
Power interests after the First World War and the
altered aspirations of the Habsburg monarchy after
self-determination fundamentally changed ethnic
ratios in Central Europe, and thereby created a
wholly new regional situation. Yet the establishment
of new borders failed to resolve the region’s ethnic
problems, for although most of the newly emerged
countries were defined as ‘nation states’, in reality
these multi-ethnic countries had numerous prob-
lems. The ratio of national minorities was 28% in
Romania, 31% in Poland, 26% in Yugoslavia and 35%
in Czechoslovakia1 – while the latter country’s na-
tional unity was merely a fiction. 

Various national scenarios came to light after the
First World War ended, including the plan for Ger-
man-Austria, Hungarian efforts to restore the pre-
war status, and a Central European Federation plan
dreamt up by the Hungarian minister of nationalities
1918-1919, Oszkár Jászi. The clear frontrunner, how-
ever, was the Czech project to restore the Czech state
and enlarge its historical borders. In terms of Czech
politics, this ‘Czechoslovakia’ was understood as a re-
birth of the former Kingdom of Bohemia, but slightly
larger, while the Czechoslovak Republic also included
areas in particular with significant Hungarian and
German population. 

Hungarians who came to Czechoslovakia – and who
maintained a strong sense of affiliation to the idea of
Hungary – found it very hard to identify with the new
situation. Since Czechoslovakia’s foundational consti-
tutional status had been considered a mere stop-gap.
Hungarians initially felt rejection within Czechoslo -
vakia, and this was reinforced by constant Hungarian
revisionist propaganda and by the insensitive and dic-
tatorial behaviour of the Czech state towards minori-
ties. Hungarians gradually came to terms with the new
reality after Czechoslovakia’s final borders were

recognised, and as the Czecho slovak state gained eco-
nomic and political resilience. This held true for the
entire political spectrum within the Hungarian minor-
ity – including Hungarian social democrats.

While social democracy is generally considered an
internationalist movement, within this left-wing
movement – alongside the typical conflict between
right and left wings – internationalism and national-
ism were already at loggerheads in the early twen -
tieth century.2 This issue gained significance during
the First World War, when most left-wing move-
ments assumed the nationalist discourse and joined
the pro-war faction. Such movements justified this
position as being only a short-term measure, promis-
ing to return to business-as-usual proletariat inter-
nationalism after the war.3 But it is now clear that
this generally did not happen, and the post-war years
in several countries – including Czechoslovakia –
brought about a further strengthening of nationalist
tendencies.
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Fig. 1: The Honvéd memorial in Košice, reminiscent of the Hun-
garian revolution of 1848/49 against the domination of the Aus-
trian Habsburgs. The memorial was built in 1906.



Although the Kingdom of Hungary that existed
until 1918 was a multinational state in which national
Hungarians represented approximately 50% of the
population, the country’s political elite consisted ex-
clusively of Hungarians and of those willing to assim-
ilate into Hungary. This was also true of the Social
Democratic Party of Hungary, which until the war’s
end retained the idea of a united Hungarian state and
only provided incomplete and unsatisfactory re-
sponses to demands from non-Hungarian workers.4

Although the extraordinary party conference of 13
October 1918 approved a programme centred around
the country’s democratisation, representatives of the
Slovak social democrats – grouped into the Slovak ex-
ecutive committee of social democrats – did not par-
ticipate in the meeting. As they had already discussed

the issue of a common Czech-Slovak state with other
Slovak political subjects, they strongly disagreed
with the way in which the headquarters of the Bu-
dapest social democrats supported the integrity of
Hungary.5

At end of the First World War, the area of present-
day Slovakia was an organisationally unified yet na-
tionally divided social democracy. The break-up of
Hungary and the emergence of successor states con-
tinued apace, with each social democratic organisa-
tion responding to the new situation in accordance
with its national affiliation: Slovak organisations sup-
ported the rise of Czechoslovakia, German and Hun-
garian organisations insisted they wanted to belong
to Hungary. Within the social democratic framework
– in territories from Hungary to Czechoslovakia – a
fissure developed that turned these recent allies into
adversaries. 

