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04.06.1920
Hungary Signs the Treaty of Trianon
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On 4 June1920 in the Trianon Palace at Versailles, two ministers of state sent as
delegates by the government currently under Sándor Simonyi-Semadam signed
the peace agreement that ended the Great War in Europe. In spite of formally
protesting the agreement,  the treaty was accepted by the Hungarian national
assembly on 15 November 1920.
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The conditions contained within this peace agreement had already emerged in
the course of the war’s progression. In order to increase its chances of victory, the
Entente  had  already  made  secret  pacts  during  the  war  with  the  countries
surrounding Hungary. These pacts primarily concerned territorial claims made by
the  countries  bordering  Hungary  and  naturally  did  not  benefit  the  Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy, or Hungary’s territory within the monarchy. Among others,
the Entente reached agreements with Serbia, Italy and Romania as well as the
Czechoslovakian  government  operating  in  exile.  The  secret  pact  made  with
Romania  contained  promises  for  the  largest  territories  (such  as  present-day
Hungary’s  Great  Plains  area all  the way to  the Tisza River)  in  exchange for
Romanian participation in the war on the side of the Entente, to be maintained
for the conflict’s entire duration.
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In response to the Entente’s promises of territory, armies from neighbouring (and
in some cases newly formed) states had taken possession of the areas they had
been oered by the end of 1918 and the beginning of 1919. These areas, it should
be mentioned, were still under Hungarian administration. While attempts were
made to drive these foreign forces out during the time of the Hungarian Soviet
Republic (the most successful of which was the reoccupation of Upper Hungary’s
central  and  eastern  sections),  the  situation  essentially  remained  the  same.
Assured of the Entente’s  support,  a significant proportion of ethnic groups living
within  Hungary’s  historical  territory  simultaneously  increased  demands  to
separate from Hungary in order to join their fates to that of other, more closely
related peoples.

In the period surrounding the signing of the Treaty of Trianon, developments in Hungary’s internal
aairs were considerably dependent upon the Entente’s current stance. Previous to the signing of the
peace  agreement,  the  Entente  had  striven  to  generate  order  in  Hungary  by  aiding  the  rise  of  a
government with which it could more easily cooperate. After the fall of the proletariat dictatorship, the
union leader, Gyula Peidl, formed a Social Democratic government that only had enough time during its
six, whole days of administration to nullify the previous government’s measures. Following this, István
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Friedrich—a leader willing to cooperate with Romania’s occupying forces—set up government. Friedrich,
however,  proved  incapable  of  gaining  the  Entente’s  good  opinion  due  to  his  insistence—as  a
monarchist—that the Habsburgs regain their throne lost in 1918, a step that would have endangered the
future independence of successor states recently brought about by the Entente.

Meanwhile, those unwilling to accept the revolutionary changes that took place in the post-war period
added to the numbers of  the increasingly active,  so-called ‘counter-revolutionary’  forces.  While the
proletariat dictatorship was still in power, the Anti-Bolshevist Comité had already formed in Vienna and
was headed by two conservative thinkers from Transylvania, Count István Bethlen and Count Pál Teleki.
Under  the  Entente’s  close  supervision,  the  city  of  Szeged saw the  establishment  of  the  ‘counter-
revolutionary’ government which—including among its members the head of the National Army, Miklós
Horthy—possessed the only notable military force in Hungary at the time. In World War One, Miklós
Horthy  had  served  as  commanding  ocer  of  the  Monarchy’s  naval  fleet;  in  the  counter-revolutionary
government  he  filled  a  position  as  minister  of  defence.  In  fact,  Horthy  was  the  first  to  realise  that  the
Entente would only be willing to negotiate with a political conformation in possession of a well-organised,
military force.

After accepting the Entente’s conditions forbidding the formation of a dictatorship and exacting the
promise to authorise formal parliamentarism, on 16 November 1921 Horthy—resplendent in his admiral’s
uniform—rode into Budapest on the back of a white horse. 1 March 1920 marked the first day of Horthy’s
role as regent in ‘the kingdom without a king’, as Hungary’s form of state was referred to during the inter-
war period. (In previous periods of Hungarian history a regent was elected when the king proved unable
for some reason or another—perhaps because he was underage, or had been dethroned, etc.—to rule the
country.) While Horthy’s authority as regent was more limited in comparison to the king’s (he could not
for example dissolve the national assembly, nor did he have the right to grant clemency or noble titles),
he still headed the army as its ‘supreme commander’. Horthy also took steps to increase the extent of his
power:  the  very  same  year  he  was  elected  regent,  Miklós  Horthy  already  attained—among  other
things—the  right  to  dissolve  the  national  assembly  as  well  as  the  authority  to  conduct  military
manoeuvres beyond Hungary’s borders. Horthy’s sphere of power increased throughout the 1930s; as of
1937 the government did not possess any right to hold accountable a regent who was already making
suggestions concerning his successor.

