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Empires, as the United States is belatedly discovering, are treacherous enterprises. The subjects are usually ungrateful, if not mutinous, the military and economic costs high, the rewards murky. Even the international bragging rights that come with imperial pomp tend to dwindle in proportion to the amount of force that is required to bludgeon the locals into submission. This was the conundrum Stalin’s squabbling heirs faced in Eastern Europe after his death in 1953. As they engaged in a protracted power struggle inside the Kremlin, one by one the captive nations, as they were known in the United States, attempted a jailbreak. First the East Germans rebelled in June 1953, then, three years later, the Poles. No uprising, however, proved more fateful than the 1956 Hungarian revolution.

Three new books provide a splendid opportunity to revisit it. Victor Sebestyen’s “Twelve Days” offers a gripping, detailed reconstruction of the revolution; Charles Gati’s “Failed Illusions,” a searching, scholarly account of the political calculations of the Kremlin, the White House and the Hungarian Communist leadership; and Michael Korda’s “Journey to a Revolution,” an engrossing and moving memoir. Despite their very different approaches, these works have some important things in common: each of the authors has a personal connection to Hungarian history and culture; each refers to newly available documents from the Soviet and American archives; each casts a cold eye on American declarations of a crusade for democracy behind the Iron Curtain; and above all, each shows that - just as George F. Kennan had predicted – Stalin’s vast empire contained the seeds of its own demise.

After World War II, Stalin’s Hungarian puppets succeeded, against some pretty stiff competition, in earning the distinction of becoming the most vicious and destructive Communist leadership in Eastern Europe. Stalin wanted no mercy shown to a country that had allied itself with Nazi Germany, and Prime Minister Matyas Rakosi drew on the full panoply of totalitarian methods - forced collectivization, arrests, torture, terror and show trials, complete with “Zionist” and fascist plots. The party leaders included Jews - handpicked by Stalin possibly because they would be even more hated by the Hungarian population and thus totally reliant on Moscow. This crew, Korda writes, “could have taught lessons in cruelty, deceit, betrayal and hypocrisy to Shakespeare’s Richard III.”
In building up the secret police, the leadership relied on former fascist Arrow Cross members, who had murdered as many Jews as they could get their hands on during World War II. According to Sebestyen, more than 1.3 million people were prosecuted between 1950 and 1953, while three concentration camps held over 40,000 inmates. What’s more, almost half of the 850,000 members of the Communist Party ended up in prison, labor camps, exiled or dead during these years. Disaster loomed. This orgy of violence quickly ran Hungary, formerly the breadbasket of Europe, into the ground, prompting an alarmed Soviet leadership to oust Rakosi in June 1953 and substitute another loyalist named Imre Nagy.

By 1955, however, Rakosi engineered his rival’s downfall. The Soviet leadership accused Nagy of the all-purpose sin of “bourgeois nationalism.” Writers and intellectuals, who would play an important role during the uprising, flocked to Nagy. “If 10 or so Hungarian writers had been shot at the right moment, the revolution would never have occurred,” Nikita Khrushchev later lamented. But Khrushchev’s own denunciation of Stalin as a mass murderer in 1956 at the 20th Congress of the Soviet Communist Party undermined the Hungarian leadership. Hungarians began openly to denounce Rakosi for his cult of personality, while hailing Nagy.

As Sebestyen demonstrates, the Kremlin dithered about how to respond to the uprising, which started on Oct. 22 with a manifesto called the Sixteen Points drawn up by students at the Budapest Technological University. This was followed by urban guerrilla warfare. Soviet troops based in Hungary were totally unprepared, and as the revolution accelerated, they retreated. Nagy, who had been restored to power by popular acclaim, was trapped between his own belief in Communism and an increasingly radicalized population. While Nagy wrung his hands, Khrushchev, who said that “Budapest was like a nail in my head” (and who knew that the French and British seizure of the Suez Canal would give him additional cover), finally decided on a policy of shock and awe, sending in 500,000 troops. Nagy was arrested. But this time he was unflinching. In an act of heroism that remains revered in Hungary, he refused to confess to being a fascist counterrevolutionary, and was hanged in 1958. Thousands of other Hungarians, some of them teenagers, were either imprisoned or executed. But never again would the Kremlin launch a full-scale military attack in its Eastern European empire.

If it took Moscow a few weeks to decide upon its course of action, the same could not be said of the United States. Despite promiscuous pledges to roll back Communism, President Dwight Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles had no intention of rolling back anything. In a National Security Council meeting, Vice President Richard Nixon even stated that a Soviet invasion would not be an unmixed evil for the West, as it would bolster the alliance against Communism. Then, as now, what Gati quite correctly calls the Republican right’s “fundamentalist rhetoric of liberation” was simply pious nonsense that ended up having lethal consequences. As Korda recounts, when he and several friends entered Budapest in their VW with a British flag draped on the roof, “Our Union Jack produced sporadic applause from people on the street, who clearly supposed we were the forerunners of a vast Anglo-American force.” 

Even worse, the Hungarian exiles at the C.I.A.-supported Radio Free Europe behaved in an utterly irresponsible fashion, exhorting the rebels to overthrow Nagy’s government. Gati quotes the inflammatory broadcast transcripts to good effect. Yet Washington had no clear idea what was actually happening in Hungary. As usual, the C.I.A. got it wrong, declaring in a 1955 National Intelligence Estimate that “most of the resistance in Hungary is of a passive character. ... There are few underground leaders.”
It’s a pity that none of the authors note that the events in Hungary refuted the theory, advanced by Hannah Arendt in “The Origins of Totalitarianism,” and widely believed in the West almost until the end of the cold war, that Communism had reduced entire populations to a permanent state of cringing subservience. Hungary showed that this was wrong. As Korda acutely observes, the Hungarians didn’t simply stage a revolution against the Kremlin. They started a war. For a few brief, glorious days, it even looked as though they might win it. Decades later, they did. It was the Hungarians who, in opening the border to Austria, gave the East Germans an escape route, leading to the collapse of the Berlin Wall and the end of the Soviet empire. These excellent books tell how it all began a half century ago.
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