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Abstract

The article examines press ownership in interwar Czechoslovakia, focusing on Slovakia,
where most newspapers and magazines were owned or controlled by political parties
through affiliated publishing houses. This model, inherited from the Austrian part of the
monarchy, also shaped the Czech press. In the Czech lands, only four formally indepen-
dent dailies existed, yet all were linked to political groups or subsidized by the govern-
ment or the president’s office. The daily press served as the key instrument of political
communication and competition, making party dominance in media ownership almost
inevitable. In Slovakia, the entire press was under party control, and no major indepen-
dent papers like Lidové noviny existed. The sole attempt to create one, Slovensky hlas
(1938), was also financed by Agrarian Party leader and Prime Minister Milan Hodza.
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Under the control of political parties!

Ownership of the Press in Czechoslovakia during the In-

terwar Period

The interwar period in Czechoslovakia, was considered — especially in the 1990s in the
Czech Republic and to a lesser extent in Slovakia — to have been a golden age of press
freedom due to Czechoslovakia’s democratic political system, which allowed dozens of
daily newspapers and political and cultural magazines to be published. The new state
founded after World War I was a liberal economy that promoted the free market, and
so the large number of newspapers published gives the impression that the country’s
periodicals were competing with each other for readers. However, a closer and more
critical examination of the Czechoslovak and Slovak daily press between the world
wars reveals a less rosy picture. The vast majority of the national and Slovak provincial
dailies and magazines in this period were published by publishing houses controlled by
political parties. Another group of newspapers were linked to various political parties by
the personal ties of the owners or by their ideological orientation. This was a significant

difference from the situation in Western Europe (especially in Great Britain), where

1 Article was researched and written with the support of the Slovak Research and Develop-
ment Agency under Agreement No. APVV-20-0526 entitled Political Socialization in the
Territory of Slovakia during the Years 1848 — 1993. The research was supported by the
project VEGA No. 2/0020/23 Political mobilisation, politicisation and political indifference
of the Slovak population, 1848—1938, researched at the Institute of History of SAS.
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most newspapers and magazines were owned by media entrepreneurs, although even
in France, the dailies were not completely independent of the orientation of a particular
political camp.? The two major publishing houses that operated in interwar Czecho-
slovakia which published a wide range of different newspapers, magazines and books
were also linked to political parties. If newspapers are supposed to play the role of the
proverbial watchdog of democracy in a democratic political system, this was largely
not the case in interwar Czechoslovakia, and the most widely circulated newspapers
instead watched over the interests of the political parties that owned them.? Newspapers
were the most common means for political parties to communicate with potential sym-
pathisers and voters. Thus, their publication was very important for the parties. Inter-
war Czechoslovakia was a liberal parliamentary democracy with a multi-party-political
system. It was the only country in Central and Southeastern Europe where even the
Communist Party could legally operate. Political pluralism was manifested in a multi-
plicity of different newspapers, which were, however, tied to particular political parties
and proclaimed mainly their views. In theory, if a citizen of Czechoslovakia wished to
cultivate an objective opinion about the situation in the country, he or she had to read the
newspapers of all the major political parties in the republic. Another option was to turn
to the daily Lidove noviny [People’s Newspaper]|, which presented itself as non-partisan.
However, as I will show, even this newspaper was also at one time, albeit briefly, linked
to a particular political party through the person of its owner. Even the liberal economic
environment of the First Republic did not topple the adopted model of a party-aligned
press from the Austrian part of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. Although several par-
ty-controlled publishing houses often published non-political newspapers alongside
their central party organs, these tended to be of a tabloid nature and therefore focused
more on curiosities and sensations than politics and public life. This combination of
party and tabloid commercial press is best illustrated by the Czechoslovak National

Socialist Party-controlled Melantrich publishing house.*

2 Jean K. Chalby, “Twenty years of contrast”.
3 Hajkova and Horék (eds.), Republika ceskoslovenska 1918 — 1939, 293.

4  The party was founded in 1897 as the Czech National Social Party (CSNS; no relation
to German National Socialism) after a split within the Czechoslavonic Social Democratic
Workers’ Party.



UNDER THE CONTROL OF POLITICAL PARTIES

Press as a key tool of political parties

The vast majority of newspapers in interwar Czechoslovakia were published by
publishing houses owned by political parties. In Slovakia, until 1938, this was the case
for almost one hundred percent of the country’s daily newspapers. The Slovak part
of the state was a real exception in this respect, even by Central European standards,
because unlike in other countries, where the aforementioned tabloids existed alongside
the party press, the small market and the underdeveloped business environment in the
press sector in Slovakia prevented the emergence of this second group of newspapers.
This was largely the result of adopting the concept of the party press that had already de-
veloped in the Czech lands during the last decades of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.
From the Cisleithanian part of the Monarchy, the new Czechoslovak republican state
adopted the institutional concept of ownership of the press and its basic legislative rules.
This situation was somewhat paradoxical, as Czechoslovak legislation did not officially
recognise political parties as legal entities. The country had no law on political parties,
nor did the state constitution define them. In practice, the new state adopted the Austrian
approach, which placed political parties outside the legal framework, and thus political
parties were not legally regulated. They were only mentioned in electoral legislation,
which gave them certain rights and obligations in the election period. In 1933, however,
the Czechoslovak Parliament passed Law No. 201/1933,5 which gave the government
the right to stop activities of a political party or to dissolve a political party.® The law
was a reaction to the spread of Nazi influences among some Czech Germans and was
the basis for the suspension of the Nazi party (Deutsche nationalsozialistische Arbeiter-
partei, DNSAP) in the Sudetenland in the same year. However, parties did not have legal
personality in the Czechoslovak Republic and therefore could not be official owners of
property.” The consequence of this situation was that even the party newspapers were
not directly owned by the political parties, but were published by publishing houses
close to the parties. These were usually joint-stock companies or cooperatives, in which
the majority of the shares were owned by influential members of the individual political

parties, or in the case of smaller parties, the press was published by individuals directly

5  "Zakon ¢. 201/1933 Zb z. a nar®. [Act No. 201/1933 of Coll. and Reg.].
6  Svedova, "Pravne postavenie, ¢innost’ a vniitorna organizacia Verejnosti proti nasiliu”, 27.

