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Just over four decades ago the first major anti-Soviet uprising in Eastern 
Europe — the revolution in Hungary — took place. Most scholars have focused 
on Soviet-Hungarian relations to discern causes of the conflict,2 while under-
emphasizing the Hungarian-Yugoslav "normalization" process that took place in 
the months preceding the Hungarian revolt and Josip Broz Tito's ambiguous role 
in the conflict/ Many have assumed that oncc Soviet-Yugoslav relations were 
"normalized" in the summer of 1955, Yugoslavia's rapprochement with the other 
"peoples' democracies" quickly ensued. Newly released documents from five of 
Moscow's most important archives, including notes of key CPSU Presidium 
meetings taken by Vladimir Malin, shed valuable light on the behavior and 
motives of Soviet, Hungarian, and Yugoslav decision-makers and information-
providers, and on the events of 1956 generally.4 The article will explain that the 
Yugoslav-Hungarian rapprochement was, in fact, especially slow and tortuous, 
particularly between May 1955 and February 1956.'' Having initiated the rift 
with Yugoslavia in 1948 and enlisted the support of the peoples' democracies in 
Tito-bashing, the USSR now discovered, ironically, that it could not so easily 
induce them (especially Hungary) to make up with Tito after Khrushchev's own 
trip to Belgrade in May 1955. As explained below, this foot-dragging by the 
Hungarian dictator Matyas Rakosi (the most obsequious "Stalinist" to exit the 
stage) and the lingering bitterness of Tito and his subordinates confused the 
Soviet leaders somewhat about the true causes of the Hungarian revolt.6 The 
"Nagy affair," which developed in the two weeks following the Soviet invasion, 
chilled relations between Yugoslavia and the Soviet bloc nations once again.7 

Yugoslav-Hungarian Relations after July, 1955 

The process of forging a detente between the Soviet bloc and Yugoslavia was 
first set in motion when Khrushchev took the initiative to visit Tito in Belgrade 



in July 1955. At first the rapprochement looked as if it would continue uninter-
rupted, and that all the bloc members — including Rakosi's Hungary — would 
play their part. In addition to Khrushchev's Belgrade trip and the disbandment of 
the Cominform,* Khrushchev's speeches at the Twentieth Communist Party of the 
Soviet Union (CPSU) Congress in February 1956 further paved the way toward 
warmer relations between Yugoslavia and the USSR. Khrushchev acknowledged 
the existence of "many national roads to socialism" and foresaw "peaceful 
transitions to communism" for capitalist and colonial states alike. He also 
claimed that war between capitalist and communist systems was no longer 
"fatalistically inevitable," despite Lenin's prediction that war would continue 
indefinitely between the two camps. In the closed session (the "Secret Speech"), 
on February 24-25, 1956, Khrushchev clearly stated that the Soviet rift with 
Yugoslavia had been an "unnecessary" and "shameful" mistake." 

The speech, with its denunciation of Joseph Stalin's brutality, "cult of 
personality," and acute paranoia, clearly delighted Tito, who received a copy of 
the secrct text and published it in the Yugoslav party paper Borba [Struggle] on 
March 20, 1956. In Tito's mind, the decisions of the Twentieth Congress were 
merely the "continuation of a new trend within communist parties that began in 
Yugoslavia."10 Moreover, Khrushchev's call for peaceful coexistence with the 
West fit niccly with Tito's own ideas about "the principles of coexistence" and 
the evil of separate blocs and spheres of influence. These principles — Tito told 
the student body at Rangoon University (Burma) in January 1955 — arc the only 
way to resolve international political conflicts. Furthermore, the division of the 
world into spheres of influence and blocs, Tito told the Indian Parliament in 
December 1954, is "one of the four basic elements which lie at the root of so 
much evil." Countries and states with different systems will not disappear 
overnight, Tito said, and thus cocxistence is not only possible but necessary if a 
new world war is to be avoided." 

Khrushchev's rhetoric about "peaceful coexistence" between the two 
socioeconomic systems also helped Tito rationalize his acceptance of economic 
aid f rom both the Soviet bloc and the United States. From Tito's break with 
Moscow in 1948 until 1956, the United States provided an estimated $1 billion 
in military and economic aid to Yugoslavia. 

After the Soviet-Yugoslav meeting in 1955, which launched the process 
of normalization, Tito and other Yugoslav officials were determined to exact 
reparations from Soviet bloc countries without jeopardizing the aid from the 
United States, The 1948 rift — when Yugoslavia was expelled from the Comin 
form and boycotted by all members of the communist bloc — had caused great 
economic disruption, and Tito wanted to make sure his country would be com-
pensated for damages. Most communist bloc countries complied, but Hungary 
was reluctant.13 The Soviet Union agreed to help Yugoslavia by extending $250 
million in economic credit14 and by developing Yugoslavia's atomic energy 
program.15 Czechoslovakia agreed to pay $50 million in reparations over a ten-
year period at a 2 percent interest rate.16 Romania permitted several thousand 



Serbian prisoners to return to the Banat region.17 According to Stuart H. Van 
Dyke, European operations director of the International Cooperation Administra-
tion in 1956, the Soviet bloc as a whole made nearly $300 million of easy credit 
available to Yugoslavia. 

Yugoslav relations with Hungary, however, remained at an impasse. 
Several problems persisted — the most obvious one being the fact that Tito 
detested Rakosi, the Hungarian leader — "the Last Mohican of the Stalinist Era" 
and "Stalin's Best Disciple" — who had clung to power long after the deaths of 
the other Stalinist leaders in the East European countries.18 Rakosi had con-
ducted the 1948 anti-Titoist campaign more zealously than the other communist 
party leaders in the "peoples' democracies."19 Thousands of Hungarian commu-
nist officials and intellectuals were sentenced to death or years of imprisonment, 
while tens of thousands were dismissed from their posts and the party — and an 
even larger group of non-communists was sent to the gallows, to prisons or to 
concentration camps. Among the victims were Foreign Minister Laszlo Rajk and 
other prominent figures of the country's communist leadership.20 Most of them 
had been accused of being agents for Tito, the "chained dog of Western imperi-
alists." As Tito exclaimed in a speech in 1949: "[Olver there, in Hungary, the 
leaders are the most corrupted souls, the biggest perverts!"21 Later, in the 
summer of 1956, Tito described his enemy to the Hungarian envoy Kurimszki: "I 
know Rakosi; he's an insensitive, merciless, stubborn, and heartless person." 
Kurimszki noted that Tito "gripped the edge of the table" as he spoke.22 

Because Rakosi had played such a prominent role in denouncing Tito, the 
process of normalizing Hungarian-Yugoslav relations in 1955-56 entailed a direct 
threat to his own power and legitimacy. Rakosi clung to power as long as he 
could by resorting to half-measures. He expressed his regret for the rupture in 
Yugoslav-Hungarian relations in 1948, but blamed a conveniently dead Lavrenti 
Beria.23 However, Tito insisted in 1955 that several issues had to be resolved 
before Yugoslav relations with Hungary could be normalized: for example, the 
rehabilitation of Laszlo Rajk, amnesty to all Yugoslav political prisoners in 
Hungary,24 fair treatment of the Yugoslav minority living in Hungary,25 and the 
payment of reparations to Yugoslavia. 

Rajk was eventually rehabilitated on March 28 and honorably reburied on 
October 6, 1956. However, in his announcement of the rehabilitation — pub-
lished in Szabad Nep on March 29 — Rakosi never actually accepted full 
responsibility for Rajk's death. He blamed everyone from Beria, Victor Abaku-
mov,26 Mihaly Farkas,27 and Gabor Peter2S instead.29 On May 18 Rakosi admitted 
a degree of responsibility for the mass repression in the 1949-1952 period, 
although not for the Rajk case. 

After some procrastination, Rakosi also freed all the Yugoslav prisoners 
in Hungary (197 people). On December 9, 1955, the Rakosi government allowed 
them either to return to Yugoslavia or remain in Hungary.30 (Rakosi had haras -
sed the Yugoslavs living in Hungary, arresting many of them,11 soon after the 
Rajk trial in 1949.) 