In this study, I wish to present some points in this
process through the example of Košice (Kassa,
Kaschau) social democracy. I will primarily concen-
trate on how Košice social democracy responded to
events in late 1918 and early 1919, and how such
events influenced relations with the newly-estab-
lished Czechoslovak Republic. 

The history of Košice’s social democracy is partic-
ularly interesting because this city has always been
central to Hungarian-Slovak historical debates,
which both parties wish to exploit for themselves.
Discussions about Košice largely centre around the
city’s ethnic composition, often on the basis of con-
tradictory censuses. Originally German, from the
mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth cen-
tury this city witnessed oscillating ethnic majorities:
Slovak in 1880, Hungarian in 1910, Slovak in 1930, and
Hungarian once again in 1938.6 Although conven-
tional ethnic historiographies have failed to explain
the contradictory results of individual censuses, we
now know that the key is the Košice population’s ten-
dency to switch between ethno-identification codes.
This multilingual-based ability enabled residents to
select their declared nationality in accordance with
the current political and economic situation, as well
as social circumstances and interests.7

In terms of this current study, it is important to
point out that although at the time of the state coup,
i.e. late 1918/early 1919, numerous Slovaks lived in
Košice. As the young Slovak historian Ondrej Ficeri
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Fig. 2: The pedestal of the demolished Honvéd memorial on
17 March 1919 with Czechoslovak soldiers.



points out, such Slovaks had not yet been involved in
the ethnicisation of the Slovak-speaking population8

and they did not comprise a municipal community
with political goals or bodies. Hence not only Hun-
garian but also contemporary Slovak sources refer to
Košice as a city with a Hungarian character, where
the Hungarian language was predominantly spoken
on the streets and whose population was emo -
tionally associated with the concept of a Hungarian
state.9

The city’s character naturally had a significant im-
pact on local social democracy, which as the Upper
Hungarian Social Democratic Party functioned as a
distinct regional organisation of the Social Demo-
cratic Party of Hungary. The Košice hinterland was
more Slovak than Hungarian, yet the Upper Hungar-
ian social democratic leadership was solely Hungar-
ian. However (as Frank Henschel indicates), although
Košice social democrats were strongly attached to
the idea of a Hungarian state, they were also familiar
with foreign ideas of internationalism as well as mul-
tilingualism.10

In the present study I will therefore address
Košice social democracy as an ethnic Hungarian or-
ganisation, and through that example I will seek to
present the resulting dilemmas for Košicean as well
as generally Hungarian social democracy in Czecho-
slovakia. I shall focus only on how Košice social
democracy responded to three key events: the war’s
end and the establishment of Czechoslovakia; the
city’s occupation by the Czechoslovak army and the
consolidation of new power; and the declaration of
the Hungarian Republic and the struggle between
Hungarian Bolsheviks and Czechoslovakia. 

On 27 October 1918, Gyula Andrássy (1860-1929)
the Younger (the Austro-Hungarian monarchy’s min-
ister of foreign affairs) wrote to US President
Woodrow Wilson (1856-1924) to request a separate
peace for the monarchy and recognition of Yu-
goslavs’ and Czechoslovaks’ right of self-determina-
tion. Almost immediately, however, the situation in
Central Europe changed dramatically. On 28 October,
Czechoslovakia’s independence was proclaimed in
Prague, and two days later, in Turčiansky Svätý Mar-
tin, the Slovak political elite released the Declaration
of the Slovak Nation, which stated a willingness to
build a common state with the Czechs. In Budapest,
the citizens’ democratic revolution (the Aster Revo-

lution) won and the victors simultaneously declared
the Hungarian People’s Republic. 

