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Abstract. With regard to the “long” nineteenth-century history of the Habsburg monarchy, the new 
generation of post-1989 historians have strengthened research into social history, the history of 
previously unstudied social classes, the church, nobility, bourgeoisie, and environmental history, as 
well as the politics of memory.

The Czechoslovak centenary increased historians’ interest in the year 1918 and the constitutional 
changes in the Central European region. It involved the culmination of previous revisitations of 
the World War I years, which also benefited from gaining a 100-year perspective. The Habsburg 
monarchy, whose agony and downfall accompanied the entire period of war (1914–1918), was not 
left behind because the year 1918 marked a significant milestone in Slovak history. Exceptional 
media attention and the completion of numerous research projects have recently helped make the 
final years of the monarchy and the related topics essential ones.

Remarkably, with regard to the demise of the monarchy, Slovak historiography has focused not 
on “great” and international history, but primarily on regional history and its elites; on the fates of 
“ordinary” people living on the periphery, on life stories, and socio-historical aspects. The recognition 
of regional events that occurred in the final months of the monarchy and the first months of the 
republic is the greatest contribution of recent historical research. Another contribution of the 
extensive research related to the year 1918 is a number of editions of sources compiled primarily 
from the resources of regional archives. The result of such partial approaches is the knowledge 
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that the year 1918 did not represent the discontinuity that was formerly assumed. On the contrary, 
there is evidence of surprising continuity in the positions of professionals such as generals, officers, 
professors, judges, and even senior old regime officers within the new establishment. In recent 
years, Slovak historiography has also managed to produce several pieces of work concerned with 
historical memory in relation to the final years of the monarchy.

Keywords: Slovak historiography after 1989, Habsburg Monarchy in historical memory, continuities 
and discontinuities, social and regional history

The year 1918 marked a significant milestone in Slovak history. From the ruins of 
the Habsburg monarchy, Czechoslovakia emerged. This ensured favorable condi-
tions for the development of all that was being denied to Slovaks within Hungary—
i.e. a national identity, language, educational system, culture, political institutions 
and mechanisms. Simultaneously, social structures, political structures and polit-
ical culture became fully formed and ultimately gave birth to a modern nation. As 
Europe opened up, Slovak inhabitants had a chance to expand their horizons. They 
were able to absorb foreign cultural stimuli and fuse them with local traditions. The 
example of the more advanced Bohemia proved to be stimulating. For the first time 
in history, the territory of Slovakia had been designated—and has remained the 
same until now, apart from some minor changes. After 1918, the Slovaks became 
actors in the formation of their own state, which had a profound effect on their lives.

The Monarchy and the Republic
According to Tomáš G. Masaryk, the first president of Czechoslovakia, every state 
has to espouse a system of ideas if it is to justify its existence. František Palacký rec-
ognized the role of the Habsburg monarchy in providing a kind of a safeguard for 
small nations and in creating the conditions that would allow individual nations to 
develop equally. Nevertheless, in the century of nationalism, the monarchy failed to 
fulfil such an ambition.1

Instead, it proposed sovereign rule and the concept of dynasty as symbols of 
integration to its inhabitants, which factors were to play a defining role in unification. 
However, both symbols—sovereign and dynasty—gradually assumed an air of hollow-
ness and contemporaries started to question their significance. The symbols were too 
traditional and detached from reality to have a mobilizing effect on a broad spectrum 
of inhabitants of such an immense and varied empire. Additionally, they were too 
rational in circumstances that called for emotional values, which were encouraged by 
the respective nationalisms. With the onset of mass culture and politics, the former 

1	 Palacký, Idea státu rakouského.
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proved to be competitive environments and offered various alternative identities to the 
masses. Naturally, both national self-identification related to the modern understand-
ing of the state as the product of a national community and the call for the democra-
tization of politics had more success than the concept of an “Austrianism” that could 
not take on the ideology of nationalisms—the latter which, being dynamic and flexible 
phenomena, also managed to appropriate all the positive aspects of the empire. 

On the one hand, the recognition and equal rights of the empire’s nations were 
asserted; on the other, there were calls to abolish all differences. The monarchy thus 
found itself at odds with reality and it was the differences that the respective nation-
alisms highlighted. The dynasty and the sovereign as the unifying factors failed 
utterly in an era that shunned supranational symbols.2

The Czechoslovak Republic was based on the notions of humanism and democ-
racy, the principles which were formulated by Masaryk himself in his work. Even 
though complex political and economic circumstances complicated the growth of 
the state in the interwar period, and there were instances of a democratic deficit, 
the contribution of the state to the development of a democratic political culture 
is undeniable. This fact is even more pronounced if we compare Czechoslovakia’s 
political situation with that of neighboring countries, which were then home to 
autocratic and undemocratic regimes. 