As for the Hungarians' treatment of the Yugoslav minority in Hungary, 
the situation also improved somewhat, once travel restrictions on Yugoslav 
diplomats and journalists •— the information-providers — were removed/ 2 After 
1948, all schools in Hungary offering instruction in Serbo-Croatian had appar-
ently been shut down, particularly in the town of Mohacs in southern Hungary. 
Yugoslav children in Hungary were thus forced to learn the Magyar tongue. By 
1956 only several hundred Yugoslavs in Mohacs even remembered their native 
tongue. This situation was little known because Yugoslav diplomats were 
apparently unable to visit the town, which had become part of a "forbidden 
border zone" after the Tito-Stalin schism.33 Rumours also abounded that in the 
late fall of 1955 the Hungarian authorities had arrested a large number of Serbs 
living in southern Hungary.34 Once the so-called forbidden zone was opened in 
early 1956, the Yugoslav diplomats and journalists made a point of attending 
cultural events there, and of denouncing Rakosi's "policy of magyarization," a 
practice which irritated Hungarian and Soviet officials no end, judging from 
these officials' documented conversations. The war of words was often very 
bitter. At one point Yugoslav attache Radenovic apparently accused the Hunga-
rians of treating the arrested Yugoslavs the way Italian fascist authorities had 
treated Yugoslav partizans during World War II for the latters' violence against 
suspectcd Nazi collaborators.35 We should note, of course, that Tito himself had 
been responsible for the presence of many Yugoslavs in Hungary as he had 
forced thousands of Yugoslav citizens loyal to the Cominform (branded "Stalin-
ists," "Cominformists," or iheovci)36 to flee their country after the 1948 schism.37 

(The less fortunate iheovci were sent to the infamous "Goli Otok" concentration 
camp in Yugoslavia.) According to Belgrade sources, the entire Cominformist 
emigration amounted to 4,928 individuals.38 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, one of the most persistent sources of 
tension between the two countries was the issue of financial reparations, the 
negotiations on which repeatedly stalled, unlike the negotiations with the other 
bloc members. Tito wanted not only to be compensated for the ruptured trade 
ties with Hungary, but also to be repaid for the economic credits Yugoslavia had 
extended to Hungary between 1946 and 1948.19 Delegates from the two coun-
tries first met on September 7, but the talks ended in a stalemate on September 
24, 1955.40 Another round of secret negotiations began on January 17, 1956.41 

The Yugoslavs insisted on a sum of $150 million, to be paid in the course of 
seven years, while the Hungarians would not budge from their offer of $71-72 
million worth of commodities over a period of 10 years.42 Again, the negotia-
tions broke down. In mid-March the Hungarian Politburo decided to increase the 
proposed sum by $10 million.43 Talks resumed on April 19, 1956, and on May 
29, 1956, a draft agreement on reparations was reached.44 By June 26, Rakosi 
was able to report to Voroshilov in Moscow that "mutual financial claims 
fpretenziia] with Yugoslavia have been completely resolved." Rakosi confided in 
Voroshilov, however, that the Yugoslav delegation behaved so "arrogantly," that 
he had to keep his fellow Hungarians from reciprocating, in order to prevent the 



talks from breaking down yet again.45 The Yugoslav negotiators' attitudes — if 
we can trust Rakosi's report — indicate their feelings toward the Hungarian 
leaders, while Rakosi's report seems illustrative of the resentment he continued to 
feel toward the regime in Belgrade. 

Under the circumstances it is not surprising that the rehabilitation of 
Laszlo Rajk, the amnesty granted to Yugoslav political prisoners in Hungary, 
improved treatment of the Yugoslav minority in Hungary, and the agreement 
about reparations payment, were apparently not enough to ensure good relations 
between Budapest and Belgrade. This fact underlines the failure of Khrushchev's 
"pilgrimage" to Belgrade in May 1955 and Tito's visit to Moscow in May-June 
1956 to bring lasting improvement to intra-bloc relations through eliminating — 
or, at least, greatly reducing — the mutual distrust that had existed between the 
Yugoslav and Hungarian leaderships ever since 1948. 

Conflicting Views of Developments in Hungary 

Khrushchev and his associates apparently assumed that "destalinizalion" in 
Hungary could take place as soon as new leaders were installed in the peoples' 
democracies. In Hungary Rakosi was at long last replaced in July as the Party's 
First Secretary with Erno Gero. However, the destalinizalion policy unleashed 
forces beyond Khrushchev's power to control. A number of authors have clearly 
showed that Moscow had been unprepared for the Hungarian crisis.46 Soviet 
leaders were unable to defuse the situation as they had in the case of Poland.4' 
The changes they made were always too late, outpaced by the wave of popular 
unrest. The masses themselves — not just the party elite or intelligentsia — were 
dissatisfied. The Soviet leaders mistakenly believed that by putting pressure on 
Tito, the popular movement in Hungary could be stopped.48 To understand 
better why and how the Soviet leaders miscalculated — and why the Hungarian-
Yugoslav rapprochement was so slow — we must assess the nature of the 
information upon which Soviet leaders' perceptions were based. 

The reports from the Soviet embassy in Budapest were often biased and 
alarmist. The embassy's staff construed the Yugoslav representatives' eagerness 
to strengthen ties with the Hungarians as interference in Hungary's internal 
affairs and a threat to the USSR.49 At the same time the Yugoslavs perceived 
the Hungarians' tardiness in responding to Tito's stated preconditions for normal-
ization as evidence of their unwillingness to admit their mistakes committed in 
the 1949-1952 period. 

Why were the reports by information providers not more objective? 
Perhaps it would be useful to consider the actual motivations of these people in 
order to answer this question. Although Khrushchev had, after much delay, 
replaced Rakosi with Gero (and eventually with Imre Nagy and then Janos 
Kadar), mid-level state and diplomatic officials in Hungary (just as in Yugosla-
via and the USSR) — that is, the people actually in charge of the day-to-day 



running of diplomatic relations — remained at their posts.50 These were officials 
whose attitudes had been most shaped by the events of 1948-49, and who could 
not easily abandon their resentments. 

Indeed, mid-level diplomats and journalists —- whether in Hungary, 
Yugoslavia or the USSR — played an important role in the events of 1955-56, 
but their perspectives often differed from those of their superiors (i.e., the state 
and party leaders). The archives reveal a steady stream of negative diplomatic 
reports from the Soviet embassy in Budapest to the Central Committee of the 
Soviet Presidium or the Foreign Ministry in Moscow. Although he had lost 
credibility after July 1956, Rakosi also sent letters to the CPSU Central Commit-
tee — by this time from his residence in the Soviet Union — warning that 
"Hungarians [were] lavishing attention on Yugoslavia."51 Some of these reports, 
as well as those of the Soviet diplomats, contained unconfirmed rumours. Those 
filed by Yugoslav diplomats were no different. Tito himself complaincd about 
the "disinformation from our diplomatic personnel" during the secret meeting in 
the Crimea in late September 1956.v The dissemination of this kind of disinfor-
mation had helped to prevent full reconciliation between Hungary and Yugosla-
via, and between Yugoslavia and the USSR. 

Perhaps it would be useful to consider the motivations of these three 
groups of information-providers: the hard-line pro-Soviet Hungarian officials, the 
Soviet diplomats in Budapest, and the Yugoslav diplomats and journalists. 

The pro-Soviet Hungarian officials were inclined to give alarmist reports 
to the Soviet diplomats at the Budapest embassy, because it was they who felt 
most threatened by the rising popular discontent. Their jobs depended on Soviet 
power propping up the regime. They knew only too well that they — branded 
"Muscovites" and "Stalinists" — were hated even more than Soviet diplomatic 
and military personnel, because they were Magyars betraying fellow Magyars. 
Thus, they had a tendency to exaggerate the "danger" and to report every real or 
perceived rebuff (from the Yugoslavs) to the Soviet embassy personnel, in the 
hope that the Russians would take strong action. These alarmist reports, they 
hoped, served to "prove" their loyalty to Moscow,53 

The Soviet diplomats in Budapest also felt threatened by the rising 
discontent long suppressed during the Stalin era. The fact that they were in a 
foreign country for protracted periods of time made them suspect to the Kremlin 
leaders. Indeed, only a very few members of the Soviet elite were ever trusted to 
be sent abroad. Once given such an assignment, Soviet diplomats were con-
stantly aware of the need to prove they had not "gone native." This way of 
thinking is revealed in their characterization of other diplomats. For example, in 
a collectively written biographical reference (spravka), Soviet diplomats de-
scribed both Ferenc Miinnich,54 and Lajos CsebP5 to be partial to Yugoslavia, 
simply because both Hungarian officials had once served as ambassadors to 
Yugoslavia. This tendency of the Soviet diplomats to take a hard-line position in 
order to prove their loyalty to Moscow probably became even more intense when 
they were stationed in a country that was perceived to be in rebellion against the 



Soviet Union. The fact that an "anti-Soviet movement" was growing in Hungary 
increased the danger that they, the diplomats, would be deemed, at the least, as 
not having been "strict" or "vigilant" enough, or at the most, as having encour-
aged anti-Soviet feelings. Being especially "vigilant," however, could improve 
one's chances for promotion in the Soviet hierarchy. It is noteworthy, for 
example, that Ambassador Yuri Andropov, who took a very strict approach to 
the 1956 revolution, was promoted in 1957 to the post of director of the CPSU 
Central Committee's department for ties with communist parties in the Soviet 
bloc.56 Janos Kadar's government also presented him with a special award.57 

Clearly, Andropov's "vigilance" was richly rewarded. 
Both Soviet diplomats and the Hungarian loyalists, described earlier, 

believed that "interference in Hungary's internal affairs" in the period before 
mid-October included the Yugoslavs visiting factories and preaching "the 
Yugoslav way" to the workers there, as well as publishing long articles about 
Imre Nagy's activities in major Yugoslav newspapers while abridging or virtually 
ignoring the speeches of Gero. For these Soviet and Hungarian information-
providers, the Yugoslavs' support of Nagy was especially vexing, since Nagy had 
not even been readmitted to the communist party until October 14, 1956. 