7 1Ibid, 28.
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linked to the party.® If the reader was in any doubt as to the political leanings of a news-
paper, its content and the tone of its editorials and commentaries clearly indicated which

political party the periodical was sympathetic to.

The fact that the overwhelming majority of the news providers and the influential
cultural and political press in the Republic were owned by political parties was due to
several factors. The Republic inherited the traditions of the party press from the Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy as well as suffering — especially in Slovakia — from poorly de-
veloped market relations in the press business. Moreover, it was necessary for political
parties to publish their own newspapers in order to disseminate their programmes and
to attract potential voters. Political pluralism did not guarantee the existence of indepen-
dent newspapers, but on the contrary, it encouraged the proliferation of a multiplicity of
newspapers, each of which was clearly biased towards a particular political grouping.
Without their own press organs, political parties had no hope of success in interwar
Czechoslovakia, where the press was still the most widespread and accessible means
of mass communication, alongside the fledgling radio industry. The various political
groups were in constant competition with each other, and it was in the pages of the
press that they could most easily criticise their opponents while highlighting the merits
of their own political programmes. The pluralist character of the Czechoslovak politi-
cal system intensified this almost constant duel in the pages of the press even more; at
times, even those parties that were part of the current governing coalition attacked each
other in the newspapers. The parties competed with each other practically all the time,
and this invariably intensified a few months before parliamentary, regional or municipal
elections when they pursued their campaigns in their newspapers even more than usual.
In order to succeed in this constant battle, most parties did not hesitate to publish a
number of dailies or regional weeklies. They did so despite the fact that publishing was
a loss-making business for most of them, which had to be financed from other party

income.

It would not be very helpful to write about the ownership of the press in Slovakia
in isolation, without first considering the situation in the Czech lands. On the basis of
the Czechoslovak constitution adopted in February 1920, which was not changed until
1938, Czechoslovakia was a centralised state in which most of the major political forces

were active in both the western and eastern parts of the country alike. Just as Slovakia

8  Bednarik, Jirak and Kopplova, Dejiny ceskych médii : od pocatku do soucasnosti, 168.
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largely adopted the party system from the Czech lands after 1918, it also adopted the
concept of a party news daily press. Whereas in the Czech Lands there were several
formally independent dailies, the most important of which was the aforementioned
Lidové noviny, in Slovakia, until 1938, all the major national daily newspapers were
owned and published exclusively by political parties.

In interwar Czechoslovakia, there were two competing principles concerning the
publication of the press. On the one hand, there was the pre-1918 tradition and the con-
tinuing need for political parties to publish their own newspapers in order to commu-
nicate with their supporters. This trend remained clearly dominant until the end of the
First Czechoslovak Republic in 1938. Some newspaper publishers, on the other hand,
were aware that if their titles were to be commercially successful, they should appeal
to as wide a readership as possible and thus be politically neutral, at least formally. A
good example of this is Melantrich, which published popular press magazines alongside
the party organs, although even these occasionally contained praise for the leaders of
the Czechoslovak Socialist Party which indirectly owned the publishing house. Melant-
rich was founded as a cooperative of the party and before 1918 it had already grown
into one of the most successful publishing houses in the country. The Austrian authors
Josef Seethaler and Gabriele Melischek aptly summed up the ambiguity of the role of
the average Central European journalist between the wars in an example that, to some
extent, also applies to Czechoslovakia. According to them, there were two types of jour-
nalists in the region: “advocates who promoted a view of a specific group” and, on the
other hand, “journalists of the mass media who were willing to (re)package information

in a way that suits the audiences (shifting) demands and expectations”.’

Press owned by political parties in the Czech Lands

Apart from a few mergers, when smaller parties merged with larger parties of the
same ideological orientation, the party system in the Czech Lands was transferred into
the new state with practically no significant changes. The pre-existing dominant politi-

cal groupings thus brought their own publishing houses into the Republic, and most of

9  Seecthaler and Melischek, “Opinion-leading media as indicators of a democracy at risk: The
press and the rise of National Socialism between 1927 and 1932.”, 77-94.
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the main party newspapers of the various political camps had already been published

under the same name during the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy.

At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, the Czech political landscape was already
quite well developed and differentiated. Even then, party dailies were a characteristic
phenomenon of Czech journalism. As in the First Republic, there were both national
daily newspapers and, at the same time, regional periodicals published by the parties
themselves. The National Party, also known as the Old Czech Party, published the daily
newspapers Narodni politika [National Politics] and Hlas naroda [Voice of the Nation].
The National Liberal Party, also known as the Young Czech Party took over the daily
Narodni listy [National Letters] in 1911, which had been published since the 1860s. The
Social Democrats had published their party organ under the name Pravo lidu [People’s
Justice] since 1897. At the turn of the century an influential agrarian party emerged as
a remarkable Czech phenomenon, which began publishing its main party newspaper,
Venkov [Countryside], from 1906. The Czech Socialist Party first published the daily
Ceskda demokracie [Czech Democracy] and from 1907 onwards, under the wings of
Melantrich, a new daily called Ceské slovo [Czech Word]. All these party titles, together
with the party publishing houses, were seamlessly incorporated into the new Czecho-
slovak state after 1918. The only exception was Narodni politika, which became an
officially independent newspaper only after the de facto demise of the Old Czech Party

in the republic.'”

