
Hungary in a way, he is less romantic than his colleagues about the problems he 
will face in the West where "there were more choices to make and the problems 
to be faced were no longer political" (115). 
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This volume was produced and published under the aegis of the 1956 Institute in 
Budapest, an institution that has seen its funding slashed recently. It is a fine 
work, like many of the others produced by the 1956 Institute, offering useful 
documents and well as an excellent introduction to the subject. 

Bekes's 74-page introductory study in this volume is a succinct and lucid 
examination of the international context and impact of the 1956 Hungarian 
Revolution, written in the light of recently released secret documents. The 
author's main argument is that in October and November of 1956 the great 
powers of the world acted purely on the basis of perceived self-interest. In 
particular, the United States, the leading power of the "Free World," did not want 
to see the events in Hungary derail the process of increasing accommodation 
between the West and the USSR. By this time, the leaders of the US had 
acknowledged Eastern Europe to be in the Soviet sphere of interest and their 
policy towards the Soviets had accepted the importance of negotiations over 
confrontation; as a result, they wanted to make sure that this status quo was not 
upset by events in Hungary. Notwithstanding this desire, the Americans also 
wanted to make sure that the world did not get the impression that the US would 
do nothing in response to the Soviet intervention in Hungary. The result was a 
major chasm between American rhetoric and action — or more precisely, 
inaction — which had disastrous impact on the outcome of events. The attitudes 
of the other great powers were equally self-serving. France and England had 
more of an interest in unrest in Hungary than the US, but only as a factor that 
diverted Soviet attention from the Middle East. The Soviets themselves would 
have preferred a Polish-style resolution to the crisis, but they were ready to 
intervene if this was not possible and the existing Marxist-Leninist order in 
Hungary appeared threatened. 

Bekes devotes most of his attention to an analysis of American policy. 
In this connection he observes that Washington's two-faced policy of proclaiming 
the need to "liberate" Eastern Europe from Soviet rule while seeking peaceful 
accommodation with Moscow became especially pronounced after the advent to 



power of the Eisenhower administration in January of 1953. Under Eisenhower, 
funds were made available to such establishment as Radio Free Europe, as well 
as anti-Soviet emigre organizations and their publications. In reality, American 
diplomacy increasingly sought negotiated solutions to such East-West issues as 
the question of Germany and the status of Austria. By the mid-1950s, Washing-
ton did not contemplate any interference in Eastern Europe, nor did it expect any 
fundamental change there. The only possible change there that was seen as 
possible by a few American analysts, was the spread of the "Yugoslav model" of 
communism. Not surprisingly under the circumstances, when an anti-Soviet 
uprising broke out in Budapest in October, 1956, the Eisenhower administration 
was taken by complete surprise. 

In Moscow, the outbreak of trouble in Hungary was not entirely unantic-
ipated. Ever since the disturbances in Posnan, East Germany, the Soviet leader-
ship watched East European developments with concern, and sought to resolve 
them by political means — such as the removal from power of such unpopular 
leaders as Matyas Rakosi. Nevertheless, the Soviet leaders informed Yugoslav 
leader Tito at the time that, should serious trouble break out in Soviet-controlled 
Eastern Europe, they would not hesitate to use any means necessary to preserve 
their control. 

This then was the attitude of the Great Powers to Hungary before 
October. 1956. Bekes stresses that, contrary to the charges made by Moscow 
later, Washington did not plan to provoke or incite a revolt in Hungary. In this 
connection he points out that, while the Americans were not guilty of plotting 
trouble, by their constant anti-Soviet propaganda, they spread the conviction 
among Hungarians that America would come to their aid should a struggle for 
freedom erupt or, at the least, it would put overwhelming diplomatic pressure on 
the Soviets to accept the independence of Hungary. 

Diplomatic efforts to this end were most unlikely to succeed. Soviet 
attitudes and behaviour since 1945 made it extremely doubtful that the Kremlin 
would accept any significant change in the post-war strategic status quo in 
Europe, especially the departure of Hungary from the Soviet satellite empire. 
True, only a year earlier, the Kremlin had accepted the neutralization of Austria, 
but in this instance the Soviets received substantial counter-concessions from the 
West: the departure of Western occupation troops from western and central 
Austria. Furthermore, it should be remembered that in Austria there was no 
Soviet control over the government to give up in 1955, unlike the scenario the 
Soviets would have faced in Hungary a year later if they conceded Hungarian 
independence. 

