers 
were allocated a small lump-sum payment. Yet given the constraints of the 
economic situation and once again the time limit, such reforms did not 
have any substantial impact.

On the domestic political front, 24 November saw a development which 
would have a major impact in the following months—the Communist 
Party of Hungary15 was officially formed in Budapest, Béla Kun and others 
having arrived from Russia a week before. The new party comprised former 
prisoners of war who had been radicalised in Russia, left wing and dissident 
Social Democrats and a small group called the Revolutionary Socialists.

Within a couple of weeks the party started to issue its own newspaper, 
Vörös Újság (Red Gazette). The ‘line’ promulgated was for the overthrow 

14. Romsics (1999b), p. 95.
15. Strictly speaking (reflecting the internationalist ideology of the time), the Party of 
Communists in Hungary—a Kommunisták Magyarországi Pártja.