The political parties of interwar Czechoslovakia had a major influence not only on
its politics, but also on the economic and, to some extent, the cultural life of the country.
Most of the main political camps did not concentrate on politics alone, but also incorpo-
rated important economic, cultural, sport defence, and other affiliate organizations into
their party structures, ensuring that they were truly mass political parties. The majority
of the parties in interwar Czechoslovakia had multiple sources of revenue. An import-
ant part of their official income came from membership fees. Another, unofficial source
of their income came from payments from various business groups with an interest in
a particular political party. In the case of the Agrarian Party, for example, these were
sugar beet growers and sugar producers, and in the case of the right-wing parties, big
banking. In addition, the governing parties were able to use various ministerial funds in

their hands to their advantage.

10 Berankova, Déjiny ceskoslovenské Zurnalistiky. I. dil, Cesky periodicky tisk do roku 1918,
209-218.
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The most influential and electorally strongest party in the Republic was the Agrarian
Party (officially named The Republican Party of Farmers and Peasants). It was some-
thing of a paradox that in the most industrially developed country in Central Europe,
it was this party that held such a strong position. Similar parties emerged in virtually
all the countries of Central and South-Eastern Europe, but with the exception of a brief
period in Bulgaria, nowhere were they as successful as in Czechoslovakia during the
interwar period. The reason for the success of the Agrarians in the Czech Lands may
have been, among other things, due to the low popularity of Catholic parties in the
Czech countryside (apart from in Moravia) for historical reasons, which enabled the
Agrarians to attract the majority of the rural population into their ranks. This fact, com-
bined with the great fragmentation of both right-wing and socialist parties, enabled the
Agrarians to become the most successful party of the republic. Under the leadership of
its chairman, Antonin Svehla, the Agrarians became a mass political party, supported in
the countryside by all property classes — from small peasants to large landowners and
agrarian big businessmen. In addition to the party organisations, a number of econom-
ic, educational and cultural organisations also played important roles in the life of the
Czech and Slovak countryside. The party was also clearly the most successful centralist
party in Slovakia.

A member of the Agrarian Party held the post of Prime Minister from 1922 until
the dissolution of the state in 1939. As early as 1917, it established a publishing house
for the publication of its printed matter under the name of Ceskomoravské podniky
vydavatetelské a tiskaiské [Czech-Moravian Publishing and Printing House], which
was renamed the Novina Publishing House in 1930. Its shares were owned by large
food producers who were close to people in the party leadership and by prominent party
officials.! The party’s main press organ in the western part of the country was the daily
newspaper Venkov, along with a number of more tabloid-type evening newspapers and
a special daily, also published in the Moravian capital, Brno. The party’s speciality was
the publication of a large number of regional weeklies, which mostly picked up news
from the national dailies. In the early 1930s, the party published a total of six daities, 33
weeklies, three monthly magazines and two cultural and political journals in the repub-
lic. In addition, a number of agrarian trade union, economic and educational organisa-
tions published their own magazines using party funds.'? The Novina publishing house

was unprofitable and the party made up the shortfall from the party’s coffers, which

11  Dolejsi, Noviny a novinari z poznamek a vzpominek, 12.

12 Harna, “Republikanska strana,” 577.
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were filled from various sources, including money from sugar growers, for example.

They were, as previously stated, one of the traditional sponsors of the party.'

The right-wing National Democrat party, the successors of the influential pre-1918
Young Czech Party, which advocated a settlement with Vienna along the lines of the
Austro-Hungarian Compromise of 1867, published its main press organ, Narodni listy
in Prague, a newspaper it had acquired in 1911. Its publishing house, Prazska akciova
tiskarna [The Prague Stock Printing Press], was a joint-stock company co-owned by
various party functionaries and headed by party chairman Karel Kramaf."* In practice,
however, it was controlled by the largest Czechoslovak bank, Zivnobanka, whose inter-
ests the party protected in its economic programme.'> The company also published the
evening newspaper Vecerni list [Evening Paper]| in Prague, along with regional party
newspapers published in Plzen and Moravska Ostrava.

The Catholic Czechoslovak People’s Party published several daily newspapers, not
only in Prague, but also in the regional centres of Brno and Olomouc, where it also
had its own publishing houses. Shares in these firms were owned by leading party offi-
cials. In addition to daily and weekly newspapers, these also published various religious
magazines and religious literature. However, its main daily newspaper, Lidové listy
[People’s Letters] did not have the same influence and readership as the most important

titles of the other major parties.

The publishing cooperative of the Czechoslovak Socialist Party'® became one of the
largest publishing houses in the Czech lands and later in Czechoslovakia, called Melant-
rich. This was achieved under the leadership of the talented entrepreneur Jaroslav Salda.
Before the outbreak of World War I, the company moved its headquarters to a new-
ly constructed building in Prague’s Wenceslas Square. After the establishment of the
Republic, it published Ceské slovo as its main party newspaper, along with a number
of successful commercial mass evening newspapers. Only Ceské slovo was classed as
an official party newspaper; the others did not claim to be directly affiliated with the

13 Ibid.

14 Berankova, Kfivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenské Zurnalistiky. II1. dil, Cesky a
slovensky tisk v letech 1918 — 1944, 172.

15 Karnik, Ceské zemé v ére prvni republiky (1918 — 1938). Zv. 1. Vznik, budovani a zlatd léta
republiky (1918 — 1929), 336.

16 The new name of the party since 1919 reflecting the foundation of the republic. Since 1926
the official name of the party was Czechoslovak National Socialist party and its members
were usually referred to as National Socialists in the press.
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Czechoslovak Socialist Party and Melantrich presented them instead as popular, even
tabloid periodicals aimed at citizens of all political persuasions.'” The group was based
on business money, which also benefited the party’s finances. During the 1920s, Melant-
rich added other successful titles, including illustrated magazines and magazines for
women and young people.' Thus, in contrast to the other political parties in the country,
the Czechoslovak Socialist Party, thanks to Salda, had a commercially successful pub-
lishing house, which the party did not have to fund from other sources, but instead its
publishing house brought money into the party’s coffers.!” Melantrich, however, was an
exception among party-controlled publishers. What was originally a party publishing
house became a successful commercial venture that was profitable while continuing to

publish mainstream party periodicals alongside commercial titles.