The 1918 constitutional changes brought about the dissolution of the multina-
tional Habsburg state. In the ashes of the former monarchy, new states emerged and 
proclaimed themselves nation states. Czechoslovakia, too, distanced itself from the 
monarchy and viewed it as an archaic structure with numerous semi-feudal features. 
The republic’s way of legitimizing itself was (also) to renounce the values and priorities 
of the former state, which were deemed “unworthy” of the twentieth century (Fig. 1–2). 

The issue of continuity
On the other hand, republicanism, and, in many cases, the democratic system, were 
not impediments to the new elites. They adopted, cultivated, and expanded many 
features of the old monarchy. The mental legacy was too powerful—after all, the 
people were the same. This is why even in a strictly republican Czechoslovakia, the 
office of the first president shared many similarities with those of the former emperor 
(the myth and cult of the founder and “father” of the state, frugality, his uniform, 
his passion for horseback riding, the national birthday celebrations, his old age, cha-
risma, and authority, etc.). To see discontinuity with the former state in the creation 
of Czechoslovakia is to perceive reality in simplified terms and to cultivate a myth.  

2	 Urbanitsch, “Pluralist Myth and Nationalist Realities.”
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This may pose a paradox, but there is logic behind it. In spite of distancing itself 
from it, continuity with the monarchy was demonstrated in the form of unchang-
ing rituals that gave new meaning to old symbols (the status and authority of the 
sovereign and the president, as mentioned earlier). Contemporary critics as well 
as the daily press noted such phenomena with embarrassment: “When lecturing 
about the president, teachers spoke the same way they used to do under the Kaiser. 
Progressives’ lectures and articles about the head of the state reek of sycophancy and 
devotedness. Once again, they are just insincere empty words.”3

Indeed, a recent theory claims that the successor state which most resembled 
the Habsburg monarchy vis-à-vis its structure (e.g. the ethnicity issue, and the elim-
ination of major civilizational differences) and potential development (democratic, 
economic, and political) was not Austria, but Czechoslovakia.4

3	 Republikánství a systém demokracie. Pražský večerník from 4. 8. 1923. As quoted in Pehr, 
“Deset let existence meziválečného Československa,” 196.

4	 Ther, “Druhý život habsburské monarchie v Československu,” 121.

Figure 1 An allegory of Slovaks’ suffering  
in Hungary (Literary Archive of the Slovak 

National Library in Martin) 

Figure 2 An allegory of Slovaks’ happy lives  
in Czechoslovakia (Literary Archive of the 

Slovak National Library in Martin) 
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The Czechoslovak centenary increased historians’ interest in the year 1918 and 
the constitutional changes in the Central European region. This involved the culmina-
tion of the previous revisitations of the World War I years, which also benefited from 
gaining a100-year perspective. The Habsburg monarchy, whose agony and downfall 
accompanied the entire period of war (1914–1918) was not left behind. The excep-
tional media attention and the completion of numerous research projects have recently 
helped make the final years of the monarchy and the relating topics essential ones.

Remarkably, with regard to the demise of the monarchy, Slovak historiogra-
phy has focused not on “great” and international history, but primarily on regional 
history and its elites; on the fates of “ordinary” people living on the periphery, on 
life stories, and socio-historical aspects. The recognition of regional events that 
occurred in the final months of the monarchy and the first months of the republic 
is the greatest contribution of recent historical research.5 The same approach is also 
used by Slovakia-based Hungarian historians who deal with minorities.

The outstanding synthetic approach of Gabriela Dudeková Kováčová focused 
on social history and Alltagsgeschichte of World War I. She observed the mechanisms 
of state propaganda, the regime’s repressive measures and their effect on families 
and children. The new theoretical and interpretative approaches are implemented, 
or rather based, on brand new data.6 Economic history was contributed to by several 
key studies that related the stories of individual entrepreneurial elites.7

Another contribution made by the extensive research related to the year 1918 
(the monarchy’s final stage and the early months of the republic) is a number of edi-
tions of sources compiled primarily from the resources of regional archives. Indeed, 
they show firsthand that matters were often not perceived the same way as they were 
seen and interpreted in Prague.8

5	 E.g. Furmaník, Spiš a vznik Československej republiky; Tokárová and Pavlovič, eds, Na ceste 
k slovenskej štátnosti, 11–239; Jarinkovič, Kárpáty and Dulovič, eds, Košice 1918–1938; Belej, 
Keresteš and Palárik, eds, Míľniky 20. storočia v regióne Nitrianskeho kraja. Likewise, see texts 
regarding the regions of Galanta, Šaľa and Dunajská Streda (V. Nováková), Púchov (P. Makyna), 
Kysuce, Orava and Spiš (P. Matula) and Košice (V. Kárpáty) in the collective monograph: Letz 
and Makyna, eds, Rok 1918 v historickej pamäti Slovenska. With regard to Hungarians on the 
future Slovak territory: Simon, Az első év kisebbségben; Simon, “Az 1918–19-es államfordulat 
első hetei”; Kerényi, “Gömör az 1919-es államfordulatok tükrében”; Simon, “Tri obsadenia 
Košíc. Paralely a poučenia.”

