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Introduction

The United States and its NATO allies took no military action in 1956 to help

the Hungarian revolution. Many participants in the revolution felt betrayed by this

lack of help, especially because the Eisenhower Administration had espoused the

language of liberation for the countries of Eastern Europe. Not only did the United

States not attempt to provide military support to the revolution; President Eisen-

hower and his top advisors did not even think of providing such support. They did

not ask the Joint Chiefs of Staff to consider the question of employing military

force to aid the revolution.1 The Soviet leaders, for their part, did not expect the

West to intervene with military force. The Soviet leaders mentioned the possibil-

ity of a wider war only to dismiss it, according to the notes we now have of their

deliberations in the Central Committee Presidium.

Eisenhower in his memoirs recalls that the Soviet military operation in Hun-

gary “almost automatically had posed to us the question of employing force to op-

pose this barbaric invasion”, but geographical and political factors made a mili-

tary response impracticable. Hungary was a landlocked state that could be reached

only by crossing the territory of neutral Austria, Titoist Yugoslavia, or communist

Czechoslovakia. Britain and France could not have joined in such an operation,
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because they were preoccupied with the Suez crisis, and it would have been un-

thinkable to use Italian or West German forces. “I still wonder”, Eisenhower

wrote,

what would have been my recommendation to the Congress and the

American people had Hungary been accessible by sea or through the

territory of allies who might have agreed to react positively to the

tragic fate of the Hungarian people … Sending United States troops

alone into Hungary through hostile or neutral territory would have

involved us in general war.2

Khrushchev’s son, Sergei Khrushchev, recalls that on November 4, 1956 he

asked his father why the Americans had not intervened with military force in Hun-

gary. Khrushchev’s reply was:

Everything happened so quickly that possibly they simply did not

have time to do so. The Americans cannot, of course, be taken at their

word, they respect only force, but unofficially they told us that they

would not interfere in Hungarian affairs with their armed forces or

with direct deliveries of arms. They consider Hungary to be in our

sphere of interests.3

The absence of any serious discussion of Western military intervention in ei-

ther Washington or Moscow is an important aspect of the Hungarian revolution.

In this paper we explore the military-political context of the revolution and how it

may have shaped the responses of both the Soviet Union and the United States to

the revolution.

The Military-Political Context

Significant changes were taking place in the East-West military balance in the

mid-1950s. First and foremost, a relationship of mutual deterrence was beginning

to emerge between the United States and the Soviet Union. The United States had

lost its atomic monopoly in 1949. In 1956 it still enjoyed considerable numerical

superiority in nuclear weapons – about 4,600 to an estimated 400 for the Soviet

Union. (Besides, Britain had tested a fission bomb in 1952 and was acquiring a

nuclear arsenal of its own.) Nevertheless, the Soviet nuclear arsenal was growing,

and with it the Soviet capability to deliver nuclear weapons against targets in the

United States and Western Europe.

The US capacity to strike the Soviet Union was much greater than the Soviet

ability to strike the United States. US Strategic Air Command had more and better

bombers than the Soviet Long Range Air Force. Besides, the United States had

bases in Europe, North Africa, and Asia from which bombers could take off on
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bombing raids against the Soviet Union; the Soviet Union had no equivalent bases

close to the United States. Nevertheless, by 1956 the Soviet Union did have a sub-

stantial force of medium bombers, which could strike targets in Europe, including

US air bases, and in that year the Miasishchev M-4 intercontinental bomber en-

tered service with the Long-Range Air Force.

The Eisenhower Administration took the view that Soviet capabilities were al-

ready sufficient to inflict considerable damage on the United States and its Euro-

pean allies. NSC 5501, “Basic National Security Policy”, adopted on 7 January

1955 by the National Security Council, concluded: “Soviet air-atomic capabilities

are rapidly increasing. Already the USSR has the capacity to inflict widespread

devastion [sic] on major free world countries allied to the U.S. and serious damage

to the U.S. itself.”4

A second development of great importance took place in the mid-1950s, rein-

forcing the emergence of mutual deterrence. The United States and the Soviet Un-

ion tested thermonuclear weapons with explosive yields very much greater than

those of the fission bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. In November

1952 the United States tested (in the “Mike” shot) a device that showed it had

mastered the design of a “superbomb” that could produce almost infinite explo-

sive yields. In the spring of 1954 it conducted a series of tests in the South Pacific.