To some extent the Soviet and Hungarian officials were correct: the 
Yugoslavs were interfering in Hungary's internal affairs. According to interna-
tional law, a diplomatic envoy should remain politically neutral and not become 
involved in the local politics of the host country. But at times these officials 
appear to have confused "interference in the internal affairs" of Hungary with 
freedom of the Yugoslav press. They complained that the Yugoslav newspapers, 
especially the major ones, like Borba and Politika, were giving excessive 
coverage to the "counterrevolutionary events" in Hungary, while virtually 
ignoring major events in the USSR or in the People's Republic of China. These 
critics tended to forget that it was the Yugoslav journalists' professional duty to 
collect as much information as possible, especially about a country on their own 
border. By merely reporting, these journalists did not violate the sovereignty of 
Hungary. Accusations of interference by Yugoslavia bccamc especially ludicrous 
after the November 4 invasion. Who were the Russians — who sent tanks 
crashing into Budapest —- to talk about "interference in the internal affairs of 
Hungary?"5* Perhaps the reason why the proliferation of Titoist ideas so 
exasperated both Hungarian and Soviet officials is that they could not openly 
protest this influence: Khrushchev had publicly "made up" with Tito, so the 
latter had been certified respectable again. 

For many Yugoslav diplomats and journalists the 1948-1949 events in 
Hungary had been formative experiences in their carecrs. Well-acquainted with 
the hardships Yugoslavia's population had endured as a result of the humiliating 
dismissal from the Cominform and economic boycott by the Soviet bloc coun-
tries, it was hard for some of them to change their thinking about Rakosi and his 
Stalinist colleagues. Like Tito, they were pleased with Khrushchev's speeches at 



the Twentieth Party Congress, which they considered "a qualitative leap," but 
they expected much more direct criticism of Stalin at future party congresses.59 

Their hatred of Rakosi only intensified after he admitted in March 1956 that 
Rajk had been innocent, because it further discredited their own colleague Lazar 
Brankov. In 1948 Rakosi had ignored Brankov's diplomatic immunity, arrested 
him and got him to testify against Rajk and Tito during the September 1949 
trial.60 (Brankov had been consul at the Yugoslav legation in Budapest at the 
time and was charge d'affaires in the absence of Ambassador Mrazovic.)61 

The Soviet diplomats and Hungarian officials noted in their reports that 
many of the Yugoslav diplomats had "built their careers on" the 1948 rift and 
now had difficulty readjusting/" For example, Marko Zsigmond, second secre-
tary of the Yugoslav mission in Budapest, had once worked in the archive of the 
Yugoslav Communist Party Central Committee and thus "knew the history of the 
Soviet-Yugoslav rift well."63 Soviet and Hungarian officials noted his tendency 
to harp on the 1948 events in conversations.64 

For many Yugoslav diplomats the temptation to say "I told you so" was 
overwhelming. Many had traveled throughout Hungary, visiting factories and 
cultural events put on by the Yugoslavs, telling Hungarian workers that the 1948 
rift had been the "Stalinists' fault." After the verbal abuse they had endured just 
a few years earlier, they must have been tempted to gloat over Rakosi's setbacks 
and boast about Yugoslavia's accomplishments. The ultimate repercussions of 
their encouragement of lmre Nagy's supporters do not seem to have troubled 
(hem. For them the reason why the Hungarian-Yugoslav rapprochement was so 
slow was simple: it was all Rakosi's fault. Many Yugoslav journalists attended 
the Petofi Club's discussions,65 and attributed the complaints by the students and 
writers to the fact that Rakosi had not fully recanted his mistakes.66 For these 
Yugoslav diplomats and journalists the measure of Khrushchev's sincerity was 
his willingness to whip Rakosi into line or to dismiss him. 

The Yugoslav diplomats also spread the rhetoric about the "third camp" 
and how there could be "alternative roads to socialism," which was in some 
ways reminiscent of the earlier ideological quarrel of the 1940s between Stalin's 
"popular front from above" and Tito's "popular front from below." In contrast to 
Soviet and Hungarian officials' claims of excessive coverage of the Hungarian 
"counterrevolution" in the Yugoslav media, the Yugoslav journalists complained 
about the scanty coverage of Yugoslav events and speeches by Yugoslav 
officials in Hungarian newspapers. Several speeches, they claimed, were "printed 
in such an abridged form that the information was distorted," while unimportant 
events in the other socialist countries were covered extensively.6' 

It should be noted that the Yugoslavs were not the only proselytizers. 
Some of the attempts to improve ties (especially at the non-governmental level) 
between the two East European countries came at the initiative of the anti-
Stalinist (or even anti-Soviet) Hungarian intellectuals themselves. As an anec-
dotal example, the Hungarians wanted to resurrect the Hungarian-Yugoslav 
cultural society, which had been banned in 1949.68 Ambassador Andropov 



immediately notified Moscow with alarm. "Pay attention to the fact that, despite 
the liquidation of the society in 1949, it has continued to function, as the 
enclosed document shows," he wrote. Initiatives like these from the Hungarian 
intelligentsia seemed to justify Tito in defending himself against accusations of 
"interference." As Tito wrote in one of his post-invasion letters to the CPSU, in 
essence: it is not Yugoslavia's fault if Hungarians look to Yugoslavia as a model 
to emulate.69 

Tito's Attitudes 

Tito's own perspectives serve as further explanation why initiatives like Khrush-
chev's trip to Belgrade in May 1955 and Tito's visit to Moscow in May-June 
1956 did not quickly dispel the mistrust between the Yugoslavs and Hungarians. 
To Tito destalinization entailed much more than simply the replacement of 
Stalinist leaders with national communists in the East European communist 
countries, or simply the resolution of the concrete issues outlined above — 
although all these matters were important to him. Rather, Tito sought a funda-
mental recognition that Yugoslavia was just as important as the Soviet Union in 
the international communist movement. Thus, while in many respects, Tito's 
individual perspective resembled that of the Yugoslav information-providers, the 
slowness of the Yugoslav-Hungarian rapprochement stemmed also from Tito's 
own memories and values. His vivid recollection of Rakosi's ruthless anti-Tito 
campaign, beginning with the Rajk trial in 1949, made it difficult for Tito to 
forgive and forget. 

Furthermore, Tito greatly valued Yugoslavia's unique brand of national 
communism which had emerged from Yugoslav soil and the experiences of 
World War IT. From Tito's perspective, Yugoslavia's historical achievements 
were hard-earned and thus needed to be cherished. It was the "twofold character 
of the National Liberation Struggle" — against both fascist aggressors and 
internal traitors — that made Yugoslavia unique. In an article written in Octobcr 
1946, Tito had written: 

ITJhc people of Yugoslavia were not fighting only against the invaders 
but also against their allies, the local traitors — the gangs of Pavelic, 
Nedic, Rupnik, and Draza Mihailovic. Despite the fact that the invaders 
and domestic traitors joined forces, the people prevailed in their great 
struggle. Therein lie the specific features of the liberation struggle of the 
nations of Yugoslavia, therein lies its greatness. No other occupied 
country in Europe can boast of such a struggle and our people have a 
right to be proud of it.70 

It should also be kept in mind that Tito's Partisans had defeated the Nazi 
occupiers without the help of the Soviet Red army. True, Stalin sent security 
guards for Tito, but this was after the war and intended more as a means of 



Soviet control than of protection for Yugoslavia." Then, in June 1948, Stalin 
banished Tito from the Communist Information Bureau (Cominform), just nine 
months after its founding congress in Szklarska Poreba (Poland). The Cominform 
resolution calling for Yugoslavia's expulsion accused the country of "pursuing an 
incorrect line" in foreign policy, representing a "departure from Marxism-
Leninism." It also stated that the Yugoslav Communist Party had spread "slan-
derous propaganda about the "degeneration of the CPSU," thus borrowing "from 
the arsenal of counter-revolutionary Trotskyism."72 At the heart of the Soviet-
Yugoslav dispute was Tito's refusal to obey Stalin. Stalin first became angry at 
Tito already during the final phases of the war for supporting the Greek commu-
nists as well as for claiming the city of Trieste, thus complicating Stalin's 
wartime alliance with the British and Americans.73 When all the communist bloc 
countries broke off trade with Yugoslavia, Tito's Communist party managed to 
stay in power, despite the sudden economic boycott. To the Soviet leaders' 
dismay, Tito succcedcd in receiving economic and military assistance from the 
Americans while still remaining communist. Both Tito and his representatives in 
Budapest were fond of reminding Hungarian and Soviet officials of the fact that 
they had not "surrendered to the imperialists," despite their ostracism from the 
socialist camp.74 Tito ccrtainly had not disappeared when Stalin had "shaken his 
little finger."7> Indeed the Stalin-Tito feud was so intense that Tito expected the 
Russians to intervene while the West was distracted by the war in Korea.76 

Stalin may also have authorized an assassination of Tito in (he fall of 1952, 
which was aborted only bccause of Stalin's own unexpected death in March 
1953.77 Having fought and won independence from both the Nazis (militarily) 
and from the Russians (economically and ideologically), Tito vowed never to 
relinquish Yugoslavia's new status, never to capitulate to Moscow. 

