
SUMMARY 

The Institute for the History of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution was founded 
in 1990, as an intellectual successor of the Imre Nagy Institute, which existed 
in Brussels between 1959 and 1963. The first volume of its Évkönyv [Yearbook] 
intends to document the Insitute's activity since its inception. The Institute, 
which consists of a research centre, attached to and supported by the Hungarian 
Academy of Sciences, and a documentation centre, including the Oral History 
Archive (OHA, founded in 1985), began systematic work in the Spring of 1991. 
It presented itself to the domestic and international scholarly public with an 
international conference in June 1991 on 'The Place of the 1956 Revolution in 
the Decline of Soviet Communism' and held several learned conferences on the 
events and research problems of the 1953-1963 period in cooperation with 
historians and archivists. The first high school textbook presenting the uncen-
sored history of 1956 was compiled by the staff of the Institute and published 
in the Fall of 1991. (Its English-language adaptation is planned to appear in 
1994.) A complete list of the Institute's publications is printed on pp. 251-5 and 
266. Details of the on-going and planned projects are summarized in the 
Director's Report (pp. 245-51) and in the reports on the OHA (by Gy. Kozák, 
pp. 255-65, with a list of 263 interviews with participants and witnesses of 1956, 
pp. 267-90), the archival inventory projects (in Hungary on pp. 291-95, in 
Poland on pp. 309-23) and the biographical research project on the victims of 
post-1956 repression (pp. 297-307). All other contributions to this volume 
document methodical problems and preliminary results of the Institute's major 
entrprises: collecting and inventorizing the oral and written sources in Hungary 
and abroad (including a specially designed data-bank) and filling in the white 
spots in the history of the revolution. These include the history of the armed 
freedom fighters, die relationship between events in Budapest and the country-
side, the fate of the exiles and die incarcerated revolutionaries, the complex 
role of intellectuals (esp. of the writers) before, during, and after the revolution; 
and the international implications of the Hungarian '56. 

As Gy. Litván, Director of the Institute, discusses in his introductory essay, 
the end of the Communist system opened up not only the possibilities of 
research, but also long dormant differences in the interpretation of '56. He 
recognizes four distinct strains of political and social thought which were 
present, at least in rudiments, during the twelve short days of freedom, 
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suppressed by national solidarity under the repression of the Kádár régime, but 
reappeared later (and now) claiming more or less vociferously the prevalence 
of their direction in retrospect. 

Clearly, the most significant was, at least at the beginning, the concept of a 
reformed socialism-in those days called revisionism by orthodox Marxist-Leni-
nists-represented by Imre Nagy and his circle, but also by a great number of 
students, writers, professionals and politically active workers (e.g., in the wor-
kers' councils). After the defeat of the revolution it was this aspect o f ' 56 which 
drew most attention, above all among the European Left, which saw in it both"* 
a final denunciation of unsincere de-Stalinisation in the USSR and a hope for 
a renascence of true socialism. Litván notes that the majority of books and 
discussions on the Hungarian Revolution was informed by a wide spectrum of 
this theoretical tradition, from anti-Moscovite democratic socialists and ex-
Communists all the way to Trotskyites. Surely, this was an imperfect view, the 
motives for which lay more in the western intellectual and political development 
of the 1960s than in a critical evaluation of the events of 1956. 

The second trend, by no means clearly separated from the first, was the 
national-democratic one, represented in Budapest by the politicians of the 
1945-48 coalition era (as well as such indepenedent thinkers as István Bibó) 
and in exile by many non-Communist Hungarians (such as Zoltán Szabó, writer 
and broadcaster, then in London). Representatives of this group took part in 
Imre Nagy's last government and most of them remained committed to the 
cooperation with reconstructed Communism. Both of these directions agreed 
that 1956 aimed at a new start based on the 1945-47 democratic platform of 
the wartime anti-fascist alliance and rejected a pre-war (Horthyite or similar) 
restoration. The third direction, rather weak among the politicians, but not on 
the streets of 1956 Budapest, was a conservative-clerical program, represented 
in the last days of the revolution by Cardinal Mindszenty and his closer circle. 
They opted unequivocally for private property, even if a 'socially conscious' one. 
And last, there was-and much more is-an expressly right-wing political orien-
tation, which regards the leaders of 1956 just another kind of Communists and 
is convinced that development would have swept Nagy and his friends aside, 
sooner rather than later. Historical research, sine ira et studio, will have to 
demonstrate the mutual significance of these divergent trends, which, indeed, 
had little chance to unfold during the revolutionary events. 

