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HUNGARY AND THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS
by

C o u n t S tep h en  B e th len
former Prime Minister

In connection with the Abyssinian conflict Hun
gary declined to take part in the “ sanctions" 
instituted against Italy by the League of Na
tions —  a procedure which has in many foreign 

countries been regarded with disfavour. W e have 
been reproached for having flouted the funda
mental ideas of the League of Nations, for having 
proved traitors to the cause of peace and for 
showing ingratitude towards the League despite 
the enormous debt which we owe that Institution; 
and some people have gone even so far as to say 
that we are anxious to "fish in troubled waters" 
and that we are undoubtedly working in secret to 
bring about a coalition by the aid of which we 
would forcibly change the present map of Europe.

In answer to these charges Francis Herczeg 
wrote an article in the "Pesti Hirlap“* in which he 
defended the attitude of Hungary and endeavour
ed to explain the motives —  sentimental and such 
as concerned our national honour —  which had 
impelled the Hungarian Government, with the 
unanimous approval of the Hungarian nation, to 
take the step in question. To Herczeg's words I 
have nothing to add and nothing to take from 
them; for they were a classical expression of the 
feelings rooted deep in the soul of every Hun
garian.

That I nevertheless return to the question is 
simply to enable me to throw light on the matter 
from an entirely different —  from its political —  
side; that being by no means superfluous, seeing 
that —  apart from the sentimental moments 
alluded to above, which made it impossible for 
us to take any other decision —  the charges which 
have been brought against us betray an utter 
misunderstanding of the considerations guiding 
Hungary’s League of Nations policy. To begin 
with, there cannot be the remotest doubt that 
Hungary's League of Nations policy —  as that 
of any other European State —  has for its 
principal object the maintenance of peace. And if 
the Hungarian Government on the occasion of the 
present conflict came to conclusions differing from 
those drawn by other governments, the only

* This refers to the eminent writer's article "Hungary 
at Geneva", published in English in the October 15., issue 
of the Pesti Hirlap, which is already familiar to the English- 
speaking world.

question is which of the two political tendencies is 
ultimately better calculated to further the cause 
of peace?

If we would explain Hungary's League of 
Nations policy, we must first investigate the extent 
to which the League itself or rather the European 
Powers have endeavoured to bring about security 
in Europe and a lasting peace, as also inquire into 
the causes —  the omissions committed by the 
League —  responsible for the present conflict.

The starting-point —  and the Bible —  of the 
peace policy of the victorious European States is 
the Covenant of the League of Nations. So far 
that Covenant has been responsible for establish
ing three main guarantees of world peace.

The first of these guarantees is the obligation 
incumbent upon all Members of the League "to 
respect and preserve as against external aggression 
the territorial integrity and existing political in
dependence of all Members of the League"; while 
it is agreed that "if there should arise between 
them any dispute likely to lead to a rupture” , the 
matter shall —  under Articles 12— 18 of the Cov
enant —  be submitted either to arbitration or the 
Hague International Arbitral Tribunal or to the 
Council and General Assembly of the League.

The second of these guarantees consists in 
the obligation undertaken by Members under 
Articles 8— 9 of the Covenant in respect of 
general, proportionate disarmament.

Finally, —  a guarantee which the political 
public opinion of Hungary regards as just as 
necessary and indispensable a pillar of peace —  
we have Article 19 of the Covenant, which pro
vides that "the Assembly may from time to time 
advise the reconsideration by Members of the 
League of treaties which have become inap
plicable" —  i. e. of agreements which have failed 
to keep pace with the progress of events —  "and 
the consideration of international conditions whose 
continuance might endanger the peace of the 
world.”

The Covenant of the League of Nations there
fore has reared its own peace fabric on the basis 
of three various provisions in respect of the re
lative importance of which no differentiation is 
made in the Covenant, which does not establish 
any order of precedence or determine the relation 
of these stipulations to one another, —  that
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making it absolutely indubitable that the Covenant 
attaches the same importance to all three.