6	 Dudeková Kováčová, Človek vo vojne. New interpretative approaches mainly from social history 
are implemented e.g., in Kováč, Kowalská and Šoltés, eds, Spoločnosť na Slovensku, Dudeková 
Kováčová, “Filantrop a sociálny politik”; Vörös, “Slovenský Walenrod,” and Mannová, Minulosť 
ako supermarket?

7	 Holec, Dinamitos történelem; Holec, Dejiny plné dynamitu; Gaučík, Podnik v osídlach štátu.
8	 Bandoľová et al., eds, Od Uhorského kráľovstva k Československej republike; Bartal et al., eds, 

Začleňovanie Slovenska.
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The result of such partial approaches has been the re-affirmation of the knowl-
edge that the year 1918 did not represent the discontinuity that was formerly 
assumed.9 On the contrary, there is evidence of surprising continuity in the posi-
tions of professionals such as generals, officers, professors, judges, and even old 
senior regime officers in the new establishment. There are many examples of Slovaks, 
Germans, and Hungarians changing their coats and having successful careers even 
within the framework of the new state. This was especially visible in the sphere of 
state administration. 

Veronika Szeghy-Gayer examined the mayors of municipal towns and towns 
with an established council in Slovakia. She arrived at clear conclusions: Out of 39 
mayors, only ten (26 percent) fled to the new Hungary, 27 stayed in Czechoslovakia, 
and data about the remaining two are missing. Out of the 27 mayors who stayed, 14 
pledged allegiance to the new state (and another did likewise, but only later); seven 
mayors did not pledge allegiance but stayed politically active, and five did neither. 
Every single compelling life story of multiple identities bears testament to political 
pragmatism.10 Likewise, the results of Veronika Szeghy-Gayer’s analysis reveal much 
greater continuity than one would expect. For example, take the case of the town 
of Bardejov: In December 1923, as many as 39 percent of the pre-1918 members of 
the town council remained among the elected. In general, a considerable degree of 
adaptability became a characteristic trait not only of Bardejov, but throughout the 
whole of Eastern Slovakia.11 

In the Czech Republic too, the centenary became the impulse that prompted 
socio-historical analysis. Unlike in Slovakia, extensive volumes and research projects 
regarding lieux de mémoire were produced. Martin Klečacký analyzed the county 
governors in Bohemia: the surprising results show that 40 percent of the high-
est-ranking officers stayed in their office until 1920, and almost 30 percent were trans-
ferred due to organizational reasons, which might have been linked to promotion.12

This already emphasized continuity was also confirmed by the German his-
torian Robert Luft, who illustrated how several Vienna Reichstag members were 
“transformed” into members of the new Czechoslovak parliament.13 Similarly, 

9	 From the point of view of the Slovak national program, see Kováč, “Rok 1918 – kontinuita a dis-
kontinuita.” The argumentation of its author is based on the knowledge that the year 1918 was 
a major milestone in Slovak history, with significant discontinuous elements, and that several 
major changes had their social and political roots in the pre-war period. 

10	 Szeghy-Gayer, “Mešťanostovia na rázcestí,” 346–47. Just as remarkable were the conclusions 
regarding the post-1918 changes perceived by the Hungarian intelligentsia in Prešov and Košice, 
as defined in the work of Szeghy-Gayer, Felvidékből Szlovenszkó.

11	 Szeghy-Gayer, “Államfordulat és az újrastrukturálódó helyi elit,” 1215–36 (especially 1233).
12	 Klečacký, “Převzetí moci,” 693–732 (especially 711–12).
13	 Luft, Parlamentarische Führungsgruppen.
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aging Austrian officers proved to be qualified and indispensable, in stark contrast to 
legionary officers, who lacked both proper training and theoretical knowledge. As 
with military school graduates, the latter were slow to replace the old cadres.14 So, of 
what discontinuity do we speak? The state simply did not have enough profession-
als—it had to retain former ones, and only gradually replaced them.

