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Abstract 

This article describes the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919. 
It considers the social base of Béla Kun’s government, the ways that the 
urban revolutionaries mishandled relationships with the peasantry, and 
the nature of the coalition between the communists and social demo-
crats. Reviewing a range of English language materials, key debates on 
1919 are revisited. The article argues that the demise of the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic did not result from divisions on the left resulting from 
any ‘sabotage’ by social democrats or ‘excess’ by communists. Instead, 
it was primarily the strength of hostile Romanian and Czech armies, 
backed by France and Britain, which made the republic’s defeat inevi-
table. After noting some consequences of the fall of Kun’s government, 
a final section considers how the Communist International used the 
supposed ‘lessons of Hungary’ as a basis for opposing joint work with 
‘reformist’ social democrats during the early 1920s.
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The war was lost. Germany had been defeated, and the multinational 
Austro-Hungarian Habsburg Empire was finished. In November 1918, 
Austria and Hungary separately signed peace agreements with the victo-
rious Entente. Each of the two countries declared themselves republics. 

Hungary’s new liberal government, led by Count Mihály Károlyi, 
recognised that the country would be shrunk and reshaped. The major 
Entente powers, Britain and France, supported territorial claims which 
their allies were making on ethnically mixed regions which had formed 
part of pre-war Hungary. Large areas were to be granted to the Kingdom 
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of Romania, and to two emerging states: the Kingdom of Yugoslavia 
and the Czechoslovakian republic. To confirm and secure their claims, 
Czechoslovakian troops occupied northern Hungary, and the Romanian 
army would annex Transylvania in January 1919.

Nevertheless, Károlyi hoped that the victorious allies might now 
treat Hungary as a potential friend. He was, after all, one of the few 
Hungarian politicians who had opposed the war, at first discreetly 
developing links with British and French diplomats in Switzerland, and 
openly arguing for peace since summer 1916. 

Anticipating the political benefits that would come from a relatively 
‘lenient’ policy on the part of the Entente, Károlyi’s ministers talked 
of recognising the rights and identities of the substantial non-Magyar 
populations within Hungarian borders. Perhaps this would reduce the 
extent to which Hungary was dismembered? It would certainly be a 
new direction in the country’s political life, which had long centred on 
addressing the interests of Magyar Hungarians, who made up around 
forty per cent of the population, and had more recently also been 
shaped by middle-class Jews, who sought assimilation into mainstream 
Hungarian life. 

Károlyi also hoped to steer a course through the recurrent strikes 
and workers’ protests taking place in Budapest. Ready to repress ‘con-
frontational’ radicals, as previous Hungarian leaders had, Károlyi added 
new approaches, drawing in representatives from spans of the political 
spectrum which had previously been kept outside government. Social 
democrats accepted two ministerial portfolios in his government, in 
exchange for Károlyi’s commitment to substantially extend the right 
to vote. Such extension was long overdue. Suffrage had hitherto been 
linked to tax contribution levels: only those with money decided who 
sat in parliament and formed the government. In 1913, a mere eight per 
cent of the population had been entitled to vote. All of these were in 
the Magyar-dominated regions. This had confirmed the resentment of 
ethnic minorities: their claims for democratic rights and recognition as 
distinct ‘nations’ had developed through the nineteenth century, con-
tributing to the final crisis of the Habsburg empire.

An unexpected declaration

In January 1919, the social democrats doubled their representation in 
government. This followed divisive debates about how their party should 
respond to the rapidly deteriorating economic situation. Three strategies 
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were considered: to campaign for a purely socialist government; to leave 
the Károlyi cabinet and go into opposition until new elections were held 
on the basis of extended suffrage; and the ‘compromise’ position, which 
was agreed, that social democrats would remain in the cabinet if Károlyi 
increased the number of seats which they held.1 

As so often with compromise positions, its supporters held diametri-
cally opposed reasons for supporting it. For some socialists, it reflected a 
shift to the left which created scope to meet the demands of workers and 
demobbed soldiers. Others felt that their increased representation meant 
that the multi-party government would now be better able to ‘manage’ 
these increasingly frustrated groups. 

The main consequence of the compromise was that the social demo-
crats were ever more associated with government policy – and therefore 
had less scope to oppose ongoing falls in living standards. This opened 
political space to their left. The newly-formed communists called public 
meetings about widely-held grievances, attracting large numbers; res-
olutions calling for immediate action were passed; people marched to 
the parliament building, where their angry petitions were politely but 
quietly received by some junior bureaucrat; and then they marched on to 
the communist party offices where an enthusiastic party leader ‘would 
greet them, endorse the justness of their cause, and exhort them not be 
satisfied with minor concessions but to carry on the fight to the bitter 
end’.2 

In February, Károlyi cracked down. When communists held a rally 
in front of the social democrat newspaper offices, fighting broke out, 
shots were fired, between four and eight people were killed, including 
policemen, and around sixty people were injured. That evening and the 
following day around one-hundred left-wingers, including most of the 
communists’ central committee, were arrested.