One of those tests produced a yield of 15 megatons – more than 1,000 times

greater than the yield of the bomb dropped on Hiroshima. In November 1955 the

Soviet Union tested a bomb that showed that it too had mastered the design of the

superbomb. Each side could now inflict enormous damage on the other by drop-

ping a small number of bombs.5

These tests shocked public opinion around the world. They also shook the po-

litical leaders of the three nuclear powers. After his election as president, Eisen-

hower received a report on the US Mike shot. He was troubled by the report and in

his inaugural address declared: “science seems ready to confer upon us, as its final

gift, the power to erase human life from this planet.”6 On March 9, 1954 Churchill

wrote to Eisenhower after reading an account of that same Mike shot: “You can

imagine what my thoughts are about London. I am told that several million people

would certainly be obliterated by four or five of the latest H Bombs.”7 On March

12, 1954 the Soviet Premier, G. M. Malenkov, made a speech in which he said that

“a new world war … with modern weapons means the end of world civilization”.8

Khrushchev too had been briefed about nuclear weapons when he was appointed

First Secretary of the CPSU in September 1953. “When I … learned all the facts

about nuclear power”, he recalled some years later, “I couldn’t sleep for several

days. Then I became convinced that we could never possibly use these weapons,

and when I realized that I was able to sleep again.”9

The third important development followed from the first two: the emergence of

“common knowledge” about the unacceptability of nuclear war. Eisenhower was
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convinced that the Soviet leaders did not want war, because war would put at risk

their hold on power, but the prospect of growing Soviet nuclear strength impelled

him to make sure that the Soviet leaders understood just how destructive a nuclear

war would be. At the Geneva Summit in July 1955 – the first since Potsdam – he

made a special effort to impress upon them the terrible consequences of a nuclear

war, pointing in particular to the danger of nuclear fallout. At dinner one evening

he explained with great earnestness that the development of modern weapons was

such that the country that used them “genuinely risked destroying itself”. Because

of the prevailing winds, he added, a major war would destroy the Northern Hemi-

sphere.10

The Geneva Summit did not yield any major agreements, but Eisenhower re-

turned to Washington believing, as he put it in a television broadcast, “there seems

to be a growing realization by all that nuclear warfare, pursued to the ultimate,

could be practically race suicide”.11 Anthony Eden, the British Prime Minister,

drew very much the same conclusion: “Each country present learnt that no coun-

try attending wanted war and each understood why. The Russians realized, as we

did, that this situation had been created by the deterrent power of thermo-nuclear

weapons.”12 Khrushchev recalled in his memoirs that he returned from Geneva

“encouraged, realizing that our enemies probably feared us as much as we feared

them”.13 Khrushchev apparently saw Eisenhower’s homily on nuclear war as evi-

dence that the United States was as anxious as the Soviet Union to avoid such a

war.

By the mid-1950s the political leaders of each of the nuclear states understood

that nuclear war was unacceptable in some profound, if ill-defined, way. Each of

them knew that the others understood this too, and each of them knew that each

knew that the others understood it, and so on. The unacceptability of nuclear war

had thus become “common knowledge” among those who had the authority to use

nuclear weapons.14 Khrushchev summed this up neatly in a conversation with

Harold Stassen, Eisenhower’s special assistant on disarmament, during his visit to

London in April 1956. Stassen said to Khrushchev “it was evident, as President

Eisenhower had pointed out, that a war would be very adverse to both systems, to

both nations, and to a great portion of the world. Khrushchev said he agreed, that

he knew that there was only a small percentage of madmen in both countries who

think otherwise. Nearly everyone knew that war was unacceptable and that coex-

istence was elementary.”15

The American and Soviet leaders converged upon this common knowledge

from different points of departure. For Washington it meant accepting the loss of

an atomic monopoly and recognizing that the Soviet Union could now inflict nu-

clear devastation on the United States. Eisenhower rejected the option of preven-

tive war against the Soviet Union. In doing so, he was making the judgment that it

would be possible for the United States to live with a Soviet Union that possessed
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thermonuclear weapons. His basic national security document, NSC 162/2,

adopted in October 1953, emphasized the need to be ready for rivalry “over the

long pull”.16

For Moscow the common knowledge about nuclear war meant that Washing-

ton recognized growing Soviet nuclear might. Khrushchev returned from Geneva

in July 1955 “encouraged” because the United States and Britain now recognized

the Soviet capacity to inflict devastation on the United States and its allies. He re-

ceived new boost to his confidence in November, when the Soviet Union tested its

first “superbomb”, and in February 1956, when the R-5 missile, which had a range

of 1,200 km, was flight-tested with a nuclear warhead.17

At the 20th Party Congress in February 1956 Khrushchev rejected the Leninist

thesis that war was inevitable as long as imperialism existed. In an obvious refer-

ence to nuclear weapons, he declared that “today there are mighty social and polit-

ical forces possessing formidable means to prevent the imperialists from unleash-

ing war and, if they actually try to start it, to give a smashing rebuff to the aggres-

sors and frustrate their adventurist plans”. “Either peaceful coexistence or the

most destructive war in history”, he told the Congress, “There is no third way.”18

The Soviet concept of “peaceful coexistence” was Khrushchev’s counterpart to

Eisenhower’s idea of rivalry “over the long pull”.