The traditional left, the Social Democrats, also had their own publishing house.
It was called Lidova knihtiskarna Antonin Némec [People’s Printing House Antonin
Némec]. It bore the name of a long-time leading party member who, in accordance with
contemporary practice, had been its official owner since the beginning of the 20th cen-
tury. The publishing house published two main party newspapers in Prague, dailies in
Ostrava and Plzen and several magazines. Commercially, however, it was nowhere near
as successful as the Melantrich publishing house and, like most of its political rivals, the
party had to subsidise its newspapers from other party sources.?

The Communist Party, whose main organ became Rudeé Pravo [Red Justice] shortly
after its split from the Social Democrats in 1921, did not have a large publishing house.
The official publishers of its newspapers were individuals — party members who were
also the official owners of the company. In addition to their main organ, the Communists
also published a daily newspaper in the Hungarian (Munkds) and German languages
(Vorwdrts). The Communists’ efforts in the regional press were characterised by a se-
ries of short-lived titles which disappeared due to lack of funding or because they were
banned by the authorities, only to reappear later, usually under a new name.*!

The periodicals close to Jifi Stéibrny’s nationalist National League, which he found-

ed after his expulsion from the Czechoslovak Socialist Party in 1926, had an unusual

17  Karnik, Ceské zemé v éie prvni republiky (1918 — 1938), 329.

18  Salda, Budovdni tisku za Rakouska, 97.

19 Harna, “Cesky narodni socialismus”, 775.

20 Bednartik, Jirdk and Kopplova, Déjiny ceskych médii: od pocatku do soucasnosti, 173.

21 Marek, “Komunisticka strana Ceskoslovenska,” 724.
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background. In that year, the ambitious politician came into conflict with the pro-Castle*
wing of the party. In the period that followed he became the most vocal critic of the
political establishment led by President Masaryk and Minister Edvard Benes, alongside
the Communists. His political party published a series of tabloid newspapers in which he
sharply attacked his political opponents. These papers were published by the Tempo pub-
lishing house that was founded with a registered capital of 2 million crowns provided by
Stiibrny’s brother, the successful businessman Frantisek Stfibrny.?® A peculiar feature of
Stribrny’s daily was that it solicited advertisements from large companies by threatening
to publish negative articles about them if they failed to do so.** In practice, this amounted

to blackmail.

The political parties of the German minority in the Czech Lands followed the same
model as their Czech political rivals. Party periodicals were published by publishing
houses that were personally connected to the parties through their leaders. The Bund der
Landwirte, i.e. the German Agrarian Party, published the Deutsche Landpost. Supporters
of the German Christian Social Party had the newspaper Deutsche Presse at their dispos-
al. The organ of the radical nationalist Deutsche National Partei was the Sudetendeutsche
Tageszeitung. The Nazi DNSAP, inspired by its counterpart in the German Reich, was the
cause of the above-mentioned law on the dissolution of political parties from 1933. Until

it was banned in 1933, it published Der Tag as its main newspaper.?

Until 1935, that is, until the rise of Konrad Henlein’s Sudeten German Party, the
most successful German party in Czechoslovakia was the German Social Democratic
Party. After the establishment of the Czechoslovak state, it first published periodicals
in the individual German-speaking regions of the border area, and later the newspaper
Sozialdemokrat became its main organ. The Sudeten German Party became the most
successful ethnic German party in Czechoslovakia from 1935 until the state’s demise,
mainly thanks to the financial and organizational support from Nazi Germany. The party
published the weekly Rundschau as its main political organ and the daily Die Zeit in
Prague.

22 Castle: an informal group consisting of President Masaryk and his advisors and supporters,
the most important of whom was the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Edvard Benes. They were
formed mainly from the ranks of the intelligentsia active in Prague. Its political supporters

were mainly active in the socialist parties, but its sympathizers were also to be found among
individuals in the Agrarian Party, the National Democrats and other political movements.

23 Vykoupil, "Narodni liga ”, 785.
24  Salda, Budovdni tisku za Rakouska, 133.
25  Karnik, Ceské zemé v éie prvni republiky (1918 — 1938), 333.
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Two independent German newspapers, Deutsche Zeitung Bohemia and the less
nationalist Prager Tagblatt, which were closer to the activists who were more inclined
to cooperate with the governing coalition, were also published in the western part of
the country.?® A separate chapter was the German-language daily Prager Presse, pub-
lished by Orbis, a publishing house with personal and financial ties to the Czechoslovak
Foreign Ministry. This paper effectively served as the Prague government’s official

source of information on Czechoslovakia for foreigners.?’

It can be stated that the main political parties operating in the western part of the
country all published their own central party organs, and the largest parties produced
several of them. They also had a network of regional periodicals covering the whole
country. They were published by publishing houses with personal and proprietary links
to leading party officials. Of all these publishers, however, only the Czechoslovak
Socialist Melantrich publishing house could claim to be a commercially successful en-

terprise, and this was thanks to its officially non-political mass press.

“Non-political” owners of newspapers in the Czech lands

In addition to the newspapers owned by the political parties, a total of four major
news dailies were published in the Czech provinces that were not officially affiliated
with any political party. This was clearly a much smaller group among the influen-
tial national Czech-language dailies. However, even these papers were not entirely po-
litically independent. They either had links with business circles close to a particular
political movement, or they were sympathetic to a particular political camp. The first
was the oldest continuously published Czech newspaper, Narodni politika, which had
traditions dating back to the mid-19th century. It was originally the newspaper of the
oldest Czech political party — The Old Czech Party (National Party). After 1918, it be-
came an officially non-partisan daily. It was published by Politika, a publishing house
owned by several influential business families. Like the aforementioned Melantrich,
the headquarters of this publishing house was located in a large four-storey building
on Wenceslas Square in central Prague. In its functioning, Narodni politika can be de-
scribed as a conservative newspaper with a strong advertising supplement, while in

terms of opinion, it was closest to the National Democrats. Formally, however, it pre-

26 1Ibid, 334.
27 Bednaftik, Jirak and Kopplova, Déjiny ceskych médii : od pocatku do soucasnosti, 162.
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sented itself as politically independent. It was financed, especially through advertising,?
by large industrial and banking capital linked to the largest bank in Czechoslovakia,
Zivnobanka.?’ This big business was the direct link between the newspapers and the
National Democrats. The newspaper was one of the best-selling dailies in the Czech
lands. The Sunday edition was particularly popular, as it regularly contained extensive
small advertisements.*® After the Munich Agreement in 1938, the paper quickly became
radicalised and, in keeping with the ethos of the times, it began to show open sympathy

for fascism.!