The attitude to monarchy – evolution, differences, characteristics
The official attitude towards the former monarchy did not tolerate any reflection on 
the topic of continuity. The development of the Slovak relationship towards Austria–
Hungary in the “long” nineteenth century, as shaped by the official historical mem-
ory, followed a comparatively simple trajectory. Slovak historiography mirrored it all 
the way, from its humble beginnings to its institutional professionalization. Shortly 
after 1918, the Czech model was thoroughly adopted. The Czech public, politi-
cians, and historians alike dissociated themselves from the monarchy, the Habsburg 
dynasty, and the Catholicism associated with it. They considered it to be the cause 
of all that was wrong with their past. Czechoslovakia was to be the atonement for 
all wrongdoings, starting from the Battle of White Mountain and the subsequent 
“Dark Ages” to the failed aspirations of the nineteenth-century National Revival. 
This was in line with the so-called 11 Beneš Memoranda, which were penned at 
the turn of 1918/1919 for the purposes of the Paris Peace Conference and which 
established a variety of constructs and stereotypes used in the creation of a common 
Czechoslovak past within and before the Habsburg monarchy.15

The singular position of Czechoslovaks in history and also within the Slavic 
family was emphasized as early as in the first memorandum. This was due to a cer-
tain uniqueness, which Beneš emphasized—the same way Polish, Romanian, and 
Yugoslav politicians highlighted the importance of “their nations.” Even the Czech 
(not Czechoslovak) historians, politicians, and sociologists allegedly were not all 
that clear about the special character of Czechoslovak national history (which is in 
itself an artificial construct). In this case, the alleged uniqueness lay at the root of the 
philosophy of Czech history (Fig. 3). 

“All great Czechs and Slovaks have fought for great, humane ideas all their 
lives and thus, this shows that Czechoslovaks have successfully resisted 
the Germans’ (and Hungarians’) brutal violence only through the strength 
of spirit and high moral principles.”16

14	 See Kalhous, Budování armády; Hofman, “Causa Rudolf Kalhous,” 190–96. 
15	 Raschhofer, ed., Die tschechoslowakischen Denkschriften.
16	 Raschhofer, ed., Die tschechoslowakischen Denkschriften, 27 (Memorandum no. 1).
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The alleged great historical role of Czechoslovaks lay in putting these princi-
ples into practice. The second, specifically Czech justification of the special role of 
Czechoslovaks was their great struggle against the Germans—their “hereditary ene-
mies,” who had almost exterminated them. Now, they were resurrected. Such rhet-
oric was, in a way, compulsory; a way of pandering to the French and thus scoring 
the necessary political points and sympathy. Both explanations can also be merged. 
In their unity, the civilizational mission of the Czechoslovaks can be epitomized. 

Figure 3 A poster celebrating the foundation of Czechoslovakia. It is rich with 
symbolic attributes (shackles and the Austrian eagle at the bottom, a clear 

identification with American values).
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In other words, the emphasis was put on the fierce and irreconcilable struggle 
against the Germans as well as the feverish search for a moral, and, above all, new 
religious life, the latter being a result of the former. It is therefore hardly surprising 
that Bohemia was the cradle of great religious crises in Europe throughout history. 

The Czechoslovaks also led the Slavic solidarity movement, and a mem-
orandum refers to the words of the French Slavist and Sorbonne professor Louis 
Eisenmann. He spoke of the historical roots of this phenomenon, all the way from 
Dobrovský to Kollár: 

“Kollár was a Slovak living in Budapest, the son of one of the most imper-
iled Slavic nations. He could clearly observe the growing threat posed by 
the Hungarian national movement. The threat clearly manifested itself in 
the 1848/9 revolution…”17

Hence, the source of small nations’ unity, which also had a moral dimension. Hence 
also the strong philosophical justification of the idea of Slavic solidarity.

The Czech discourse, with its outright rejection and criticism of the Habsburg 
past, also made its mark on Slovak public opinion and the local educational system. 
Most of the history textbooks, were, after all, Czech or translated from Czech works. 
And yet, the Slovak elites had nothing (or very little) against the monarchy, even 
less against the dynasty, and nothing at all against Catholicism. There was a deeply 
rooted sense of loyalty towards the state and the dynasty among the Slovak political 
and intellectual elites. If there were objections, they were against Hungarians and 
the ethnic and political conditions in Hungary.