The changing strategic balance had important consequences for military rela-

tionships in Europe. In 1950, after the outbreak of the Korean War, the NATO had

committed itself to a large buildup of ground and air forces to match what it saw as

conventional superiority on the part of the Soviet Union and the East European

states. Eisenhower decided that such a policy was not feasible in economic terms,

and in 1953 he adopted a policy that placed a heavy reliance on nuclear retaliation

to deter Soviet aggression wherever it might occur. In line with this policy, the

NATO adopted MC 48 in December 1954; this was a new strategy that placed pri-

mary reliance on nuclear weapons and on combat forces in being. The aim of the

strategy was to convince the Soviet Union that “in the event of aggression [it] will

be subjected immediately to devastating counter-attack employing atomic weap-

ons”.19 West Germany was admitted into the NATO in 1955 and had begun to or-

ganize the Bundeswehr helping to offset Soviet conventional superiority. Never-

theless, US and the NATO strategy continued to rely heavily on nuclear weapons,

including tactical nuclear weapons, which the United States had begun to deploy

in Europe in the mid 1950s.

Eisenhower did not believe that war in Europe could be limited. He told the

Joint Chiefs of Staff in March 1956 that “any war in which Russian troops were

involved directly against United States forces or the United States” would be gen-

eral war, and any Soviet attack would be met by launching SAC [Strategic Air

Command] “as soon as he found out that Russian troops were on the move”.20 The

aim of his national security doctrine was to use the threat of nuclear war to deter
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aggression on a local scale. In other words, he aimed to deter the Soviet Union by

threatening rapid escalation from local conventional war to general nuclear war in

the event of a Soviet attack.

Similar, though less far-reaching, changes were taking place in Eastern Eu-

rope. Soviet military doctrine was adapting to the nuclear age. The Soviet Union

had begun to train its forces for operations on the “nuclear battlefield”. In Septem-

ber 1954 it conducted an exercise at Totskoe, in the province of Orenburg in the

South Urals Military District, in which an atomic bomb was detonated. The 1955

Field Regulations of the Soviet Army assumed that nuclear weapons would be

used on the battlefield as well as against strategic targets. Soviet military thinking

now stressed the importance of surprise and envisaged the possible use of weap-

ons of all kinds from the very beginning of a war.21 The Warsaw Treaty was

signed in May 1955, the same month as the Austrian State Treaty, but the Warsaw

Treaty Organization had as yet no real substance as a military alliance. Soviet con-

trol over the armed forces of Eastern Europe was still bilateral, exercised through

Soviet military “advisors”.22

By 1956 the military balance in Europe had attained a certain kind of stability,

but – notwithstanding the withdrawal of forces following the Austrian State

Treaty the year before – that stability rested on a confrontation in which large

numbers of Soviet and US forces, along with those of their allies, faced one an-

other across the central front, equipped not only with conventional arms but with

nuclear weapons too. Any military clash in Europe would run the risk of escala-

tion to general war, which neither side wanted and each understood the other did

not want, and each understood that the other understood it did not want it either.

There remained, however, the danger of war by miscalculation. NSC 5501

pointed out in January 1955 that, in the context of emerging mutual deterrence,

the one remaining possible cause of general war (besides the highly unlikely pos-

sibility of a dramatic technological breakthrough by the Soviet Union) was the

possibility of war by miscalculation: “war would remain a possibility, if only be-

cause of the element of miscalculation by either side or because of a technological

break-through by the Soviets leading them to believe they could destroy the U.S.

without effective retaliation”.23 The same document made the argument that the

Soviet leaders would risk war only if the United States posed a fundamental threat

to Soviet security: “they probably would not be deterred by the risk of general war

from taking military counter-action against Western actions considered to be an

imminent threat to their security”. It warned: “general war might occur as the cli-

max of a series of actions and counter-actions which neither side originally in-

tended to lead to that result”.24

“Common knowledge” that nuclear war was unacceptable did not completely

rule out the possibility of such a war. Other conventions, understandings, or rules

of the game were needed if the two sides were not to stumble into war by accident
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or miscalculation. That was particularly true of Central Europe where the two alli-

ances confronted each other with huge forces equipped with nuclear weapons.

The discussions in the National Security Council in 1955 and 1956 point to an ap-

preciation by the Eisenhower Administration of two important “rules of the

game:” neither side should try to pose an “imminent threat” to the other’s security;

and US and Soviet forces should not fight each other directly. To cross either of

those barriers would be to run the risk of escalation to general war.

The Soviet Decision to Use Force

In 1956 Soviet forces in Hungary comprised two mechanized divisions and

two air divisions (one fighter division and one bomber division) as well as air de-

fense artillery, a bridging regiment, and logistics groups. This group of forces was

known as the “Special Corps”. Its mission was to cooperate with units of the Hun-

garian People’s Army to cover the border with Austria and to secure the most im-

portant communications in case Soviet forces should need to advance from the

territory of the Soviet Union.