Meanwhile, Károlyi’s hope that his government would achieve 
respect at the international level was proving naïve. Entente negotia-
tors saw Hungary as a vanquished state. On 20 March 1919, following a 
further Romanian advance into Hungary, they made fresh and humili-
ating territorial demands, asking that ‘the facts on the ground’ be 
officially recognised. Károlyi had failed in his key ambition of defend-
ing Hungary’s territorial integrity. He judged his position untenable and 
resigned, seeing the social democrats as the only party now in a position 
to form a government. 

What happened next encouraged those who believed that the Bolshevik 
Revolution of October 1917 had been merely the first expression of a 
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revolutionary wave that would spread across Europe, and see radical 
socialists take power internationally. 

On 21 March 1919, the Hungarian Soviet Republic was declared. Most 
members of its governing council were from the left and the centre of the 
Social-democratic Party. But it was headed by Béla Kun, the leader of 
the Hungarian Communist Party, which had only been operating for 
a few months. Kun had been invited to take up this leading position 
during hurried negotiations which took place in the jail cell where he 
had been held since the big February demonstration.

This was the first time that any of Lenin’s followers had secured power 
outside the boundaries of the old Russian Tsarist empire: the so-called 
Soviet Republic in Alsace-Lorraine had been too grand a description 
of that desperate and localised initiative, which had only lasted a few 
days in November 1918; a soviet declared in Bratislava in December 1918 
was crushed by Czech troops within thirty-six hours; the Spartacist 
uprising in Berlin in January 1919 had suffered immediate defeat, with 
the murder of Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht; and the Bavarian 
Soviet Republic headed by Ernst Toller and Eugen Leviné was formed 
a couple of weeks after the Hungarian example, but proved unable to 
establish itself, and was brutally suppressed within a month.

In Hungary, however, and against considerable odds, the soviet forces 
held onto power well into the summer, consolidated and developed their 
government, and promoted a range of policies. 

Nevertheless, the powers ranged against it meant that Kun’s gov-
ernment could not survive for long. There was no respite from hostile 
military forces. The newly-formed Hungarian Red Army fought 
the Czechoslovakian and Romanian troops and sponsored a ‘Slovak 
Socialist Republic’ around the town of Prešov. But this lasted only for a 
few weeks until early July, when the soviet forces were routed. 

Romanians then invaded wider areas of eastern Hungary and, with 
French support, backed a counter-revolutionary administration in the 
southern city of Szeged. From here, Admiral Miklós Horthy formed 
a ‘National Army’, recruiting former Habsburg officers, and inciting 
young soldiers from rural backgrounds and non-Magyar border areas 
against the ‘red capital’. 

From late July, the Romanians pushed over the Tisza river. After five 
days of fierce fighting, the Red Army collapsed. Horthy encouraged Kun’s 
soldiers to withdraw, putting out propaganda claiming that he felt they were 
patriots who had only served Kun in order to defend Hungarian borders: 
now it was time for them to disassociate themselves from ‘the reds’. 
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Soviet power crumbled: the Romanian army entered Budapest. The 
besieged Hungarian Soviet Republic had lasted 133 days: what were its 
co-ordinates, dynamics and legacies?

Statements of intent – and trouble in the countryside 

From the moment it formed, Kun’s government proclaimed progres-
sive policies. All industrial enterprises employing over twenty-five 
people: nationalised. Workers’ wages: raised. Piece work: abolished. The 
working week: limited to a maximum of 48 hours. Government schemes 
would ensure full employment, and generous social insurance payments 
for disabled people and the elderly. 

Wider reforms would include improved health services, and the 
socialisation of all houses and apartments in Budapest and other 
big cities. Accommodation would be allocated on the basis of need. 
Furniture in all the houses and apartments now requisitioned was liable 
to be redistributed.

Symbolic and material steps would add impetus to the country’s 
modernisation: feudal titles were to be abolished. Church property was 
to be confiscated.

But declarations do not amount to effective politics. Most of these poli-
cies were hardly implemented, and certainly not in any consistent way. The 
social basis to deliver Kun’s radical programme did not yet actually exist.