The second formally independent daily was Narodni Osvobozeni [National
Liberation]. This newspaper was published by a publishing house affiliated to the Le-
gionnaires’ Association, an organisation representing the interests of veterans of the
Czechoslovak foreign troops who fought in the ranks of the Entente forces during World
War 1.2 The newspaper was owned by a legionary organization that was politically in-
clined to the Castle® and therefore it logically had political sympathies with the Castle
circles and defended the interests of teachers and civil servants. Its circulation was rath-
er limited and it did not have a wide social reach. The daily was published with the help
of financial subsidies it received from the Ministry of Defence,* which was another

reason for its journalists not to criticise the government.

The first attempt to establish a truly politically independent newspaper in Czecho-

slovakia was the launch of the Tribuna [Tribune] journal in 1919. Its first editor-in-chief

28 An important part of the income of all the country’s major dailies, whether party or
non-party newspapers, was advertising revenue. Advertising in virtually all of them, with
the exception of the communist ones, was regularly commissioned by large firms, such as
the shoe giant Bata. The example of this company may serve as a demonstration that large
firms could have a significant influence on the content of newspapers. In a dispute with the
Social Democratic Unions, the company refused to commission Christmas advertising for
their main daily newspaper, Pravo lidu, in 1933. (Dolejsi, Noviny a novinari z poznamek a
vzpominek, 185.)

29 Berankova, Ktivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenskeé zurnalistiky, 111. dil, 177.
30 Cebe, “Narodni politika jako priklad uspéSného denniku prvni republiky,” 62—63.

31 Karnik, Ceské zemé v éie prvni republiky (1918 — 1938), 331.

32 Ibid.

33 There were several legionary associations in Czechoslovakia. Most, but not all of them,
were politically aligned with the Castle and the government parties.

34 Karnik, Ceské zemé v ére prvni republiky (1918 — 1938), 337.
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was a future legend of independent Czechoslovak journalism, Ferdinand Peroutka.* At
the time of the newspaper’s founding, however, he was still only a young aspiring jour-
nalist, although he had already demonstrated great journalistic and editorial talent in its
pages. It was initially published by a publishing house close to some organisations of
Czech liberal Jews which advocated assimilation into the Czech nation. It had more than
5,000 shareholders, with a capital of more than three million crowns.* As early as 1921,
business circles close to the Agrarian Party acquired shares in the publishing house. This
happened as part of their efforts to acquire their own printing works, which required an
increase in capital. In 1926, these circles acquired the majority of the shares, allowing
them to take control of the newspaper, and two years later, presumably in order to avoid
competing with the agrarian periodicals, they stopped publishing it. The newspaper was
particularly popular among intellectuals from the big cities and the upper middle class,
who were sympathetic to parties across the political spectrum. Overall, the newspaper
had a liberal tone, and the fact that it had Jewish owners could only be identified by the
articles it published condemning anti-Semitism.>” This was a rare feature for newspa-
pers at the time. Especially in the first years after the establishment of the state, anti-
Semitic displays were quite frequent, especially among right-wing sympathisers.

Lidové noviny is generally regarded as the pinnacle of Czechoslovak non-party jour-
nalism during the inter-war period. Like the vast majority of the most important national
newspapers, it was also founded during the period of Austro-Hungarian monarchy, but
was based in Brno rather than Prague. From 1920 onwards, it had its own editorial of-
fice in Prague in addition to the headquarters in the Moravian capital. The publishing
house was founded by Adolf Stransky, who was of Jewish origin and had been active
in the liberal camp of Czech nationalist politics before 1918. After the establishment of
the Republic, his son Jaroslav took over the publishing house in 1921.% The newspaper
was politically close to the opinions of the Castle circle and, according to testimonies,
received subsidies from President Masaryk’s personal fund in the mid-1920s. Several
notable journalists worked in the Prague office as editors or contributors to the news-

paper, including, apart from the aforementioned Peroutka, the writers Karel Capek and

35 Ibid, 332.
36 Chmela, “Vznik a vyvoj deniku Tribuna v letech 1919 — 19217, 25.
37 1Ibid, 26-32.

38 Pernes, “Politik novinaf a pravnik. Jaroslav Stransky,” 106.
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Eduard Bass.” However, even Lidové noviny was not completely independent. Apart
from its barely concealed sympathy for the Castle group, it was also a party journal,
at least for a few months before the 1925 parliamentary elections. Its owner, Jaroslav
Stransky, ran for parliament with his own political party, but he was defeated in the elec-
tions and the party practically ceased to exist within two years.*’ During this period, the
newspaper had a regular column reporting on events in Stransky’s party and publishing
invitations to party meetings.*' At the end of the 1920s, Stransky joined the Czechoslo-
vak Socialist Party, became a member of its wider leadership and, starting in 1929, was
a member of the Prague Parliament.* Nevertheless, the paper retained a considerable
degree of independence, although its sympathies with the Castle and with the govern-
ment coalitions with Czechoslovak Socialist participation could not be overlooked. In
no way, however, did it become the daily newspaper of the Czechoslovak Socialist
Party. In the early 1930s, moreover, Stransky rejected an offer from Jaroslav Salda of
Melantrich to bring the paper into the portfolio of that large Czechoslovak Socialist

publishing house.®

From 1924, Stransky’s publishing house also published the cultural and political jour-
nal Pfitomnost. Compared to similar titles published by political parties, it maintained a
high quality and a broad diversity of opinion in its contributions. Its editor-in-chief was
Ferdinand Peroutka, who became a respected figure in Czechoslovak journalism thanks
to the high quality and influence of the magazine. When it was founded, the magazine
was granted one million crowns directly by President Masaryk. Nevertheless, Peroutka
did not hold back from expressing criticism even of some of Masaryk’s activities in his
commentaries.*

