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LITTLE NATIONS
BY

FR A N C IS HERCZEG

W hich was the real Great Power that exerted a major 
influence on the history of mankind, —  the gigantic 
Persian Empire or tiny Athens? Had the Persian 

Empire, which in the days of Darius and Xerxes mobilized 
enormous forces in order to dominate the whole world, never 
existed, mankind today would be very little the poorer; but 
without the fundamental work done by Athens modern 
civilization would never have come into being. Do not let us 
think of statues and marble columns, but of the fact that 
Athens was responsible for the evolution of the highest forms 
of human life, that Athens produced the intellectual type of 
human being. Nor can it be questioned that in the sphere 
of hegemonic and military policy this town of artists and 
philosophers achieved more brilliant results than did the 
militaristic Persian Empire.

W e should do well to remeber the seldom mentioned 
truth that the greatest services to mankind were rendered by 
the smallest nations. It was almost invariably the little na
tions that in the past proved themselves capable of a well- 
organized and useful public life. The fathers of navigation, 
commerce and colonization, the Phoenicians, though their 
empire was restricted to a few coastal towns, did more to 
change the face of the world than mighty Babylon or wealthy 
Assyria.

The Great Powers of ancient times were later represented 
by the Roman Empire, which by means of its exceptional 
military, legislative and administrative abilities created a 
Pan-Europe in which the Pax Romana ensured peaceful 
development to the barbarian peoples. When that Empire 
fell to pieces, it was the little nations that carried on the 
torch of progress. Genoa, Venice or Florence weighed more 
heavily in the scales than the gigantic empire of Jenghis
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Khan. The first great voyages of discovery were made by 
Portuguese sailors, not by Englishmen. The first glorious 
battles for religious and civil liberty were fought by men of 
the Netherlands, not by Americans, and the defence of 
Christian civilization against the hosts of Osman was 
undertaken by Magyars, not by Russians. Nor has Providence 
ever given any sign of greater respect for the big nations’ 
than for the little ones. The Redeemer was born in Bethlehem, 
not in Canterbury.

Of late the Allied Great Powers, who in the event of 
their victory propose to enter into a Holy Alliance with the 
Soviet, have been speaking of the little nations in a way that 
alarms and horrifies the emigrant Governments in London. 
The “Times” , for instance, says there would be no sense in 
maintaining the independence of minor States after the war; 
that independence should be modified by a system of 
reciprocal dependence. This is an ambiguous but very 
suspicious statement. In any case the good faith of the author 
of that article is made questionable by the passage in which 
he says that in Eastern Europe a good neighbourly policy is 
prevented by a lack of confidence the historical cause of which 
is not far to seek. In creating this confidence Russia must 
play a fitting role. She has begun to do so by giving 
expression to a desire to see the countries of Eastern Europe 
and their united peoples strong and independent and by 
her denial of the ambitious aim imputed to her of wishing 
to exert an ideological influence on their Governments. The 
Soviet as an inspirer of confidence and the protector of 
little nations! Surely the author of the “Times” article must 
have been writing with his tongue in his cheek.

Van Kleffens, the Foreign Minister of the emigrant Dutch 
Government, in a letter of protest to the “Times” said that 
it was impossible to invoke Democracy and at the same time 
ensure prerogatives to a minority of the States. In the same 
letter van Kleffens laid stress on the point that small States 
suffered from the mistakes made by the Great Powers, 
mistakes which were often made against the advice of the 
small States. The Foreign Minister in partibus infidelium 
most certainly knows why he wrote those lines.

In our opinion the little nations must fight for their
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independence with tooth and nail, or, as the Polish General 
Shikorsky said “to the last man” , for on this question the 
momentary war interests of the Allied nations are at variance 
with the eternal interests of mankind. Nations can serve the 
cause of humanity only if they live according to their own 
laws, if. that is to say, they remain independent. When they 
lose their independence, they cannot live their own national 
lives and merely serve to swell the statistics of the W orld  
Powers.

It is possible that in the event of an Allied victory 
dark days will dawn for the little countries. But it is our 
conviction that those little countries, Hungary in the first 
place, will survive it all; the first condition, however, is 
that we must prove ourselves worthy of our historical 
mission: in a world of arms and violence we must stand for 
human ethics. The great Magyar poet, Berzsenyi, said that 
“pure morals are the foundation stone and support of every 
country". This is particularly true of small countries. A  
Great Power may perhaps allow itself to make violence the 
foundation of its existence, but little countries must build 
their house on the granite foundation of justice. A  great and 
wealthy nation whose might rests on a hundred pillars can 
stand a certain amount of corruption; it may not totter even 
if stupid men are placed in positions where the best brains 
in the country are needed; but the might of a small nation 
—  and we Magyars are a small nation —  must rest on one 
single pillar, on honesty, and if that crumbles the whole 
edifice is doomed.
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