According to the official interpretation and official historical memory, the 
Czechoslovaks’ history was one of struggles with German and Hungarian oppres-
sors. The Germans and Hungarians were painted as egoistic, violent, and ambitious; 
the Czechoslovaks, on the other hand, were peace-loving, hard-working and tem-
perate in all things. Czechoslovakia was introduced as the heir to Hussite tradi-
tions and the messenger of democratic and social values. The official interpreta-
tion claimed that the establishment of the republic saved Slovaks from extinction, 
and the central themes in scholarly circles became Hungarian ethnic policy and 
state-supported assimilationist efforts (Fig. 4). Hungary was thus perceived mainly 
through the prism of its ethnic practice. The state’s endeavors in the sphere of indus-
trial and agrarian development, transport infrastructure (95 percent of railway lines 
on the territory of present-day Slovakia were built before 1914) as well as culture 
and modernization in general faded into the background. When evaluating Slovak 
politics before 1918, the importance of Czech input was emphasized, as it was in the 
case of the internationalization of the issue of Slovaks in Europe (Robert William 
Seton-Watson, Björnstjerne Björnson, William Ritter, French bohemists).

17	 Raschhofer, ed., Die tschechoslowakischen Denkschriften, 31 (Memorandum no. 1).
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There was no interest in mentioning the futility of Magyarization, nor of its 
short-sighted and counterproductive character.18 In light of this fact, it is impossible 
to explain why, had there been a referendum in 1918 (or shortly afterwards), the 
Slovaks would have likely voted to remain in the monarchy. That is why such public 
opinion was rather not discussed.

Official images of the harsh pre-1918 conditions which allegedly jeopardized 
the very existence of the Slovak nation were introduced into the school curriculum. 
Student populations who were being influenced in such a manner had no oppor-
tunity to compare their own empirical experience with the official historical mem-
ory. The images of hanged men lining the roadsides and gendarmes opening fire 
on defenseless crowds were meant to convince children that the new republic had 
brought salvation from the terrors of the past (Fig. 5). Similarly, the caricatures of an 
arrogant Hungarian landlord in periodicals and satirical magazines epitomized the 

18	 Rapant, K počiatkom maďarizácie; Rapant, Ilegálna maďarizácia 1790–1840; Svetoň, Slováci v 
Maďarsku; Svetoň, Obyvateľstvo Slovenska. 

Figure 4 From the work of Pechány, Adolf, Mit tanítanak a felvidéki iskolákban? [What do they teach 
in Slovak schools?]. N. p. 1929, p. 15. This is a picture from a Slovak primary school workbook. 

Hungarian past was regarded as a life-and-death struggle.
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former regime. On the state’s tenth anniversary in 1928, many memorials, statues, 
and literary works were created in Slovakia.19 They revisited the pre-republic condi-
tions in the spirit of the aforementioned rhetoric. 

The political forces that criticized the republic’s ethnic practice and certain 
Czech attitudes often declared that conditions in Hungary were in many ways more 
favorable. Such attitudes were a means of political and manipulative instrumental-
ization within the framework of political debates. During the period of the wartime 
Slovak Republic, both Czechoslovakia and the monarchy were subject to critical 
reappraisal. A logical continuation of Slovak National Revival efforts (linguistic 
until the end of the eighteenth century and political since the 1840s) was sought; 
one that would inevitably lead to the establishment of an independent state.

The restoration of Czechoslovakia and the rise of the Communists to power once 
again led to the cultivation of a positive attitude towards the common Czechoslovak 
state; however, this was projected in numerous reinterpretations in accordance with 
the new Marxist doctrine. The dynamic Marxist historiography followed the line 
of the critical stance towards the monarchy. The nineteenth-century Hungary and 

19	 See Holec, “The Černová Tragedy,” 9–26; Holec, “A Trianon-diskurzus,” 31–45; modified Holec, 
“Trianonský diskurz,” 131–50.

Figure 5 From the work of Pechány, Adolf: Mit tanítanak a felvidéki iskolákban? [What do they  
teach in Slovak schools?]. N. p. 1929, p. 22. This is a picture from Albert Pražák’s history textbook 

for year three students of secondary schools. Hungarian past was regarded as an attempt  
to exterminate Slovaks.
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especially the period of the Dual Monarchy became objects of sharp criticism due 
to the ethnic practice and social policy, as well as the aristocratism and elitism of 
the society at the time. The attitude towards the Slovak workers’ movement before 
1918 was rather ambivalent and Czecho–Slovak cooperation was stressed in this 
sphere as well.

