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the Hungarian Revolution, 1956-57 

The role of the West European states during the Hungarian 
revolution of 1956 was in many ways passive. The logic of the 
Cold War seemed to paralyse Western Europe, both before and 
after the Soviet intervention of 4 November, a paralysis which 
was caused not only by the threat of nuclear war, but also by 
other considerations and interests. France and Great Britain, for 
example, were preoccupied with the Suez crisis. It could be argued 
that the western countries Jost a unique chance to come to the 
rescue of the Hungarian people suffering under Soviet domination. 
A more positive and activist western policy, especially during 
the two weeks before 4 November, could have made a historical 
difference. How should the role of the West European states be 
judged? 

This article looks at the role played by the Netherlands during 
that dramatic phase of recent European history. Dutch public 
opinion reacted vehemently to the Soviet intervention, and in most 
Dutch cities demonstrations were organized to protest against it. 
Thousands attacked the offices of the Dutch communist party. 
Windows were smashed, furniture and papers were dragged out
side and set on fire. The international press observed that reaction 
in the Netherlands was fiercer than anywhere else. The Dutch 
diplomatic standpoint seemed to be equally strong. In the United 
Nations, Dutch representatives tried to stimulate a more hostile 
western attitude, going beyond most other western countries. Why 
was the Netherlands' reaction so vehement, and did it produce 
any results? How relevant was Dutch anti-communism, for whom 
and to what end? 1 

In comparison with other West European countries, the Nether
lands has, or at least had, the reputation of being anti-communist. 
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The Dutch government ref used to recognize the Soviet regime 
until June 1942 (one year after the German invasion); and follow
ing the second world war the Netherlands continued to act with 
great caution towards the Soviet Union. During the years 1953-6 
it viewed the process of peaceful coexistence with great suspicion. 
Later, in the 1960s, the Dutch Foreign Minister, Joseph M.A.H. 
Luns, for a long time refused to visit the socialist countries, unlike 
other West European foreign ministers. At first sight then, it seems 
logical that the Soviet intervention of 4 November 1956 should 
have produced such a strong Dutch reaction. 

In November 1956 the Netherlands was governed by a so-called 
'Roman-Red' cabinet, a coalition between the social-democratic 
Party of Labour and the Catholic People's Party, together with 
two other Christian parties. The country had been led by Roman
Red cabinets under the leadership of Prime Minister Willem Drees 
since 1946. Throughout that decade, the Netherlands had been 
changing from a conservative, colonial power to a modem, indus
trialized society. As regards foreign policy, the Netherlands had 
put aside its traditional neutrality, and had become a member of 
the Brussels Treaty in 1948, of NATO in 1949, and had taken part 
in the process of European integration. 

This metamorphosis, however, especially the loss of the Dutch 
Indies in 1949 under pressure from the United States and the 
UN, had not been accepted with wholehearted enthusiasm. More 
generally, the rapid modernization of Dutch society seemed to 
produce a rather conservative atmosphere. The outside world, 
the emergence of an international system dominated by the two 
superpowers in which the West European powers seemed to 
occupy only a modest place, and the threat of nuclear war, all 
seemed to create a somewhat xenophobic view of the world in 
the Netherlands. During the 1950s, postcolonial resentment con
tinued to influence Dutch foreign policy-making, and even gave 
rise to anti-American sentiments, in spite of Dutch membership 
of NATO. 

For these reasons, Dutch foreign policy in the m.id-1950s was 
characterized by ambivalence. Indeed, the third (Roman-Red) 
Drees cabinet (1952-6) even had two ministers of foreign affairs, 
a consequence of serious conflicts during its formation, and a 
symbol of the ambivalence of Dutch thinking with regard to inter
national politics. One minister, Johan W. Beyen, a former banker, 
was mainly interested in European integration, while the other, 
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the conservative Joseph Luns, was primarily concerned with the 
contentious relationship with Indonesia (and the defence of Dutch 
sovereignty over West New Guinea, which was being disputed by 
Indonesia). This situation indicates that Dutch foreign policy at 
that time was still in a process of transformation and caught 
between modern - European integration - and conservative -
Indonesia - tendencies. In the fourth Drees cabinet, which was 
installed in October 1956, Luns returned as Minister of Foreign 
Affairs, but not Beyen, which again illustrates how strong the 
conservative tendencies in Dutch foreign policy still were. Luns 
would remain Foreign Minister until 1971. 