Non-partisan news and non-tabloid newspapers made up only a small proportion of
the national dailies in interwar Czechoslovakia. Only two of them, Narodni politika and
Lidové noviny, were truly influential, and even these two dailies were close to one part

of the political spectrum. Narodni politika was clearly linked to the Czech right in terms

39 Karnik, Ceské zemé v ére prvni republiky (1918-1938), 337.

40 Dvorak, “Narodni strana prace (1925 — 1930),” [National Labour Party (1925-1930), 624.
41 Berankova, Kiivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenské zurnalistiky, I11. dil, 178.

42 Pernes, “Politik novinar a pravnik. Jaroslav Stransky”, 107.

43  Salda, Budovani tisku za Rakouska, 73.

44 Kamnik, Ceské zemé v éie prvni republiky (1918 — 1938), 341.
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of ownership and opinion, while Lidové noviny, apart from the brief political extempore
of its owner Stransky, made its liberal values and sympathy for President Masaryk and
his entourage clear.

Newspapers owned by political parties published in Slovakia

The Slovak press, thanks to its historical roots in Transleithania, entered the repub-
lic from a very different starting point than the Czech press. Before 1918, no daily
newspaper was published in Slovak in Upper Hungary within the Austro-Hungarian
Monarchy.* Most of the Slovak periodicals had been weeklies, including the nationalist
Martin-based Narodné noviny [National Newspaper|, and regularly struggled with
financial problems together with a lack of interest on the part of the Slovak-speaking
population. Compared to the Czech Lands, reading newspapers was not a tradition in
Slovakia. Apart from a small group of Slovak intellectuals and a small number of better-
educated workers, there was no tradition of reading the news press. It can be noted that
this trend continued into the First Republic, not only among the religious rural popula-
tion, but also among members of the Communist Party. While in the Czech Lands in the
mid-1920s, only 25 per cent of party members did not subscribe to a party magazine, in
Slovakia the proportion of members who did not subscribe was more than half (52 per
cent).* The ethnically Slovak population lived mostly in the countryside, and there was
not a large Slovak urban middle class demanding news titles in Slovak. The majority
of this group was saturated with the press published in Hungarian or German. Tradi-
tionally, the Slovak rural population of Upper Hungary mainly read various religious
publications or popular Catholic and Protestant calendars. Much of the older rural po-
pulation, especially in the more remote mountainous regions and in the north-east of the
country, was still illiterate, which was in sharp contrast to the western part of Czecho-

slovakia, where illiteracy was virtually non-existent.*” Moreover, in the first years after

45 In 1900, Milan Hodza started publishing a daily newspaper in Budapest called Slovensky
dennik, but the periodical was only published for a few months. It was only a periodical
called Slovensky tyzdennik, which was also published weekly in the Hungarian capital from
1903 until the collapse of the monarchy that became Hodza’s successful project.

46 Berankova, Kiivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenské zurnalistiky, I11. dil, 140.

47 According to official figures, illiteracy among the Slovak population in 1910 was almost 35
per cent. (JakeSova, “Spoloc¢nost’,” 69.)
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the Czechoslovak state was established, the structure of the Slovak political parties was

practically rebuilt.
The Czech concept of the party press, which had clearly dominated the entire inter-

war period, was gradually transferred to the Slovak part of the country in the first years
after the establishment of the Czechoslovak state. However, between 1918 and 1919,
the first periodicals published in Slovak were founded by government bodies. Unlike
in the Slovak Lands, this practice did not have to be applied by the government in the
Czech Lands because, as described earlier, the vast majority of party newspapers there
had already been published before the establishment of the Czechoslovak state. After
1918, the new state was clearly supported by the Czech press, so that the government
did not need to establish new periodicals to promote its actions among the population,

which was precisely the main task of the aforementioned new periodicals in Slovakia.

At the end of 1918, the first nationwide daily was launched under the name of
Slovensky dennik [Slovak Daily], which in turn had evolved from the pre-1918 Slovensky
tyzdennik [Slovak Weekly]. In addition to receiving subsidies from the Prague gov-
ernment, it was able to begin publication thanks to the financial support of prominent
Slovak businessmen Ondrej Zuffa and Jan Palka.*® Gradually, the new state authorities
established several weeklies in individual Slovak counties with their own resources and
direct subsidies from Prague.*’ After the definitive incorporation of the Slovak provinc-
es into the new state following the first parliamentary elections in 1920, most of these
state-funded newspapers either disappeared or became party titles. The latter was the
case with the Slovensky dennik, which became one of the two main newspapers of the

Agrarian Party in the Slovak provinces.

The Prague publishing house of the Agrarian Party, mentioned in the previous sec-
tion, set up a branch in Bratislava in the early 1920s. There, in addition to the Slovensky
dennik, the party also published its second national daily, Slovenska politika [Slovak
Politics]. Compared to the first periodical, this was more of a popular daily with shorter
news items and less expert journalism, and was aimed mainly at the countryside. In
addition, in the mid-1920s the party also took over the publication of Slovensky vychod

[Slovak East] in KoSice, which focused on regional events in the east of the country.™

48 Berankova, Kiivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenské zurnalistiky, I11. dil, 180.
49 DZujko, “Slovenska tla¢ v PreSove v 20. rokoch 20. Storo¢ia,” 168.

