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The Role of Women in the 1956 Revolution 

Objectives 
My aim is to examine the extent of women’s presence in the revolution of 1956. Looking through the historical literature concerning the key events of the uprising between October 23rd and November 4th of 1956 seem to be dominated by men, it suggests that men were the lead actors in the key events of the uprising. Was this really the case? This presentation will attempt to characterize the role of women on the basis of an examination of the photographic records of key moments and events, as well as through a review of contemporary documents and personal recollections.  

About the methodology

I analyse the photos taken during the revolution. The peculiarity of the photos is that most of them were attached to the documents of legal actions in inquisitorial folders. The pictures were partly taken by participants and partly by ordinary people, journalists and by the security organizations themselves. I examined four thousand photos of Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security /HAHSS/ and collection of the Institute for 1956.
The other sources of the research are the files of proceedings initiated by organs of the Metropolitan Public Prosecutor’s Office and the Metropolitan Court after the suppression of the revolution. The cases concerned people accused of participation in revolutionary activities between 23rd of October and December of 1956. I used the rich  data base of Budapest City Archives /BCA/
, sources of BCA and Historical Archives of the Hungarian State Security HAHSS). For comparison purposes I looked at the memoirs of some of the surviving participants. 

First Approach based on Photos

I had no difficulty finding extensive documentation of the public demonstrations and the uprising.  
But it was more complicated finding photographic documentation of the meetings of national and revolutionary committees and workers’ councils. I found only one photo about these sessions - though these organisations kept operating till December of 1956.
Unfortunately there is no photographic documentation about the private sphere and how individual families responded to these events. It is a matter of conjecture of how many young men and women actually stayed at home at the urging of mother and father who feared for their lives. 

In the first group of the photos we can see the women among the demonstrators on October 23. 
The first picture was taken on the Rakóczi street on the Pest side of the Budapest. The demonstration set off simultaneously from Pest and Buda at three o’clock in the afternoon, increasing rapidly in numbers and becoming more radical along the way. They were joined by students, for example from the Eotvos Lorand University (ELTE). This university has several faculties attended by female students in large numbers. These women were in the lines of the demonstrations.  

The next picture was taken on the Bem square on the Buda side (2). Here we can see the students of the Technical University of Budapest. This university had far fewer female students than Eotvos Lorand University. This is why we see fewer women in the photo. Originally the aim of both demonstration groups was to express solidarity with the changes in Warsaw.  (Finally we can find among demands of youth – among others - the following points: withdrawal of Soviet forces and restoration of a multi-party system.)
3rd picture was taken at the Parliament in the evening of 23rd of  October.

Most of the crowd marched from Bem tér to Kossuth tér, the square before the Parliament, calling for Imre Nagy. It is interesting to note only a few women remained in the crowds by the evening. 

On 4th photo  we can see the demonstrators at the Parliament (Kossuth sq.) on October 25. It was a very big tragedy in the history of revolution. There were a lot of people at the Parliament who fraternized with the Soviet soldiers. They wanted to demonstrate that the Hungarians had no ill feeling to the Russian people themselves. They were engaged in a political struggle. They felt that both people were victims of the same oppressive political ideology. For the soviet leader, General Serov it was unacceptable that Soviet soldiers fraternize with the enemy. Serov, attended the Central Committee meeting of the Hungarian Workers’ Party at the Akadémia street part headquarters, nearby the Parliament. He left the meeting, and after a while gave the order to fire. Snipers started shooting at the crowd from surrounding roof tops.

The shots that rang out caused panic among the demonstrators and among the Soviet soldiers, who also began to return the fire. They not only fired in the direction from which the shots had come, but they also fired on the young people they had been fraternizing with moments before, in the belief that they had led them into a trap. The massacre cost a hundred lives and 300 were wounded. 

You do not see   many women in the crowd.

In the next group of the photos you can see the women in the armed rebel groups. 
On the 24th and 25th of October the rebel groups organised themselves into units. One of the most important unit was the “Corvin köz” group commanded by László Iván Kovács. On the next photo you can see two women among the rebels of “Corvin köz” (5). 

A rebel group at Széna tér in Buda (commanded by János Szabó) took up position in front of Rákosi’s residence (6). They came there to sleep and rest between fighting. 
On the next picture there is a woman between two men (7) from the rebels group of Vajdahunyad street 41. The woman is the wife of the man standing on the left side. This photo was taken by a German journalist. It is not a spontaneous picture, the people are posing. 

The following four pictures are much more natural (8-9-11). It seems they were snapped a real moment of time. We can see the most of women carrying weapons. 
The last  photo with two women from the rebels group of Vajdahunyad street 41 is again posed.
In the next group of the photos you can see the women in their traditional female roles. They are Red Cross activists and nurses, who look after the dead and the wounded, and are carrying food to the fighters (13-14).  
And here we can see women standing by the dead and grave site, paying a brief respect (15-16). 