In July 1956, shortly after the large protests in Poznam, the Special Corps was

instructed to develop a plan of action for maintaining and restoring public order in

Budapest. The Special Corps was subordinated to the Soviet Ministry of Defense

through the General Staff, and Lieutenant-General P. Lashchenko was appointed

commander. The plan was approved on July 20. It was given the codename

“Volna” (wave) and was to be initiated with the codeword “Kompass”.

At 11 p.m. on October 23 the Chief of the Soviet General Staff, Marshal V.D.

Sokolovskii, ordered the commander of the Special Corps to move troops into Bu-

dapest, where they were to take control of key buildings and locations in the city

and restore public order. A small number of troops was sent to the border with

Austria. The Soviet forces began to move at midnight. At the same time one So-

viet mechanized division deployed in Romania, and two divisions (one rifle and

one mechanized) in the Carpathian Military District of the Soviet Union, began to

move to the Hungarian border; these forces crossed into Hungary on the 24th.

Fighter and bomber divisions were made combat ready, as well as an anti-air divi-

sion from the Carpathian Military District. The total number of troops involved in

the operation was 31,550, with about 6,000 entering Budapest.25

There is no mention of the possibility of military intervention by the Western

powers in any of the discussions among Soviet leaders – in the Central Committee

Presidium meeting on the evening of October 23, in the situation report from Bu-

dapest by A. I. Mikoian and M. A. Suslov on October 24, or in the meeting on Oc-

tober 24 in which Khrushchev informed East European leaders about the situation

in Poland and Hungary.26 The Soviet leaders clearly regarded the revolution in
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Hungary as an internal affair of the socialist camp, and they evidently believed

that that was how Western leaders regarded it too. One interesting aspect of the

Soviet deployment is that the number of troops sent to border with Austria was too

small to seal the border. Opening of the border had begun in the spring of 1956,

and it was this that made it possible for 190,000 people to flee to the West when

the Revolution failed.27

Operation “Volna” proved to be counterproductive. Opposition to the Hungar-

ian government increased. On October 24 Ernõ Gerõ, first secretary of the Hun-

garian Party, told the Soviet leaders by telephone that the “arrival of Soviet troops

into the city has had a negative effect on the mood of the residents”.28 The situa-

tion grew worse, with hundreds of Hungarians and Soviet soldiers killed in the

fighting. Splits emerged in the Soviet leadership, which was uncertain how to act.

The tensions were especially apparent in the Central Committee Presidium dis-

cussion on October 28.29 Two days later, on October 30, Khrushchev noted at the

conclusion of the Presidium meeting that there were two courses of action: “the

military – the path of occupation; the peaceful – withdrawal of forces, negotia-

tions”.30 The Soviet leadership opted for the latter. Orders were sent to withdraw

Soviet forces from Budapest, and this was done on October 31. Those forces then

concentrated about 15–20 kilometers from the capital.31

On the following day, October 31, the Presidium changed its mind. Khrush-

chev stated his position as follows, after reporting on a telephone conversation

with Wladislaw Gomulka: “Reexamine our assessment, do not withdraw troops

from Hungary and Budapest, and take the initiative in restoring order in Hun-

gary.” The reasons he gave for this decision are worth quoting:

If we leave Hungary, that will encourage the Americans, the British,

and the French, the imperialists. They will see it as our weakness and

they will take the offensive. We would then expose the weakness of

our positions.

He went on to say that the Party would not understand if that happened. “We

would then add Hungary to Egypt for them”, he said. After proposing that a provi-

sional revolutionary government be formed under János Kádár, he returned to the

international dimensions of the crisis: they would have to talk it over with Tito and

inform the Chinese, the Czechs, the Romanians, and the Bulgarians. “There will

not be a big war”, he concluded.32 Khrushchev’s proposal was approved by the

Presidium.

Soviet forces were continuing to enter Hungary, mainly from the Carpathian

Military District, though one mechanized division came through Romania from

the Odessa Military District. Between October 27 and November 4 five mecha-

nized divisions, one tank division, and two airborne divisions crossed the border

into Hungary.33 On the morning of November 4 Soviet forces launched Operation
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“Vikhr’” (Whirlwind), under the overall command of Marshal I. Konev, com-

mander-in-chief of the Joint Forces of the Warsaw Pact. This time the military op-

eration was more successful. Open armed resistance ended within a week, and a

new government, under János Kádár, was imposed on Hungary.

Our aim in this paper is not to explain the shifts in Soviet policy or the ultimate

decision to suppress the Hungarian revolution by force. It was clear to the Soviet

leaders that the revolution posed a profound challenge to Soviet hegemony in

Eastern Europe and to the Soviet model of socialism. There was no disagreement

among the Soviet leaders about the need to keep Hungary in the socialist camp.

