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Even before the 50th anniversary of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 
there was a huge literature on it; as a result of the regime-change in those 
countries that were involved in its events, a substantial part of the con-
fidential files relating to it have become accessible to researchers. It was 
expected that 2006 will see many new publications, but while they 
revealed important details, like the many local revolutions in the country-
side,1 or the impact and repercussions in the neighbouring states,2 the 
general picture was not substantially modified. Probably the most suc-
cessful and most widely read new publication was by an erstwhile young 
Budapest journalist witness, who, under the name of Charles Gati, became 



an acclaimed historian and political scientist in the United States.3 Draw-
ing on the findings of old and new scholarly works, Gati has pain-
stakingly searched through archives in Hungary, Russia and the USA, has 
interviewed participants and eye-witnesses who were accessible to him, 
and produced a concise, readable synthesis, which also appeared in 
Hungarian, Polish, Russian and Slovak. Its only shortcoming is that it 
takes no account of events outside the Hungarian capital. 

Gati gives a very sensible answer to the question who started the 
Revolution. It was disenchanted Marxists and Communists, the parti-
cipants in the Petofi Circle, who prompted the broad climate of opinion in 
favour of change. Given that it was taking place within the framework of 
a totalitarian dictatorship, the initiative could not have come in any other 
way except from inside, from within the orbit of the Party's intellectuals. 
It is not a new finding, but the general public may not be aware of the 
process that led Imre Nagy, who in the days immediately after 23 October 
was still "a prisoner... of his own Communist past" (p. 150) and who 
spoke of a counter-revolution (though he was opposed to the intervention 
of Soviet troops), to declare a week later, on 30 October, the restoration 
of multi-party democracy. His close supporters and subsequent fellow 
martyrs had a big part in this, and the thumbnail sketches of these figures 
that the book offers are one of its major strengths. Even more important is 
what Gati relates about the number of insurgents, their background and 
their thinking, based on the most recent publications (especially by Laszlo 
Eorsi and Laszlo Gyurko). Their strength (around fifteen thousand armed 
combatants) does not seem much; however, in effect they had the whole 
country behind them. Within a couple of days the state and party appa-
ratus throughout the country collapsed without offering any resistance, so 
on that point I cannot agree with Gati's comments about people being on 
both sides of the barricade. There were no two sides, as it was a tiny 
minority of party functionaries and the A v 6 security police, totalling no 
more than a few thousand or at most tens of thousands, who — primarily 
on account of past deeds and crimes that they had committed — were 
ranged against the whole country, the entire Hungarian nation (including 
those cut off by frontiers). That was the voice of the people as relayed to 
parliament by their delegations, and it is likely to have played at least as 
big a part in persuading Nagy to make his about face at the end of Octo-
ber as did his friends and immediate associates, including Miklos Gimes, 
Jozsef Szilagyi, Tamas Aczel, Ferenc Donath, Geza Losonczy, Miklos 
Vasarhelyi and Szilard Ujhelyi. 



At the launch of the book's Hungarian edition, Janos M. Rainer, 
one of the pre-eminent experts on 1956, described it as a lively and 
provocative essay which constitutes the first serious revision among the 
accounts of Revolution that have appeared to date. Gati's key thesis: if 
Imre Nagy had been a stronger leader during the days of the Revolution, 
and if the revolutionaries had been capable of moderating their demands, 
and if America, instead of mere rhetoric, had shown a more vigorous and 
more imaginative response to events, then there would have been a realis-
tic chance of the USSR holding back on its intervention. Had that been 
the case Hungary would have acquired a more moderate Communist 
regime, somewhere between the administrations of a Gomulka and a Tito. 
In short: was the most dramatic event of the Cold War doomed to failure? 

At the outset it indeed seemed impossible for a small nation to 
overthrow a tyranny imposed and maintained by the mighty Soviet Union. 
But when many Soviet tanks were successfully destroyed by the young 
insurgents in Budapest, and two prominent Soviet leaders, Mikoyan and 
Suslov, in negotiations with Nagy and Zoltan Tildy, the former 
Smallholder Party leader, had agreed to the demands of the revoluti-
onaries; moreover, a communique issued by the Soviet government on 30 
October promised to place relations with "the other socialist states" on 
completely new footing of equality and state sovereignty, and stated that 
it was prepared to discuss the matter of its military presence in Hungary, 
a miraculous victory seemed imminent. 