Even though the Soviets were determined not to give up Hungary, in the 
early days of the revolution they were anxious to use caution and circumspection. 
To resolve the crisis, they were even ready to make some concessions. We know 
now that the Kremlin was most reluctant to commit Soviet troops stationed in 



Hungary to quell the disturbances and agreed to do so only on the pleadings of 
Erno Gero and Soviet Ambassador to Budapest Yuri Andropov. At one point the 
Kremlin even contemplated the admission of a few formerly non-communist 
leaders to Hungary's government, should such a gesture resolve the crisis. Such 
concessions, however, did not satisfy the Hungarians' yearning for multi-party 
democracy and neutrality in the realm of international relations. 

As time passed and the crisis deepened, the Soviet leaders became 
willing to make even greater compromises in their desire to avoid a military 
showdown. They were, however, unwilling to yield on four essential points: the 
control of Hungary's government (i.e. the principle of one party rule), of her 
security forces, armed forces, and the media. At the same time, Hungary's 
masses, whose appetite was only whetted by the concessions made and promised, 
were increasingly reluctant to accept anything short of freedom from Soviet 
control. 

In the early days of the revolution, the people demanding reform and 
change had the sympathies of several governments in the Communist camp. 
These included the leadership in Beijing and Belgrade. Soon, however, the 
former were brought aboard and, in the end, provided complete support for 
Soviet decision-making. In Belgrade, Tito had hoped at first that what would 
evolve in Hungary would be the Yugoslav model of national communism, but by 
the first hours of November it was increasingly clear to him that the model the 
Hungarian leadership aspired to resembled more that of Austrian neutrality. 
Consequently, when Tito received a high-ranking Soviet delegation on Brioni 
Island on the 2nd and 3rd of the new month, he voiced his agreement with the 
Soviet plan to crush the Hungarian uprising. 

In the West, the events in Budapest evoked reactions of "extreme 
caution," motivated no doubt by the fear that conflict with the Soviets would 
lead to a military showdown, involving probably nuclear war (p. 54). Collective 
diplomatic action by the West might have prompted the Soviets to change their 
plans regarding Hungary, but the chances of such action greatly diminished with 
the outbreak of the Suez Crisis at the end of October. The author points out that 
this development not only prevented combined US-British-French diplomatic 
action in support of Hungary, but frustrated attempts to coordinate the strategy of 
the anti-Soviet forces in the United Nations. Under the circumstances, a condem-
nation of Soviet actions by the UN's General Assembly could be passed only 
after the start of the Soviet invasion of Hungary on Nov. 4, by which time it 
could have no impact on Soviet decision-making. Bekes reminds us that, of 
course, it cannot be taken for granted that effective action by the UN, even if 
taken a few days earlier, could have had significant impact on the Soviets. He 
concludes that the Suez Crisis made the work of the Soviet leaders much easier, 
but there is little indication that without it the outcome of events in Hungary 
would have been different (p. 67). 



In turning to the consequences of the Revolution for the evolution of 
international diplomacy, Bekes observes that the crushing of the Hungarian 
uprising proved the bankruptcy of the proclaimed American policy of "rolling 
back" the Iron Curtain. Indeed, from 1956 on, the chasm between American 
rhetoric and actions came to an end, and the United States began accepting, not 
only in actual fact but also in its pronouncements, the division of Europe that had 
been in effect for the better part of a decade. The defeat sustained by the leading 
nation of the West, along with the advances made in Soviet military technology 
in 1956 and soon thereafter, contributed to the growth of confidence in Moscow 
that the race for strategic supremacy had been won (p. 61). Eventually this 
confidence gave way to overconfidence which was not dispelled — or, at least, 
shaken — until the Cuban missile crisis a few years later. 

Bekes mentions an interesting "might have been" of the Hungarian 
revolution. He points out that the events in Hungary of 1956 created such a 
deterioration in East-West relations that reconciliation became impossible and the 
Cold War dragged on with all its fury. Had there been no crisis in 1956, the 
Americans and the Soviets might have come to some settlement of their differ-
ences — including mutual demilitarization — in which case the arms race would 
have moderated. In this case the Soviet economy would not have collapsed three 
decades later and the U.S.S.R. could be still around today (p. 72). The Hungar-
ian Revolution then, might have been the cause of the historical processes that 
eventually saw the collapse of the Soviet Union, in more ways than one. 

Much more could be said bout this fine study, but the above should give 
a good illustration of Bekes's scholarship and arguments. The only concern and 
regret I want to express is that with the decline in the 1956 Institute's funding, in 
the future works such as this one might encounter more problems in being 
researched and published. 
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