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21.03.1919
Declaration of the Hungarian Soviet Republic
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In the autumn of 1917, the Bolshevist Party and the ideology it represented rose to
power  in  Russia.  According  to  the  most  extreme  estimates,  hundreds  of
thousands of Hungarian troops taken as prisoners-of-war during World War One 
were exposed to Communist ideals. This peoples’ party that proclaimed world
revolution while also holding out the promise of allowing their eventual return
home proved quite attractive to imprisoned Hungarian soldiers. This experience
provided the fertile soil for the organisation of a Hungarian branch of the Russian
Bolshevist Party in March 1918. Above all, its members strove to return to Hungary
as quickly as possible with the purpose of recruiting new followers for the Party. 
In November 1918 the Party of Communists in Hungary KMP was established in
Budapest. Its leader was Béla Kun, who had likewise honed his considerable talent
at  organisation  in  a  Russian  POW  camp  and  succeded  in  enlisting  many
supporters for Bolshevism during the war. Personally introduced to Lenin himself,
Béla  Kun became one of  the most  fervent  advocates  of  revolutionary ideals
following his return to Hungary.
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The illegal activities carried out by Communist followers who had returned from
Russia  were  already  evinced  by  the  successful  organisation  of  the
Chrysanthemum  Revolution.  The  Communists  cooperated  in  setting  up  the
revolution’s  military  councils.  These  councils  did  not  stop  at  the  mere
introduction  of  reforms,  but  also  pushed  events  in  the  direction  of  mass
demonstrations. After the founding of its Party, support for the Communists grew
incredibly strong as a result of the Hungarian Democratic Republic’s inability to
solve certain burning issues, such as the lack of land and shortages in housing,
fuel and foodstus. The Communists were able to formulate the exact kind of
Party program that proved attractive to various segments of society that found
themselves living in bitter circumstances in the war’s aftermath. Furthermore,
they also proclaimed a victorious world revolution as an antidote to a variety of
problems. In spite of the fact that the government led by Dénes Berinkey issued
warrants for the arrest of Communist leaders in the beginning of 1919, their status
as  political  prisoners  allowed  them  to  continue  organising  the  Communist
movement  from  their  prison  cells.  In  truth,  quite  the  opposite  eect  was
accomplished by their arrest: incarcerating Communist leaders actually added to
the Party’s popularity.

Once it became evident that the territories already under occupation would not
be enough and that only the abandonment of additional areas mainly populated
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by Hungarians would satisfy the Entente, all hope for the Hungarian Democratic
Republic was lost.  The entente’s demands were laid out in the so-called ‘Vix
Index’, ocially delivered to Mihály Károlyi on 20 March 1919 by the Entente’s
emissary to Budapest, Lieutenant Colonel Fernand Vix. To summarise the index’s
contents, the line demarcating the border between Romania and Hungary was
essentially pushed a further fifty kilometers westward in comparison to the border
agreed upon in November, 1918. This meant the retreat of Hungarian forces to a
position behind the Debrecen-Szeged line. Only forces from the Entente were
allowed to remain in the so-called ‘neutral zone’ that resulted. By this time, troops
from the neighboring, victorious states (including among others the Czechoslovak
and Romanian Army)  had already advanced from various  directions  to  take
possession of Hungary’s border territories. Faced by an utterly dismal situation,
Károlyi  renounced his  post  as  President  of  the Republic  and made plans to
appoint  in  the  place  of  the  current  government  a  Social  Democratic
administration  supported  by  foreign,  left-wing  political  powers  and  therefore
capable of carrying on in spite of the Entente. The Social Democrats, however,
were  reluctant  to  face  foreign  threats  on  their  own  and—unbeknownst  to
Károlyi—reached an agreement with the leaders of the growing Communist Party
that  ended  in  the  pronouncement  of  unification  between  the  two  parties.  The
resulting  Hungarian  Socialist  Party  (Magyarországi  Szocialista  Párt,  or  MSZP
decreed a dictatorship of the proletariat and on 21 March1919,  the Hungarian
Soviet Republic, a new state based on the Soviet model, was proclaimed.