W hen we investigate these three provisions of 
the Covenant from the theoretical point of view, 
we can have no doubt whatsoever that peace can
not be regarded as really ensured unless the con
ceptions included in all three groups alike are 
applied in practice too. Particularly inadequate is 
the adjustment of the questions in the first group
—  viz. of the collective guarantees of peace — , 
more especially that of the defence of the existing 
legal order even by means of far-reaching 
"sanctions". For unless provision in made simul
taneously for the possibility of amending the exist
ing legal order in keeping with the changing cond
itions of the world and of replacing agreements 
which have proved inopportune or injurious or un
just by others of a more opportune or more useful 
or fairer character, not even the strictest "sanc
tions" instituted to safeguard the existing state 
of things will be able definitively to secure peace
—  may indeed prove detrimental to that state — , 
for that would be equivalent to an attempt to 
stabilise a state of things which it is an injustice to 
preserve —  a state of things which only a war will 
enable nations whose rights or vital interests have 
been outraged to change or amend. However, 
equally inadequate are the first two inter-comple
mentary provisions combined to definitively ensure 
peace, because unless the reduction of armaments 
is effected on an even larger scale, the very strong 
nations will always be able to exploit favourable 
international situations for the purpose of realising 
their imperialistic aims.

Consequently, that peace policy which is not 
prepared to develop simultaneously and parallel 
these three pillars of peace —  which are insepar
able and coordinate and intercomplementary and if 
taken individually are of very problematical value 
— , but fastens on one of these provisions only at 
random (e. g. desires to make the application of 
"sanctions" of paramount importance), —  that 
peace policy may for a brief moment be succesful, 
but is far more in the service of the dictatorship 
of the persons bent on preserving the present 
state of things at all costs than of a definitive and 
lasting peace, such a peace being feasible only on 
the basis of a compromise between the just and 
legitimate interests of all nations alike. Now a 
peace policy of the kind just described not only 
fails to further such a compromise, but actually 
proves an obstacle calculated to delay the ma
terialisation of peace and even to make it illusory.

Let us see which way has so far been chosen 
by the League of Nations! To prevent any con
fusion of ideas I would by the way observe that 
there is no separate moral corporation or group 
of Powers with a sovereignty of its own outside 
the Member States deserving the name of League 
of Nations; for the Member States of the League 
have really kept their full sovereignty intact and 
only a certain agreement exists regulating co
operation between them in the interests of peace. 
This agreement is the Covenant of the League of 
Nations, which is therefore merely an international 
convention similar to all other such agreements. 
A s a consequence the League of Nations does not

possess any sovereignty independently of the 
Member States; nor has it a policy of its own. The 
policy of the League is nothing more or less than 
the policy of the totality or majority of the Mem
ber States or o f the Member States which are most 
powerful. A s a consequence, a State which defies 
the policy of the majority of the League or of the 
more powerful Member States does not thereby 
adopt an attitude antagonistic to the League or 
to the ideas which the League represents; it is not 
guilty of anti-League conduct or of flouting the 
Covenant: it merely acts in the spirit of the Cov
enant and conforms to that spirit by displaying an 
activity in keeping with its sovereignty. Just as 
we cannot charge the Opposition of antagonism 
to parliamentarism or to the parliamentary form 
of government simply for voting against the ma
jority in some concrete question, we cannot accuse 
of disrespect for the idea of the League of Nations 
a State which regards as judicious and opportune 
a policy of peace not coinciding with that of the 
majority of the Member States and for that reason 
openly votes against the decisions taken by the 
majority, which it may actually consider detri
mental to the paramount interest of peace.

Now let us see what the leading European 
Powers have so far done to provide that the three 
chief guarantees of peace referred to above —  
which are of no value from the point of view of 
world peace unless applied in combination and in 
harmonious co-operation —  shall be separated 
from the dead letters of the League of Nations 
Covenant and converted into living realities in 
international life?

Nearly sixteen years have passed since the 
League of Nations Covenant was signed; and 
during that whole period the victorious Powers 
have utilised every minute to invent some new 
guarantee for the preservation of the existing 
international legal order and to attempt to put 
that guarantee into practice.