In his essay on Democratic Socialism or Restauration, (pp. 93-96) the histo-
rian, M. Szabó deals with similar problems and explores the preference for the 
collectivism in essence social-democratic, program of almost all forces active in 
1956. He also analyses the reasons, why their social and economic program 
appears now naive and far from revolutionary, discussing in particular, why has 
that program become so entirely obsolete by 1989. He points, above all, at the 
failures to reform the Communist system and the world-wide changes in social 
and economic thinking from the heydays of the socialistic welfare state to our 
own days' competitive market philosophy. But he also warns, just as Litván does, 
from projecting backwards to 1956 such conservative and illiberal ideas that 
seem to gain ground in present-day Hungary. 
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The Yearbook's first part consists of papers presenting recent results of 
analytical work on hitherto unstudied aspects of 1956. It opens with a study, 
based on records of the British Foreign Office, on the international context of 
the revolution, by Cs. Békés (Research Secretary of the Institute). The author 
first sketches the basic principles of the British non-policy towards the „satellite 
states" in the 1950s and shows how unprepared Great Britain was for such 
radical anti-Soviet movements as the 1956 October events in Poland and in 
Hungary. He analyses the interrelationship between the Hungarian revolt and 
Suez Crisis on the basis of recently opened or published sources. He points out 
that the events in Hungary had no effect on the Anglo-French-Israeli timing 
of the planned attack on Egypt at the secret talks in Sévres. The study follows 
the British reaction to the Hungarian Revolution describing it as a cautious 
policy of non-intervention, aiming at avoiding provocation of the Soviet Union 
at all events. The last part of the paper deals with the developements concerning 
the Hungarian issue in the United Nations. During the debates of the Security 
Council, the conflict over Hungary was not between the Western powers and 
the Soviet Union, as commonly believed, but rather between the United States 
on the one hand and Great Britain and France on the other. After the beginning 
of the Suez campaign the British and the French made every effort to divert 
attention from their action in the Middle East by trying to transfer the Hunga-
rian issue from the Security Council to the Emergency Session of the General 
Assembly convened to discuss the Suez Crisis. However, the Americans, eager 
to end the fighting in Egypt, crossed this plan and delayed the passing of a 
resolution on Hungary until November 4. (Recent publications on these topics 
are briefly surveyed in a review article by B. Juhász, pp. 233-41.) 

A contribution by A. B. Hegedűs (Director Administrative of the Institute) on 
the Petőfi Circle discusses three, hitherto less well-known aspects of the history 
of this, probably most important, pre-revolutionary forum of the revisionists: 
its beginnings, its re-foundation during the revolution and its criminalization 
by the Kádár-régime. The author presents details about the first attempt at 
establishing a discussion club of young professionals, launched in 1954. While 
sabotaged by the leadership of the Young Communist League, this initiative led 
eventually to the foundation of the Petőfi Circle. Two years later, on 3 Novem-
ber 1956, the Petőfi Circle, whose leaders were overtaken by the revolutionary 
events, re-assembled to found a free Petőfi Circle and drafted a manifesto on 
their support for the Nagy government but also for true parliamentary democ-
racy. The president elected at that meeting, Paul Jonas, could never become 
active in Hungary, but as the head of the Petőfi Circle in Exile was able to sustain 
the ideas of 1956 for many decades. Finally, Hegedűs revises his own assessment 
that the Petőfi Circle was not criminalized by the authorities until 1957. Based 
on now-avalilable party and police records, he is able to show that steps towards 
this criminalisation were taken as early as in the last weeks of Rákosi's reign 
(June-July 1956), a trend that was continued by the police and courts immedia-
tely after the defeat of the revolution. 