Tito's peddling of the third-path model evidently worried Soviet and 
Hungarian officials for both ideological and political reasons. The concept 
frightened Moscow because it was providing communists with an ideological 
sanction for disobedience. Even after the disbanding of the Cominform in 1956, 
the Soviet leaders insisted that their Party should play a leading role in the world 
communist movement. (One of the "twenty-one conditions" for admission of a 
communist party to the Comintern, one might recall, had been rigid allegiance to 
the Bolshevik party line in Moscow.) As Khrushchev explained to Tito, appar-
ently in earnest: "we didn't seek a leading role; historical conditions have given 
us this special responsibility, and now we need to fulfill it."78 

In the context of politics, Tito's advocacy of a "third path" bespoke 
possible intentions to form a separate alliance between Yugoslavia and some of 
the other communist countries, excluding the Soviet Union — a new regional 
federation of states, this time including Hungary.79 The notion of intrabloc ties 
independent of Moscow repelled Soviet leaders — and the Hungarian leaders 
dependent on Soviet hegemony — becausc it reminded them of the Titoist threat 
back in the mid-1940s, when Tito strove to form independent ties with other 
East European countries without Moscow's participation. Tito's Balkan Pact with 



Grccce and Turkey, established in 1954, was bad enough. Having ties with these 
two countries was tantamount to joining NATO, the Soviet leaders felt.80 But 
an alliance of communist countries, or small countries with sizable communist 
parties, that excluded the Soviet Union could not be tolerated. To the Soviets 
Tito seemed intent on forming one, or at the very least, driving a wedge between 
the USSR and the other bloc countries.81 They could not understand the concept 
of neutralism; any alliance excluding them would ipso facto be an anti-Soviet 
alliance. 

Even if a separate bloc or federation were not formed, what the Soviet 
authorities and Hungarian Stalinists feared was the "spillover effect," or ideologi-
cal contamination of the Hungarian people via the Yugoslav media.82 As 
mentioned earlier, the activities of the Yugoslav diplomats and journalists to 
some extent caused the Soviet leaders to misinterpret the origins of the discon-
tent in Hungary. The Soviet leaders tended to think that only a small coterie of 
writers and intellectuals was causing the trouble, not the "toiling masses" of 
Hungary. This mentality was especially true of Soviet party stalwart Mikhail 
Suslov, w7ho was sent to Budapest in mid-June 1956, and wrote back to Moscow, 
assuring the Kremlin that "...the mood of the workers and peasants is healthy.... 
[AJmong them, as well as in the lower industrial parly organizations, there are 
no conversations about a 'crisis' in the party leadership or about distrust toward 
the leaders."83 

Meanwhile Moscow also received numerous reports from Andropov, 
Gero, and others, complaining about Yugoslav influence on the Hungarian 
intelligentsia.84 Thus the Soviet and Hungarian leaders tried several times in the 
months preceding the crisis to get Tito to exert pressure on his diplomats and 
journalists. For example, when the Hungarian envoy Kurimszki visited Tito at 
his retreat on Brioni Island on July 21, 1956 to deliver the official note about 
Rakosi's resignation, he also "reminded Tito about the commentaries on the 
Yugoslav radio and articles that appeared in the newspapers Borba and Poli-
tika.... [Hie compared the roles of Tibor Dery and Tibor Tardos with the 
activities of Milovan Djilas."85 Tito evidently ignored him.86 The issue was 
raised again, both when CPSU Presidium member Anastas Mikoyan visited Tito 
on the same day,8' and also when Khaishchev, Tito, Gero, Kadar and others 
convened in the Crimea (Yalta) in September-October, 1956.88 (Earlier, on 
September 3, the CPSU had warned all the East European communist parties in 
a secret letter not to "take the Yugoslav example" too seriously; the purpose of 
the Crimea meeting was, in part, for Khrushchev and Tito to iron out their 
differences). "The Yugoslav mission in Budapest openly maintains ties with 
people in opposition to the CC HWP,,. [and] the Yugoslav newspapers shield the 
opportunists banished from the communist party... for example, Imre Nagy in 
Hungary,"89 Khrushchev claimed. 

The Soviet leaders believed the Hungarian intellectuals were being 
"infected" by the Yugoslavs.90 If only Tito would clamp down on them, they 
thought, the situation in Hungary would calm down. It is significant that during 



the October 28 CC CPSU Presidium meeting, according to the recently declass-
ified Malin notes, Khrushchev thought he could use the Yugoslavs' influence on 
Hungary to Soviet advantage. He asked his colleagues: Would it not be approp-
riate if the Yugoslavs appealed to the Hungarians?91 Moreover, during this same 
meeting, Soviet Minister of Foreign Affairs Viacheslav Molotov acknowledged 
that "the influence of the [Hungarian Communist] party on the masses [was] 
weak," despite the initial reassuring messages from Comrades Mikoyan and 
Suslov that the Hungarian government was strong.92 Despite Molotov's sober 
assessment, Khrushchev, as late as November 2-3, during his meeting with Tito 
on Brioni Island, apparently believed that at least some Hungarian workers could 
be mobilized against Nagy: 

the workers in the Miskolc region, where Hungarian miners had remai-
ned loyal though reactionaries were in power. The Czechs had given the 
miners some arms and it might be possible to try some political action 
against Nagy with the help of those Hungarian miners or jointly with 
them." 

Since Tito's death in 1980 numerous biographies of him have appeared, 
reappraising his character and policies. They challenge the orthodox view of his 
official biographer, Vladimir Dedijer, and describe Tito's skills of Realpolitik.94 

Undoubtedly Tito — like the Yugoslav diplomats and journalists — sincerely 
believed in the superiority of the "Yugoslav way" and the equality of all com-
munist countries. Yet, as an experienced politician, he must have realized the 
usefulness of the third-path rhetoric. Permitting his subordinates freedom of 
expression won the approval of American policymakers, especially of Secretary 
of State John Foster Dulles. 

At the same time, much like Dulles's own "Liberation" rhetoric, it created 
the illusion of being on the offensive, of encouraging Nagy and his supporters. 
("Liberation," it will be recalled, was coined by Dulles during the 1952 presiden-
tial campaign to present the American people with an alternative to the more 
passive-sounding "containment" strategy of Truman and the Democrats, whom 
Dulles accused of being "soft on communism.")95 To some degree, Tito's call 
for "alternative roads to communism" served to mask his own secret fears about 
the Hungarian rebellion. 

Tito's Secrcl Fears 

Like Khrushchev, Tito was caught off guard by the October-Novembcr, 1956 
events in Hungary, specifically when the Hungarians' anti-Stalinist mood shifted 
to an anti-communist mood. Publicly Tito was propounding the third-path 
rhetoric, "different roads to socialism," and non-interference in the internal 
affairs of sovereign countries. It was known that Nagy, like Tito, was also 



attracted to the Five Principles (Pancha Shila) propounded at the 1955 Bandung 
Conference. In early 1956 Imre Nagy was writing his book, In Defense of the 
New Course, the third chaptcr of which is devoted to these principles.96 Nagy 
argued that the principles must extend not only to the Third World, or to the 
capitalist system, but also "to the relations between the countries within the 
democratic and socialist camp."9 ' (Interestingly, according to the Malin notes, 
the Pancha Shila was mentioned during the CC CPSU Presidium meeting on 
October 30, 1956 by Lazar Kaganovich, who said "I don't think they should 
propose that wc build our relations on the principles of Pancha Shila.")98 

Despite his outward support of Nagy, inwardly Tito felt threatened by 
Nagy's movement. With the opening of the communist party archives, it can be 
seen that Tito's perspective changed as discontent turned into violence in 
Hungary.99 Tito realized the potential of nationalist (non-communist) "spillover" 
into multi-ethnic Yugoslavia. He had always been careful to conceal the fact that 
he was born into a peasant family from north Croatia and actually fought on the 
Austrian-Hungarian side against Serbia in I914,'<X! It was much easier to 
encourage faraway Poland, than nearby Hungary. Between October 31 and 
November 1, the leading Yugoslav newspaper Borha stopped supporting the 
Nagy government and began denouncing its connection to "right-wing elements." 
Indeed, as his own fears of spillover intensified, Tito probably began to em-
pathize somewhat with the Russians concerning their fear of the possible 
spillover of Yugoslav ideas into other communist bloc countries. 