The Hungarian Soviet Republic faced a chaotic economic and politi-
cal situation. As in many revolutionary situations, the change of political 
power at national level had resulted from dynamics and decisions in 
the big city. Both Károlyi’s government and then the Soviet Republic 
expressed the fact that urban political forces had become increasingly 
important, as compared to parties and movements in the countryside. 
The urban character of the communist party was particularly marked: 
it ‘never succeeded in extending its organisation beyond Budapest, two 
other major cities, and the mining districts’.3

Kun’s failure to win support in the countryside created major chal-
lenges. Budapest had grown rapidly, and other industrial centres were 
developing. But it was still the case that over sixty per cent of Hungarians 
were peasants. Around a quarter of these owned small to medium sized 
plots. Around forty per cent of peasants (i.e. around twenty-five per cent 
of the national population) were agricultural labourers who owned no 
land, but earned a very modest and irregular living as wage labourers on 
large estates or for richer farmers.
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After the war ended, and as Károlyi took over government, a ‘real 
peasant revolt [had] swept across the country. The first riots were … 
started by the starving local population … but they were soon joined 
by the masses of soldiers coming home armed from the fronts’.4 The 
Hungarian soviet government’s response was a plan to confiscate and 
nationalise the nobility’s large estates, and to create agricultural co-
operatives. Existing estate managers, bailiffs and agronomists would be 
kept on, their ‘bourgeois’ expertise seen as being necessary to maintain 
agricultural production. 

The relatively smaller holdings of well-off peasants were, however, to 
be spared from nationalisation, an apparently ‘moderate’ policy adopted 
on the basis that the priority was for these to continue producing food 
which would then be requisitioned for consumption in Budapest and 
other urban areas. A period of uncertainty about the size of holdings 
that would be nationalised and those that would be spared had the effect 
of alienating many ‘middling’ peasants and farmers. 

Kun’s agrarian policies held little appeal for poorer peasants. They 
had long hoped for redistribution of land – the transfer of property from 
the nobility and richer land owners to themselves. The effect of such 
transfers would have been to break up rural agricultural systems into 
lots of new, privately owned, small farms. The socialists and commu-
nists now in government were opposed to such a move on the basis that 
such changes in ownership and organisation would disrupt agricultural 
production in the short term, and in the longer term create a ‘petty bour-
geois’ basis for opposition to the regime. 

The bitter reaction of agricultural labourers is illustrated in a letter 
which some labourers from Újszász sent to the Commissariat of 
Agriculture. ‘We almost begin to think that the old order was better 
than the present one, for we and our children all got employed in those 
years, but now there is no place to work at all ... Do what we have long 
been yearning for: give each landless man a plot of 10 - 15 yokes and … 
we shall be the true followers of the present regime’.5 

In the absence of land redistribution, a large proportion of peasant 
farmers and sharecroppers simply refused to deliver food to Budapest, 
and they took steps to sabotage Kun’s policies. Supplies reduced further: 
soldiers and workers who had initially welcomed soviet power contin-
ued to go hungry. 

In response, soviet officials attempted to enforce government policies 
through quasi-military action. ‘Lenin Boys’ kitted out in paramilitary-
style black leather went to rural areas to requisition food directly, and 
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sought out ‘counter-revolutionaries’ who were actually or supposedly 
blocking co-operation with the government. An estimated 600 people 
were killed in the resulting ‘Red Terror’. The situation escalated. Scores 
of villages rose in arms against the government. By June, there were 
counter-revolutionary uprisings from the Danube to the Tisza.

Adding a layer of further difficulty to this direct rebellion, the rela-
tively small number of activists from radical agrarian movements based 
in the provinces who had declared their support for revolutionary change 
turned out to be far from straightforward supporters of Kun. Their 
movements had grown up separately from the social-democratic organi-
sations and trade unions. Now they formed themselves into an ‘agrarian 
opposition’ within soviet structures.6 Making up around seventy out 
of the 348 delegates who gathered at the first National Congress of 
Councils in June 1919, they combined a kind of ultra-leftist egalitarian-
ism with resentment against the supposedly privileged position of the 
urban proletariat in the new dispensation. 

The major problems of generating food and responding to rural 
opposition were exacerbated by wider economic breakdown, and a crisis 
of confidence in the value and use of money. Different forms of cur-
rency were in circulation. There were old ‘blue money’ bank notes, from 
Austro-Hungarian days. Then there was ‘white’ money, printed during 
Károlyi’s rule. Now the revolutionary government began printing its 
own ‘white money’, which was printed only on one side of the note. 
Fiscal dislocation resulted from the fact that many stores and vendors 
would only accept the defunct monarchy’s ‘blue money’. 

A cultural revolution? 

The one area where the soviet authorities were able to act on their ideas 
was cultural life, particularly in Budapest. Georg Lukács, the son of one 
the city’s richest bankers, and already internationally known as a literary 
critic and philosopher, had joined the Communist Party in December 
1918. He was appointed deputy commissar for education, with responsi-
bility for music, theatre, literature and the visual arts. A framework for 
‘revolutionary culture’ was quickly established. ‘Bourgeois’ newspapers 
were banned. Publishing firms and theatres were nationalised. 

Lukács’s educational reform programme included significant pay 
increases for teachers; free breakfasts for all school pupils; a curricu-
lum promoting science, socialism and sex education, which would be 
provided without requiring parental authority; the abolition of religious 
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instruction; and the use of Hungarian folk tales in lessons for younger 
children. (These were amongst the new policies that were unevenly 
implemented: much of the period of Kun’s rule coincided with school 
holidays).