L. Eörsi's article, based on trial records and interviews, reconstructs the 
origins and first activities of one of the famous freedom-fighter groups in 
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Budapest's IX. district. It grew from a few people guarding a garage into a 
well-organized troop, led by politically conscious young men, fighting for 
independence and a socially just society. Members joined them from a near-by 
apprentices' home, and from the immediate neighbourhood, but also by coin-
cidence, as in the case of a young truck-driver who was looking for a safe garage. 
Many took up arms in defense of their homes and families from the attacking 
Soviet tanks, with only the major demands for freedom in their minds, and 
acquired a revolutionary program and an elaborate strategy coordinating their 
efforts with other armed fighters in the course of the conflagration. It was 
possible to establish the name of some 40 members; three of them were captured 
and executed during the repression, ten escaped abroad, most of the others 
suffered longer or shorter jail terms. The difficulties of research in this field are 
obvious from this article, as well as from the report on on-going work on the 
trial records of the executed revolutionaries' by G. Kresalek (pp. 297-303). The 
court records (of which a sample is reproduced in an appendix, pp. 303-307) 
are not only incomplete, but also-obviously-tendentious and biassed. Moveover 
the many motives of freedom fighters in joining the revolution cannot be easily 
disentagled and one has to face the fact that not all of them where knights in 
shining revolutionary armour. However, the many references to their having 
been criminals are misleading, for the Kádárist courts did their best to unearth 
minor trespasses or 'crimes against socialist property' which in fact were more 
or less political in nature from the outset. The historian treating this material 
is faced with as many human puzzles and tragedies as cases studied while trying 
to find a walkable path. 

An attempt at a sociological analysis of the leaders and active participants in 
a southern Hungarian county supports-as far as such statistics, defined by the 
accident of the repression can be representative-the general assumption: all strata 
of society took part in the revolutionary events. Of course, professionals are to be 
found prevailingly among the leaders, men with military experience in the Natio-
nal Guard, workers, peasants, and craftsmen among the supporters. The prelimi-
nary results of P. Bán's inquiry (pp. 77-91) demonstrate, among other things, the 
conspicuous absence of serious ethnic or racial conflict, and also refutes the 
accusations about many rural revolutionaries' having been drunkards. Other 
sources on the events in the countryside also demonstrate the widespread 
participation in the revolution: the telephone log-book from Co. Vas in western 
Hungary (pp. 191-97) in its down to earth short sentences just as much as the 
collection of minutes and manifestoes (edited by T. Valuch) of workers' councils 
and revolutionary commitees in Debrecen, in eastern Hungary (pp. 97-111). 

J. M. Rainer devotes a study to the thoughts and reflections of Imre Nagy on 
the revolutionary events, jotted down by the kidnapped prime minister in his 
Romanian exile (pp. 113-146). These notes hint at a peculiar personal and 
ideological conflict in the thought and action of Nagy. The man, who during 
the revolution-at least in its last week-was able to rise to an admired national 
hero and acquire the full support of almost the entire country in the resistance 
to Soviet aggression, and then again, during his trial, all the way to the gallows, 
stood unbroken against any calumny of the uprising, tried in these writings to 
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explain the events, their prehistory, and their meaning in such traditional 
Marxist-Leninist terms, which seem to be at least as orthodox as his well-known 
earlier (1954-55) writings (published in the West in 1958 as On Communism: In 
Defense of the New Course). Clearly, during a life in the international Communist 
movement he acquired a discourse and a way of thinking, which he was able to 
overcome in moments of truth, but which emerged to dominate his thinking 
when he was secluded in exile and felt betrayed by his comrades. Despite 
these-sometimes álmost tragi-comical-implications, the text contains much 
that helps to understand the thinking of Nagy and of his friends, the 'revisionists' 
of 1956. 

The third part of the Yearbook contains newly discovered or hitherto unpub-
lished sources on the internal and international history of 1956. Surely the most 
exciting piece here is a report by the emissary of the Czechoslovak CP to the 
October 24th briefing of Eastern European Communist Parties by N. Khrush-
chev, recently found by T. Hajdu (pp. 149-56). It suggests, among other things 
(e.g. Walther Ulbricht's insistence on the hardest line) that the Soviets were 
rather reluctant to intervene in Budapest and had to be convinced by the 
Hungarian CP's leaders and the Soviet ambassador in Budapest (Andropov) to 
send tanks against the insurgents. 

