
SUMMARY 

The present, fourth, volume of the Institute's Annual contains reports on progress in 
research and publication as well as institutional changes. In the Spring of 1995, the 
Institute became a "public foundation" (közalapítvány), chartered by the goverament 
of the Republic of Hungary. This arrangement anchors the Institute's existence in a 
more formai way, without threatening its indepence and close connection to the 
Hungárián Academy of Sciences. While a new Board of Trustees was installed (with 
Peter Kende as its chair), the originál Board became the International Advisory Board. 
The new legal construction will facilitate the support of the Institute írom the state 
budget, whithout reducing its ability to solicit funds from priváté and corporate 
sources. 

The annual reports of the directors and the keepers of different collections, as 
well as the list of publications by the members of the Institute (pp. 397-402) prove 
that the Institute is successfully continuing its projects in all fields. Both the Oral 
History Archive and the manuscript collection in the National Library report valuable 
increments for 1994/95. A separate report summarizes the flrst tentative results of the 
recently launched research project on the fate of the "second generation" of the 
victims of repression: the experiences of children of incarcerated or executed 
revolutionaries of '56. Among the publications the volume on the life and work of 
István Bibó (1911-1979), the most profiled political thinker of twentieth-century 
Hungary, short-time Minister of State in 1956, stands out. Based on a major life-
history interview (by T. Huszár and G. Hanák), the book presents documents and data 
for a biography, including Bibó's family background, studies, government service, and 
political as well as literary activity. 

The opening article by Peter Kende attempts to "look once more" at the 
international significance of 1956. It begins by stating that the Hungárián uprising 
"belongs to those rare, truly epochal events the importance of which does not fade 
with the passing of time. Moreover, the past four decades, and especially the years 
since the collapse of the Soviet empire, seem only to have confirmed the assumptions 
made at the time by the more astute contemporaries." The author concentrates on 
those most relevant features of the events that had struck the minds of contemporaries 
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and the reverberations of which can still be felt: "First, the Hungárián Revolution 
shook the seemingly unshakable Soviet empire. Second, it exploded the political (and 
philosophical!) fiction of proletarian socialism and with it a number of other dogmas 
of the European left. Third, it was an example of a revolutionary mass movement 
-including the armed uprising-that challenged the totalitarian system from inside with 
the aim to recover the elementary rights and freedoms abrogated by the dictatorship; 
hence, it could properly be called an 'antitotalitarian revolution'." 

Kende argues that in the context of contemporary history, "the first and most 
immediate significance of the 1956 eruption was that it confirmed the Soviet 
supremacy over Eastern Europe. This suzerainty developed in fact between 1944 and 
1946, not because of somé secret agreement between the wartime Allies (as has been 
believed ever since Yalta), but as a consequence of the actual balance of power at the 
end of World War II and Western attitudes in the first years of the Cold War. This de 
facto tolerated, but de jure assiduously denied acceptance of Soviet domination of the 
region was for the first time tested-and subsequently tacitly 'codified- precisely in 
1956. Or to put it otherwise: the pact of Yalta was really written in 1956, when the 
western powers indicated both by their (in)action and their explicit diplomatic 
messages, that Moscow's tutelary position over the 'peoples' democracies' enjoyed 
international approval. This must have surprised the Soviet leaders most of all, who in 
the course of the Polish and Hungárián events feared that all their gains of 1945 might 
-with or without a military strike- be lost. The demonstrative passivity of the western 
powers made them realise that their domination of Eastern Europe was final and 
unassailable. This recognition defined all their actions thereafter." 

Another major consequence of the Hungárián Revolution was an accelerated 
change in the relationship between the Kremlin and the European satellite parties. 
"The Revolution can be seen-so Kende proposes-as an event that disturbed a kind of 
evolutionary process with which the first post-Stalin generation of Soviet leaders 
wanted to experiment. This trend was still reflected in the 30 October Moscow 
declaration. However, not even the most radical reorganisation of the alliance, as it 
may have been envisaged by N. S. Khrushchev, could accommodate the granting of a 
true sovereign status, as demanded by Hungary in the last days of the Revolution. The 
reformers in the 1956 Kremlin could only go as far as they did in Poland, but not to 
the stage of a multiparty system and neutrality. The decision to intervene in Hungary 
and the concomitant political conceptions sealed the fate of the Soviet empire. After 
the defeat of armed resistance, Hungary was 'normalised,' that is, returned to the only 
accepted mode of communist exercise of power. The same was done later in 
Czechoslovakia and, exactly a quarter of a century after the Hungárián uprising, in 
Poland. In the subsequent decade the reform-minded Gorbachev exerted himself in the 
Herculean task of changing the course of Soviet internál and foreign policy in the 
spirit of cooperation with the West. These efforts were in vain, but they disturbed the 
system to the point of collapse, first of the Soviet empire, then of the USSR itself." 