Mush less —  apart from a single heroic at
tempt —  has been done towards carrying disarma
ment into effect. And when it became evident that 
no disarmanent could be realised without accord
ing the defeated States equal rights, instead of 
declaring equality of rights the Powers concerned 
merely dropped the questions of disarmament 
altogether. So, not only did the victorious count
ries definitively abandon this second guarantee of 
peace altogether, but they at once launched into 
an armament competition which history teaches 
us most sooner or later without fail lead to war.

And, finally, during this long period of nearly 
sixteen years not a single attempt has been made 
under Article 19 to divert the dynamic forces 
likely to threaten peace into the proper channel. 
The whole world has refused to hear of the pos
sibility of a revision of the unjust and intolerable 
conditions at present in existence. The greatest 
care was shown in avoiding even the determina
tion of the signification and of the conditions of 
application of Article 19 and the final drafting 
of the relevant rules of procedure; indeed, those 
who —  like we Hungarians —  presumed merely 
to mention Article 19 were exposed to direct per
secution and open threats; and we were pointed
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at as being unruly elements. We were actually 
menaced with a threat of war if we asked for a 
revision under that Article; for —  we were told
—  our procedure would have been equivalent to 
a breach of peace, whereas it is evident that 
according to the Covenant of the League of 
Nations that threat itself was the real danger to 
peace; and in the given case it is we who are 
entitled under Article 11 of the Covenant to claim 
the assistance of the Member States. Many pro
visions of the treaties of peace have since they 
were ratified actually been subjected to a revision,
—  though only via facti (in the form of faits 
accomplis brought about by Germany) and in no 
single case as the result of procedure carried out 
within the League itself under Article 19 of the 
Covenant, such an issue being succesfully and 
carefully avoided lest it should constitute a pre
cedent.

From what has been said it will be seen that 
the sublime duty incumbent upon the League of 
Nations of providing that the peace of the world 
shall be safeguarded against all contingencies by 
practical guarantees, is interpreted absolutely one- 
sidedly by the Powers playing a leading role in 
the League, which have at all times attempted 
one-sidedly and unfairly to carry out that duty in 
practice, having devoted all their time and their 
energy really to maintaining the international 
status quo and to safeguarding it by the aid of 
"sanctions". Not only did they forget that —  as 
already acknowledged in theory —  the world is 
not static but is subject to evolution and that a 
certain scope must be given to the play of the 
dynamic forces, as also that no peace work can 
be lasting which does not rest on elastic founda
tions; they went actually so far as consciously to 
prevent the possibility of drawing the natural 
conclusions. The sole object of all the attempts so 
far made by them has been to as far as possible 
stabilise present conditions and to ensure those 
conditions being maintained ad infinitum. As a 
result, the endeavour to ensure the immunity of 
the status quo of the Paris treaties of peace has 
a history of almost sixteen years already; while the 
League of Nations has devoted its whole time and 
its political energy practically exclusively to the 
solution of this problem.

The League of Nations Covenant certainly 
does show two deficiencies in this respect —  de
ficiencies which the victorious States have made it 
their prime object to supply. In terms of paragraph
7. of Article 15, if the report of the Council relating 
to a dispute between two Member States is not 
unanimously agreed to but is merely passed by a 
majority of votes, the parties to the dispute are 
not required to conform to the terms of the re
port of the Council, but ,,reserve to themselves the 
right to take such action as they shall consider 
necessary" —  that meaning that they may even 
go to war. The other deficiency in the texture of 
the Covenant in the said respect is due to it being 
left to the discretion of each several Member 
State to decide which of the various (economic, 
financial or military) "sanctions" instituted against 
the covenant-breaking Member by the Council it

will co-operate in or rather to determine which 
of the "sanctions" it is unwilling to carry into 
effect, so that as a consequence it may easily hap
pen that the "sanctions" prove absolutely futile.