It was not until the 1960s that problematizing of the monarchy was possible, 
thanks to political détente. The best manifestation of these changes was a big inter-
national conference that was held in Bratislava to mark the centenary of the Austro–
Hungarian Compromise. This led to the production of a 1000-page conference pro-
ceedings, which has retained its scholarly value up to now.20

In the following decades, several major monographs in the field of the politi-
cal and economic history of the Habsburg monarchy were written by historians of 
the then ‘middle generation’ (Július Mésároš, Ladislav Tajták, Pavel Hapák, Milan 
Podrimavský, Milan Krajčovič, and Dušan Kováč et al.).21

After 1989, a new generation of historians emerged. With regard to the “long” 
nineteenth-century history of the Habsburg monarchy, they strengthened research 
in social history, the history of previously unstudied social classes, the church, nobil-
ity, bourgeoisie, and environmental history, as well as the politics of memory (Eva 
Kowalská, Elena Mannová, Peter Macho, Daniela Kodajová, Dušan Škvarna, Peter 
Švorc, László Vörös, Peter Šoltés, Gabriela Dudeková Kováčová, Štefan Gaučík, 
Daniel Hupko, Ján Golian, Miroslav Michela, Jakub Drábik, Attila Simon, and József 
Demmel, a Hungarian historian based in Slovakia). They enthusiastically started 
collaborating internationally and took part in discussions and foreign publications.22

An interesting phenomenon is the relatively neutral attitude towards the last 
rulers and members of the Habsburg dynasty. Books with these topics are popular 
among readers, which is also a result of their being a taboo subject before the year 
1989. Biographies of this character are also represented by a wide range of translated 
literature. 

Nowadays, a completely new generation, unburdened by this conflicted past, 
has entered the field with fresh new topics (Jana Májeková, Blažena Križová, et al.).

20	 Vantuch and Holotík, eds, Der österreichisch–ungarische Ausgleich 1867.
21	 Vörös, “Rozpad Uhorska” and other articles in this book written by Slovak and Hungarian 

historians.
22	 Mannová, “Clio na slovenský spôsob”; Haslinger, “Národné alebo nadnárodné dejiny?”; Švorc, 

“Slovenská historiografia”; Dudeková, “Sociálne dejiny”; Macho, “Poznámky k výskumu kolek-
tívnych,” Holec, “Hospodárske dejiny na Slovensku”; Holec, “’Krátke’ dejiny ‘dlhého’ storočia.”
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The most recent historiographic revisitations of the Monarchy and the 
year 1918
The centenary of the monarchy’s dissolution has led to a plethora of exhibitions23 
and cultural events, as well as academic and non-academic literature. In professional 
historiography, brand new topics and new interpretative approaches have been 
brought to the table. Thanks to these, our knowledge has shifted to new contexts.

In relation to constructing historical consciousness in interwar Czechoslovakia, 
the importance of the Beneš Memoranda cannot be overlooked. The memoranda 
not only tried to legitimize the creation of the state, but also, in the spirit of the latter 
(at times calculating), argumentation and the national mythology was created—as 
well as public holidays, narratives in history textbooks, historical stereotypes, etc.24 
The calculating aspect was not a one-off feature, only used at the peace conference, 
but it literally institutionalized the basic principles of official historical memory.  
In addition, it provided the new state with a certain political character and tasks: this 
was its political and historical-philosophical role. 

The most recent Czech work in the field of the construction of historical mem-
ory focuses on the creation of public holidays in Czechoslovakia.25 The Slovak his-
torian Miroslav Michela focused on Hungarian traditions and public holidays (15 
March and 20 August), which were recoded and given new meaning after 1918. 
Despite the restrictions and sanctions imposed by the Czechoslovak govern-
ment, the Hungarian minority preserved these traditions and public holidays. The 
Hungarians had a strong national and cultural awareness. After the dissolution of 
Austria–Hungary, it was as if they had “inherited” the role of the successors of the 
former Hungarian regime. For them, the monarchy’s demise was a national tragedy. 
Both the chosen public holidays, as well as other local festivities and celebrations, 
promoted Hungarians’ sense of national identity. Despite borders, this created an 
image of a unified Hungarian society brought together by historical misfortune. 

Of the numerous Czech volumes dealing with the year 1918 and the history of 
Czechoslovakia, we will mention the most impressive one (over 1000 pages long). 
This was the result of collaboration between many foreign and Slovak (Jakub Drábik, 
Ľudovít Hallon, Roman Holec, Rudolf Chmel, Dušan Kováč, Jakub Štofaník) histo-
rians. Here, too, entirely new topics have been identified thanks to completely new 
approaches to most of the problem areas.26 While the above-mentioned work com-
mences with 1918 and continues up to the interwar period, a classic monograph 

23	 E.g. Česko-slovenská výstava; Besedič et al., Trianon. Zrod novej hranice.
24	 See Krekovič, Mannová and Krekovičová, eds, Mýty naše slovenské; Findor, Začiatky národných 

dejín, but also Ducháček, Václav Chaloupecký. 
25	 Hájková et al., Sláva republice!
26	 Hájková and Horák, eds, Republika československá 1918–1939.
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by Jan Rychlík, an expert in the field of Slovak studies, covers the period from the 
outbreak of World War I until the foundation of the republic.27 Of Slovak works, we 
can mention the latest book on Trianon, which completes and draws on earlier work 
by Miroslav Michela.28