50 Narodni Archiv (NA) [National Archives of the Czech Republic, Prague], f. Pfedsednictvo
ministerské rady (PMR), ka. 585, sign. 1580.



UNDER THE CONTROL OF POLITICAL PARTIES

The party also published a regional weekly in virtually every centre of the former coun-
ty of Upper Hungary. Periodicals were also published by the party’s trade union and

affiliated organisations.

The second most important centralist party, the nationally active Social Democrats,
published its main daily newspaper, called the Robotnicke noviny [Workers’ Newspa-
per] in Bratislava. It continued the tradition of a newspaper of the same name which
had been published as a weekly in Bratislava before 1918. The party also had a weekly
newspaper titled Bojovnik [Warrior]®' and several regional weeklies, but their circula-

tion figures were much lower than those of the Agrarians.

Two other centralist parties published party newspapers in Bratislava and Slovakia,
but they were not very successful in Slovakia. These were the National Democrats and
the Czechoslovak Socialists, who had to be content with one or at most two seats in the
parliamentary elections in Slovakia. After its success in the Czech Lands, the Czecho-
slovak Socialist Melantrich started to publish one of its ostensibly non-political period-
icals in Slovakia, the daily A-zet, which was printed in Zilina.>

Of course, the Communist Party also published its own newspapers in Slovakia, but
its titles came and went over time, so that during the Republic a total of five different

dailies fulfilled the function of the Communist party organ for Slovakia at various times.

A relatively successful publishing house by the name of Lev was aligned with the
main force pursuing the autonomy of the Slovak part of the state, the Slovak People’s
Party, which was closely linked to the Catholic Church. The firm was established on the
foundations of the Ruzomberok printing house, which the future party leader Andrej
Hlinka had bought during the World War 1. The publishing house began publishing
its flagship publication Slovak [Slovak] in 1919 in Hlinka’s residence in Ruzomberok,
where he had been working as a priest since 1905. In 1922, the editorial office was
moved to the new Slovak capital, Bratislava to improve its efficiency. The former bish-
op of Kosice, Augustin Fischer-Colbrie, who had been deposed by the Czechoslovak
government, is said to have provided the party with two million crowns for its construc-
tion. In PreSov, the party published the daily Slovenska Pravda [Slovak Truth], as well

as a number of regional weeklies and even humorous titles and children’s magazines.™

51 Zmatlo, “Dobova slovenska regionalna tla¢ na vychodnom Slovensku v obdobi prvej
Ceskoslovenskej republiky z pohl'adu historika,” 171.

52 Bednarik, Jirak and Kdpplova, Dejiny ceskych médii : od pocatku do soucasnosti, 168.
53 Berankova, Ktivankova and Ruttkay, Déjiny ceskoslovenské zZurnalistiky, I11. dil, 189—192.
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It was a major blow to the Slovak People’s Party press when, before the 1925 elec-
tions, the editor-in-chief of Slovak, Jur Koza-Matejov, left its ranks to found his own,
“independent autonomist daily”, the Slovensky ndrod [Slovak Nation]. It later emerged
that he was motivated to do so by one of the main Slovak centralists and, after 1918,
the first minister with full powers to administer Slovakia, the agrarian Vavro Srobar.
As one of the pillars of the regime in Slovakia, he was close to the Castle grouping,
and he persuaded President Masaryk to give Koza money from his personal fund to
publish the newspaper. The aim of this move was to weaken the growing position of the
People’s Party in Slovakia.** However, the action did not have the expected effect. On
the contrary, in 1925, the People’s Party became the most popular party in the Slovak
part of the state in the parliamentary elections. A year later, Koza’s newspaper, Slovensky

narod, ceased publication.

The second autonomist party in Slovakia was the Slovak National Party, whose lead-
ership was dominated by supporters of autonomy from the ranks of the Slovak Lutheran
Protestants (Evangelicals of the Augsburg Confession). Although it was based on the
old brand of Slovak nationalist politics from the Hungarian period, it played only a
marginal role in the interwar period. In the parliamentary elections from 1925 onwards,
the ceiling for it was usually limited to winning a single parliamentary seat. From 1922
onwards, its press organ was Narodné noviny, the name of which followed the tradition
of a periodical founded in the 1860s. A newspaper by this name had been the main press
organ of Slovak nationalist politics in Hungary within the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy,
until the end of the 19th century.

After 1918, however, the newspaper did not regain its position in Slovak politics.
As early as 1921, the newspaper, which had debts of over 300,000 crowns, had to be
rescued by a subsidy from the Prague government. The Slovak nationalists from Martin,
who published their views in the journal at the time, justified the request for a subsidy
by arguing that it would be a disgrace to the republic if this traditional Slovak title was
to disappear after only three years of its existence in the Republic. They argued that if a
newspaper that had been published for decades was to disappear so quickly in the new
state, the enemies of the state would use it as further evidence of Czech imperialism

against Slovakia.>

54 Holak, “Vznik dennika Slovensky narod — jeden z pokusov Vavra Srobara o rozloZenie
I'udovej strany,”, 436-444.

55 NA, f. PMR, ka. 406, sign. 977.
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The periodical was not immune to problems in the 1930s either. After the two
autonomist parties agreed to cooperate in 1932, the Minister of Agriculture, Milan
Hodza, tried to sway the disgruntled wing of the Slovak National Party, which was
against cooperating with the People’s Party, to the government’s side by arranging a
monthly subsidy of 15,000 crowns for the paper. He promised to initiate a gradual shift
of the party away from the People’s Party, which he finally achieved as prime minis-
ter in 1936. The newspaper’s editorial office moved from Martin to Bratislava and the
party came to be dominated by a wing that favoured cooperation with the government.
Not surprisingly, the paper continued to receive a financial injection from the Prague