Even Anastas Mikoian, who consistently opposed the use of force throughout the

crisis, told the Central Committee Presidium on November 1: “Hungary cannot be

permitted to leave the camp.”34 The disagreements and hesitations in the Soviet

leadership centered on the means to be employed, not on the ultimate goal to be at-

tained.

When Khrushchev presented to the Central Committee Presidium, on October

31, his decision to use military force to restore order, he drew attention to the in-

ternational dimensions of the crisis. If Hungary quit the socialist camp, that would

be a huge loss for the Soviet Union. The Western powers would gain new heart

and would pursue a more aggressive strategy against the Soviet Union. Britain

and France had just begun military operations against Egypt, and Khrushchev evi-

dently thought that they would succeed in regaining control over the Suez Canal.

If the Soviet Union lost Hungary and the Western powers defeated Egypt, it would

be a double blow, and Soviet policy would be very much on the defensive.

Khrushchev’s comment that there would not be a “big war” indicates that he

was not concerned about the possibility of Western military intervention in re-

sponse to Soviet action to “restore order”. Charles Bohlen, the US Ambassador to

Moscow during the crisis was asked in an oral history project in 1970: “Was there

ever any genuine fear on the part of the Russians that you could determine that the

US might intervene in Hungary?” Bohlen replied: “You never saw any sign of

that. As an American I knew perfectly well that it would have been impossible for

us really. The Russians must have known this.”35

Any thought of military intervention by the United States or the NATO would

have had to face the fact of Soviet conventional superiority in Europe, and more

specifically the presence of Soviet forces in Hungary, Romania, and in the adjoin-

ing parts of the Soviet Union. Intervention would have involved direct clashes be-

tween Soviet and NATO forces, thereby risking escalation to general war. Nor, as

Bohlen later pointed out, was there any thought of trying to deter Soviet military

action by making nuclear threats: “Nothing would have deterred them from going

in there. We didn’t have any force in Europe to do it. Nobody was thinking of

atomic weapons, for God’s sake. But the Russians would pour in any number of

divisions right from a common border with the Soviet Union.”36
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The Joint Chiefs of Staff were not asked to consider military options for inter-

vening in Hungary. Eisenhower did, however, ask them in November to study

whether the United States should support the United Nations in using force to pre-

vent the Soviet Union from suppressing the Gomulka regime in Poland. The Joint

Chiefs concluded that military intervention in Poland was feasible, but that it ran

the risk of leading to general war.37 US policy during the Hungarian crisis was

shaped not only by the military balance in and around Hungary, but also by the

fear that a local conflict could lead to general war.

On November 12 Khrushchev told the Yugoslav ambassador, Veljko Micu-

novic:

The Russians knew there had been real fear in the NATO about the

more serious steps the Soviet Army might take in Europe. The Soviet

armed forces in Eastern Germany alone were stronger than what

NATO had at its disposal at the moment in Europe. This had been

stated to a group of NATO experts, Khrushchev said.

The Americans had forbidden any movement of the NATO forces in

Europe during the latest armed intervention by the Soviet Union in

Hungary so as not to provoke the Russians, Khrushchev said.38

Khrushchev understood that the combination of local Soviet military superior-

ity and the risk of nuclear war would restrain the West from military intervention.

The American Reaction

When word of the Hungarian revolution reached Washington, it caught the Ei-

senhower Administration by surprise.39 The events of October 1956 contradicted

previous American assumptions about the durability of Communist rule in the sat-

ellites and the ability of Soviet forces to suppress immediately any outbreak of re-

sistance. In January 1956 a National Intelligence Estimate had concluded: “the

military, political, and economic significance of the Satellites to the USSR is so

great that Moscow almost certainly regards the maintenance of control over the

area as an essential element of the power position”. The Soviet Union, it argued,

was unlikely to allow any East European state to exit the Warsaw Pact or assume a

non-Communist form of government.40 An NSC report of July 1956 argued that

“Soviet political domination of the satellites remains a basic fact”, unaffected by

the opening in Soviet policy following Stalin’s death and the 20th Party Congress.

These conclusions applied as much to Hungary as to the Warsaw Pact in general.