In recent years, Slovak historiography has also managed to produce several signif-
icant pieces of work concerned with historical memory in relation to the final years of 
the monarchy.29 Most recently, a collective monograph dealing with the role of 1918 in 
Central European historical memory has been published in cooperation with Hungarian 
(László Szarka), Czech, and Polish historians. A similar project was separately carried 
out by Czech historians.30 Another work about one of the “founders” of Czechoslovakia, 
Milan Rastislav Štefánik, has also gained critical recognition thanks to its complexity 
and new approaches. It explores Štefánik as the symbol who has captured the imagi-
nations of Czechoslovak historians and nurtured various political interpretations for 
decades. Among these, Peter Macho’s innovative work stands out. It offers an insight 
into the phenomenon of a national hero, his posthumous cult, as well as his symbolic 
presence in public spaces, and the crucial contextual symbolism and related festivities.31 
Štefánik has also been the subject of other approaches and of an impressive, uncon-
ventional modern biography that pieces together individual fragments of his life and 
constructs his persona around them.32 Moreover, the publication of numerous memoirs 
penned by ordinary Czech and Slovak soldiers has enhanced the historical memory of 
World War I even more. They recount time spent at the front, experiences as prisoners 
of war, and the new conditions that awaited them upon their return home.

Even in such an exact domain as the state economy, several links connect-
ing the monarchy and the republic can be identified and thus considered its legacy. 
Some are of practical political and economic significance (budgeting); others are 
related to the mental state of post-World War I society and of inertia regarding cer-
tain stereotypes, but they, too, were directed towards economic practice.

A completely new topic has been introduced by Antonie Doležalová.33 When 
analyzing state budget planning after 1918, a strong tendency to copy the Austrian 
model can be observed. The Czechoslovak practice of creating state budgets was a 
continuation of the Austrian predecessor’s modus operandi. The state budget took the 

27	 Rychlík, 1918. Rozpad Rakousko-Uherska.
28	 Michela, Pod heslom integrity; Holec, Trianon. Triumf a katastrofa. 
29	 Michela and Vörös, eds, Rozpad Uhorska a trianonská mierová zmluva.
30	 Letz and Makyna, eds, Rok 1918 v historickej pamäti Slovenska; Hálek and Moskovič, Fenomén 

Maffie.
31	 Macho, Milan Rastislav Štefánik.
32	 Kšiňan, Milan Rastislav Štefánik. See also Holec, Hlinka. Otec národa?
33	 Doležalová, Rašín, Engliš a ti druzí.
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form of a constitutional law; however, it lacked sanctions associated with non-com-
pliance with the budget rules. Other procedures such as dealing with a deficit, tax 
increases, etc., also copied Austrian economic approaches. The philosophical back-
ground that fostered a prominent role for the state and economic interventionism 
can be found in the World War I years. The role of the insatiable state bureaucracy 
consistently continued to grow. Before World War I, the state redistributed around 
15 percent of GDP; however, after World War I, it was at least 25 percent. By the end 
of the 1930s, annually, national debt represented 46 percent of GDP, mainly because 
of the expansion of the state sector. Gradually, however, steps were taken to create 
distance from the Austro–Hungarian practice: this included the separate budgeting 
of investments or state enterprises, transfers of chapters, changes resulting from the 
different accounting of individual budget items, etc. Compared to other countries, 
the scope of the redistributive processes was extremely wide, and similarly, social 
expenditure was also extremely high. Despite this, compared to other successor 
states, Czechoslovakia fared exceptionally well. Inflationary pressure in Romania, 
Poland, the Kingdom of Serbians, Croatians, and Slovenians (not to mention in the 
defeated states such as Austria and Hungary) was considerably greater. It led to bud-
getary chaos, the accumulation of national debt, and the collapse of foreign trade.

It is intriguing to note the legacy of the monarchy in the economic sphere. It 
was the decisive role of the state concerning organizational, distributive, and deci-
sion-making matters that became prevailing. In the critical years of war, the state 
took responsibility for everything. This is why there was a strong tendency of the 
state to assume responsibility for everything after the war, as well as to place all deci-
sion-making power in the state’s hands.

The Czechoslovak state behaved in quite the opposite way. The steadfast enforce-
ment of economic liberalism rejected all conscious interference in economic devel-
opment. Market and entrepreneurial mechanisms were left to run their course, and it 
was just the national framework of rules that was controlled. Understandably, such an 
approach discriminated against the Slovak economy due to the prevalence of enter-
prises that were not only financially undersized but also burdened with higher produc-
tion costs. The latter were a significant threat to their existence; therefore, it is hardly 
surprising that in certain entrepreneurial circles and among economic elites, the spirit 
of nostalgia for the “good, old days” of Hungarian economic policy prevailed. 