During the first postwar decade, the Netherlands had no explicit 
'Ost-politik'. Traditional anti-communism had produced mistrust 
and disregard, rather than interest in the developments in Eastern 
Europe. During the two years previous to 1956, the attitude of 
Dutch politicians had been reluctant and critical toward the peace
ful coexistence which seemed to develop in the relationship 
between the two superpowers. Dutch politicians mistrusted the 
'spirit of Geneva' and the 'indulgent' attitude of the Eisenhower 
administration during the years 1954-6.: As the Dutch ambassador 
in Moscow, E. Teixeira de Mattos, concluded in May 1955, the 
Soviet policy of peaceful coexistence and the positive western 
reaction had, in fact, created a greater danger for the west than 
the harshness of Stalinism.3 In March 1956, his successor, DJ. von 
Balluseck, emphasized, as did several other Dutch politicians and 
diplomats of the time, that one of the dangerous consequences of 
peaceful coexistence was the growing influence of the Soviet 
Union in the Afro-Asian countries.~ 

There were thus no ready criteria for policy-making in the face 
of the political developments in Hungary, quite apart from the 
fact that these developments were new and unexpected. Who 
could have imagined that a Stalinist regime could fall apart with 
such remarkable rapidity? For months, the observations of the 
Dutch diplomatic representatives in Budapest had been sceptical, 
and their conclusions had been accepted without question by the 
Foreign Ministry in The Hague. It was not until September that 
the Dutch ambassador in Budapest, F.W. Craandijk, finally con
cluded that Hungary was in the middle of a process of trans
formation.5 
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The Ministry in The Hague was still not convinced. The East 
European Bureau (DEU/OE) concluded on 24 October that the 
revolt in Hungary could only succeed if it were supported by 
western military means. 

Unless the insurgents receive support or some kind from the West, for instance 
drops or weapons, it has to be assumed that the gon:mments in Poland and 
Hungary will remain in control or the situation ... since a considerable number 
or Soviet troops are stationed in both countries. 

The Bureau underlined that the new Hungarian Prime Minister, 
Imre Nagy, was a loyal member of the Communist Party, and ' that 
the new course in Hungary would be independent of Moscow, in 
name only'.6 

On 1 November, F. Simons, head of the East European Bureau, 
finally acknowledged that radical changes were taking place in 
Hungary. He continued to doubt, however, whether the Soviet 
army would retreat. Simons was in favour of western military 
pressure, because 'it was possible, that the Russians were afraid 
of a Western military intervention if they should occupy Hungary 
completely'. Simons' superior, chief of the European Department 
(DEU) HJ. Levelt, was more optimistic and assumed that Moscow 
would be prepared to leave the Nagy government in power for 
the time being.7 

Dutch policy-makers and diplomats viewed the Hungarian 
revolution in rnaximalist terms. As the Dutch ambassador in 
Vienna suggested, the Hungarian revolution opened up a grand 
perspective for the west, the possible driving-back of the Russian 
sphere of influence.8 This judgment, which implied mistrust of 
Prime Minister lmre Nagy and his political standpoint, was based 
not only on the observations of the Dutch legation in Budapest, 
but also on the conclusions of the East European Bureau in The 
Hague. The Dutch ambassador in Budapest, Craandijk, was of the 
opinion that the political leadership in Hungary should be handed 
over to Cardinal Mindszenty, though later he concluded that 
Mindszenty's activities bad been harmful to the revolution.9 

These maximalist conclusions - driving back the Soviet Union, 
the exclusion of all communists - were not, however, shared by 
other western countries. On 27 October, the Dutch ambassador 
in Washington, J.H. van Royen, reported that the American atti· 
tude was cautious and prudent. 'Several State (Department) 
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officials have expressed their apprehension of the possibility that 
both destalinization and throwing off Soviet rule could be proceed
ing too fast and could get out of hand, thereby directly provoking 
a Soviet intervention.' Three days later, Van Royen reported that 
Dulles was of the opinion that the American government under
stood that 'Russia would not tolerate less friendly states as its 
neighbours'.10 

The American government seemed to recognize the Soviet 
influence in Eastern Europe, and to act according to this prin· 
ciple. 11 The Dutch standpoint was more impatient. On 9 Novem· 
ber, the American ambassador in The Hague, H. Freeman 
Matthews, informed Washington that the Dutch government had 
been 'disturbed' by the US plan to offer the Nagy government 
economic support. The Dutch point of view was, according to 
Matthews, that 'pressure must be kept on these "national Com
munists" until they [could] be replaced by non-Communist 
leaders'. 12 