The military historian, M. Horváth, offers an interesting source on the 
conditions of the army-and by implication, the country-before the revolution: 
a position paper prepared by military experts for the Communist Party's 
Central Committee in early 1957 (pp. 157-70). While written in the official 
jargon, it admits openly to the poor living conditions, the resentment of 
dictatorial methods and of Soviet interference, and other grievances, but also 
accuses the writers and students with having injected their oppositional ideas 
into the military academies and other institutions. It sheds light on the many 
shortcomings in the armed forces, which, actually, made the soldiers rather 
supporters than opponents of the uprising, but at the same time hindered the 
army in becoming the defender of the newly won independence. Not surpri-
singly, this document was rejected by the higher commissars and had to be 
rewritten in the spirit of official explanation of the 'counterrevolution', as a 
'machination of imperialist agents'. 

Another document on military history is a short memoir written by László 
Zólomy, former cell-mate of President Árpád Göncz (who wrote a moving 
preface to it), in 1956 officer of the general staff, who describes his experiences 
during the siege of the broadcasting house in Budapest and, later, in organising 
the new armed force of the revolution, from soldiers and freedom-fighters (ed. 
by Gy. Litván, pp. 171-90). Colonel Zólomy recorded a number of details that 
were hitherto hardly known especially about the first shots fired at the seat of 
Radio Budapest, and the conflicts between self-styled revolutionary comman-
ders and the new National Guardled by General B. K. Király. 

Besides the records from the revolutionary organs in eastern Hungary, 
already mentioned, there is a very interesting document on the Budapest 
Central Workers' Council: a radio report on the council's negotiations with 
János Kádár on 25 November 1956 (pp. 199-218) Edited by L. Varga, head of 
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the Budapest Municipal Archives, this report makes clear, how the post-revolu-
tinary puppet-régime tried to both cajole and intimidate the leaders of the 
workers. Especially the role of the late Sándor Bali, who declared his unreserved 
loyalty to the revolution and denounces the empty promises of Kádár 8c Co. is 
very well documented in this extensive (though clearly censored and truncated) 
record of negotiations, virtually the last longer meeting between the workers 
and the Kádár government before the violent destruction of the Central 
Workers' Council. Minutes of the council's subsequent meeting demonstrate 
neatly the conflicts between the workers and the goverment, mosdy suppressed 
in the public record. 

A peculiar type of source, presented and analysed by E. Standeisky, originates 
from a stool-pigeon, reporting on the writer, Tibor Déry, during his pre-trial 
months in jail (pp. 219-25). While a rather short text, it contains information 
on the writers' resistance, the police methods used against them, and the history 
of a short-lived high-school newspaper, Album, which, however amateurish it 
may have been, by its mere existence and oppositional stance drew the autho-
rities' ire on it self and its student editors. 

J . Tischler offers an overview of the extensive source material he was able to 
inspect in Warsaw (pp. 309-23). In contrast to the still prevailing secrecy in 
Hungary, Tischler could study the minutes of the Politburo, the Central Com-
mittee, the Ministry of Exterior and the state radio in Poland. As is well known, 
the Hungarian revolution enjoyed wide support among the Poles, but it is less 
well known that the new leadership under Gomulka also went as far as to 
de-nounce Soviet intervention on its 1 November meeting, only to reverse 
themselves a day or so later. The records also show, how anxious the Kádár 
régime was to obtain Polish support by a visit in Budapest of Gomulka, that 
finally materialized in Spring 1958. 

The volume also contains a comment on the Hungarian translation of M. 
Molnár's well-known book The Victory of a Defeat (by B. Pomogáts, pp. 229-32) 
and closes with an annotated list of books and articles on 1956 (pp. 327-47, 
compiled by M. Csicskó), which appeared since the publication in 1988/89 of 
our last selected topical bibliography as a contribution to a general bibliography 
of 1956, under preparation. 

(J. M. Bak) 
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