In this context, it was quickly forgotten that the highly regarded Hungarian 
so-called industrial acts (1881, 1890, 1899, 1907), which were considered an exam-
ple of state-led industrialization, did not disadvantage individual regions, but a large 
proportion of their inhabitants.34

34	 See Holec, “Die ungarische Wirtschafts- und Industriepolitik”; Pauliny, “Die Industriepolitik 
in Ungarn und Österreich”; Pázmándi, “Industrialisierung und Urbanisierung.”



1918 and the Habsburg Monarchy as Reflected in Slovak Historiography 221

Hungarian economic policy demonstrated growing tendencies towards pro-
tectionism, but internally, especially as regards legislation, a characteristic liberal 
approach was maintained. This allowed for the smooth formation of business enti-
ties and the business environment itself. From the outside, legislative measures 
aimed at supporting a domestic industrial sector seemed attractive. As a matter 
of fact, all decision-making processes and the effects of supportive measures were 
hampered by an ever-present framework of nationalism. The Hungarian govern-
ment’s policies that were meant to promote industry did not live up to expecta-
tions; nevertheless, the state had a key role in economic growth. The Hungarian 
government, hindered in its independent customs policy by the existing customs 
union, not only allowed the entry of foreign investment, but also used other ways 
of promoting industrial development, mainly subsidies—the most common mecha-
nism for supporting industry. When inspecting the number of subsidies granted by 
the state to individual regions, we come to the surprising conclusion that Felvidék 
(approximately present-day Slovakia) had become the focal point of state support. 
If the textile and clothing industry was allocated the largest share of subsidies (57 
percent), then Slovakia benefited from up to 40 percent of them.35 Zoltán Gál, who 
studied banks’ capital strength and their business pre-World War I, reached corre-
sponding conclusions.36

Slovakia inherited almost 19 percent of all industry in the predominantly 
agrarian Kingdom of Hungary. This figure corresponds to the number of people 
employed in industry, the number of industrial enterprises and other criteria. The 
Hungarian geographer Pál Beluszky attempted to determine the degree of “social 
modernization” in early twentieth century Hungary using twelve economic, social, 
cultural, and urbanization criteria. Four groups of regions were identified. Among 
them was the territory of the present-day Slovakia, which, along with Budapest, 
played a central part. This made clear how essential a position it played within the 
Hungarian state.37

The few economic elites in Slovakia departed the monarchy with concerns 
about the possibility that the unjust economic and political practices followed by 
the liberal Hungarian governments could repeat themselves in the newly founded 
Czechoslovak Republic. The threats were no longer assimilationist intentions and 
the ethnic discrimination experienced during their coexistence with Hungary, but 
mainly Czech economic strength.

35	 Pázmándi, “Industrialisierung und Urbanisierung,” 165. Also see MNL OL, Miniszterelnökség, 
K-28, 74. tétel, 30. cs., 19-1939-18768, A felsőmagyarországi gyáripar állami támogatása 
1882–1914.

36	 Gál, “A Felvidék városainak pénzintézeti funkciói.”
37	 Beluszky and Győri, Magyar városhálózat, 85–8.
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These worries were soon to be justified by further development in the repub-
lic. Czechoslovakia’s heterogeneity (i.e., diverse levels of economic development) 
proved to be a drawback. Slovakia, the most developed region in Hungary (second 
to the Budapest agglomeration), delivered only 8 percent of the entire economic 
potential. It was only in the mid-thirties that Slovakia reached pre-war production 
levels.38 This was a source of politically motivated observations about how Slovaks 
had prospered within Hungary, and what pitfalls and dangers they were exposed to 
in Czechoslovakia. These were designed to blackmail Czechs by depicting an alter-
native to the Czech economic (and ultimately, political) practice.

* * *
Interpretations of the monarchy and the year 1918 in Slovak historiography are now 
devoid of any ideological burden, as well as of political and national instrumental-
ization. The crucial thing is not to put emphasis on who the agents of the 1918 coup 
were (domestic or exiled elites, foreign armies, the Entante, the working class etc.), 
or to cultivate pro-Entante or anti-Hungarian attitudes, as can be observed in some 
recent marginal and so-called nationally oriented texts.39 The Habsburg Monarchy 
in its last 50 years is a historical era that is an integral part of Slovak history. It should 
not be glorified or ignored, but neither should it be erased from the national narra-
tive of the nineteenth and twentieth century.
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