Possible western activity in support of Hungary was seen by the 
Dutch in military terms, although military action was, in fact, out 
of the question. Therefore, the Dutch point of view implied pas· 
sivity and a certain cynicism. As Minister of Foreign Affairs Luns 
said in cabinet on 29 October, as long as the western great powers 
did nothing, it was obviously impossible for the Netherlands to 
act otherwise.13 Prime Minister Drees declared that the develop
ments in Hungary were of 'world historical importance'. Nonethe
less, there was nothing else to do than to wait and see. 

Afterwards, the Dutch ambassador in Moscow concluded that 
in a situation such as the Hungarian revolution (and vis-a-vis 
'national communists'), a more positive and prudent reaction was 
perhaps necessary. Von Balluseck described the 'communis opinio' 
among his western colleagues in December as follows. The Soviet 
Union, it was assumed, was not in a position to let go of its East 
European satellites. The west would have to be patient and a 
Soviet retreat had to be fostered step by step. In the first instance, 
one had to be content with a phase which could be termed the 
'Gomulka·phase', during which the west should not demand that 
new regimes opt in one way or another for NATO. They had to 
be welcomed by the west as a free, and possibly neutral zone.14 

It is doubtful whether this strategy would have stimulated the 
Soviet Union to accept the facts of life in Hungary. Nobody knows. 
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It is certain, however, that such an approach was not the policy 
of the Netherlands during the Hungarian revolution. 

Sunday, 4 November 1956, was a day which many in the Nether· 
lands would never forget. On Sunday and Monday demonstrations 
took place in all major cities, organized by the political parties 
(except for the communists) and the unions. During these mass 
gatherings emotions ran high. Several speakers compared the 
Soviet intervention to the German occupation during the second 
world war. Once again, the Soviet Union had proved to be a 
treacherous and diabolical power. In spite of aU differences of 
opinion (over Suez), the west had now to close ranks. Several 
demonstrations ended with the singing of the Dutch national 
anthem. 

The press reacted sharply too. The Soviet intervention was 
'worse than Hitler's breaches of promise' and the Soviet despots 
had shown their real face, according to the liberal Algemeen Handels· 
blad. •s This meant the end of the phase of detente between east 
and west, concluded the majority of newspapers, which was in fact 
considered by most commentators to be a positive consequence. 
Peaceful coexistence and the so-called 'spirit of Geneva' had lulled 
the west into a state of lethargy, wrote the Catholic newspaper de 
Volkskrant.16 NATO had to be strengthened in order to prevent a 
new Hungary, commented the social-democratic Her Paroo/.11 

The Dutch Communist Party (CPN) was the main target of the 
indignation over the Soviet intervention. Remarkably, the social
democratic Party of Labour (PvdA) took a strong stand against 
the Dutch communists. During a mass rally in Utrecht, PvdA 
delegate H. Vos raised the question of 'whether we [could] tolerate 
communism in our government, in our provincial estates and city 
councils any longer'.18 That same evening his chairman, E.A. Ver
meer, stated that, 'whoever after this Sunday shakes a communist 
hand will be an accessory to murder and treason' .19 In view of 
these emotional public statements, it was no surprise that on 
Sunday and Monday in several cities communist offices became 
the target of mass demonstrations and riots. On Sunday, the police 
reacted, rather ambivalently, but the next day, in some cases 
assisted by military police or marines, they took firmer action. In 
several cities this amounted to serious and violent confrontations 
between (youthful) demonstrators and the police. Most news-
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papers concluded that these disturbances no longer had anything 
to do with Hungary. In spite of the specific political circumstances, 
they indeed resembled the clashes between young demonstrators 
and the police during the 1960s. 

On Monday 5 November, the Suez crisis reached its climax, 
when an Anglo-French force landed at the entrance of the Suez 
Canal, near Port Said. When the Dutch cabinet convened on 
Monday morning, in these dramatic international and internal 
circumstances, Foreign Minister Luns was in the United States, 
and Prime Minister Drees acted as interim Foreign Minister. Until 
then, the cabinet had not been forced to make any real decisions 
with respect to Hungary, but now some concrete steps had to be 
taken. This would soon prove to be more difficult than expected. 