And finally from this group we can see women bringing food (17). I have got this picture from the Józsa András Museum in Nyíregyháza. Originally the title of the picture was given by the museum. But in my opinion this photo was taken after 4th of November.  This was due to a fact that commerce was paralyzed due to the revolution and there was a lot of geese left over that need to be eaten.  According to oral history of the times people have not eaten so much geese in all their lives until this time!
In the next group of the photos we can see women  in atypical female role. 
We can see a bookshop in the background. In the foreground a woman is setting the books on fire (18). Burning books of Stalinism was one of the acts of the revolution.

On the next photo we can see a ‘Collector’ (19). This time a lot of foreign aid arrived to Budapest and Hungary from the West. The picture shows a distribution center. We see a woman in the middle who is perhaps taking more than her share of the help.

She is wearing two coats. One is a winter coat and the other is a fur coat. She probably wanted to make sure she can take them all home.  

I looked through several thousands of photos. On half of them we can see that women are rather leaving the scene and removing themselves from potentially conflictual situations (20-23). 

Second Approach based on Written Sources. 
I do my research on the type of judgements women, who took part in the uprising, received from the courts. First let’s take a look at the list of women sentenced to death and executed:

· Angyal Józsefné  



July 21, 1959

· Bakos Gyuláné Salabert Erzsébet 
November 28, 1958

· Havrilla Béláné Sticker Katalin 
            February 26, 1959

· Mányi Erzsébet 



February 2, 1957

· Tóth Ilona 




June 28, 1957

The number of people sentenced to death by courts and executed is 229, among them were 5 women. This is 2,1 percent. Two of them were sentenced to death for the acts committed after 4th of November. However the majority of them were executed for acts that happened during uprising. The number of concerned people accused of participation in revolutionary activities between 23rd of October and December of 1956 is approx. 34 000. 22 000 of them was sentenced. I revised the documents of 3577 people based on the data base of BCA. (Just a little note: the names appear in full forms in the archives data base, that is why I was allowed to use the full name as well.) 
Among the prosecuted there were 158 women. It is a little more than 4 percent. 

We can draw very interesting conclusions if we examine the age of the women involved. The oldest was born in 1887; She was charged of calling somebody a ‘»Jewish bitch« during the revolutionary events and had made »provocative statements« before’. The youngest two women were born in 1941. One of them was charged with  providing nursing care to the group of Széna square. The other was charged with preparing petrol bottles and   providing weapons to fighters in Székesfehérvár. 

Age related Characteristics

· Women in their 30’s, 40’s, 50’s and 60’s were prosecuted for provocative and insulting talk aimed at politicians and the general political situation, i.e. for exercising their right to freedom of speech. Let’s see some quotes: 
· ‘Kádár has started barking’ 

· ‘Marosán is an drunken baker’

· ‘the big-assed communists disappeared now’

· ‘this system must change, because it can’t go on like this’

· ‘you’re not a man in my eyes, snotty communist’

· ‘all the communists should be hanged by their legs’
·  ‘the one who wishes that Russian soldiers be in Hungary is not a Hungarian man, because Russians have been brought in by Kádár’

The two age groups who took part in the armed clashes to the greatest extent were young women and teenagers. Most of the women in their twenties made and distributed flyers. All the teenagers joined armed groups, and provided first aid, got food and cooked. 
Let’s take a look at the other types of charges: the participation in revolutionary organizations.

In these trials there are no women from the national committees.
In workers’ councils we can find two members and one who drew up minutes:
· Békeffi Gabriella: became the chairwoman of the workers’ committee at the Chemical Works in Szolnok.
· Tóth Gézáné Steiner Valéria member of the workers’ committee in Újpest.
In revolutionary committees we can find four members:


· Sikos Mária was among the leaders of the revolutionary committee founded on October 30, 1956 at the 5th District Council, and the deputy of the head of the local council apparatus.
· Bede Margit took part in the work of the Revolutionary Committee of Újpest.
· Deckner Zsuzsanna took part in the founding of the revolutionary committee at the Technical School for Building Engineering. 
· Tóth Ferencné Bernula Zsuzsanna was the member of the Revolutionary Committee of the 2nd District.


In founding of parties we can find three members:
· Kemenes Erzsébet took part in the statutory meeting of the Christian Front on November 2, 1956. 

· Olaszy Jánosné Meneghelló Anna knew about the founding of the Christian Party, but she didn’t report it to the authorities. 