Outside the schools, there was a wider drive to promote learning and 
literacy, alongside promoting hygiene and cleanliness: public baths were 
made more accessible, and alcohol consumption discouraged (an attempt 
to outlaw it proved impractical). Lukács ‘decreed the transfer of books 
from personal libraries to a central public library with branches in each 
district of Budapest. In addition, he drew up plans for mobile libraries 
for the remote villages and farms’.7 

Paintings by Monet, Renoir, Cézanne, El Greco, Botticelli, Rembrandt 
and many others were taken from the apartments of Budapest’s wealthy, 
and in June 1919 there was an ‘art for the masses’ exhibition comprising 
confiscated masterpieces.8 Admission was free for trade unionists, and 
the workers were treated to guided tours and seminars. (This initiative 
involved persuading Kun to hold off for a while on his plan to sell the 
requisitioned works for hard currency). 

Visual arts were also taken into the streets. Government orders and 
declarations were publicised through remarkable modernist poster art. 
For May Day 1919, buildings and hoardings in Budapest were painted 
red (the paint was bought in Vienna with hard currency). There were 
also public poetry readings and ‘Cubist-Expressionist street theatre’. 

In the established theatres and opera houses, the Internationale was 
played before performances. Free and cheap tickets were distributed to 
trade unionists for productions of Verdi’s Otello, and plays by Gogol, 
Ibsen and Shaw. Many workers visited their city’s ornate cultural venues 
for the first time. But perhaps Lukács’s initiative was not received in 
the way that he hoped. The joke circulated that Béla Kun was about 
to forbid applause in the National Theatre during performances of 
Commissar Lukács’s beloved classics – lest the clapping awaken the pro-
letarian audience. 

Let’s work together 

How had the Hungarian communists come to power? The party was 
merely a few months old, and its thirty-two-year-old leader Béla Kun 
was not well known. Furthermore, although it had quickly won support 
from many Budapest workers as a combative force, the party was not 
rooted in domestic political dynamics.
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It had in fact been initially formed on Russian soil. Bolsheviks had 
engaged a significant proportion of the Hungarian prisoners of war 
who had been captured by the Tsarist army and put to work as forced 
labourers.9 Some of the Hungarians had been social democrats or trade 
union activists before becoming unwilling conscripts for the Austro-
Hungarian military. Others had become radicalised as a result of their 
war experience, forming social-democratic committees and Marxist dis-
cussion groups even before Bolshevik cadres connected with them.

In this way, the origins of the Hungarian party were very differ-
ent than other European communist parties, most of which would be 
established through an organisational split of ‘revolutionaries’ from 
‘reformist’ social democrats. 

During the autumn of 1918, a couple of hundred Hungarian com-
munists filtered back from their training in Russia, briefed to connect to 
the labour movement and to identify potential new recruits. They were 
well received by militants in Budapest’s industrial workforce: there was 
an appetite for radical opposition to Károlyi’s government, which was 
failing to deliver food supplies. Many factory employees, unemployed 
workers, and disabled war veterans signed up. More generally, the 
returning radicals connected to the ‘vague’ but ‘immense’ expectations 
of social change which the Bolshevik revolution had inspired amongst 
the ‘war-weary peoples of east central Europe’: ‘many ordinary people 
[in the crumbling Austro-Hungarian empire] looked hopefully in 1918 
to the Russian “example” and the “wind from the east”’.10 

As the numbers of ‘domestic’ recruits grew, the Communist Party 
of Hungary was formally re-established in Budapest on 24 November 
1918. It called for the overthrow of Károlyi’s government, criticised 
the social democrats for participating in it, and recruited a significant 
number of left-wing socialists. Some of these immediately declared their 
move to Kun’s party: others did not yet divulge their new allegiance, 
formally remaining in social democrat ranks so as to influence subse-
quent developments. 

Alongside its drive to recruit workers and left socialists, the 
Communist Party attracted some radical intellectuals from networks 
around the modernising journals Huszadik Század (Twentieth Century) 
and Nyugat (West), the student-based ‘Galileo Circle’, and the overlap-
ping Budapest discussion groups run by disaffected young artists and 
reform-minded thinkers. These included the ‘Bembe Circle’, in which 
the future Communist International economist Eugen Varga was prom-
inent, and Lukács’s ‘Sunday Circle’. Within a few months, some of 
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these newly-minted Marxist intellectuals would hold positions in the 
soviet government, serving alongside much more experienced socialist 
activists. 

Social democrats, in fact, were more numerous in Kun’s government 
than communists. When, in mid-June 1919, a joint congress fused the 
two organisations as the ‘Party of Hungarian Socialist-Communist 
Workers’, the communists only had the support of between sixty and 
ninety delegates out of 327 – and many of these communist activists 
had themselves been social democrats until a few months before. This 
reflected the fact that, though it had grown rapidly during the winter 
of 1918-19, Communist Party membership remained relatively small, 
having perhaps reached 10,000 at the time Kun took over as national 
leader.