After this "history in a nutshell" Kende explores several hyopthetical alterna-
tives, such as a kind of "Finlandisation" of eastern Europe or gradual changes within 
the USSR itself. However, none of these happened. "1956 remained an unused 
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opportunity, or rather a source of fear from which the Soviet leaders and their allies, 
the east-central European party and state leaders, drew merely technical lessons. The 
men of the Kremlin understood that in the future their directives must be implemented 
in a differentiated way and not without consulting -or even bargaining- with the 
concerned local potentates. The latter, in turn, understood that it is not enough to 
'build castles in Spain' and pursue prestige-projects, but that people must alsó be fed 
and given something in other spheres, such as culture, as well. But the prevailing 
ideological rigidity after 1956 barred even economic reforms, to say nothing of 
political ones. Therefore, the Soviet empire operated with ever decreasing efíiciency. 
The standard of living could be improved only by getting into serious debt. While this 
is not to deny that the Soviet order managed to get stabilized for a long time after 
1956, it paid a high price: except for a few, more conspicuous than relevant, 
modernising gestures, the system proved unable to adapt to the challenges of the 
times. The consequence was the sudden collapse in the 1980s. In this sense, there is a 
deep connection between 1956 and 1989. In a word, the system's demise was a 
function of its reactions to the challenge of '56, its attempts to reestablish its balance 
and avert any similar event." 

As to the second point, Kende raises the question: how could a series of events 
lasting for a relatively short time and in a far-away small country release such far-
reaching waves? And was this impact an episode, or did it start a trend that lasted to 
the end of the collapse of the Soviet system? "The first question may be answered by 
pointing to the symbolic meaning of what happened in Hungary. To be sure, Hungary 
was by no means a priori the ideál venue for such a confrontation. It was one of the 
less significant countries in the Soviet satellite system, neither well known nor highly 
regarded in western public opinion. And yet, it was in this small country where for the 
first time an emblematic struggle between the Soviet Union and a revolutionary risen 
people-above all, its proletariat-took place. And 1956 was the historical moment 
when the Soviets appeared, if not the first time, but for the Western sympathisers most 
openly and unequivocally, as mere oppressors, as naked military might. Their action 
had no other acceptable rationale than a superpower's imperial interests, denigrating 
all those principles which their frame of reference used to rely upon. Besides the 
obvious joy and feeling of justification by all those who believed in the eventual 
victory of democracy among the 'captive nations', there were a number of particular 
reasons why the resonance of Budapest was as loud and wide as it was. One of these 
was the crucial role in the resistance by the worker's councils-and the fact that no 
'anti-worker's councils' emerged that would have demonstrated the existence of a pro-
communist working class. Another was the part played by the writers, somé of whom 
were well-known in the West: a popular uprising in which such famous and left-wing 
writers and other intellectuals stood side by side with simple workingmen could not 
convincingly be described as the action of a misled, unbridled rabbié. Additionally, 
the wide political spectrum of Imre Nagy's last government, in which men who rose 
during the Revolution (as Pál Maiéter) sat next to well-known politicians of the post-
war coalition period who had survived Stalinist jails and persecution (Tildy, Kovács, 
Kéthly), was more than impressive. Finally, there was the person of Imre Nagy. The 
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nationally acknowledged revolutionary government was headed not by somé suspect, 
power-hungry adventurer, not by an old piece of furniture taken out of mothballs, but 
precisely by that person whom the post-Stalin leadership had selected in 1953 to 
replace the badly compromised Rákosi and whose return to power was demanded on 
23 October 1956 by hundreds of thousands of citizens but who was alsó accepted by 
the emissaries of the Kremlin themselves. And one more aspect, very important in the 
western perceptions of the Revolution, should be added: that the non-communist or 
anti-communist masses were joined by a good number of former communists, in the 
workers' councils, in the Revolutionary Council of Intellectuals, among the writers and 
in Nagy's immediate entourage. The formula of 1956 was thus not simply 'people 
versus communists,' but rather: the people along with a fair contingent of communists 
against the supporters of the Stalinist regime and their Russian allies." 