These revolutionary changes at the end of October
and the beginning of November 1918 saw Slovak and
Hungarian social democrats living in the area of
today’s Slovakia with quite distinct sentiments and
mannerisms, because Slovak social democrats were
already openly supporting the Czechoslovak project.
This is additionally evidenced by the Martin Declara-
tion signatories, including subsequent leaders of
Slovak social democracy such as Emanuel Lehocký
(1876-1930) and Ivan Dérer (1884-1973).11 On 25 De-
cember 1918, this culminated in a meeting at which
the Slovak social democrats unanimously signed up
to the concept of a common state with the Czechs,
and supported the establishment of a common
Czechoslovak Social Democratic Party, which was
formed on 30 December 1918.12 This clear support for
the Czechoslovak project stemmed from the fact that
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Fig. 3: The town hall of Košice 1918.



for the Slovak left wing, this period was both a demo-
cratic and a national revolution – hence, the Slovak
social democrats led by Ivan Dérer remained faithful
advocates of the common state throughout the
period of the first Czechoslovak Republic. 

For the left wing in Košice, however, this period
had the opposite effect. Even though local news -
papers had already reported on the meeting in
Turčiansky Svätý Martin and the declaration of an
‘independent Slovak country’ on 31 October,13 Košice
inhabitants, including social democrats, paid such
reports scant attention and did not associate them
with their own futures. They instead focused on the
Civic-Democratic revolution that won in Budapest on
31 October and subsequently in other Hungarian
cities – in Košice the social democrats led the change
and also gained strong positions in the Košice Hun-
garian National Council formed on the same day.
Social democrat Miklós Molnár (1887-1946) became

president of the council and Budapest’s appointed
government commissioner. Since the establishment
of the Hungarian People’s Republic and the country’s
democratisation were victories for the Košice social
democrats, the events of those weeks further
strengthened their connection with the concept of a
Hungarian state. This in turn created a strong psy-
chological barrier to the adoption of new national
borders as defined in Paris. 

On the same day (25 December) that the Slovak so-
cial democrats agreed to join the Czechoslovak Social
Democratic Party, their Košice comrades also held
their congress – but with opposite outcomes: the
Košice social democrats declared the unity of Hun-
gary and Košice’s place in the new democratic Hun-
garian state. However, they rejected a military de-
fence of the city against the Czechoslovak army. One
of their leaders, Lajos Surányi (1885-1969), described
Prague politics as imperialist (‘We’re threatened
from the east by communism and from the west by
imperialism’ 14), and called on their Czech and Slovak
comrades to support a plebiscite on disputed terri -
tories.15

The Czechoslovak occupation of Košice became a
certainty following the Pichonoca – the first demarca-
tion line between Czechoslovakia and Hungary on 21
December 1918. As this line extended south of Košice,
the only question remaining was when the occupa-
tion would occur and what the local population’s re-
sponse would be. Košice’s government commissioner,
Miklós Molnár – who was meeting Czechoslovak gov-
ernment representative Milan Hodža (1878-1944) in
Budapest – sought assurances that the occupation
would not hinder the city’s administration or politi-
cal continuity, and that the Czechoslovak troops
would acknowledge that the peace treaty with Košice
also applied to Hungary.16 Yet this idea was an illu-
sion. After the city's occupation on 29 December, a
new power – which Košice considered an integral
part of the Czechoslovak Republic – immediately de-
posed the city's leadership, Mayor Béla Blanar (1866-
1932) and Commissioner Molnár. 