His relatively small base of support was also expressed in the fact 
that, although he chaired the Revolutionary Governing Council, Kun 
was initially the only member of his party amongst the twelve leading 
commissars. It was actually social democrats who had taken the initia-
tive to set up this council and declare the Soviet Republic. As Károlyi’s 
government floundered in March 1919, social democrats had visited Kun 
in jail to negotiate a joint approach to taking over state power. Though 
Kun recognised that the social democrats had greater support, he sug-
gested that the Soviet Republic be set up on the basis of the communist 
party’s programme: he was surprised, and pleased, when this was agreed. 

The fact that these developments were being steered by social demo-
crats generated some misgivings back in Russia. When Kun excitedly 
informed Lenin of the pact he had agreed, the Bolshevik leader was 
‘somewhat sceptical’. ‘Lenin asked Kun what guarantees he had that 
communist ideas and principles would triumph in the coalition. “Be 
assured, comrade Lenin”, responded Kun, “that I am a follower of Marx 
and Lenin”. Lenin’s laconic response [was] “this is not an answer”’.11 
Failing to take the hint, Kun could declare a few days later that ‘my per-
sonal influence on the revolutionary council is such that it assures the 
proletarian dictatorship: the masses are behind me!’12 

In fact, the confused and fast-moving social dynamics following the 
end of the First World War made it hard to assess levels of support for 
different political leaders and groups. In November 1918, workers, sol-
diers and students marched together in mass demonstrations supporting 
Károlyi as he had come to power. Within these movements, only the 
social democrats had any kind of mass organisation, able to mobilise 
support.13
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Though Károlyi’s government formally drew its authority from the 
National Council, led by progressive intellectuals, radical clergymen 
and the leaders of liberal and social democrat parties, the only organisa-
tion in Budapest really capable of co-ordinated effective action was the 
Workers’ Council, which was controlled by the social democrats. There 
was also a more radical Soldiers’ Council, led by some ambitious junior 
officers and a maverick socialist who would soon join the communists, 
József Pogány. 

This was not so much a situation of ‘dual power’ as an ambiguous 
and unstable one, in which leading social democrats intended to make 
good use of the results of their long years of hard work building up the 
labour movement. The first socialist associations had been formed in 
1868: mutual aid organisations for those living in ‘grim factory-suburbs 
and tenement blocks’ which had sprung ‘up round the city as labour 
flocked in from the land’ during years of rapid industrialisation.14 

As the proportion of Hungarians working in industry increased 
from seven per cent in 1880 to eighteen per cent in 1910, socialist trade 
unionists led illegal but successful strikes, held the first social-demo-
cratic party congress in 1890, and put up candidates for election in 
spite of highly restrictive franchise rules. By 1900, the party had 72,000 
members, with affiliated unions representing well over 100,000 further 
workers. At the time the war ended in 1918, social democrats led around 
a million organised workers through the trade unions, with around 
200,000 actual party members. Given their history and strength, why 
did the social democrats now want to work with communists, whose 
party was around one-twentieth of their size? 

For the left socialists, a move towards coalition was politically ‘com-
fortable’: their programme was substantially similar to the policies 
promoted by the communists.

For the centrists, pragmatic considerations prevailed. As it became 
clear that Károlyi’s government was going to fall, and that power would 
‘bounce’ in the direction of the social democrats, they feared the pros-
pect of their party governing alone. 

One option for avoiding such a difficult prospect was put forward 
by a key right winger in the party, Ernő Garami. He proposed simply 
withdrawing from any ambition to govern and leaving the communists 
to make a mess of things. But most centrist social democrats felt that 
their responsibilities both to their class and their country meant that 
they should take up government. 

That said, given the difficulties that Károlyi had faced in government, 
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these centrist members saw the need to engage positively with the forces 
to their left. At a meeting of social democrat leaders on the morning of 
21 March, it was ‘understood that a socialist government opposed by 
the communists would have no chance of survival. The power of the 
Communist Party was growing day by day, even though most of the 
communist leaders were still in jail’.15

On the basis of this recognition, the social democrats accepted 
Károlyi’s invitation to take over the existing institutions of state power, 
and then incorporated the communists into their governing project so 
as to avoid the risk of ongoing and growing radical opposition from 
the left. This history means that Kun’s government cannot be consid-
ered as actually ‘soviet’ in the sense of taking the form of a significant 
workers’ council movement which had overthrown or displaced the old 
‘bourgeois’ state machinery. There had not actually been any wide-
spread social movement which created institutions of direct democracy 
for people to self-manage local districts or factories. Kun’s government 
rested on the support of the Budapest Workers’ Council in the sense that 
this served as a kind of popular sounding-board to test the proposals 
of politicians who were managing established structures. Even though 
this forum – like Pogány’s Soldiers’ Council – was becoming more 
and more radical in its mood and proclamations as the Revolutionary 
Governing Council was formed, it remained under the control of the 
social democrats. 