· Moldován Jenőné Vida Ibolya was the member of the 15-member board of the Revolutionary Youth organization that was founded at Láng Machine Factory on October 30, 1956.
I summarized the type of indictments women received in the following table for easy over view.  
	Denomination of Charge
	Number
	Percentage

	Participation in armed clashes
	25
	14,8

	Red Cross activity, first aid
	16
	9,5

	Participation in looting
	19
	11,2

	Provocative statements
	25
	14,8

	Editing and distributing flyers
	14
	8,3

	Participation in workers’ and revolutionary committees, party founding
	14
	8,3

	Other (spying on phone conversations, put up posters)
	31
	18,3

	Member of the national guard
	1
	0,6

	Getting rid of neighbours, family members or enemies – false accusations
	12
	7,1

	Hiding weapons
	5
	3

	Participation in the women’s demonstration
	7
	4,1


Individuals were charged with more than one offence.  It is interesting to note that there were just as many women accused of taking part in armed fights as women charged of provocation.  

Interesting to note that the revolution was also used to resolve family conflicts. 

For example:
· Balázsi Györgyné Majzik Ilona (1937) was denounced by her husband that she took part in the revolutionary actions around Eastern Railway Station. It was not true.  

· Antal Lászlóné Simon Terézia (1929) appeared in the home of Antal László with members of the national guard (her sister-in-law and younger sister) on November 2nd and 3rd, 1956, in order to enforce the custody order (bírósági ítélet végrehajtása) and remove the children that the courts awarded to her. In the quarrel she falsely accused her husband and his new family of being ‘ávós’ (member of the hated state security). 
The documents also reflect  conflictual relationships between Neighbours.
· For example:
· Bors Ernőné Barcsai Ilona (1918) quarrelling with her neighbours at the end of November was quoted as saying ‘There are going to be ghettos again where you’ll be sent”.
· Bóné Andrásné Róna Ágnes (1910) called the National Guard on November 1, 1956 claiming that her joint tenant, who expelled her, was a State security officer. The armed men seeing that it was a quarrel between neighbours did not take sides. 
· Pozsonyi Gézáné Schönperger Anna incited to kill one neighbour in order to get their flats, because in a revolution nobody would search for the perpetrators

· Váczy Kálmánné Krecskay Alíz didn’t let her joint tenant, Takács Ferencné in, who therefore appeared at the police claiming that the accused hadn’t let her in due to her employment at the State Security. The revolutionists arrested Takácsné, escorted her to her flat and later arrested her sister, husband and brother-in-law as well. 

Let’s me say a few words about the looting during and after revolution. 
We know a few very famous photos about the collection of money for the families of martyrs (24). This collection was organized by the Hungarian Writers’ Union. And we know an other picture about a sign in a shop’s broken   window: “The goods are in the care of the superintendent”. 
About the looting researchers should ask – did both women and men committed these acts – the following questions: 

Is it a myth of the innocence of the revolution? 

How should we consider looting?


Is it a propaganda of the stabilizing Kádár-regime?

Is it giving a political slant to ordinary crime cases?
Or on the contrary- is it labelling political cases as ordinary crime cases?

What can be regarded as a historical source?

If we aren’t careful, after 100 years after the events, the day to day life during the revolution will only be written based on indictments and verdicts. 
Our other problem is we have to approach memoirs with criticism: whether who would claim to have taken part in looting?
Finally, let’s me show a picture about the silent demonstration of women on 4th of December 1956 (25). It was just after a month of the Soviet invasion to Hungary. The demonstration was organised by Obersovszky Gyula and Eorsi Gyula. The women went to the Heroes’ Square with flowers, chandelles and flags in their hands. Several thousand women placed their flowers on the tomb of the Unknown Soldier. There was also a demonstration in Szabadság tér, outside the US Embassy. The Soviet soldiers did not dare to shot for the women. It was the demonstration of solidarity and brevity. 

Conclusion

· 51.7 percent of the 9 861 000 population of Hungary were women in 1956. 

· That means 1070 women for 1000 men – it was 30 more than it had been before the war. 

In conclusion we can state that women’s participation in the revolution was not proportional to their numbers in the overall population. We can also conclude that women acted mostly according to their traditional roles: avoiding conflict situations, caregiving, providing the food.

� Az 56-os megtorlás adatbázisa. A bevezető tanulmányt Mikó Zsuzsanna készítette. Az ítéletekről és a vádiratokról készült rekordokat Sarusi Kiss Béla és Tasnádi Ákos szerkesztette. A képekről készült rekordokat rögzítette és szerkesztette: Csiffáry Gabriella. Budapest Főváros Levéltára, Budapest, 2006.  





� Eörsi László: 1956 mártírjai. Rubicon-ház, Budapest, 2006.
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