The occupation of the city and the first weeks of
the new power brought about surprisingly few con-
flicts. This was due to the new authorities’ benevo-
lent and hesitant behaviour – they had not even ini-
tiated a peace conference and aimed to avoid
escalating the conflict. So although they replaced the
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Fig. 4:  Miklós Molnár (1887-1946), the last Hungarian Govern-
ment Commissioner of Kassa/Košice.
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Fig. 5: Title page of the newspaper Kassai Munkás (The Worker of Košice).



city’s top governance level (the government commis-
sioner, mayor, chief police captain, postmaster and
railroad director) with their own appointees, they
left lower-level posts in place for those not openly
hostile to the new state. The city’s police force is a
good example: apart from the replacement of the po-
lice captain, it continued to operate as before, even
though the police were unsympathetic to the
Czechoslovak state, and as one Czechoslovak report
stated, ‘the police team had to be disarmed in more
serious situations’.17

Yet this fragile peace was short-lived; from mid-
February 1919 onwards, it was followed by a period of
conflict and violence between the Košice population
and the new power. During this time, social democ-
rats played a crucial role by leading a functional city
council, which – as the original city authorities were
suspended and inoperable – was the key mouthpiece
for the Košice population. 

The conflict peaked in a city-wide general strike
from 14 to 18 February 1919.18 The workers’ council
declared the strike in response to increased frustra-
tion with high unemployment, low state-sector
salaries, and poor food supply. The strike was wide-
spread, involving blue collar workers, city officials,
and rail workers, and included shuttered shops and
restaurants. Critical work was performed by Czech
employees and the army. Although the nine-point
memorandum the workers’ council sent to the gov-
ernment included economic and social demands, and
residents of Slovak nationality also laid down their
tools, most Košice inhabitants regarded the strike as
a political act against Czechoslovakia and a ‘quiet’
demonstration for Hungarian statehood.

The Slovak political elite, including left-wing
politicians, viewed the strike as an act of irredentism
orchestrated from Budapest.19 Ivan Dérer, the Slovak
social democratic leader, expressed support for the
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Fig. 6: Social democrats from Košice in the internment camp in Ilava. : 1. Lajos Surányi, editor of the newspaper Kassai Munkás; 2. Béla
Stier, typographer; 3. Sándor Drab, typographer; 4. Béla Aranyosi, shop owner’s assistant; 5. Jenő Stein, shop owner’s assistant; 6. Géza
Borovszky, water pipe installer; 7. György Banekovics, typographer; 8. Zoltán Kendi, lawyer; 9. József Bukovinszky, carpenter; 10. Lipót
Feinsilber, painter; 15. Katalin Molnár, wife of government commissioner Miklós Molnár; 16. Jakub Bomba, baker.



government’s tough approach to the strike as fol-
lows: ‘There could be no other response to this
Budapest-arranged political act than to sack all those
who participated.’20 Even though the strike had a po-
litical background, Košice social democracy did not
need help from Budapest, for it had organised the
strike itself. 

The strike was further aggravated by the poor
relationship between the Slovak and Hungarian
social democrats. The Slovaks saw the Hungarians as
irredentists, while the Hungarians regarded Slovak
politicians as being in subjection to Czech national-
ism and imperialism. Yet the strike representing only
the beginning of open confrontation, which escalated
when Czechoslovak soldiers shot at demonstrators,
killing two women, less than a month later. 

The Hungarian Republic was declared on 21 March
1919 in Budapest, which directly impacted Czecho-
slovakia’s internal policy. The Prague government

viewed the Hungarian Bolsheviks’ attempt to involve
neighbouring countries in the revolution as a threat –
hence it imposed martial law in southern Slovakia,
banned public gatherings, and interned workers’
leaders, especially Hungarians and Germans. 

On 22 March a report of the Bolshevik power grab
in Hungary arrived in Košice. The next day, the chief
police captain Josef Kohout (1875-1952) suspended
the Social Democratic Party’s activities, closed the
Workers’ House and forbade publication of the Kassai
Munkás [Košice Workers] weekly newspaper. From 28
March, leading officials from Hungarian public life –
including social democratic leaders – began to be in-
terned at Ilava and Terezín prisons.21 In April and
May, the leadership of the social democratic move-
ment for Slovakia was interned at Ilava camp. News-
papers reported that a congress of left-wing groups
was organised in the camp, which proceeded in
accordance with statutes (elected congress chairman
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Fig. 7: The main street of Košice shortly before the invasion of the Hungarian Red Army in June 1919.