Drees told his colleagues that Dutch diplomatic representatives 
had been instructed not to attend Soviet receptions in celebration 
of the October Revolution. That was a relatively innocent sanc
tion. Matters became more complicated when possible economic 
or cultural sanctions were discussed. The cabinet disagreed over 
a cultural boycott of East European countries, quite apart from 
the Soviet Union. With respect to economic sanctions, the cabinet 
decided, as Finance Minister J. Zijlstra suggested, not to take any 
steps 'in the heat of the moment'.:?O 

The next day Prime Minister Drees addressed the Second 
Chamber (the Dutch equivalent of the House of Commons), 
where the atmosphere was just as emotional. Second Chamber 
chairman L. G. Kortenhorst had cited the Soviet intervention and 
had called on the Chamber to express its 'holy wrath against this 
blatant assault on a proud and brave people, who in the history 
of Christianity had taken the lead in the struggle against the 
satanic forces of darkness'. Prime Minister Drees remained much 
calmer and repeated the conclusion that 'the Netherlands was 
unable to provide concrete support'. Although the Soviet inter· 
vention had brought peaceful coexistence to an end, the cabinet 
decided not to break off diplomatic relations with the Soviet 
Union or with Hungary, in view of the negative consequences 
which such a step could have.~1 

It was no easy task to oppose the Soviet intervention. As Luns 
had stated on 29 October, it would be difficult for the Netherlands 
to take any initiative as long as the western great powers were 
reluctant to act. Nor did this situation change after 4 November. 
The Eisenhower administration seemed to be more interested in 
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controlling the Suez crisis than in Hungary. As ambassador Van 
Royen informed The Hague, the dominant standpoint within the 
State Department was 'that the threat of war in the Middle East 
was so much more acute that the attention of the UN in the 
first place had to be directed that way•.: The British and French 
governments were also engrossed in the Suez crisis.23 On 12 Nov
ember the embassy in London reported that a high Foreign Office 
official bad said that Great Britain was in 'a defensive position', 
and that it was impossible, therefore, to take a political initiative 
regarding Hungary. This 'Assistant Under-Secretary of State for 
UN Affairs' expressed the hope that the Netherlands, in view of 
the strong reaction of the Dutch population, could play an active 
role within the UN.2~ 

In spite of the Netherlands' hard-line reputation, Dutch political 
initiatives against the aggressors in Hungary remained modest. On 
19 November, the cabinet decided to freeze cultural and sporting 
relations with the Soviet Union, but not with other East European 
countries. The Dutch Olympic Committee followed suit and 
announced its decision not to participate in the Olympic Games 
in Melbourne.25 Apart from these measures, however, most things 
were left as they were. When a member of the French embassy 
came to discuss the question of relations with East European 
countries, Chief of the European Department H.J. Levell acknowl
edged that no real political changes had taken place. The suspen
sion of cultural exchanges with the Soviet Union was an exception. 
The French diplomat informed Levell that his government took 
an even more opportunistic stand, and was prepared to receive 
'spectacular (Soviet) shows, such as ballet'.26 

The only concrete political sanctions against the Soviet Union 
bad been the suspension of cultural relations and the decision, 
taken on 4 November, to boycott Soviet receptions. In fact, Soviet 
receptions were boycotted by all western diplomats, but even this 
front fell apart within two months. On 27 December, ambassador 
Von Balluseck reported from Moscow that receptions organized 
in honour of a Romanian state visit had been attended by several 
western colleagues. One week later, Von Balluseck reported that 
everything had returned to normal: the American ambassador 
Charles Bohlen had again been talking with Foreign Minister 
Gromyko in public. The 'reception war' was over.i7 

A comparable development occurred with respect to the 
relations between the Netherlands and the new Kadar govern-
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ment. It was obvious that this government was a product of the 
Soviet intervention and, of course, by no means democratically 
elected, but there were several undemocratic regimes with which 
the Netherlands had nonnal diplomatic relations. Other western 
states, it was reported by Dutch diplomats, seemed to have a 
more or less business-like attitude to relations with the Kadar 
government. As we have seen, the Dutch cabinet bad decided to 
continue diplomatic ties with Hungary as well, in view of otherwise 
possible 'negative consequences'. 