“The Kremlin will take all measures necessary to keep Hungary within the Bloc”,

a 1955 intelligence report concluded. If an open revolt did break out, the combina-

40 DAVID HOLLOWAY – VICTOR MCFARLAND



tion of Hungarian Communist and Soviet forces would be “sufficient to cope with

any active resistance” and would assure that there was “little likelihood that Com-

munist control over Hungary will be jeopardized” at any time during the

mid-to-late-1950s.41

Washington understood at once the seriousness of the crisis in Hungary. At a

meeting of the National Security Council on the morning of October 26, Allen

Dulles, the Director of Central Intelligence, asserted that “the revolt in Hungary

constituted the most serious threat yet to be posed to continued Soviet control of

the satellites”. The Soviet leadership had been thrown on the defensive, and

Khrushchev’s position as leader in Moscow might even be threatened. Rather

than viewing Allen Dulles’ report as an opportunity to put the rhetoric of libera-

tion into action, Eisenhower’s response was to worry about the possibility of gen-

eral war. Faced with the prospect of losing their satellites in Eastern Europe, he

worried, might the Soviets not “be tempted to resort to very extreme measures and

even to precipitate global war?”42 Eisenhower’s diary for October 26 records that

he “warned both the Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff and the Director of the Cen-

tral Intelligence Agency to be unusually watchful and alert during the crisis occa-

sioned by the Hungarian revolt”. A central consideration in Eisenhower’s mind

during the Hungarian crisis was the necessity of preventing nuclear war between

the US and the USSR. It would be dangerous, he believed, to press the Soviet

leaders while they felt threatened by developments in Eastern Europe.

Harold Stassen, special assistant to the President for disarmament, spoke up in

response to Eisenhower’s warning about inadvertent war. Stassen argued that the

Soviet leadership would soon have to make a choice between allowing liberaliza-

tion in Hungary, and suppressing the rebellion by force. He also suggested that the

US might influence this decision by contacting the Soviet military leadership:

Stassen wondered if it would not be prudent to try to get some mes-

sage to Marshal Zhukov indicating that the achievement of freedom

in the Soviet satellites should not be considered by the Soviet Union

as posing any real threat to the national security of the USSR. We

should make it clear that this development would not impel the West-

ern powers to make any warlike move against the Soviet Union.43

Stassen’s proposal carried with it a certain degree of ambiguity. It may have

been intended to convince the Soviet leaders that an independent Hungary would

not pose any threat to the security of the Soviet Union. If successful, such a reas-

surance might convince the Soviet leadership not to suppress the revolution. The

circumstances of the proposal, however, suggest an alternative explanation, more

in keeping with Eisenhower’s fear that the Hungarian crisis might develop into

general war. The Stassen proposal may have been intended as a reassurance to
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Moscow that the US would not intervene in the Hungarian conflict. This US mes-

sage to Moscow would prevent the Soviet leaders from overreacting to an imag-

ined American threat, and thus forestall the danger of nuclear war.

Stassen’s proposal initially did not meet with an enthusiastic reception from

Eisenhower. The President declared “that he did not believe such a move would

be worthwhile. He doubted if the Soviet leaders genuinely feared an invasion by

the Western powers”.44 Eisenhower’s statement is an illustration of “common

knowledge” during the Hungarian crisis. Not only did the US never plan to inter-

vene; the Soviet leaders knew they did not plan to intervene; and US leaders knew

that the Soviet leaders understood that there was no possibility of US intervention

– hence no message of reassurance to Moscow was needed. What we now know

about decision-making on the Soviet side shows that Eisenhower was right in his

evaluation of the Soviet leaders’ assessment of the possibility of Western inter-

vention.

Stassen revised his proposal in a conversation with Secretary of State John Fos-

ter Dulles on the afternoon of October 26. He suggested that the US “let the Rus-

sians know that we would accept for the satellites some neutralized status like that

of Austria”. Stassen apparently hoped to convince Moscow that Hungary should

be allowed to become an independent and neutral state that would pose no mili-

tary threat to the USSR. Eisenhower also spoke with Dulles later that afternoon,

and made it known that he favored Hungarian neutralization. If the Soviet leaders

feared that an independent Hungary would be incorporated into NATO, the Presi-

dent thought, they would be forced to crush the uprising quickly and completely.

Allaying this Soviet fear might ensure that the Hungarian people might not “get

such a hard time of it”. Self-determination for Hungary and neutralization on the

Austrian model, Eisenhower thought, might be acceptable to the Soviet Union,

and would help to reduce tensions between the Communist bloc and the West. If

the Hungarians could “choose their own government”, the President told Dulles,

“this would be of far greater effect than any alliance”.45

Dulles responded unenthusiastically to the idea of neutrality for Hungary and

the other states of Eastern Europe. He told Eisenhower that he doubted that “we

should go so far as to seem to commit these countries to an Austria-style neutral-

ization”. The US should not place itself in a position of appearing to conduct

“backstage talks” with the Soviets, he said to Eisenhower.46 Dulles may have

feared that negotiating with Moscow during the crisis would give the appearance

that the US was deciding the future of Hungary without reference to the wishes of

the Hungarian people themselves.