To supply these deficiencies those States 
which are the usufructuaries of the Paris treaties 
of peace have during the past sixteen years been 
submitting all kinds of proposals and suggesting 
a series of different methods for the purpose. The 
endeavours of these Powers have crystallised 
successively in three divergent directions.

The first proposal aiming at securing the 
status quo against all attacks was made in 1924 
in Geneva by France acting in agreement with 
the British Labour Government then in power. 
The result of this effort is known as the 1924 
Geneva Draft Protocol. In this draft it was pro
posed to define who was the aggressor in any 
given case; and all the Member States were to be 
required to enforce automatically against the 
offender the various economic and military 
"sanctions"; indeed there was a scheme to organise 
an army to be at the service, of the League of 
Nations. However the scheme was frustrated by 
the objections put forward by Great Britain. For 
the Conservative Government which then came 
into power as the result of the victory of the Con
servative Party at the general elections refused 
to engage the military forces of Great Britain in 
any European conflict necessitating other measures 
than the safeguarding of the Rhine front.

Therefore, as a consequence of this change of 
attitude on the part of Great Britain what it had 
been proposed to ensure under a general pro
tocol (the Geneva Protocol) binding on all Mem
ber States alike and referring in its details to 
certain zones of Europe which were threatened, 
the States in question endeavoured to put into 
practice — with the co-operation of the small 
number of countries concerned in those zones — 
by means of so-called regional treaties. The first 
"regional" treaty of the kind to come into exist
ence was that of Locarno, drafted for the pro
tection of the Rhine frontier. Subsequently, for 
years Europe witnessed a constant endeavour to 
conclude agreements similar to that of Locarno, 
— for the purpose of definitively settling the 
question of Germany's eastern frontiers, of dis
arming the "revindication" ambitions of Bulgaria 
in the Balkans, of securing the new Danube 
boundaries between Hungary and her neighbours, 
of safeguarding the independence of Austria, etc. 
The reason why all these attempts failed was that 
the only States really interested in concluding 
such treaties were those desirous to maintain the 
status quo. On the other hand those countries 
which had been most seriously affected by the 
injustices of the treaties of peace naturally refused 
to hear of anything of the sort until the League of 
Nations had provided for Article 19 of the Cov
enant being also made really applicable in pract
ice, thereby opening the way to a revision of the 
treaties already concluded; for it was evident that 
if they too were prepared to ensure the status 
quo by the introduction of "sanctions" Article 19 
would remain a dead letter for all time.
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As soon as the futility of these attempts be
came evident, the victorious European States re
sorted to a new method. Seeing that the States on 
the other side were not to be prevailed upon to 
conclude the regional treaties suggested by them, 
they set to work, to the exclusion of the defeated 
countries, to make so-called "mutual assistance”  
agreements with one another, these agreements 
being in reality nothing more or less than the old 
defensive alliances in a League of Nations dress. 
In these treaties the contracting Parties instituted 
a system of joint defence against attack in the 
form of participation in League o f Nations 
"sanctions"; the contracting Parties reciprocally 
undertaking in advance an obligation to take part. 
Treaties of the kind are the agreements concluded 
during the past year between France and Russia 
and between Russia and Czecho-Slovakia respect
ively, as also the Balkan Pact; though these 
treaties differ in form only from the earlier Little 
Entente-Franco-Polish and Franco-Little Entente 
treaties, which were concluded however without it 
being thought necessary to use the League of 
Nations camouflage.

As may be seen from what has been said 
above, the diplomatic efforts made during a period 
of more than fifteen years for the purpose of 
establishing a collective security have proved un
able to bridge over the differences of opinion in 
the League itself between the victorious and the 
defeated States, or to bring about a compromise 
resulting in a universal formula suitable for inclu
sion in the Covenant and calculated to satisfy both 
parties. To all appearances the failure of these 
efforts was due to the resistance of the defeated 
countries; but they were bound to fail in any case 
seeing that the victors on their part too rigidly 
persisted in refusing to comply with the natural 
demand of the defeated States that the establish
ment of collective security should be accompanied 
by provision being made for the other guarantee 
of peace contained in Article 19 being converted 
into a living reality and for the enforcement of 
that guarantee being safeguarded by the applica
tion of similar "sanctions" and provisos.