The Hungarian government was between a rock and a hard place as far as the conditions for peace
were  concerned—conditions  both  the  Hungarian  Democratic  Republic  and  the  leadership  of  the
proletariat dictatorship had already rejected. On 7 January1920, the delegation led by Albert Apponyi was
handed the victors’  resolution by Clemenceau himself,  the Prime Minister of France. While English
intervention  enabled  Apponyi  to  express—in  three  dierent  languages—his  counter-arguments  and
demands that ethnic borders be taken into consideration and a referendum be held, his speech was
disregarded. On 6 May  the Hungarian delegation received the final conditions for peace.  Although the
cover letter written by Millerand, the French chairman of the peace conference, mentioned the possibility
of eventual adjustments, these changes were never actually realised. Preceded by a disastrous series of
events, the peace agreement was signed by representatives of the Hungarian Kingdom on 4 June1920. At
the time when the signing was believed to occur, national mourning was declared in Hungary. While
churchbells  throughout the country tolled their  grief,  flags were lowered to half-mast,  trac came to a
halt and shops were closed.
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In one place, the city of Sopron, a referendum was actually permitted. Originally granted to Austria in the
Treaty of Trianon, the region was occupied by a detachment of ocers who remained faithful to Horthy
in spite of being disregarded by the regent and their dissatisfaction with the Entente’s decision. Following
their  declaration of  Western Hungary as the Republic  of  Lajtabánság,  the Entente was finally  willing to
permit the referendum on condition that the renegade band vacate the region. In the referendum held
between 14 and 16 December, the city’s inhabitants elected to remain within Hungary despite the fact
that its population was mainly German in ethnicity. Sopron has born the title of ‘the most faithful city’
ever since in Hungary.

As  a  result  of  the  Treaty  of  Trianon,  Hungary’s  territory  decreased  from two-hundred-eighty-two
thousand square kilometres to ninety-three thousand square kilometres.  With the stroke of a pen,
Hungary’s population consequently dropped from 20.8 million people, to 7.6 million individuals. Thirty
percent of ethnic Hungarians 3.2 million people in total) suddenly came under foreign rule. In order to
prevent the usage of military means to attain territorial  revision,  the peace agreement also placed
restrictions on Hungary’s army. National service could no longer be mandatory while the nation’s army
could  not  exceed  thirty-five  thousand troops.  Weapons  of  modern  warfare  (such  as  planes  and tanks)
could not be kept or produced. While the treaty also mentioned restitution, no sign suggested that this
would actually happen.

Following the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy, all of the resulting successor states
faced serious economic diculties.  The most  serious issue was the loss of  a market  that  at  least
appeared to be relatively stable and was regulated by protective taris. With the collapse of the imperial
market, products that were admittedly obsolete, yet had previously been easily marketed could no longer
be sold. To compound matters even more, the successor states introduced economic policies that were
protectionist  in nature,  as an attempt to preserve their  national economy. The various states were
therefore unwilling to form a customs union with one another. Central Europe’s once customary division
of labour (shipment of industrial goods to the East, marketing of agricultural products in the West) also
came to a halt. This economic situation represented an enormous threat to Hungary, one made even
worse by the unfavorable conditions stipulated by the peace agreement.

Serious imbalances also arose in Hungary’s economic system as a result of the Treaty of Trianon.
Following the loss of most of the country’s raw resources, Hungary’s manufacturing industry suddenly
found itself grossly oversized, a circumstance that left factories standing idle. The Second Industrial
Revolution’s  new  branches—including  developments  in  electronics,  automotive  production  and  the
manufactury of airplanes—also came to a standstill.  The country’s urban network underwent significant
modification, for cities that had previously acted as Budapest’s counterweight either lost their economic
draw due to the new borders, or were located in dierent countries (for example, Kassa (Košice) and
Pozsony (Bratislava) became a part of Czechoslovakia, Temesvár (Timişoara) ended up in Romania, etc.).
The situation was further compounded by the fact that hundred of thousands of refugees—mainly
bureaucrats  and  members  of  the  intelligentsia—fled  the  annexed  regions  for  Hungary,  where  their
greatest  need  was  for  employment.

All of the peace treaties signed at the end of World War One  contained stipulations concerning the
protection of minority groups and included the rights (such as comprehensive usage of the mother
tongue, right to establish own institutions, etc.) of those ethnic groups severed from their mother country.
It was not, however, usual for these rights to be enforced in practice given the circumstance that all the
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countries in the region—in spite of the fact that they were without exception multi-ethnic states—desired
to  exist  as  nation  states.   While  Czechoslovakia  and  Yugoslavia  possessed  a  significant  number  of
German and Hungarian ethnicities, Romania contained many other ethnic groups in addition to its
already large  Hungarian minority.  With  its  ninety-two percent  Hungarian population,  Hungary  was
essentially able to become a nation state; thirty percent of Romania’s population, on the other hand,
belonged to minority groups, while this number reached thirty-four percent in Czechoslovakia.

The Hungarians who found themselves pressed between new national borders were unable to accept
neither the loss of the country’s former territory, nor the adverse conditions of peace. Since the Great
Powers had raised the possibility of revision at the handing over of the peace treaty, Hungarian politics
continued to lobby for the reexamination of the peace agreement. In Hungary’s inter-war period, the
trauma caused by the Treaty of Trianon led to the flourishing cult of irredentism which focused on the
reacquisition of national territories under foreign rule. This brand of irredentism appeared in virtually
every social or political sphere and formed a key component of ocal memorials, usage of public spaces,
the era’s national/Christian education program, political speech, etc.

At the same time, successor states were unwilling to relinquish their acquired territories. Any chance for
Hungary’s neighboring countries to reach a state of peace with Hungary was therefore minimal. This
hostile atmosphere became even worse in August 1920, when Czechoslovakia and the State of Slovenes,
Croats and Serbs signed a mutual assistance agreement that Romania later joined in 1921. The primary
purpose of this new system of alliance—known as the Little Entente—was to block Hungary’s revisionist
ambitions and the possibility of Habsburg restoration. Until the very end of 1923, these allied states were
in a hostile relationship with Hungary, a situation that only stabilised when the Little Entente states
agreed that Hungary should receive access to aiding its economy in the form of a People’s Alliance loan.

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

Írta: Szepesi Gábor
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