Recently opened archives provide some detail about Tito's fears.101 In his 
letter of November 8 to Khrushchev (and later on November II in his speech at 
Pula), Tito stated clearly that he had agreed with Khrushchev on the need to 
intervene.102 In fact, Khrushchev himself apparently was surprised at how 
readily Tito agreed with him on the need to intervene.104 Moreover, Tito was 
quoted often by the Soviet Presidium as having asked rhetorically: "What kind of 
a revolutionary, what kind of communist, could Nagy be, if with his knowledge 
they hanged and shot leading workers, communists and public figures?"104 Two 
months after the Soviet crackdown, Tito confided in Firiubin, the Soviet ambas-
sador to Yugoslavia, that "the reaction raised its head [podnial golovuj, especi-
ally in Croatia, where the reactionary elements openly incited the employees of 
the Yugoslav security organs to violence." After Firiubin told him that his speech 
in Pula, and the speech of Yugoslav Vicc-Prcsidcnt Eduard Kardelj later, made a 
bad impression in Moscow, Tito said, "1 did not want to complicate in any way 
Soviet-Yugoslav relations."105 The Soviet Presidium also claimed that Tito 
himself had plans to intervene militarily in Hungary.10" Tito, in his talk with the 
Soviet military delegation on Brioni Island on November 18, 1956, allegedly 
declared, "If the Soviet troops were not used to put down the insurrection, then 
Yugoslav troops, which were by that time braced [podtianutyi] on the Yugoslav-
Hungarian border, would have been sent in for that purpose."107 (Khrushchev 
himself may have thought about a possible Yugoslav intervention when he said 
during the October 31 CC CPSU Presidium meeting "We should negotiate with 



Tito... There will be no large-scale war.")108 In a conversation with Andropov, 
Kadar said, "The Yugoslavs apparently are trying to save Nagy not bccause they 
need him, but because they fear he can cause some undesirable things for 
them."109 

Tito's fears about spillover come into focus when one considers the larger 
historical context of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations. Tt is worth remembering that 
the state of Yugoslavia was created by incorporating large parts of southern 
Hungary after World War One. In November 1918 the autonomous Kingdom of 
Croatia severed its ties with the Kingdom of Hungary and the Serbs took control 
of the Bacska, the Baranya, and the western Banal, presenting the Hungarians 
with a fait accompli. The Treaty of Trianon (4 June 1920), sanctioned these 
territorial changes. In fact, Hungary lost more than two-thirds of its pre-war 
territory. The territory ceded to Rumania alone — Transylvania and half of the 
Banat — was larger than the area left to Hungary. Czechoslovakia gained 
Slovakia and Ruthcnia, while other, much smaller areas were awarded to Austria, 
Italy, and Poland. Whereas in 1914 approximately 21 million people lived in 
Hungary, by 1920 Hungary had under 8 million inhabitants. Not surprisingly, 
many Hungarians — including those living in Vojvodina and elsewhere in 
Yugoslavia — clamored in the interwar years to have the Trianon Treaty re-
vised.110 

Later, during World War II, Hungary became increasingly dependent on 
Hitler's Germany. The Hungarian prime minister Laszlo Bardossy (who took 
over in 1941 when his predecessor, Pal Tclcki, committed suicide) ordered the 
Hungarian army to follow in the steps of the German Wehrmacht on 1 I April 
1941 by invading Yugoslavia and occupying parts of the Vojvodina. Thanks to 
German support, Hungary recovered an area of 80,000 square kilometers with 5 
million inhabitants, including over 2 million Magyars.111 

During the war a strong Serbian partisan movement under Communist 
leadership developed in occupied Yugoslavia, particularly in the Vojvodina. The 
Hungarian military command there responded by anti-partisan raids and summary 
executions. The largest anti-partisan campaign took place in Novi Sad (the main 
city in the Vojvodina) late in January 1942, when units of the Hungarian military 
and gendarmerie executed a great many suspected partizans — estimates range 
f rom several hundred to a few thousand — mainly Serbs and Jews. At the end of 
1944, the Serbs reoccupied Vojvodina. Between 1941 and 1944 Serbian propa-
gandists had exaggerated the size and extent of the massacre in Novi Sad. Not 
surprisingly, a far more bloody Serbian vendetta was carried out against the 
Hungarian population. Tito, the commander-in-chief of the partisan army at the 
time, condoned the campaign of violence and apparently issued verbal orders to 
his partisans to avenge all "injustices" suffered by partisans and Serbs during the 
four years of the war.112 

During the following years, bitter emotions abounded on both the 
Hungarian and Yugoslav sides. The Soviet-Yugoslav rift gave the Hungarian 
Stalinists like Rakosi and Gero the opportunity to vilify all "Titoists" and the 



Yugoslav minority in Hungary generally. Thus, given the history of Yugoslav-
Hungarian relations, Tito no doubt feared that the ethnic Hungarian minority in 
northern Yugoslavia, consisting of over half-a-million people, would help spread 
the ideas of the Hungarian Revolution inside his own country. 

On the question of exactly who Tito had in mind to succeed Rakosi as 
Hungary's leader the evidence is unclear. While some scholars have asserted 
that Tito wholeheartedly favored Nagy as a replacement for Rakosi, there is 
surprisingly little evidence in the Soviet archives to prove this.113 On the contra-
ry, Soviet sources indicate that Tito seemed willing — although unenthusiasti-
cally -— to tolerate the Stalinist Gero, but would have preferred Janos Kadar114 or 
Zoltan Szanto to head the new post-Rakosi regime."' When Tito was informed 
by Kurimszki that "Rakosi had resigned," he never mentioned Nagy's name.116 

Of course, this may be because Nagy was not readmitted to the Hungarian 
communist party until October 14, 1956. However, it appears that Tito did not 
regard Nagy as highly as did the Yugoslav diplomats and journalists in the 
summer of 1956. 

Indeed, as much as he detested Rakosi, perhaps he was willing to tolerate 
Rakosi in the interest of maintaining calm relations between the Yugoslav and 
Hungarian communist parties.11 ' As he said in July 1956 to the envoy Kurim-
szki: 

Whomever the Hungarian people choose and recognize as their leader is 
their business... I also said in Moscow that 1 do not support Rakosi, but 
if the Hungarian people want him, then let him be. It is their business. 
We thought and still do think...that the settling of the issues between the 
two parties should not cause shocks to the Hungarian Workers' Party."8 

This is not to say that Tito did not denounce Rakosi during the 1955 Belgrade 
and 1956 Moscow meetings. However, even these negative comments would not 
have persuaded the Khrushchev leadership to dismiss Rakosi in 1955."y The 
contemporary Western press speculated that reparations payments from Hungary 
— which were finally negotiated in May 1956 — may have persuaded Tito to 
end his overt opposition to Rdkosi's incumbency.120 

Moscow finally insisted that Rakosi resign, because the situation in 
Hungary was getting worse. Even the Hungarian Politburo did not want him, but 
they were too afraid to tell Moscow; they were waiting for Moscow to take the 
initiative.121 Of course, Erno Gero, who took Rakosi's place, was no different. 
Hungarians quipped: "In place of a fat Rakosi, we got a thin one." Even Khrush-
chev during the November 3 Presidium meeting remarked candidly: "It is my 
fault and Mikoyan's that we proposed Gero rather than Kadar."122 

Given his wariness of Imre Nagy, why did Tito offer the latter political 
asylum in his Budapest embassy? Scholars have been puzzled about Tito's 
motives. This event is worth examining in detail, both because Tito's act of 
granting Nagy asylum epitomizes his political philosophy, and because his 



reticence in handing Nagy over to the USSR contributed to a new cold phase in 
Yugoslav relations with both the USSR and Hungary. 

Until the November 4 invasion, most of the Soviet and Hungarian 
remarks were directed against the activities of the Yugoslav diplomats in 
Hungary, and against the pro-Nagy reporting of the Hungarian situation by the 
Yugoslav journalists. Even at the Crimea meeting when Khrushchev discussed 
this problem with Tito, he approached it in a delicate way that would enable Tito 
to save face. Tt is plausible that Khrushchev, until the November 4 invasion, had 
been willing to give Tito the benefit of the doubt and assume that the Yugoslav 
journalists and diplomats were simply acting on their own and not on Tito's 
orders.123 But after November 4, when Nagy and forty-one others received 
political refuge in the Yugoslav embassy in Budapest, the Soviet leader attacked 
Tito: How dare Tito shelter this leader of the counterrevolution? Khrushchev was 
enraged. 

The coursc of events is well-known. At 5:20 a.m. Nagy made his last 
appeal on Radio Budapest and then went to the Yugoslav embassy with Zoltan 
Szanto and eleven other party leaders and intellectuals with their families.124 In 
the Yugoslav embassy, Nagy remained safe from the invading Soviet army until 
his final departure from the embassy compound on November 22, 1956. What is 
less known, however, is how exactly Nagy's group ended up in the Yugoslav 
embassy and what Tito's motives were in giving him asylum. From the newly 
available correspondence between Khrushchev and Tito, the following scenario 
emerges. On November 1, Szanto spoke with the Yugoslav ambassador to 
Hungary, Dalibor Soldatic, about the possible need for political asylum. He was 
afraid of possible violence against Hungarian government members by the anti-
communist insurgents. Soldatic gave a preliminary affirmative answer, and 
Szanto was supposed to tell him exactly when he and others would be coming to 
the embassy. Soldatic also informed Tito of this request. 

The "Agreement" at Brioni 

The next day Tito, Rankovic,125 Kardelj, and Veljko Micunovic (the Yugoslav 
Ambassador to the USSR) met with Khrushchev and Malcnkov at Tito's retreat 
on Brioni Island and discussed the Hungarian situation from seven o'clock in the 
evening to five o'clock the next morning. Khrushchev and Malcnkov informed 
the Yugoslav leaders of Moscow's plans for invading Hungary, but not the actual 
date. As mentioned earlier, by November 3 Tito had agreed with Khrushchev 
both on the need to intervene militarily and on the wisdom of selecting Kadar as 
the new leader. Tito also agreed to try to persuade Nagy to issue a declaration 
announcing his own resignation, admit his inability to stop the violence in the 
country, and proclaim his support for the new Kadar government.126 During the 
course of the conversation, according to Micunovic, Tito informed Khrushchev 
about Szanto's request for asylum in the Yugoslav embassy: 



They [Khrushchev and Malenkov] again asked what possibilities we had 
of trying to do something about Nagy. Apart from Losonczy we 
mentioned Zoltan Szantd, who has already asked for asylum in our 
embassy because of the danger of reprisals. It seems to us that such 
people are not to be distrusted, because they are decent folk with good 

127 intentions. 