government.®

National minority parties also had their own newspapers in Slovakia. They used the
same model as other political parties to launch them. Their newspapers were also pub-
lished by publishing enterprises or cooperatives owned by leading party officials. Two
significant Hungarian-minority parties were active in the Slovak part of the state. From
1919 until 1925 the country’s Christian Socialist Party published a newspaper called
Népakarat as its main organ; from 1925 this role was taken over by the daily Mag-
yar Hirlap. The Prague-based Pragai Magyar Hirlap also served as the party ’s news-
paper and a means of communication with the government. It also published several
regional periodicals.’” The Hungarian Small Peasants’ Party, renamed the Hungarian
National Party in 1925, also published regional newspapers. After the establishment of
the Republic, the weekly Bardzda served as its main party periodical in the Slovak part
of the state. In 1925 the party began publishing its own daily called Magyar Ujsig.*
The party of the German minority in Slovakia, the Carpatho-German Party also began
publishing a daily newspaper with the title Deutsche Stimmen, in Bratislava in 1934.
This was largely thanks to funding from Henlein’s Sudeten German Party.”

The daily press in the Slovak part of the Republic was completely dominated by
newspapers published by political parties. Numerous titles were published by all
sections of the country’s political spectrum — centralists, autonomists and the minority
political parties. In contrast to the Czech lands, no nation-wide popular mass news-

papers were printed. Attempts by a few small entrepreneurs to launch popular papers

56 Rogulova, Slovenska narodna strana 1918 — 1938, 205-212.
57 Zelenak, "Krajinska kretansko socialisticka strana,”, 150.
58 Zelendk, "Mad’arska narodna strana,”, 159.

59 Poss, “Politické strany karpatskych Nemcov,” 920.
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were of a regional nature and, due to a lack of interest on the part of the readership their

lifespan was usually very short.

The first non-partisan daily in Slovakia

Slovakia had to wait until 1938 for its first non-partisan daily newspaper. This was
the daily Slovensky hlas [Slovak Voice], which began publication on 1 January 1938.
However, the impetus for its publication came once again from politics, this time from
Milan Hodza, the leader of the Slovak agrarian movement and the first Slovak to hold
the post of Czechoslovak Prime Minister since 1935. It was published by the publish-
ing house of the same name, founded in August 1934. At that time, HodZa obtained
the capital required to publish the newspaper from the Prague Legiobanka. However,
that financial institution sought to use the newspaper to push through a merger with
the Slovak Tatrabanka, which Hodza’s agrarians did not want. The project was only
realised four years later. Hodza provided 300,000 crowns for the newspaper from his
office as prime minister, and the rest of the money was raised from leading Slovak
businessmen. For example, the Association of Slovak Sugar Mills, which was close to
the Agrarian Party, donated 1500,000 crowns to the newspaper. In his position as prime
minister, Hodza also tried to secure government support from Slovak autonomists. The
goal was to improve Prague’s international position, which was being threatened by
Nazi Germany. The newspaper was critical of both the Centralists and the Autonomists,
tried to promote Slovakia’s economic interests within a centralist state, and did not
directly call for a revision of the constitution.®” Its end came in early 1939, when the
new Slovak government, which was building a dictatorship that would be a puppet state
of Nazi Germany, no longer needed it. Slovensky hlas is regarded by many today as the

pinnacle of inter-war Slovak journalism.

60 Letz, “Jozef Rudinsky a dennik Slovensky hlas v rokoch 1938-1939,” 51-63.
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Conclusion

The vast majority of the newspapers and cultural and political magazines in Czecho-
slovakia during the interwar period were published by or were indirectly associated with
political parties. The Republic adopted the model that had emerged in the Austrian part
of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy before 1918 and which was further developed over
the next two decades. In the Czech part of the state, only four formally non-partisan na-
tional daily newspapers were published during this period, but they were staffed, owned
or subsidised by the state and were associated with particular camps of interwar politics.
In Slovakia, almost 100% of the national dailies were linked to political parties. The
daily press was the most effective tool of the political parties in this period for dissemi-
nating their agendas and for fighting their political rivals, so this state of affairs was to a
large extent also natural. The only formally independent country-wide daily newspaper
in Slovakia only commenced publication at the beginning of 1938. Even this newspaper
was linked to politics, because the man behind the scenes who was most responsible for
its creation was the most influential Slovak politician of the time, Prime Minister Milan
Hodza of the Agrarian Party.

The Munich Agreement in September 1938 marked the end of Czechoslovak democ-
racy. Authoritarian regimes emerged in both the Czech Lands and in Slovakia, and this
inevitably affected the structure of the published press. Slovakia first gained its auton-
omy and then seceded from Czechoslovakia in March 1939. The ruling People’s Party
there established a dictatorial regime with the support of Nazi Germany. As early as the
autumn of 1938, it stopped the activities and the publication of newspapers of all the
left-wing parties, including the Communists. All other parties were subsequently forced
to merge with it. The new rulers also took over the Agrarian Party’s press enterprise,
but the publication of all its newspapers, with the exception of Slovenska politika (as an
organ of the People’s Party), was stopped. From 1939 onwards, only the official news-

papers of the new ruling party were published in Slovakia.

In the Czech lands, the political parties merged into two political entities — a right-
wing grouping and a left-wing one. As in Slovakia, the activities of the Communist Par-
ty were banned there, from as early as the autumn of 1938. Most of the major dailies in
the big cities continued to be published, but they became official non-party newspapers.

Several government-sponsored newspapers, such as the Prager Presse, were immedi-
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ately shut down under the new conditions, and the Legionnaires’ Ndrodni osvobozeni
suffered the same fate. In the Protectorate, the two previously permitted parties were also
dissolved, and the number of daily newspapers continued to decline. In 1941 Narodni
politika ceased publication, probably because it had been the main organ of the Czech
nationalists before 1939. However, Ceské slovo or Venkov continued as non-partisan
organs. Lidové noviny continued to appear under new ownership. All of these publica-

tions, however, of course, already supported the occupation regime.*!
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