Nonetheless, Dutch policy towards Hungary was oriented 
toward isolating the Kadar government and its representatives. 
On 16 November, the Dutch Pennanent Representative at the 
United Nations, C.W.A. SchUrmann, was instructed to object to 
the credentials of the new Hungarian representative in the so
called 'Credentials Committee'.28 However, other western dele
gates, especially the American, were not prepared to go that far. 
In the following year, the Netherlands continued to foster a more 
vindictive attitude vis-a-vis Kadar's government, and direct con
tacts with Hungarian representatives were avoided. Ultimately, 
this boycott petered out as well, though it took longer than in the 
case of the Soviet Union. In November 1957, the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs gave ambassador Craandijk permission to attend 
a reception organized in honour of president Dobi.29 

Both the Hungarian revolution and the Suez crisis reached their 
climax in November. Therefore, both issues were closely linked. 
With regard to the Suez crisis, the Netherlands had taken a more 
pro-British and pro-French position in the previous months than 
other West European countries not directly involved, a standpoint 
which was inspired by the Dutch post-colonial resentments vis-a
vis Afro-Asian leaders such as Nasser and Indonesia's president 
Sukarno. Dutch politicians, above all Foreign Minister Luns, had 
criticized the way the United Nations, supported by the United 
States, had dealt with Great Britain and France. More generally, 
Dutch confidence in the United Nations had declined. During 
the Suez crisis a coalition between the communist states and the 
neutralist Afro-Asian bloc had emerged, a development which 
had only increased Dutch suspicion of the UN.30 

Both the Suez crisis and Hungary were discussed in the General 
Assembly on 4 November, as a result of 'Uniting for Peace' reso-
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lutions, which made matters complicated. The Ministry in Tue 
Hague sent Permanent Representative Schilrmann an extensive 
instruction, which emphasized that the greatest risk that would 
arise from the General Assembly discussion was 'that both in 
words and procedure the Soviet intervention might be put on a 
level with the Anglo-French actions in Egypt'. That would be 
wholly incorrect and unjust. The Anglo-French actions were 
directed, at least in principle, at upholding international law, while 
the Soviet intervention was completely illegal. The latter demon
strated that a condemnation of Great Britain and France, as 
favoured by the United States, would be objectionable. If possible, 
SchUnnann should vote for a resolution placing Hungary under 
the control of the UN. Such a resolution would, of course, never 
materialize, but it would underline the reasonableness of France 
and Great Britain compared with the Soviet Union, because they 
were prepared to accept UN troops in that part of the Canal zone 
occupied by the Anglo-French forces.31 

The Dutch delegation supported the General Assembly resol
utions condemning the Soviet Union and the Kadar government. 
On 10 November, a new resolution once more demanded a Soviet 
retreat, free elections and acceptance of UN observers. The Dutch 
permanent representative drew attention to his request that each 
paragraph be voted on. After the vote, SchUrmann explained 
that this request was intended to show how the so-called neutral 
countries had voted, a remark which was considered rather offen
sive to the neutralist delegations. Some of them, the Dutch rep
resentative said, seemed to have no compassion for the Hungarian 
people, whereas other Afro-Asian delegates had shown the cour
age to support all paragraphs. 'I wish to pay tribute to those in 
the neutralist bloc who [had) the courage to vote in that way', 
Schilrmann concluded.32 

When Foreign Minister Luns addressed the General Assembly 
on 28 November, he accused his audience of applying double 
standards: 

It is unfortunate that political discussions in the United Nations show increasing 
signs of lack of intellectual consistency. People in my country are profoundly 
shocked by the fact that a number of delegations were less anxious to make the 
tragedy of Hungary a subject for concerted action than to meet developments 
in the Middle East. 
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Luns implicitly criticized the role of Secretary-General Hammar
skjold, and the part played by the United States: 'One cannot 
invoke the Charter against the Anglo-French action at the same 
moment when one is suppressing pitilessly and with ruthless force 
a people's struggle for freedom.'" 

SchUrmann's and Luns's activities indicate bow the Netherlands 
was fixated on the position of the neutralist countries, in view of 
the role they had played in the Suez crisis. In November, some 
of the Afro-Asian neutralist delegates seemed to have lost confi
dence in Moscow and were prepared to support resolutions con
demning the Soviet Union and Kadar. The International 
Organisations Department (DIO) of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs observed in December that India, which had opposed the 
Anglo-French action and had tried to play a neutral and mediating 
role with regard to Hungary, had been defeated in the UN. The 
General Assembly, the DIO concluded, 'had undergone a purify
ing and pedagogic experience' as a result of Hungary. The Afro
Asian bloc no longer acted as a political unity and the reputation 
of the Soviet Union had been severely damaged.).! 