The question arises: if Khrushchev objected so much to Nagy's refuge in the 
Yugoslav embassy, why did he not protest this possible scenario when it was 
first broachcd during the meeting at Brioni? Several answers can be deduced. 
First, Tito apparently mentioned only Szanto, and not Nagy, so perhaps Khrush-
chev did not realize that Nagy himself might also seek asylum in the Yugoslav 
embassy. Second, the most pressing conccrn for Khrushchev and Malenkov at 
the time was getting Tito's support for the intervention and his promise to try to 
persuade Nagy to resign and announce publicly his support for the Kadar 
government. It was clcar to the Yugoslavs thai Khrushchev had already decided 
to intervene, and that he merely wanted Tito's ex post facto approval — not his 
advice or permission. Khrushchev needed Tito's help in making the Soviet 
invasion look more legitimate to the international community, which would then 
facilitate the "normalization" in Hungary. 

In addition, since Tito had been surprisingly supportive of the Soviet 
invasion plan, Khrushchev evidently assumed that, even if Nagy sought asylum 
in the Yugoslav embassy, Tito would quickly turn Nagy over to the Soviet 
authorities. This is indicated in the telegram of November 4, in which Khrush-
chev instructed Soviet Ambassador Firiubin to tell Eduard Kardelj, Deputy Head 
of the Yugoslav Government, that 

as far as the further sojourn of Nagy and his group in the embassy, 
excesses could occur with them, not only by the reaction but also by the 
revolutionary elements. Thus, bearing in mind that the Hungarian 
Revolutionary Worker-Peasant government [headed by Kadar] does not 
have security organs at present, it would be expedient to deliver Nagy 
and his group to our troops for transport to the Revolutionary Worker-
Peasant government in Szolnok.12* 

Despite Tito's assent to "work on Nagy," what complicated matters was Khrush-
chev's silence about when the invasion would begin. Micunovic writes: 

The Russians still said nothing about when their troops would intervene. 
Wc can't ask them, and they don't want to say. For that reason the time 
factor remains unclear: We don't know what opportunity we may have 
to influence Nagy and try to reduce the number of casualties and the 
amount of unnecessary bloodshed. But we agreed that wc would try and 
influence Nagy.124 



Before Szanto could reply to Soldatic about when he would seek asylum, 
the actual invasion had begun, on November 4. Soldatic called Nagy at 1;00 a.m. 
on the same day in the Hungarian Parliament building and invited him to the 
Yugoslav embassy. Thus, on the basis of the first tentative conversation on 
November 1, the Nagy group fled to the embassy.130 

Since Tito had mentioned Szanto's request during the Brioni meeting, he 
apparently concluded that Khrushchev condoned the possible offer of asylum to 
the Hungarian leaders. This is indicated in the November 4 telegram in which 
Firiubin wrote: 

Kardelj reported that on the night of November 4 they called Imre 
Nagy, as it had been agreed with comrade Khrushchev... It is still not 
clear, said Kardelj, whether or not Imre Nagy made his last declaration 
in the name of the government in Budapest. If he did make this declar-
ation, then they, the Yugoslavs will try to get him to state that he made 
it under pressure from the reactionaries. They also intend to persuade 
Imre Nagy to make a declaration of support for the government headed 
by Kadar in Szolnok. In Kardelj's words such a declaration will facilitate 
discussion of the Hungarian question in the Security Council and 
[facilitate diplomatic] recognition of Kadar's government as the legiti-
mate government.131 

This means that Nagy's group was already in the embassy before the Yugoslavs 
knew that Nagy had declared Hungary's neutrality.132 

Later, in explaining to Khrushchev why he had granted asylum to Nagy, 
Tito cited the sheer "speed of events" and "absence of detailed information."133 

"This problem... in the final analysis... is a result of our conversation on Brioni, 
although because of the events in Hungary, things developed differently than we 
expected," he wrote. The conversation between Szanto and Soldatic had already 
taken place before the Brioni meeting, and Tito did inform Khrushchev of it. 
Khrushchev appears to be the one to blame for the initial presence of Nagy's 
group in the Yugoslav embassy, since he did not tell Tito at Brioni that the offer 
of political asylum to Nagy was unacceptable. He also did not give Tito a 
reasonable amount of time in which to persuade Nagy to make the declaration 
supporting Kadar. Soviet troops went into action less than twenty-four hours 
after Khrushchev and Malenkov left Tito at Brioni. 

The quarrel between the Soviet and Yugoslav leaders developed later 
when Khrushchcv realized that Tito would not easily relinquish Nagy and his 
group. It was simply incomprehensible to Khrushchev that Tito could continue to 
harbour Nagy, the "leader of the counterrevolution," when Tito had been so 
understanding during the Brioni meeting. 

The Soviets then, in all likelihood, decided to intimidate the Yugoslavs in 
another, non-verbal, way. By explicitly mentioning in the November 4 telegram 
that "excesses" could occur, the Soviets seem to have been preparing a cover for 
a little-known event that took place on November 5 at 3:30 p.m.133 On this day 



a Soviet tank fired on the Yugoslav embassy. The cultural attache Milcnko 
Milovanov was killed in the gunfire, the building was damaged, and all the 
windows were shattered. The Yugoslav foreign minister, Ko£a Popovic, accused 
the Soviet authorities of having deliberately opened fire on the embassy, know 
ing that it was indeed the Yugoslav embassy and that Imre Nagy and his 
supporters were inside.135 To reinforce Popovic's complaint, the Yugoslav 
ambassador to the USSR, Veljko Micunovic, visited the Soviet minister of 
foreign affairs, Dmitri Shepilov, the next day.136 Dalibor Soldatic, the Yugoslav 
ambassador in Budapest, also complained about the incident to Andropov. 
Soldatic requested that Soviet tanks near the Yugoslav embassy be moved. 
Andropov relayed this message to Valerian Zorin, the Soviet deputy foreign 
minister, warning that "the demand for the withdrawal of the Soviet military unit 
from the building of the mission is of a suspicious nature."13 ' 

As we know from Malin's notes, these messages were discussed at the 
Presidium meeting by Khrushchev, Zhukov and Shepilov. A cable was prepared 
for the Yugoslav government and transmitted via Firyubin to Popovic.138 On 
November 9, 1956 a commission composed of Major-General K.E. Grebennik,'3y 

Colonel K.V. Boskoboinik, and Major A. B. Lukin conducted an investigation of 
the circumstances.140 The Yugoslav government later presented a claim of 
$84,446 to Hungary for the death of Milovanov.141 

Although the Soviet officials claimed that it was an accident, the attack 
on the Yugoslav mission could very well have been deliberate (although this 
cannot be verified until other documents from the Soviet military archives are 
declassified). The Soviet leaders resented Tito for giving the Nagy group 
political refuge, and this would have been an easy way to take revenge. They 
had both the motive and the opportunity, and the incident could be readily 
explained. After all, Tito himself had earlier asked the Soviet government to 
"take measures to protect the Yugoslav embassy from possible attacks on it."142 

From the Yugoslav point of view, once Nagy's presence in the embassy 
became known throughout the world, the situation changed; Tito was caught in a 
dilemma. As Micunovic aptly articulated it: "[the Soviets] have decided to sling 
mud at Yugoslavia as the organizer of the counterrevolution if we don't hand 
Imre Nagy and the others over to them. But if we do hand them over, they will 
then point to us as a country which does not keep its word and which nobody 
should depend on."143 

Tito concluded that he might as well take advantage of this opportunity to 
persuade Nagy to resign — something he had promised Khrushchev he would 
do. As Tito wrote in his letter to Khrushchev, the act of granting asylum to 
Nagy "did not contradict the Brioni agreement."144 The Yugoslavs, Tito assured 
Khrushchev, wanted the same thing Khrushchev and Kadar wanted: a strong 
communist government in Hungary. They had sincerely tried to persuade Nagy 
to declare his support for Kadar.'4" The fact that Nagy turned out to be stub-
bom, Tito noted, should not be blamed on the Yugoslav Communist Party.146 

Furthermore, as he tried to explain to Khrushchev, not all of the members of 



Nagy's group were "anti-Soviet"; some were "honest communists" who would be 
great assets to Kadar's new government. What was wrong with offering them 
asylum?147 Zoltan Szanto, for example, was one of the original leaders of the 
underground Hungarian communist party; he helped recruit Hungarians into the 
communist party while at a POW camp near Suzdal in the USSR in 1943.148 He 
had also once been the Hungarian ambassador to Yugoslavia, and was highly 
regarded by the Yugoslavs. Moreover, the Yugoslav leaders also evidently 
believed that, once Nagy and his group left the embassy and "confronted the 
actual situation," they would eventually "abandon their quixotic attitude" and 
"realize that they have to contribute to the building of socialism."149 