Dulles did include a version of the Stassen proposal in his speech in Dallas,

Texas, on October 27. This speech is the source of the much-cited statement that

the US did not regard the nations of Eastern Europe as potential allies. The Dallas
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speech, however, did not propose the formal neutralization of Hungary, and its

overall meaning was unclear. The relevant paragraph of the speech reads:

The United States has no ulterior purpose in desiring the independ-

ence of the satellite countries. Our unadulterated wish is that these

peoples, from whom so much of our own national life derives, should

have sovereignty restored to them and that they should have govern-

ments of their own free choosing. We do not look upon these nations

as potential military allies. We see them as friends and as part of a

new and friendly and no longer divided Europe. We are confident

that their independence, if promptly accorded, will contribute imme-

diately to stabilize peace throughout all of Europe, West and East.47

It is not clear why Dulles failed to include the proposal of Austrian-style neu-

tralization, a proposal that was apparently supported by both Stassen and Presi-

dent Eisenhower himself. Dulles may have believed that it was more important to

reassure the Soviet Union that no American intervention in Hungary was forth-

coming, a meaning that Moscow could read into the speech he delivered at Dallas.

If Dulles’ statement had been more explicit in proposing Hungarian neutrality, the

Soviet leaders might have interpreted it as interference in the affairs of the War-

saw Pact rather than as a disavowal of American interest in Hungary.

The idea of Hungarian neutrality also met opposition elsewhere in the US lead-

ership. The Joint Chiefs of Staff objected immediately when the NSC Planning

Board proposed, on October 31, 1956, that the US provide Moscow with assur-

ances that the United States did not view Hungary as a potential ally. The Joint

Chiefs declared that such assurances would “tend to undermine such influence as

the United States may have on the government which is established in Hungary,

and could in the future operate to our military disadvantage”. They evidently be-

lieved that the US should not foreclose the option of incorporating Hungary into

NATO at some point in the future. They may also have worried that a US proposal

for Hungarian neutralization would be countered by a Soviet proposal for the neu-

tralization of Germany or the withdrawal of American troops from the NATO na-

tions. This fear may help account for the reluctance of the Joint Chiefs, Dulles,

and others, to support Stassen’s proposal for the formal neutralization of Hun-

gary.48

Following Dulles’s speech, the Administration decided to convey his assur-

ance privately to the Soviet leadership. On October 29 Dulles suggested to Eisen-

hower that Charles Bohlen should transmit a message to the Soviet leaders. He

warned, however, that the US “would have to be very careful not to do anything

that would look to the satellite world as though we were selling them out”.49 Ei-

senhower agreed, and later that day Dulles cabled Bohlen, sending him the rele-

vant passage from the Dallas speech and telling him that “we would like this to

come to attention of highest Soviet authorities, including Zhukov, and to know
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that they appreciate it is a high level policy statement”. Dulles warned, again, that

the proposal needed to be kept confidential, telling Bohlen that “it is of course

highly important that nothing done under this authorization should emerge pub-

licly as a demarche attributable to Washington”.50 It is perhaps significant that

Dulles specifically asked Bohlen to bring the matter to the attention of Marshal

Zhukov, the Soviet Minister of Defense. This may indicate that Dulles believed

the primary purpose of the proposal was to reassure the Soviet military leadership

that the US would not exploit Hungary’s independence for its own military advan-

tage.

Bohlen transmitted Dulles’ message to Zhukov and Molotov at a reception in

Moscow on October 30. Bohlen reported to Dulles as follows:

I told Zhukov and Molotov I wanted to direct their attention to your

Dallas speech and paragraph in it concerning our policy in regard to

Eastern European countries and gave them from memory translation

text paragraph.

Molotov listened and made no particular comment, but said he would

look up speech in question, which he felt sure they had from press re-

ports. Zhukov, however, said that he found difficult to reconcile this

statement with President’s encouragement of “rebels” in Hungary,

which he thought represented interference Hungarian internal af-

fairs. I said President’s statement was general and reflected feelings

American people and in any case words were less of intervention

than bullets, to which Zhukov made no reply.51

Bohlen’s telegram is revealing. It is clear that Zhukov interpreted the passage

in Dulles’ speech of October 27 not as a proposal for the neutralization of Hun-

gary, but as an American disclaimer of any intention to interfere in Hungarian af-

fairs. Bohlen did nothing to disabuse Zhukov of this notion, but instead implied

that while Eisenhower and others in the US government might make rhetorical

statements about freedom in Hungary, there would be no American military sup-

port (“bullets”) for the revolutionaries. Khrushchev’s comment to his son, quoted

in the introduction to this paper, indicates that the Soviet leaders did indeed under-

stand Bohlen’s communication in this way. That is also the interpretation of the

Russian historians V. T. Sereda and A. S. Stykalin, who write that Bohlen “in-

formed the Soviet leaders that the United States had no particular interests in Hun-

gary”.52

A further indication that the Eisenhower Administration’s policy during the

Hungarian crisis was heavily influenced by a fear of sparking nuclear war is pro-

vided by an exchange between Eisenhower and C.D. Jackson, his former Special

Assistant on international affairs and psychological warfare. In a telegram to the