For some social democrats, the declaration of the ‘Soviet Republic’ 
may have set an ambition. For others, the reason the government took 
the soviet name was to claim that the most radical possible settlement 
had already been achieved: no further, more radical, shift was now pos-
sible. Amongst the republic’s leaders, only Kun appeared to believe that 
the declaration was itself a way of conjuring the reality. 

National and ethnic issues 

The most pressing issues facing the new government related to national 
security, and this also explains why the social democrats sought to co-opt 
Kun and his followers. In the chaos and crisis of March 1919, leading 
social democrats judged that the only chance of retaining Hungary as 
an integral and viable state depended on the maximum possible national 
solidarity. Whoever succeeded Károlyi would have to mobilise workers 
for defensive war, and most socialists saw that they would have to work 
with the communists to do this. They did not have the stomach or the 
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resources to fight domestic enemies at the same time as defending the 
country against Romanian and Czechoslovak invaders.

There may also have been a strategic hope that having communists at 
the head of a coalition government might open up the possibility of mili-
tary help from Trotsky’s troops. The national interests of Hungary led 
to some social democrats envisaging an alliance with ‘the only fighting 
opponent of the Entente, Soviet Russia’. These strategists ‘believed that 
the price of Russian help would be the offer of at least a share of power to 
the communists’.16 By setting up a coalition, the prospect of ‘brotherly 
aid from the Russian army’ would be increased. 

The new government made other pitches for support and solidarity. 
Kun called on the Vienna Workers’ Council to stage a coup, set up a 
soviet government, and establish an internationalist military alliance 
with Hungary. Austrian social democrats turned down this invitation 
– but Viennese communists acted in line with Kun’s exhortations. They 
called their attempt to storm the Austrian Parliament building on 18 
April an ‘insurrection’. It was really a riotous demonstration, immedi-
ately crushed by the police and social-democratic militia. 

The extent to which Kun’s Hungarian government could mobilise 
support was further limited by the national and ethnic issues which it 
inherited. Kun’s government failed to attract non-Magyar activists in 
any sizeable numbers: their long years of exclusion from Hungarian 
political life meant that emerging political leaders from the national 
minorities were hardly likely to take up roles running the country in 
such turbulent and disputed times. 

Those few Serbian and Romanian social democrats who did operate 
within the framework of the Hungarian Soviet Republic represented 
only small fragments of the bigger Serbian and Romanian parties.17 Most 
Serbian and Romanian left-wingers who had been based within the old 
Hungarian borders focussed on the immediate likelihood that their 
regions were going to be incorporated into Yugoslavia or the Romanian 
kingdom: they looked to the prospect of pursuing their political agendas 
within the framework of those states, not within Hungary. June’s so-
called Slovak Socialist Republic was a function of the fighting being led 
by Magyars around the receding Hungarian borders, rather than being 
an authentically Slovak creation.

Kun’s government also faced further destabilisation as its opponents 
mobilised anti-Semitism, which had been largely unspoken in the decade 
before the First World War. But now latent resentment that Jewish 
people had moved into leading political roles, particularly on the left 
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and the centre, was talked up. Ignoring the fact that the vast majority of 
people who supported Kun’s government were not Jewish, the make-up 
of the Revolutionary Government Council was presented as ‘proof’ that 
Kun’s colleagues could not have the real interests of Hungary at their 
heart. (Of the forty-five people who served on this council at differ-
ent times, mostly intellectuals from middle class backgrounds, between 
thirty and thirty-four were Jewish or from Jewish backgrounds. This 
fact was used by reactionaries to promote the ‘fake news’ trope of 
‘Judeo-Bolshevism’).18

Given how isolated and beleaguered they were, it is remarkable that 
the new government held out for as long as it did. Their forces suffered 
sustained military assault, particularly from the Romanians, who were 
supported by French generals and ‘advisors’. Such effective international 
support as Kun did receive was not from Lenin’s Russia, the Austrian 
left or Slovakian revolutionaries, but from Italy: they sold guns and 
ammunition to Kun, motivated by rivalry with Yugoslavia.

Kun was inconsistent as a military leader. His initial call for workers 
to form the Hungarian Red Army as a purely proletarian body did not 
generate the number of volunteers he expected. In a series of stages, 
he came to recognise the need for tactical alliances in order to defend 
the geographical base for the revolution. This process went along with 
the growing resolve of the social democrats to rein in what they saw 
as counter-productive excesses. At the end of April 1919, for example, 
the ‘Lenin Boys’ were effectively dissolved, and their leaders transferred 
into military posts. 