When Tito refused to turn in the Nagy group, Khrushchev began to 
accuse him of protecting Nagy, the very man Tito had described at the Brioni 
meeting as having "cleared the path for counterrevolution." From the Soviet 
viewpoint, offering Nagy political asylum was a supreme example of "interfer-
ence in the internal affairs of Hungary."150 The longer Tito kept Nagy, the more 
convincing became the reports filed by the Soviet diplomats and Hungarian 
officials in Budapest in 1955 and in the early months of 1956. As time passed, 
the accusations became more shrill. Tito, the Soviet leaders said, had "warned 
Nagy of the upcoming invasion."1 M This "Titoist perfidy" no doubt strengthened 
the clout of Molotov's Stalinist faction in the Soviet government. Molotov had 
opposed the 1955 reconciliation with Tito, and was later ousted in 1957 for his 
"erroneous stand on the Yugoslav question." (He apparently believed that even 
Kadar was too much of a "Titoist;" during the November 4 CC CPSU Presidium 
meeting Molotov urged his colleagues to exert more pressure on Kadar "so that 
Hungary does not go the route of Yugoslavia. ")1SJ 

Tt is true that the Yugoslavs did "warn" Nagy about the invasion; Soldatic 
called Nagy at 1:00 a.m. on November 4 and told him.15' But by then probably 
everyone could see that an invasion was imminent. Also, Soldatic could not have 
known exactly when the Soviet invasion would begin, so if he had warned the 
Hungarians, it was only in a very general way. 

Given Tito's wariness of Nagy, his agreement with Khrushchcv on the 
need to intervene,IS4 and his desire for harmonious relations with the USSR, one 
must ask: why did Tito not quickly hand Nagy and his associates over to the 
Soviets? Why did he object to sending them to Romania, Khrushchev's chosen 
destination for the group? 

The answer lies, again, with Tito's values and fears. He valued Yugosla-
via's reputation as a responsible, sovereign state, and was convinced that 
Yugoslavia should honor the principles of international law as befits such a state. 
It is noteworthy that Tito kept the Brioni meeting with Khrushchev secret from 
the Yugoslav public for several days, to avoid tarnishing Yugoslavia's repu-
tation. '" Once Nagy's presence in his embassy became widely known, Tito took 
the concept of political asylum seriously. In his February 1957 letter to the 
CPSU's Central Committee, Tito maintained that he could not "violate his word 



and simply give up these people," citing the Yugoslav constitution on the issue 
of political asylum.156 

Apart from this reason, one must also remember Tito's considerable skills 
in realpolitik. Just as the "third-path" rhctoric served a dual purpose (winning the 
approval of both the Yugoslav people and U.S. policymakers), so sheltering 
Nagy in the Yugoslav embassy served both to incarcerate Nagy (thereby defus-
ing the uprising), and also to win the approval of the international community 
for "protecting" Nagy from the Soviet aggressors. As Micunovic wrote: "[i]t 
could not be disputed that the fact that the Nagy government had in effect 
disappeared from the moment it entered the Yugoslav embassy had proved useful 
and had helped both Kadar and the Russians."157 

Tito could then take advantage of Nagy's presence in the embassy to coax 
him to cooperate with the Kadar government. If he could discredit Nagy, perhaps 
he could reduce the chances of anti-communist "spillover" into Yugoslavia. Tito 
was so sure he could get Nagy to support the Kadar regime that he believed the 
Yugoslav embassy might be attacked "when the reaction finds out that Nagy, 
who is in the embassy, supports the Kadar government."158 

Tito understood the political advantage of seeming (to the West) as if he 
were protecting Nagy. Although Tito himself may not have fully supported 
Nagy's movement when it turned anti-communist, some observers in the West 
thought that he did. To simply hand Nagy's group over to Kadar and the Rus-
sians would destroy Yugoslavia's reputation as an independent sovereign country 
with respect for human rights. Meanwhile, those domestic opponents who knew 
how Yugoslav prisoners at Goli Otok were treated did not dare to contradict Tito 
and his followers. 

During the rift of 1948-55, Tito had discovered the advantages of being 
neutral, even before the Egyptian leader Gamal Abdel Nasser did. U. S. Secret-
ary of State John Foster Dulles had been eager to extend economic aid to 
Yugoslavia, confident that the Yugoslav example would encourage Hungary and 
the other Soviet satellites to fight for independence. In a speech to the Four-H 
Club in Chicago in 1954, Dulles said: 

In 1948 Yugoslavia broke free from the grip of international commu-
nism and reasserted its own nationalism. Now, the Soviet Union treats 
Yugoslavia with deference while it continues to treat with contempt the 
puppet governments of Hungary, Romania, and Bulgaria. That may 
embolden the satellites to demand a measure of independence.1'9 

When Dulles visited Tito in May 1955, Tito ostensibly told him what he 
wanted to hear, speaking about "independence," rather than about "national 
communism." He told Dulles that the "transformation in the satellite countries" 
would take place faster than Dulles could even imagine, and that he, Tito, was 
trying to accclcratc this process, so the satellites would become independent, 
which Tito wanted very much.160 In the tightly bipolar world of the 1950s, both 



superpowers vied for client states among the neutral countries. Tito could 
pretend to do the bidding of each superpower, but neither would know his real 
intentions. 

Moreover, if Tito had simply handed Nagy over to Kadar's government, 
Khrushchev might have been encouraged to see Yugoslavia as just another 
obedient Soviet satellite. Tito feared the prospect of Yugoslavia once again 
getting pulled back into the Soviet camp. He had swallowed his pride enough at 
the Crimea meeting, when he assured Khrushchev that he had "no fundamental 
disagreements," and that in Yugoslavia "only a different method of building 
socialism [was] being applied." Khrushchev had replied, "The methods and 
forms can differ, but there must be a single principled line." Tito had agreed: 
socialism can never be divided into various sorts; it is a "single revolutionary 
doctrine, which we, communists, should adhere to."161 

Thus, respecting Nagy's political asylum was a useful way of reminding 
Khrushchev that he, Tito — despite the official normalization of Soviet-Yugo-
slav relations — would still act independently, even if that displeased the 
Kremlin. His concern for Nagy's physical safety probably stemmed more from 
his determination to safeguard Yugoslavia's international reputation than from 
any desire to encourage Nagy and his plans for a multiparty system in Hun-
gary.162 

As if to retaliate for Tito's stubbornness in holding on to Nagy, the Soviet 
leaders made a deliberate decision on November 17 to kidnap the Nagy group as 
soon as it left the Yugoslav embassy.161 On November 22 a bus was driven up 
to the embassy's doorsteps, supposedly to transport Nagy and the other asylum 
seekers to their apartments. While the Hungarians were climbing into the bus, a 
Soviet military official also entered the bus, despite the Yugoslavs' vehement 
protests. (The bus driver was also a Russian.) To make sure that the Hungarians 
were taken to their homes, the diplomat Milan Georgievic and military attache 
Milan Drosa were ordered to accompany the group. The bus proceeded just 
around the corner from the embassy when the Soviet officer forced Georgievic 
and Drosa to get off. The bus took the Nagy group first to the closest Soviet 
military headquarters and then continued on to Romania where the group was 
imprisoned, contrary to the assurances that Kadar's government had given to the 
Yugoslavs.164 

What angered Tito so much about the kidnapping was the blatant 
deception. Nothing quite stings the ego as outright betrayal after lengthy nego-
tiations in good faith.165 In an official letter to the CC CPSU on November 24, 
Tito wrote: 

The Yugoslav government regards the abovementioned action a crude 
violation of the agreement negotiated with the Hungarian government. 
The [actions taken by the K&d£r government]... are completely incon-
sistent with the agreement. The Yugoslav government cannot accept the 
version that Nagy and the others voluntarily went to Romania, since it 



was known... — while they were still here in the Yugoslav embassy — 
that they wanted to stay in their own country. The Yugoslav government 
expresses an energetic protest to the Hungarian government, and de-
mands that the agreement be followed immediately. [Failure to do so] 
will damage Soviet-Yugoslav relations. [Tjhe... violation of the agree-
ment is in complete contradiction of widely recognized international 
legal norms.166 

Tito's indignation probably equalled or surpassed the outrage Nagy felt 
when he had realized that the negotiations on November 3 for Soviet troop 
withdrawal had been a complete hoax. Until November 22, the discussions 
concerning the Nagy group's departure from the Yugoslav embassy had been 
conductcd between Dobrivoje Vidic, Tito's delegate, and representatives of the 
Kadar government. The document that had emerged from these talks "guaran-
t ee^ ] the security of the indicated persons," and pledged "not to hold the 
Yugoslavs responsible" for past events.167 

Both of these pledges were broken: Nagy and several others were abduc-
ted, and Yugoslavia was blamed for fostering the "counterrevolution" in 
Hungary. This deception, Tito felt, had made Yugoslavia a laughingstock in the 
international community. Characteristically enough, the Romanian (and probably 
Soviet) officials were surprised that Tito was so angry about the abduction; they 
thought he might even raise the issue at the United Nations.168 During the 
November 27 meeting of the CPSU's Presidium, Khrushchev expressed his regret 
about Soviet involvement in the kidnapping. "It was a mistake for our officer to 
go into the bus," he said, according to notes taken by Malin's deputy Vladimir 
Chernukha. He thought the matter should have been left up to the Hungarians. 
For the Yugoslavs it felt like a "return to 1948."170 

Tito's disappointment extended to Kadar. As early as the summer of 
1956, Tito had favored Kadar as a possible replacement for Rakosi.1"' At the 
November meeting on Brioni Island, the Yugoslavs persuaded Khrushchev and 
Malenkov to choose Kadar rather than Miinnich to head Hungary's new Revol-
utionary Worker-Peasant Government, since Kadar had been in prison while 
Stalin and Rakosi had been in power, whereas Miinnich had been Hungarian 
ambassador to the USSR.172 (This was clearly a wise choice, sincc Miinnich was 
evidently involved in the plans to abduct the Nagy group.)171 Kadar had given 
his word concerning the Nagy group; now he had turned out to be almost as 
deceitful as Rakosi. 