In The Hague there was considerable resentment over the role 
played by some western countries, particularly the United States. 
In 1957 Hungary was again put on the agenda of the General 
Assembly, as the result of a report which a Special Commission 
had written on the revolution and the Soviet intervention. The 
report concluded that this intervention had been illegal and that 
human rights were being violated in Hungary.35 In September, the 
Soviet Union was again condemned, and again some 'neutralist' 
Afro-Asian countries supported these resolutions.36 This was a 
satisfactory result, and the Foreign Ministry was content. However, 
the role of the UN could have been tougher, if certain western 
countries had been prepared to support it. As a result of American 
reluctance, the credentials of the Hungarian representative were 
once again not rejected. Most delegations refused to question the 
legitimacy of these credentials 'on legal and opportunistic 
grounds', and as a result it was impossible for the Netherlands, 
and like-minded countries, to take a successful initiative in this 
respect.37 This conclusion, drawn at the close of 1957, marked the 
end of the 'Hungarian question' in Dutch foreign policy. 

The Soviet intervention created great humanitarian problems and 
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created an enormous number of political refugees, most of whom 
fled to Austria. Subsequently, some Dutch newspapers criticized 
western diplomatic representations for having behaved so pas
sively during the days of the Soviet military intervention. The 
Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs rejected this criticism as far as 
the Dutch legation was concerned. Nonetheless, the reports writ
ten by ambassador Craandijk showed that the doors of the Dutch 
legation remained tightly closed, at least during the first days after 
4 November, and requests for political asylum were turned down. 
One does not know who it is who is asking for asylum, Craandijk 
commented, and 'I will only give asylum to resistance fighters 
without weapons in cases of explicit and immediate danger to life', 
which was certainly a curious point of view.38 

Craandijk's attitude was a first indication of the reluctant policy 
of the Netherlands regarding Hungarian refugees. On 5 Novem
ber, the cabinet made a quick and effective decision to welcome 
a thousand Hungarian refugees. However, at that time only a 
limited number of Hungarian refugees had fled the country. One 
week later, Minister of Social Welfare, M.A.M. Klompe, informed 
the cabinet that the UN High Commission for Refugees, in view 
of the pressing circumstances in the refugee camps in Austria, 
had requested the Netherlands to accept a train-load of 1,300 
Hungarians. After some hesitation the cabinet accepted. One week 
later, Minister Klompe proposed to cabinet that the number of 
Hungarian refugees be raised to 2,000.39 This time Prime Minister 
Drees had great difficulty in accepting Klompe's proposal. He 
pointed out the difficult economic situation in the Netherlands, 
especially the current housing problem. However, the Ministers 
of Social Affairs and of Housing argued differently: the Hungarian 
refugees could possibly relieve shortages in the labour market. 
Reluctantly Prime Minister Drees agreed.40 

That was not the end, however. On 26 November a new request 
was presented by the High Commission. Minister Klompe sug
gested that the cabinet could offer residence on condition that 
this new group should ultimately emigrate to another country. 
Prime Minister Drees said the Hungarians would have to sign 
a declaration that residence in the Netherlands would only be 
temporary. The housing of these refugees, as Drees put it, should 
'not be an too perfect'.41 

It was, of course, a mistake to assume that other countries would 
be prepared to receive this group. On the contrary, the total 
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number of Hungarians had even to be raised to 3,000. In 
December, the cabinet decided to make a virtue out of necessity 
by trying to recruit miners among the Hungarian refugees in the 
Austrian camps, though this recruitment met with little success. In 
addition, several First Chamber delegates criticized the cabinet 
for its opportunistic attitude. Prime Minister Drees explained that 
the Netherlands was in need of miners, since, following a mining 
disaster in Belgium, it had become difficult to recruit Italian 
miners. 