Organised according to the Soviet model, the role played by councils as outlined in Bolshevist ideology
was to unite on a local level all functions of power, i.e., the legislative, executive and judicial branches.
Their task was aided by executive committees. On a national level, the branches of power were not
clearly separated from one another; in the short time following the proclamation of the Hungarian Soviet
Republic, the body designated to act as a legislative power had not yet been able to convene. The most
important decisions were therefore made by the Revolutionary Governing Council, which functioned as
Hungary’s government and consisted of commissars as opposed to ministers of state. Not surprisingly,
Béla Kun also figured among these commissars; while ocially responsible for foreign aairs, the actual
role Kun filled during the time of the Hungarian Soviet Republic renders him the proletariat dictatorship’s
most prominent leader and he is recognised as such by the international world.

Kun’s  very  first  steps  involved  bringing  the  Revolutionary  Governing  Council  in  alignment  with  the
politics represented by Soviet Russian Bolshevists. In order to maintain and increase society’s support,
the leaders of this new system placed great emphasis on nationalisation, which was to be accomplished
without any type of reparation. Nationalisation was extended to average and large-scale industrial units
and included banks, small-trade businesses as well as any larger dwellings. Larger estates were to be
turned into cooperatives, which meant land would not be parceled out after all. In the beginning of April,
the Revolutionary Governing Council brought the division of land begun under Károlyi to a halt while
simultaneously placing all ecclesiastical and private holdings under collective ownership.

Calling o the division of land threatened to bring down the already unstable system: with this step, the
dictatorship’s leaders swiftly lost the support of the peasant class. While workers had supported the
system for a time, genuine change had not occurred in their living situation either, for raising wages
made little dierence when it only resulted in enormous inflation and poverty. To make matters worse,
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shortages in goods and the introduction of a ration card system reminiscent of military communism
[The concept of military communism refers to subordinating the economy to military interests and the
introduction of central distribution.] made it impossible to buy anything even if money were available.
While a few social measures—such as low rent, free medical care, unemployment benefits, or the plan to
introduce pensions—proved popular,  society’s  enthusiasm for  and belief  in  a  world  revolution was
waning. In Budapest the military academy’s ocers engaged in armed resistance while peasant uprisings
erupted throughout the countryside.

Under  the  direction  of  Commissar  Tibor  Szamuely,  the  Revolutionary  Governing  Council
institutionalised Red Terror, also used during the Soviet Bolshevist dictatorship and introduced over the
objections the majority of Social Democrat politicians raised against employing violence. Led by József
Cserny, the most infamous terror task-force was that of the so-called ‘Lenin Boys’, who traversed the
country in their armoured train while quelling counter-revolutionary uprisings and dealing out brutal
punishment to any presumed enemies of the state. According to historians, a minimum of five-hundred
people fell victim to Hungary’s Red Terror.

Success in foreign aairs would have contributed the most toward the stabilisation of the Hungarian
Soviet Republic. Following the rejection of the Vix Index, the newly established Red Army’s task was to
impede the progression of those Romanian and Czechoslovakian forces that had meanwhile invaded the
country’s territory. Once the Romanian Army halted at the Tisza River,  the Red Army launched its
oensive against the Czechoslovaks in the area of Miskolc in Northern Hungary. By the beginning of
June, Kassa (Košice) and Eperjes (Prešov) had been retaken, meaning that the Red Army had basically
reached the most northern border of historical Hungary’s previous territory. For a time, the eastern and
central parts of what had once been Upper Hungary was once more under Hungarian authority.

In response to these military victories, representatives from the Paris peace conference approached the
Hungarian Soviet Republic’s leaders. The French Prime Minister, Clemenceau, oered a deal: if Hungary
put a halt  to its northern campaign and vacated the occupied territories,  steps would be taken to
convince Romania to retreat from the Tiszántúl region. The dictatorship’s decision-makers were willing to
accept this oer. The situation, however, turned severe following Romania’s refusal to fulfill the Entente’s
promise. In addition, the Hungarian attack launched against Romanian forces on 20 July  ended in total
disaster. As a result of this catastrophe, masses of troops deserted the disintegrating Red Army. Left
vulnerable and exposed to Romanian forces, the enemy crossed the Tisza River at the end of July and
entered Budapest on 1 August. In this desperate situation the leaders of the Hungarian Soviet Republic
had no choice but to resign from power. Including Béla Kun, the vast majority of former leaders fled the
country.

  Written by Gábor Szepesi, Translated by Maya J. Lo Bello, proofread by Maria-Philippa Wieckowski    

Írta: Szepesi Gábor
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