The following month, the Red Army received a further and unex-
pected fillip when some conservative former Imperial officers joined its 
ranks. They saw Kun’s forces as the only hope of holding the country’s 
shrinking borders: their prime motivation was nationalist resentment 
against Romania. After all, it had only been one year before, in May 1918, 
that Romania had been surrounded by German, Austro-Hungarian and 
Turkish troops, and forced to drop out of the war. It had re-joined the 
First World War just one day before the armistice in November 1918, so 
as to be included amongst the victorious allied forces, and here it was 
now moving into Hungary!

Here, then, was another irony for Kun: a communist in power because 
of socialist strategising, and the leader of an internationalist party who 
drew crucial military support from nationalists focussed on defending 
Hungary’s territorial integrity. In order to justify the military struggle 
he was leading in Marxist terms, Kun described what was essentially a 
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patriotic defensive effort as ‘a war of national liberation from Entente 
imperialism’.

Aftermath 

Whatever the political content of the attempt to defend the Hungarian 
Soviet Republic, it was clear by the end of July that it would suffer 
military defeat at the hands of the advancing Romanians. At the final 
meeting of the Budapest Workers’ Council, on 1 August 1919, Kun 
‘admitted that it would be proper to make a last stand on the barri-
cades, but saw no meaning in this without mass support’.19 Kun, Varga, 
and other leading communists escaped to Vienna in a special train the 
following day. 

Kun ordered Lukács to remain behind with the twenty-five-year-old 
Ottó Korvin so as build up an underground communist organisation 
to operate during the repression which was inevitably coming. In the 
circumstances, this was an impossible mission, and Lukács formed the 
view that Kun had set them up for capture and ‘martyrdom’.20 

Within days, Korvin was indeed arrested and would be executed by 
the end of the year. Lukács hid in the studio of the photographer Olga 
Máté. After weeks spent in jeopardy, the rebellious banker’s son accepted 
his father’s help to save his life. For a ‘large’ sum of money, an officer 
in the British army delegation to Budapest agreed to smuggle Lukács to 
safety, driving him to the Austrian border in a military staff car. 

Before long, a ‘White Terror’ was launched. Communist and socialist 
organisations were declared illegal. From late 1919 into the early 1920s, at 
least 5,000 left-wingers, trade unionists and Jews were brutally tortured 
and killed. These included most leaders of the ‘agrarian opposition’, who 
did not have connections or money allowing them to flee to Austria. A 
further 75,000 radicals were imprisoned and tens of thousands fled into 
exile. Amongst the exiles were figures who would later make a signifi-
cant contribution to European and American cultural life. 

As the Romanian troops began to withdraw in autumn 1919, Horthy 
took the opportunity to establish his rule as ‘regent’. He would stay in 
power until October 1944.

In Vienna, Kun spent time in Austrian custody, facing calls that he 
be extradited back to Hungary. In 1920, he was instead granted passage 
to Russia and served as a Comintern official, working in particular with 
Zinoviev: Lenin, Trotsky and Stalin all distrusted him. Kun became a 
military commander in the civil war, and in November 1920 ordered 
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the execution of over 10,000 ‘White’ and Makhnovite captives in the 
Crimea. Many were shot, others were drowned in the sea. Apart from 
being horrifically brutal, this act was judged to be wasteful: many of the 
prisoners might have been ‘turned’ to become useful Red Army fight-
ers. Some of his Comintern comrades judged that Kun was ‘a fool trying 
to make up for the Hungarian Red Army’s poor showing in 1919 by 
a senseless massacre’.21 Only Zinoviev’s support prevented Kun being 
demoted: he then tasked the Hungarian with a role in ‘bolshevising’ the 
German Communist Party. Kun helped instigate the ‘March action’, 
a 1921 insurrectionary adventure in the Saxony-Anhalt region which 
failed disastrously, setting back the German revolutionaries. 

Other Hungarian communists, in their scattered exile, formed them-
selves into different tendencies. Sharp and sustained differences and 
debates took shape from the beginning of the 1920s. For a while, Lukács 
was amongst those continuing to claim that the seizure of power by the 
proletariat was on the immediate agenda in every imperialist country. 
His writings offered theoretical justification for armed anti-capital-
ist putsches on the model of the ‘March action’. These should, it was 
argued, be undertaken even if the working class was not in an immedi-
ately revolutionary mood, as ‘offensive’ and ‘partial’ initiatives would 
serve to ‘awaken the masses’.22 As Perry Anderson has noted, this stance 
amounted to ignoring ‘the problem of the concrete preconditions for a 
revolutionary situation by abstractly affirming the revolutionary char-
acter of the time’.23