It should be pointed out here, however, that Kadar was not as hawkish 
during the October-November 1956 events as most books published in the West 
have portrayed him. In fact — as the Malin notes reveal — Kadctr did not at first 
advocate a massive Soviet military intervention. At the CC CPSU Presidium 
meeting on November 2, Kadar warned the Soviet leaders that "the use of 
military force will be destructive and lead to bloodshed" and would "erode the 
authority of the socialist countries," causing "the morale of the Communists [in 
Hungary] to be reduced to zero."174 



Ironically Kadar was deceitful in the one area where Western accounts 
have been more forgiving of him: the abduction of the Nagy group. Most writers 
have expressed the view that Kadar had not known about the kidnapping plan 
and had disapproved of the Soviet treatment of Imre Nagy.175 But recently 
declassified documents indicate that Kadar knew and approved of the secret 
KGB plan to arrest Nagy and the others the minute they stepped outside the 
Yugoslav embassy.176 If Nagy remained in Hungary, Kadar worried, he would 
inspire the Hungarian "reactionaries." Rumours about an American intervention 
vexed him as well.177 Sporadic gunfire in Budapest could be heard until Decem-
ber and widespread passive resistance continued into 1957. To gain the peoples' 
cooperation, Kadar had to resort to lies, namely, that he would share power with 
Nagy as soon as Nagy returned from the Yugoslav embassy. Clearly, Kadar 
wanted Nagy taken out of Hungary — not to Yugoslavia (technically a neutral 
country), but to Romania (at the time a loyal Soviet satellite). He knew that if 
Nagy went to Yugoslavia, "there would be two existing Hungarian governments: 
one there, and one here in Budapest."178 

Not surprisingly, given Tito's disappointment with Kadar, Hungarian-
Yugoslav relations cooled after the "Nagy affair." Hungarian diplomats snubbed 
their Yugoslav colleagues by rejecting the latters' invitations to social events, and 
by declining to invite the Yugoslavs to their own social events."4 Thus, 
Yugoslav-Hungarian relations had coine full circle. This clear ease of betrayal 
began a brief new cold war between Hungary and Yugoslavia. In preparation for 
the Nagy trial, the judicial proceedings of which were initiated in February 
1957,180 the Hungarian and Soviet foreign ministries went to great lengths to 
gather data on Yugoslavia's "role in the Hungarian counterrevolution." in 
November 1957 the Yugoslav delegation alone refused to attend the celebration 
of the 40th anniversary of the October Revolution in Moscow and sign a 
declaration affirming the Soviet Union's leading role in the communist move-
ment. In late April 1958 the Soviet leaders then refused to send a delegation (o 
the Yugoslavs' Seventh Party Congress held in Ljubljana, where a documenl was 
signed that rejected the USSR's claim to any leading role in the communist 
movement. Evidently at this time Khrushchev also decided to act on an earlier 
decision to punish Imre Nagy. On June 16, 1958 Imre Nagy was hanged. The 
Hungarian authorities warned the Yugoslavs not to make a fuss about the 
execution, or they would publish more "evidence" of Yugoslav involvement in 
the Hungarian events. Jovo Kapicic, the new Yugoslav ambassador replied that 
the Nagy trial was just "another link in the chain of the new anti-Yugoslav 
campaign, being conducted by the USSR and other bloc countries."181 The 
Yugoslavs were keenly aware of the similarities between the Nagy trial and the 
Rajk trial nine years earlier.182 



Conclusions 

This article has attempted to show that, despite Moscow's rapprochement with 
Tito's Yugoslavia in 1955, tensions between Hungary and Yugoslavia remained. 
Rdkosi's Hungary had played a leading role in the anti-Tito campaign in the late 
1940s, and Tito wanted a full apology. The Hungarian government's reluctance 
promptly to redress other Yugoslav grievances also helped to prevent the 
achievement of a full reconciliation between Belgrade and Budapest. These 
outstanding issues included: the rehabilitation of Laszlo Rajk, amnesty to all 
Yugoslav political prisoners in Hungary, fair treatment of Hungary's Yugoslav 
minority, and the payment of reparations to Yugoslavia. At the same time, 
Hungary's communist leaders also had complaints: they — as well as Soviet 
officials — resented the uncensored, pro-Nagy coverage manifest in the Yugo-
slav media. It should also be mentioned in this connection that reports by 
Yugoslav journalists and diplomats contributed to a Soviet misinterpretation of 
the Hungarian revolutionary movement's origins: the Soviet leaders came to 
believe that only a small core of intellectuals — not the masses of workers and 
peasants — was causing problems. Thus if only Tito would use his influence to 
help silence the "troublemakers," they thought, the conflict in Hungary could be 
resolved. 

The newly-surfaced documentary evidence offers glimpses of the attitudes 
that prevailed at the time in Belgrade. There it was realized that while reconcili-
ation with Hungary (and the USSR) would benefit Yugoslavia financially, it also 
brought a risk of renewed domination by the Soviet bloc. Tito in particular 
valued Yugoslavia's status as a neutral, nonaligned country that could stand up to 
Joseph Stalin. At the same time, the Yugoslav leader was also wary of the 
nationalist ferment of the Hungarian revolution, and in early November worked 
with Khrushchcv behind the scenes to prevent it from spreading to Yugoslavia. 
The history of Yugoslav-Hungarian relations, from World War I and the 1920 
Trianon Treaty to World War II and the Serbian partisans' revenge against the 
Hungarians in the Vojvodina, provided a basis for Tito's fears of a spillover. 
Indeed, the recent war in Bosnia-Herzegovina has demonstrated that Tito 
certainly had good reasons to fear ethnic conflicts in his own country. 

Tito's willingness to shelter Imre Nagy after the Soviet crackdown in 
Hungary, and Kadar's collusion in his abduction, served to open all the old 
wounds in Yugoslav relations with Hungary — as well as with the USSR. 
Ironically, Khrushchev was just as chagrined as Tito about the new rift between 
Hungary and Yugoslavia. Yet, had it not been for the Sino-Soviet dispute of the 
early 1960s, the events of November 1956 might have led to another complete 
break between Yugoslavia and the bloc countries closest to the USSR. 



ABBREVIATIONS 

Explanations of Hungarian, Yugoslav and Russian abbreviations and terms: 

AVH Allamvedelmi Hatosag [State Security Authority] (name of the 
Hungarian secret police agency after 1949) 

AVO Allamvedelmi Osztaly [State Security Department] (name of the 
Hungarian secret police agency until 1949) 

AVP RF Arkhiv vneshnei politiki Rossiiskoi Federatsii [Archive of Foreign 
Policy, Russian Federation], Moscow 

CPSU Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
CPY Communist Party of Yugoslavia 
CC Central Committee 
GARF Gosudarstvcnnyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii [State Archive of 

the Russian Federation] 
HSWP Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party 
HWP Hungarian Workers' Party (under Rakosi's leadership) 
KGB Committee for State Security of the USSR 
MOL Magyar Orsz&gos Leveltar (Budapest) 
RTsKhlDNI Russian Center for the Preservation and Study of Documents of 

Contemporary History 
SZKP KB Szovjet Kommunista Part Kozponti Bizottsaga [the Central 

Committee of the Communist Pary of the Soviet Union) 
TsAMO Tsentral'nyi arkhiv Ministerstva oborony Rossiiskoi Federatsii 

[Central Archive of the Ministry of Defense, Russian Federation] 
TsKhSD Tsentr Khraneniya Sovremennoi Dokumentatsii [Center for the 

Storage of Contemporary Documentation], Moscow 
TsK KPSS Tsentral'nyi komitet Kommunisticheskoi Partii Sovetskovo Soyuza 

[Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union] 

F Fond [Fund] 
O Opis' [Inventory] 
Por. Portfel' [Portfolio] 
P. Papka [Folder] 
Per. Perechen' [List] 
D Delo [File] 
Dok, [Document] 
L [Page] 
Rolik Reel 
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Garthoff, Mark Kramer, and the anonymous reviewers for earlier assistance and 
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