Little Hungary —  one of the defeated States 
—  in her passive struggle against the Danube Pact 
proposed by the Little Entente and against the 
system of collective " sanctions", was not in the 
very least guided by any hidden intention of pre
paring for some warlike adventure; what really 
underlay her action was the simple, logical con
sideration that if in a treaty undertaken volun
tarily she acknowledged and guaranteed her 
neighbours the frontiers allotted them in the 
Treaty of Trianon, she would be once for all re
nouncing all claim to have those frontiers changed 
by peaceful means too, while by spontaneously 
consenting to the securing of the status auo by all 
and every conceivable means, she would herself 
be voluntarily removing from the minds of the 
Parties on the other side the last psychological 
cause calculated to persuade them at any time to 
consent to the putting into practice of Article 19 
of the Covenant of the League of Nations.

For these reasons — in my opinion — neither

Hungary nor any of the defeated States will be 
able to consent to the "sanctions" contained in 
Article 16 of the League of Nations Covenant 
being made automatic in character so long as there 
is no change in the situation in respect of Article 
19. Should these States agree, it might happen, 
for instance, that in a given case Hungary would 
be compelled to take part in "sanctions" enforced 
by the League of Nations to safeguard unjust pro
visions of the treaties of peace or to maintain 
some other injustice —  even, maybe, against one 
or other of the defeated States. No nation in the 
world woud be prepared to deny itself or its 
conviction to that extent. Should any Government 
decide to take a step of the kind, the indignation 
of the public opinion of the country would im
mediately sweep it out of existence. Or, a Govern
ment making promises to that effect for the future 
would be acting in ill faith, giving undertakings 
which it knew it would be unable in any given case 
to fulfil.

The victorious States must after all realise 
that in the League of Nations policy of Hungary 
(and indeed in the peace policy of all the defeated 
States generally, though perhaps the other count
ries do not stress the point so unequivocally as 
we do) the idea of collective security is inse
parable from the possibility of a revision based 
upon Article 19 of the Covenant, and cannot be 
solved or realised except simultaneously and in 
combination with the terms of that Article. To 
my mind it is far more honest and straightforward 
to say so openly and frankly than to keep silent 
on the point and leave room for doubts as to the 
sincerity of our love of peace. The reason why the 
malicious propaganda of our neighbours has so 
often been able to persuade the world to suspect 
the sincerity of Hungary's love of peace is that they 
have explained our attitude to mean that we are 
opposed at all costs to the idea of peace being 
secured by collective measures and automatic 
"sanctions"; whereas the truth is that we would 
be only too ready to support the scheme the 
moment we saw that there was a possibility of 
eliminating the injustices of the existing legal 
order by the enforcement —  simultaneously and 
pari passu —  of Article 19 of the Covenant, that 
leading in its turn to the possibility of opening 
the safety valve of the super-heated European 
boiler.

If that is done, Hungary will undoubtedly be 
the foremost champion of the idea of collective 
security; and in this respect we should not be 
merely following those States formed on the outs
kirts of Hungary which, though figuring as the 
champions of collective securitv, in the event of 
our being attacked by one or other of their Allies 
would —  as we know well enough, having ex
perienced the fact at our expense in the past —  
not hasten to defend us as provided in the 
statutes relating to collective security —  and 
would not apply the "sanctions" against their A l
lies —  but would on the contrary combine with 
that Ally to attack us and would assist the ag
gressor to make short work of us.
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Today we cannot really be naiv enough to 
advance even the slightest amount of credit on this 
point.