Before long, though, Lukács became part of an opposition within 
Hungarian communism led by the pragmatic trade union leader Jenö 
Landler, now based in Vienna, who ‘simply concerned himself with 
the practical possibilities of reviving the Hungarian movement’.24 This 
tendency held that Kun and his methods of leadership bore signifi-
cant responsibility for the demise of the Soviet Republic. Lukács now 
reflected that the conditions in which they had attempted to make a 
revolution were very different to those which had been present in Russia 
in 1917. He also began focussing on the importance of raising the ‘cul-
tural level’ of workers, which needed to be sufficiently developed before 
revolutionary attempts could hope to succeed: his interest in developing 
Marxist theory to take proper account of ‘subjectivity’ developed from 
this period of learning from defeat. By the end of the 1920s, following a 
series of buffeting interactions with Comintern leaders, Lukács would be 
anticipating Popular Front politics by arguing that Hungarian workers 
should form alliances with others in order to work for democratic gains, 
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ending Horthy’s tyranny being a more immediate priority than any 
‘socialist’ programme.

The Comintern’s conditions 

Judgements about the reasons for the defeat of the Hungarian Soviet 
Republic shaped early decisions of the Communist International. At its 
Second Congress, which convened over 200 delegates in Petrograd and 
Moscow in July and August 1920, the Hungarian events of 1919 were 
cited as evidence that communists should never share power with social 
democrats. The ‘chief lesson’ of the failed attempt to establish working 
class rule was taken to be that ‘real revolutionaries must not co-operate 
with socialist traitors’.25

The Comintern line was that social dynamics were creating revolu-
tionary situations across Europe. The new communist parties needed to 
prepare for decisive confrontations. The defeat of the Budapest revolu-
tionaries should not demoralise the comrades, so long as they drew the 
correct lessons. The Hungarian failure could be explained by the treason 
of the social democrats, as the preamble to the ‘Twenty-One Conditions’ 
for Comintern membership made clear: ‘the alliance between the 
Hungarian communists and the so-called “left” social democrats cost 
the Hungarian proletariat dearly’.26

These ‘Twenty-One conditions’ became the tool to stop left-wing 
social-democratic organisations joining the Comintern: the Italian 
Socialist Party was blocked from implementing its 1919 congress deci-
sion to affiliate. The conditions were also used to encourage radical 
left-wingers who wished to join the communist movement to split away 
from their ‘reformist’ comrades. At the Halle convention of Germany’s 
Independent Social-democratic Party of Germany in October 1920, 
the overwhelming majority of delegates agreed to the Comintern’s 
conditions.27 This was a key moment in the process through which revo-
lutionary former social democrats fused with radicals who had survived 
the 1919 Spartacist rising in order to form the large German Communist 
Party. Three months later, the Italian Communist Party was formed 
after a split within the Italian Socialist Party at the Livorno Congress: 
the young Mátyás Rákosi, who had been a commissar under Kun, was 
the Comintern’s representative there. 

It is true that there had been different positions and tendencies within 
the Hungarian Soviet Republic – between the social democrats and the 
communists, and, often more sharply, between different and shifting 
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groupings of members of each of the parties. But t he Comintern judge-
ments of 1920 were an exercise in ‘reading back’ into the previous year 
a set of firm distinctions that had not seemed so clear-cut at the time. 
Disagreements between the two parties which had worked together 
in Budapest were exaggerated after the event. ‘For contemporaries, 
including the leaders, [the] distinction between socialism and commu-
nism was not as clear as it is to us … Historians and memoirists [later] 
portrayed communism in 1919 not as it was but as it would become, 
and projected a later ideological split [back] into a period when it did 
not yet exist’.28

This misrepresentation was all the more possible because it was not 
only the communists who now had an interest in drawing a sharp dis-
tinction between themselves and their former partners. Socialists of 
different hues had their own reasons for emphasising past disagree-
ments – and for exaggerating the extent to which Hungarian Soviet 
policy was determined by communists. The communist explanations 
that social-democratic ‘treason’ had undermined the soviet government 
were matched by socialist arguments that Kun’s extremism and dogma-
tism had made defeat inevitable. For some social democrats, making the 
claim ‘that they had played only secondary roles in the Soviet Republic 
[meant they] could return to Horthy’s Hungary and take up “respect-
able” positions’.29 

There were, no doubt, many problems with the policies promoted 
jointly and separately by communist and social democrat commissars 
between March and August 1919. But the fundamental reasons for the 
government’s fall lay in the Entente’s requirement to see a regime in 
Budapest which recognised and respected their dominance, and their 
determination to allow Entente allies to take territorial advantage of the 
Austro-Hungarian defeat.

Nevertheless, the Comintern asserted that the key ‘lesson’ of 
Hungary was that communists and social democrats should never 
work in genuine partnership or alliance. Hostility to ‘reformists’ was 
proclaimed a fundamental value for revolutionaries. In this way, a self-
serving rationalisation of the defeat of an unlikely government which 
had formed in unusual and conflicted circumstances, as the Austro-
Hungarian Empire collapsed, was elevated into a general principle for 
radical left-wingers and promoted across a range of entirely different 
international situations.
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