and minutes taken) and discussed post-internment
steps.22

However, Prague perceived the Hungarian Re -
public as a threat but also an opportunity to further
enlarge Slovakia's borders. Czechoslovak troops
accordingly began to attack Hungary on 27 April, but
success proved elusive in the first weeks of the war as
the soldiers held the ‘second demarcation line’. The
Hungarian Red Army launched a counter-attack on
27 May, however, and in subsequent days occupied
a significant part of Slovakia, including Košice, on
5 June. 

This military conflict represented another critical
point in the gradual alieneation of Košice social
democracy from the Czechoslovak social democrats.
While the Czechoslovak Social Democratic Party and
its Slovak counterpart resolved to defend Slovak ter-
ritory, Košice’s population warmly welcomed the Red
Army with Hungarian flags – although who they were

honouring only became apparent when the Bolshe-
viks demanded that the red-white-green tricolours
be replaced by red flags23 and when the new power in-
undated the city with countless decrees. 

During the Hungarian Republic period, the gap
widened between (Czecho)Slovak and Košice (Hun-
garian) social democrats. Already political oppo-
nents, they now also held opposite positions in the
military conflict. The schism between former com-
rades was also demonstrated by the fact that while
Slovak social democrats held positions in the
Czechoslovak government, leaders of the Košice left-
wingers found themselves interned at Czechoslovak
prisons. 

The decision of the Peace Conference’s Supreme
Allied Council on 12 June 1919 forced the Hungarian
army to withdraw to its new national borders, which
represented the beginning of a consolidation process
in Slovakia. After the border’s stabilisation, Košice
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Fig. 8: French General Edmond Charles Adolphe Hennocque (1860-1933) with other officers in Košice 1919. From 1919 to 1922 General
Hennocque ruled Subcarpathian Ruthenia as a military governor and also commanded the Czechoslovak units there. The French mi-
litary mission built up the Czechoslovak army in those years.



social democrats had to come to terms with the final-
ity of Hungary’s break-up and prepare for life in
Czechoslovakia.24 Košice social democracy and Hun-
garian social democrats in Slovakia faced two alter-
natives: they could either create a separate and inde-
pendent movement against Czechoslovak social
democracy that defined a Hungarian – specifically
Hungarian-German – Social Democratic party; or
they could join Slovak and Czech comrades. While the
social democratic tradition of internationalism sup-
ported the second option, the experience of the first
months of 1919 told the opposite story. Czechoslovak
social democracy chose to turn away from the social
democratic path towards far-right politics and – even
more gravely – nationalism. A Bratislava-based Hun-
garian left-wing weekly stated the following about
the Czech Social Democrats: ‘They are strong nation-
alists and chauvinists, and their policies are directed
not against capitalism but towards other nationali-
ties. They stand in the service of imperialism.’25

Despite their extreme position, leaders of the
Hungarian social democrats were interested in coop-
eration and, in the long-term, in organisational union
with the Czechoslovak party. Their vision was to cre-
ate a party where all three nationalities (Czechoslo-
vaks, Hungarians and Germans) would have equal
rights and influence, as reflected in the proposed new
party name (Internationalist Socialist Party of
Czechoslovakia).26 The vision was unrealistic in the
circumstances, and Prague was not involved in the
party’s internationalisation. 

Rapprochement between Hungarian and
Czechoslovak socialists was complicated by the
struggle between right and left. While Slovak social
democrats mostly chose the Second International,
Hungarian workers – dissatisfied with Prague’s gov-
ernment policy – were largely drawn towards the
Communist International (Comintern) vision. This
development was also related to the failure of social
democracy’s internationalisation in Czechoslovakia
and the emergence of the international left as the
Communist Party of Czechoslovakia. But that’s an-
other story. 
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