It follows, therefore, that until the situation 
changes it is the vital interest of Hungary that she 
should reserve her liberty of action in respect of 
all and every kind of collective " sanction”  and 
that in every similar given case she should use 
her discretion in weighing the circumstances. 
W here she is convinced that recourse should and 
might have been had to Article 19 to adjust the 
matter in question, she must not lend a helping 
hand to prevent the redress of injustices except

by war. In my opinion this is the only rational 
peace policy too, — not that policy which does 
not make it possible institutionally to adjust by 
peaceful means, within the League of Nations it
self, questions brought to the surface by life or to 
subject to a revision existing conditions of an in
jurious character, but on the contrary proposes to 
employ punitive expeditions for the purpose of 
maintaining at all costs conditions which are un
just and prejudice the legitimate interests of the 
nations.

Such a peace policy must sooner or later lead 
to bloody conflicts and to war.
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OUR GOOD FRIENDS
by

F r a n c is  H e r c z e g

Dr. Frederick Llewellyn-Jones, Member of the 
British House of Commons, has sent —  
through the Hungarian Telegraph Bureau —  
a message to the Hungarian public to the 

effect that in view of his advanced age he does not 
intend to stand again for Parliament and proposes 
to utilise the leisure which he will gain thereby for 
the purpose of making a long stay in Hungary, 
learning our language and enlightening his British 
compatriots “ concerning the glorious past, dark 
present and —  it is to be hoped —  brilliant future 
of Hungary"; and in conclusion assures us that he 
feels convinced that the friendship between Hun
gary and Great Britain will triumphantly outlive 
the strain of the League of Nations sanctions.

This eminent Member of the British Liberal 
Party feels impelled to inform us of his future 
plans and to re-assure Hungarian public opinion 
respecting the effects of the present international 
complications. His statement characteristically 
illustrates the close ties binding this eminent man 
to our nation; and is peculiarly opportune in the 
present uncertainty of the European situation.

Dr. Llewellyn-Jones played a decisive role in 
the formation of the hungarophile Group of the 
British House of Commons; he has many personal 
friends in our country: and we may safely say that 
he commands the respect of every Hungarian. He 
came to Hungary twice during the year 1933: in 
1934 he again visited this country; and in Sept
ember, 1935, he represented the University of 
W ales at the Tercentenary celebrations of the 
Budapest ’ ’Peter Pazmany" University of Sciences.

He has repeatedly given lectures in Budapest, 
Debrecen, Szeged, Sz6kesfehervar and P6cs. In 
1933 the P6cs ’ ’Elizabeth" University of Sciences 
—  "in full consciousness of its national aims and 
mission, which have impelled it to lower the flag 
of the highest scientific appreciation before the 
zealous apostles of the idea of revision" —  in

corporated Llewellyn-Jones as Doctor honoris 
cousa of Political Science.

This gifted authority on public law takes a 
special interest in the lot of the Hungarian minor
ities: and he has become a leading expert in 
questions of the kind. As he himself says, his 
susceptibility on this point is innate in him, for as 
a Welshman —  and therefore a Celt —  by race 
he belongs to one of the ethnical minorities of the 
British Empire. During his visits to Hungary he 
must have become conscious of the difference 
between sharing the lot of a minority in a highly 
cultured country and being a member of a minority 
subjected to one or other of the Little Entente 
States.

We cannot but regard Dr. Llewellyn-Jones's 
creed of revision for Hungary — like the profes
sions of a similar tenor made by so many other 
West Europeans and Americans — as an echo of 
the voice of civilisation. Men and women with an 
enhanced feeling of responsibility — men and 
women who doubtless represent the elite of the 
present generation — are unable to rest content 
with the glory and security of their own nations, 
but feel impelled to humanly espouse the cause 
of those which are suffering injustice. Surely 
nothing could be better calculated to save 
European civilisation from disaster than sublime 
thought of this kind.

And that this spirit —  despite international 
complications and crises —  is continually making 
headway and that its advance cannot be checked 
by any diplomatic tricks or armaments or coven
ants or alliances, is shown also by the data con
tained in an article which appeared in the October 
28th. issue of the Bucharest ’ ’Universul” :

"According to the Rumanian journal entitled 
"Am erica" which appears in Cleveland (U. S. A .)"  
—  so writes the "Universul" —  "a resolution in 
favour of a revision of the Treaty of Trianon and