President on November 8, Jackson wrote: “Under cover of United Nations total

preoccupation with Middle Eastern problems and the new general war threat, the
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Russians are getting away with murder in Hungary.” He told Eisenhower that ac-

tion was urgently needed to protect the Hungarian people, and that much stronger

international pressure should be put on Moscow. Eisenhower responded with a

lecture on the evils of nuclear war. “To annihilate Hungary”, Eisenhower argued,

“should it become the scene of a bitter conflict, is in no way to help her.” A general

war triggered by the Hungarian crisis, he continued, would be “so terrible that the

human mind cannot comprehend it”.53

Eisenhower’s response is illuminating, because it reveals the degree to which

the fear of nuclear war shaped his thinking during the Hungarian crisis. He appar-

ently believed that even pressuring Moscow through the UN would pose the risk

of sparking general war between the US and the USSR.

Conclusion

The United States did not consider intervening with military force in the Hun-

garian revolution, and the Soviet leadership did not think that the United States

would intervene. In this paper we have explored why that was so. This of course is

only one of the international aspects of the crisis, but it is an important one, and the

behavior of the two sides provides insight into the way in which they understood

the military confrontation at the time.

The most obvious explanation lies in the military balance in Europe – and spe-

cifically in and around Hungary – which greatly restricted Western military op-

tions and made it very likely that any military intervention would escalate, per-

haps to the use of nuclear weapons. Each side wanted to avoid general war, each

side understood that the other wanted to avoid it, and so on; and, as a consequence,

each side wanted to avoid a local conflict that might escalate to general war, and

each side understood that the other wanted to avoid it, and so on. That seems to

provide a sufficient explanation for the US non-intervention. It is true that the

West was in disarray over the Suez crisis, but it is not at all clear that the West

would have taken military action over Hungary even if it had not been divided

over Suez. It seems therefore disingenuous of Eisenhower, in his memoirs, to

place part of the blame on Britain and France for US inaction – though there are of

course other reasons to criticize Britain and France for the Suez crisis.

Common knowledge about the unacceptability of nuclear war became an im-

portant element in the US-Soviet relationship in the mid-1950s. It needed to be

complemented, however, by other conventions and guidelines if the two super-

powers were not to stumble into war by accident or miscalculation. It was already

clear before the Hungarian crisis that the Eisenhower Administration regarded

domination of Eastern Europe as a vital Soviet interest, which it would do every-

thing to defend; to challenge it by military means would therefore create a risk of
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general war. The Soviet leaders took the same view. The recognition by both sides

of spheres of interest in Europe was all the easier to accept because powerful mili-

tary forces demarcated the borders of those spheres.

During the Hungarian crisis Washington and Moscow showed a reasonably

clear understanding of each other’s policies and of the dangers that would arise if

the conflict were to escalate. The Stassen proposal is particularly interesting in

that regard. It appears to have meant different things to different people at differ-

ent times, but was the product of two main impulses:

1. To reassure the Soviet Union that the US would not intervene in Hungary. This

reassurance would reduce the danger of general war arising from the crisis.

2. To propose a compromise over Hungary’s status, denying any American desire

to incorporate Hungary into NATO, and establishing Hungary as a neutral na-

tion similar to Austria.

These two impulses do not appear as distinct formulations in the FRUS docu-

ments or Eisenhower’s papers, but were instead blended together in the minds of

US decision-makers (or at least, do not appear ever to have been debated as com-

peting proposals). The message that was eventually delivered to Soviet leaders

was much closer to a military reassurance than a political proposal for Hungarian

neutralization. Did Khrushchev have Bohlen’s message in mind when he told the

Presidium on October 31 that “there will not be a big war?” Did that message

make a difference? Probably not, because the Soviet leaders seem to have been se-

cure in their minds already that the West would not intervene militarily.

The Hungarian crisis is a revealing illustration of the effect that fear of inadver-

tent war had on US policymakers. The national security framework they had

erected as a way of deterring Soviet aggression also deterred them from taking ag-

gressive action to support the Hungarian revolution. Deterrence was balanced by

self-deterrence. The fear of escalation was supposed to deter Soviet aggression in

Europe, but it also served to inhibit the United States. The Eisenhower Adminis-

tration was self-deterred, not only by the lack of good military options for US in-

tervention in Hungary, but also by the fear that a larger war could result from the

crisis. Even though the Soviets never issued an explicit warning to Washington,

the implicit threat of nuclear war was enough to prevent any thought of interven-

tion on the US side.

We have focused in this paper on the United States and the Soviet Union rather

than on Hungary itself, even though the revolution was above all about the future

of Hungary. This was not the first time – nor the last – that the independence of a

small state was sacrificed on the altar of an international order defined by the great

powers. Knowing that does not, however, make it any more agreeable to contem-

plate.
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