We already knew that one day later, during the night dawning on 
31 October, the Soviet leadership, with Khrushchev to the fore, changed 
its mind and decided to occupy Hungary and install a puppet government. 
That decision was unquestionably swayed by the Suez Crisis that blew up 
on 29 October with the military action taken by Great Britain, France and 
Israel against Egypt, but the decisive factor must have been a fear that the 
collapse of the Communist regime in Hungary, quite apart from the 
enormous loss of face that it would entail, might set off a chain reaction 
of protests against the equally loathed Communist governments in other 
satellite states. The Hungarian government was already informed the fol-
lowing day that new Soviet army units were crossing the country's fron-
tier. Nagy had no illusions: the disappearance of Kadar and Miinnich, two 
less compromised prominent Communists, could only be taken as a bad 
omen. His declaration of Hungarian neutrality later that day and then, 
after the sighting of the military ring around Budapest and the last straw 
of Soviet ambassador Andropov's lies, the announcement on 3 November 



of the country's withdrawal from the Warsaw Pact were last-ditch 
attempts to avert the threat of attack. The fact that Khrushchev received 
unanimous backing in a series of lightning visits that he paid to the Polish 
comrades at Brest, to the Romanians, Czechs and Bulgarians in Bucharest, 
and to Tito on the island of Brioni — indeed, was urged by them to 
intervene militarily against Hungary — has been known for some time. 
Gati also cites as a final crucial factor the continued in-fighting for power 
within the Soviet leadership, and the opportunity offered to Khrushchev to 
counter any accusations of being too soft. He also suggests that if the 
insurgents in Budapest had not entertained "illusions about their 
courageous insurgency forcing the Soviet Union to retreat"; if Hungary 
had not rejected the one-party system; and if Imre Nagy had been more in 
charge of the situation and been able to check outrages such as the siege 
on the Party headquarters in Republic Square and the ensuing lynchings, 
then perhaps the Soviet Union would not have launched its aggression on 
4 November and "the revolt might well have succeeded" (p. 220). 

The Revolution swept the Communist regime aside, and all Prime 
Minister Nagy did up until 30 October was to acknowledge and legitimize 
that fact. The idea that the whole revolution might have been able to 
restrain itself, that there was no necessity for it to run to demands for 
multiparty democracy and complete independence from the Soviet Union 
— it is simply unrealistic. Even if he had been more forceful and 
resolute, Nagy would have been unable to contain public sentiment. Even 
supposing that he did succeed in braking the momentum and halting the 
process, it is highly unlikely that this would have mollified Moscow. 
After all, it was precisely through drawing the lessons of 1956 that the 
Czechs in 1968 were in the position that Gati posits of Hungary 1956: a 
programme of democratic socialism with a human face that did not defy 
Moscow — but to no avail. When the Solidarity movement in Poland 
carried through a "self-limiting revolution" in 1980-81 by only battling 
for the social demands of employees, leaving the political elite in place 
and not even trying to break free from the "geopolitical cage," a Soviet 
leadership that was a good deal more enlightened than it had been in 
1956 was unwilling to allow even that. Given these subsequent examples, 
I would hazard a guess that insofar as Imre Nagy would have wanted a 
"Big Compromise" amounting to a milder form of Communism like that 
advocated by Gomulka and, later on, by Khrushchev himself, that truly 
would have spared a few hundred lives, but the one-party system and the 
ultimately ruinous economic policy would have been left intact. 



For an alternative that was not realised in 1956 but stood a 
realistic chance one has to look not to Budapest or Moscow but to 
Washington. Gati's analysis of Washington's policy is the most valuable 
part of his book, and I have to confess that his conclusions have led me 
to modify my own earlier understanding.4 Like most contemporaries and 
later commentators, I too was of the opinion that the United States could 
not be accused of abandoning the Hungarian Revolution, because military 
intervention on its part could easily have led to world war or a nuclear 
catastrophe. Gati's researches in the archives support Bennet Kovrig's 
earlier claim5 that any talk of "liberation" was nothing more than empty 
propaganda sloganising, and the U.S. government had no specific plans 
what to do if a spontaneous revolt broke out in a Communist country. 
Based on classified U.S. records Gati shows that Washington had very 
little knowledge and even less understanding of the internal conditions of 
Hungary prior to the outbreak of the uprising. America failed to appre-
ciate Imre Nagy's importance even after the turning-point at the end of 
October. 