In spite of all its public emotional display, the Dutch government 
actually behaved like a tight book-keeper. The number of Hun
garian refugees accepted in the Netherlands was low compared 
with other West European countries. The costs had to be covered 
by charitable organizations as far as possible and state expenditure 
had to remain minimal. The Dutch government preferred refugees 
who could play a useful role in Dutch society, a preference 
reflected in the care taken by the legation in Budapest in granting 
visas. As Craandijk reported on 24 November: 'Those who under
take the journey [to Holland) with my support are in any case 
politically trustworthy and are not poor.' The Dutch selection 
team, which operated in the Austrian refugee camps, was 
instructed not to select communists, AVH agents, criminals or 
remarkably, gypsies.42 

What conclusions did Dutch politicians draw from the outcome 
of the Hungarian revolution? Several were of the opinion that the 
west had been powerless against the Soviet intervention in Hun
gary, as a result of the political and military weaknesses of the 
western bloc. During the discussions over the defence budget in 
December 1956, most Second Chamber delegates concluded that 
NATO should be strengthened, and that the disunity of NATO 
demonstrated during the Suez crisis must be overcome. As a 
delegate of the Calvinistic 'Anti-Revolutionary Party' (ARP) said: 
the task of the Netherlands 'in close co-operation with other 
countries was to strive seriously for an end to the servitude and 
slavery in countries like Hungary'.43 All political parties, except 
the Communist Party, agreed. E.A. Vermeer, chairman of the 
social-democratic Party of Labour stated: 'Our military effort is a 
great help to the nations of Eastern Europe .... From our firmness 



182 Journal of Contemporary History 

they will draw courage to revolt, though they often stand bare
handed against the Russian violence.'44 

Several delegates spoke with contempt of those who in the past 
years had argued that detente had permitted a reduction in the 
defence budget. Peaceful coexistence had proved to be a danger
ous illusion and western defence efforts had to be optimal. As 
liberal-conservative delegate H.A. Korthals said, Hungary had 
shown that words like 'peaceful coexistence [were] empty 
phrases'.45 In these circumstances, it seemed only logical that the 
Second Chamber should approve the plans of Minister of Defence 
C. Staf to reorganize the Dutch army in order to prepare it for 
nuclear tasks. 

Again, how relevant was Dutch anti-communism? There is no 
doubt that the revolution, and especially the Soviet intervention, 
had a great impact on public opinion in the Netherlands. Although 
in some cases the demonstrations turned into youthful provo
cations of the police, a series of mass gatherings in all major cities 
showed that the Dutch population reacted in a dignified way. 
Dutch foreign policy regarding the Hungarian revolution did seem 
to reflect public opinion. The fact that the Netherlands took a 
firmer standpoint than most other western countries seems at first 
sight to be a new and 'genuine' product of a long tradition of 
anti-communism. However, the Dutch policy was not without its 
opportunism and ulterior motives. The emotional and relatively 
extreme points of view of several Dutch politicians arose from 
backgrounds and goals which had, at least partly, nothing to do 
with Hungary. 

The Dutch position regarding Hungary was dictated by the wish 
to support the Anglo-French Suez policy, more generally to oppose 
the anti-western policies of the neutralist Afro-Asian countries, 
and also by the desire to criticize the indulgent US standpoint. In 
this respect, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was gratified by the 
political impact of Hungary. Moreover, the Hungarian tragedy 
forced the realization that peaceful coexistence was not only an 
illusion, but also a dangerous risk for the west. Hungary made 
clear that the west had to be strong, to stand firm, and, if necessary, 
to confront both the socialist and neutralist countries in the world. 

The Hungarian tragedy also fulfilled a remarkable social and 
political function in Dutch society itself. It created a moment of 
national consensus within the Netherlands, in a world of change 
and insecurity. How fortunate we were, to live in the Netherlands! 
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During the mass gatherings on 4 and S November, after months 
of political conflict following the formation of the fourth Drees 
cabinet, the leaders of the major political parties and the unions 
could speak on behalf of a united people. However, this moment 
of consensus quickly passed and life went on. While emotions 
were running high on 4 and S November, several speakers pledged 
that the Netherlands would give all the support it could to the 
Hungarian people. Within days, however, the reluctant attitude of 
the Dutch cabinet showed the sobering influence of the economic 
realities of the 1950s. That is not to deny the fact that the Hun
garian refugees were warmly welcomed in the Netherlands. It was, 
after all, a modest contribution to the cause of the Hungarian 
people. 

The Hungarian revolution was relevant, very relevant, for the 
Netherlands, for Dutch public opinion, and for Dutch foreign 
policy. However, little was actually achieved by the Netherlands. 
Even what Dutch politicians and diplomats did, or tried to do, 
was, at least partly, influenced by ulterior motives. The Netherlands 
and Dutch anti-communism were, therefore, not very relevant to 
the Hungarian revolution. One could argue that this was due 
to the fact that the Netherlands was only a minor power, yet the 
same conclusion could perhaps be drawn for other West European 
countries as well. 
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