As to the long-term impact of 1956, it seems príma facie to have been episodic. 
However, its ideas surfaced again and again (in 1968 in Prague, and then in 1970 and 
the 1980s in Poland) and thus it can be argued that it was a crucial moment in a long-
term, though not in a linear progress but a halting and fluctuating process. In that 
sense, 1989 was the continuation and fulfillment of 1956, the radical rejection of the 
entire system. The recognition that the Hungárián '56 was an "antitotalitarian 
revolution," and the first one of its kind, was made by two political philosophers of the 
stature of Raymond Aron and Hannah Arendt. It was an "antitotalitarian" revolution in 
thes sense that a massive -partly armed- uprising conspicuously and visibly swept 
away the power-monopoly of the communist party. For reasons that were to a great 
extent "national", caused above all by the first Soviet intervention, the party apparatus 
and its police ran in panic, the army feli apart, or (in small segments) chose the side of 
"the nation". Thereafter nobody held sufficient power for decision-making or acting. 
In the suddenly materialised atmosphere of freedom new political forces appeared-and 
could have become organised, had there been time for it. The "antitotalitarian" 
character was finally expressed in institutional terms when the one-party system was 
replaced by a multi-party cabinet that proposed parliamentary elections and was about 
to cancel the one-sided dependence on the Soviet Union. "In this sense -Kende 
concludes- the Hungárián Revolution was a precursor of what transpired after 1989. 
It was an example and model that had no parallel between 1956 and the collapse of 
the Soviet system." The political development of post-1989 Hungary can be said to 
have fulfilled, thirty-three years later, the antitotalitarian programme of 1956 
Revolution. It lead to the establishment of western-type democratic institutions and 
not to the return to pre-war conditions. Whether this would have happened in 1956, 
cannot ever be decided." The article closes with the words: "Let me just state that by 
the end of the second millennium Hungary became an independent parliamentary 
republic. This may be a modest statement, but sufficient to justify a certain sense of 
satisfaction." (An edited translation of Kende's essay will appear as Afterword in the 
forthcoming English version of the Institute's 1991 book on the Hungárián Revolution 
to be published by Longman Higher Education in 1996.) 

The topicai "dossier" of this issue concentrates on the first years of the Kádár 
régime in political, economic, and cultural terms. This period occupies a peculiar 
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place between the Rákosi régime that feli in 1956 and the limited liberalisation, the 
so-called soft dictatorship that began in the 1960s. Elements of continuity and 
discontinuity-in both directions-show a specific mix. While the essence of the 
oppressive system did not change, the reduced interference with priváté life and the 
lifting of discrimination against parts of the middle class meant liveable conditions for 
many. The contributions in this section point to the need of additional research on 
these years, and warn from too facile generalisations on the Kádár régimes negative 
features, even in its most repressive stage. 

An important source for the study of the first post-revolutionary years was 
published recently by the Institue for Political History, containing in four volumes the 
minutes of the meetings of the leading organs of the communist party 1956-57. Based 
on these, two articles analyse the discussions within the party leadership during the 
months between the suppression of the revolution and the establishment of the neo-
Stalinist "consolidation" in early 1957. From these studies it becomes clear that János 
Kádár plaid a decisive role in defining policies, in preparing the judicial murder of his 
former comrades (Imre Nagy and associates), and in opting for a system that in 
essence resembled that of Rákosi, even if its methods were slightly different. While 
there were somé dissenting voices in the beginning, the threat of the return of Rákosi 
on the one hand and open uprising on the other, to say nothing of Kádár decisive 
"monarchical" style, soon silenced them. A study on the writers' gradual resignation 
and final adjustment to the post-revolutionary conditions is in fact a continuation of 
the author's earlier studies of the Writers' Union in 1956-57, soon to be assembled in a 
separate volume. The story of the "Tűz-tánc" [Fire-Dance] group of young poets who 
offered their services to the new rulers is an example of cynical manipulation of 
intellectuals by the party. Another study surveys the post-revolutionary changes in the 
film industry, the-still unclear-fate of the footage shot during the uprising, and the 
final "reorganisation" of the motion picture industry in 1957. The repression, although 
it did not include trials against leading filmmakers, virtually paralised Hungárián film 
for at least flve years. The survey of the contacts between the Hungárián and Polish 
communists in the first post-revolutionary years demonstrates that these were 
characterised by Budapest's-finally successful-efforts to win Gomulka's approval for 
the violent repression and the trial of Imre Nagy. Among the special studies in this 
segment, the first attempt is made at documenting the history of the hunger-strike and 
resistance at the Vác penitentiary in 1960. The editors, both eye-witnesses and 
participants, present a brief summary of the events: after the partial amnesty in Spring 
1960, first a few dozen, then, in a day, hundreds of prisoners refused meals and 
stopped work in the largest jail of the time with hundreds of political prisoners among 
its walls. The reminescenses of partipants (mostly from the materials in the Institute's 
OHA) and hiterto unknown documents of the Ministry of Interior shed light at the 
extent of the revolt and the authorities' alarm and repressive measures following it. 

Two studies go back to the revolutionary days in Hungary and abroad. A re-
search report describes the events of the revolution, "blow by blow" in a western 
Hungárián country, based on the administrative records now in the Institute's 
collection of photocopies. The preliminary results of this research suggest the unique 
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value of these kinds of records, however labour-intensive their evaluation may be. 
Gyula Borbándi, in 1956 a staff-member of Radio Free Europe, telis the story of 
unpreparedness, trial and error, and disappointment among the Hungarians working at 
RFE during the uprising. (The study is actually a chapter from the author's 
forthcoming book on the history of the influential broadcasting station in Munich.) 

The volume alsó contains, as usual, a section with book and film reviews and a 
selected bibliography of recent publications on 1956 and related topics. 

J. M Bak 