The gravest fault of all was the failure of America's leaders to 
turn to the Kremlin, while the Revolution was in progress, with a mean-
ingful proposal that was worthy of consideration. Eisenhower was con-
cerned that the Soviet Union would respond aggressively if it perceived 
that the tacitly accepted post-1947 division of Europe was under threat; 
after 23 October his main goal was to reassure the Soviet leadership that 
the United States was not going to endanger Soviet interests in Eastern 
Europe and was not seeking to overthrow the Communist regimes there. 
On October 27th, having cleared it first with the president, Secretary of 
State John Foster Dulles in a speech in Dallas, Texas, reassured Moscow: 
"The United States has no ulterior motive in desiring the independence of 
the satellite countries... We do not look upon these nations as potential 
military allies."6 Had the Soviet Union been well-intentioned and anxious 
for peace and co-operation, the speech might have provided a good 
argument for not intervening militarily; however, what Moscow's hard-
liners read into it was that it was offering a carte blanche to go ahead, as 
they would not have to reckon with an American intervention. Meanwhile 
the Hungarian staff of Radio Free Europe (RFE) in Munich were unaware 
that the confrontational stance that they had been broadcasting with the 
blessing of their paymasters now had no political backing and that 
America had not the faintest idea how the promised "liberation" was to be 
achieved. Left to their own devices, guided by their own emotions, the 



Hungarian editors enthusiastically watched the downfall of communism in 
Hungary. Gati does not mention, however, that the US National Security 
Council's directive NSC 174 stated that its goal was to destabilise the 
Soviet empire, but not to foment revolt and not to commit the American 
government to providing aid. It seems that this had never been brought to 
the attention of either the RFE's staff or its listeners. Gati might also have 
mentioned that the Democratic Party opposition demonstrated more sensi-
tivity to Hungarian expectations. Adlai Stevenson, who was then running 
as the Democrats' presidential candidate, urged the United Nations to step 
in on the side of the Hungarian Revolution. A leading article in the New 
York Times for October 27th suggested that there could not be a more 
clear-cut case for foreign intervention under the aegis of the UN. 
Obviously Stevenson's statement had much to do with electioneering. 

It is true that the Suez conflict did divert attention away from 
Hungary, and it certainly undermined the solidarity of the Western 
powers, but that was not the real reason for their passivity towards Hun-
gary. There were experts within the National Security Council and the 
CIA (Frank Wisner for one) who considered, and even went so far as to 
recommend, that military aid be given, but the logistic difficulties of 
doing so, Austria's neutrality, and the line adopted by Hungary's other 
neighbours all provided convenient excuses for doing nothing. 

Gati does not deal at any length with events at the UN. Not only 
America's record there was deplorable, but that of the whole institution, 
for which primary responsibility lies with the Secretary-General, the 
Swedish Dag Hammarskjold, and other high-ranking officials of the 
Organization. This has been shown in a meticulously researched (1657 
footnotes!) and highly convincing work by Andras Nagy, a non-
professional historian, who probed into the mysterious death of Povl 
Bang-Jensen, a Danish diplomat at the UN, who refused to reveal the 
names of the Hungarians who testified before the Special Committee on 
Hungary. For his disobedience he was discharged, and his suspicion of 
Soviet influences, especially in the aftermath of the Revolution, in cur-
tailing the activities of the Committee, led to his dismissal, explained by 
his alleged mental disorder. The Dane was unable to convince Allen 
Dulles that the work of the Special Committee was deliberately sabotaged 
by several people upon orders coming from Moscow, but the charges 
eventually led to his death. While Andras Nagy's monograph is a moving 
testimony to the impact of and inspiration by the tragedy in Hungary, it is 
also a convincing indictment against Hammarskjold, suggesting that he 



was ready to pass on the names of the witnesses and exposing their 
families to terrible repercussion, in exchange for Soviet support for 
extending his assignment. The author shows that the UN was deeply 
penetrated by Soviet agents, without that the condemnation of the Soviet 
Union and his Hungarian puppets could have been far more powerful and 
effective, probably alleviating the reprisals in Hungary. 

Admittedly the UN and its member states could not have given 
history a different course following the second Soviet intervention, but in 
the days immediately preceding a different conduct by the U.S. and its 
major allies may have. That is another of the many alarming findings by 
Nagy, and is supported most convincingly by the collection edited by 
Bekes and Kecskes. They have published definitive works on the 
diplomatic background of 1956;7 here the introductory essay by Bekes 
gives a concise summary of how and why first the British and the French 
(already planning for the invasion of Egypt), later the U.S. delayed any 
discussion by the Security Council of the first Soviet intervention. It is 
easy to find fault with the old colonial powers over their failure, once the 
Hungarian revolt had broken out, to delay their long-planned action in 
Suez, which completely overshadowed the events in Hungary. But I can 
only agree with Bekes that the Soviets would have intervened even if the 
Suez crisis had not taken place, and the passivity of the West was caused 
not by events in the Middle East but was due to fear of overthrowing the 
delicate status quo and scuttling detente. 

In the crucial days October 30 to November 3, when the real 
difference was not between the West and the Soviet Union, but between 
the U.S. and its allies, no response of any kind was given to the 
Hungarian declaration of neutrality. Even the incoming news of Soviet 
troop movements failed to prompt action. Once the news of the Soviet 
attack on Budapest and Nagy's dramatic appeal reached New York, the 
Security Council began an extraordinary session. Henry Cabot Lodge, the 
U.S. delegate to the United Nations, stated: "If ever there was a time 
when the action of the United Nations could literally be a matter of life 
and death for a whole nation, this is the time." Then he addressed some 
words to the Hungarian nation: "By your heroic sacrifice you have given 
the United Nations a brief moment in which to mobilise the conscience of 
the world on your behalf. We are seizing that moment, and we will not 
fail you."8 Alas it was mere propaganda, trying to show the world (and 
especially the "third world") the real face of Soviet imperialism. 
Although an emergency session of the General Assembly passed a U.S. 



motion on 5 November that Soviet troops be withdrawn and a commis-
sion be sent, this did not alter the brute facts: Hungary was crushed and 
remained a Soviet satellite for another 33 years. 

One can accept that fear of a third, this time nuclear world war, 
more than the physical impossibility of providing military help to the 
Hungarians, acquits the U.S. from the charge of having let Hungary 
down. But in a volume that was published to commemorate the twentieth 
anniversary of the Hungarian revolution, the distinguished British 
historian Hugh Seton-Watson (son of R.W. Seton-Watson, the Scotus 
Viator who was so critical of the Hungarians before and after the First 
World War) expressed his doubts: 

We must ask ourselves the question: Could nothing have been 
done? I have spent many hours in the last twenty years discus-
sing this with British and American diplomats, journalists and 
even a few politicians; and all have insisted that nothing could 
have been done. And yet I confess that I am not convinced. Of 
course, American military invasion of Hungary was not 
possible, still less a nuclear ultimatum to Moscow. Of course, 
formal diplomatic notes could achieve nothing. But was it 
really impossible for the United States government, using all 
the private and public channels of communication available to it 
and all the means of pressure at its disposal, to have convinced 
the Soviet government that the consequences of invasion would 
have been very much more unpleasant for it than the con-
sequences of letting the Nagy government, which was in 
control of Hungary, stay in power until a settlement, acceptable 
to all parties concerned, including the Great Powers, could be 
worked out? The truth is that the United States government did 
not even try. Dulles revealed himself an empty demagogue. 
Nobody tried because everyone was obsessed with the presi-
dential election and the Suez Canal.9 

However justified it may be, condemnation of the Western democracies 
today over 1956 is pointless, except for a political message that is topical 
right now. In 1956 the governments of the day judged short-term interests 
to be more important than riskier policies with a broader perspective. 
America did not attempt to roll back the Soviet regime because it over-
estimated the Soviet Union's strength and underestimated the geostrategic 
importance of Central and Eastern Europe. Gati's arguments, in many 
respects convincing, were preceded almost forty years ago by Robert 



Murphy, the highly experienced diplomat who was Foster Dulles' Under-
Secretary in 1956: "Perhaps history will demonstrate that the free world 
could have intervened to give Hungarians the liberty they sought, but 
none of us in the State Department had the skill or the imagination to 
devise a way."10 Solving political crises calls for both expertise and 
imagination. 
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