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Introduction
Paris 1919: The Challenge of a New World Order

Laurence Badel, Eckart Conze and Axel Dröber

For more than a century, the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 has been 
an object of historical research. It is almost impossible to maintain a 
general view over the literature on the end of the First World War, the 
peace treaties of 1919–20 and the effort to prevent a new war by creating 
a stable international order. The same is true for the consequences and 
effects of the peace treaties. The Paris Peace Conference, its origins, its 
course and its results have been and still are important issues in national, 
international, transnational and, increasingly, global historiography. If 
‘in 1919 Paris was the capital of the world’,1 this implies that the task 
of the Peace Conference, which officially opened on 18 January 1919, 
was not only to end a global war but to construct a new global order. 
The First World War was a global war not only because it was waged 
geographically almost everywhere on the globe but also with regard to 
its consequences. From its beginning, it triggered global dynamics that 
would reach far beyond the war itself and deep into the post-war era. 
Hopes, ideas and concepts of a  –  new  –  world order arose out of the 
experience of global war. The political language of the time was full of 
globality: ‘world democracy’, ‘world revolution’, ‘world peace’. This did 
not reflect a mere spatial extension of concepts of order. From the outset, 
it involved globally diverging and competing visions of order, giving rise 
to new dynamics of global politics and power. It is these dynamics that 
this volume is interested in.

From such a perspective, peace did not simply mean ending the war, 
ceasing military conflict. Far beyond the end of armed hostilities as 
such, the word ‘peace’ referred to the future: to a future order. Peace 
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was not regarded as the day on which the war came to an end but as a 
long-term condition extending beyond the armistices of 1918 and the 
peace treaties of 1919–20. Peace, as it was understood at the time, did 
not mean a simple return to the status quo ante, to the pre-1914 order. 
Peace meant leaving behind not only the war but the pre-war time and 
the pre-war order, and creating a new, different, better order – because, 
many agreed, despite very different perceptions and interpretations, it 
was the past – the past order – that had led to the war. It was not just 
that the old order – the order of the nineteenth century, in its basic struc-
tures reaching back to the Congress of Vienna of 1814–15 – had come to 
an end with the Great War. Many contemporary observers agreed that 
together with individual national policies, this old order had caused 
the war and had, for this very reason, destroyed itself during the war. 
Atop its ruins – buried amongst which were millions of dead – a new 
order had to be built. Against this background, already at the time, 
the Paris peacemakers explicitly regarded themselves as the architects 
not just of peace but of a new order –  two concepts that were closely 
interwoven. They were driven by the aim of turning war, destruction 
and ruin into order: of creating order out of chaos, in the words of David 
Hunter Miller, the international law expert in the American delegation.2 
For him, there had simply been no international order at all before the 
war. ‘Chaos’ in this sense referred not only to the war but to the – real 
or supposed  –  international anarchy of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, which many perceived as a structural cause of the 
war. Against this backdrop, it was order – above all order of the legal, 
normative kind, and its institutionalization – that was expected to secure 
peace and to prevent new war.

The post-1919 global order did not simply emerge. It was created by 
different actors with different interests and objectives. Although they 
shared a basic conviction that a new order was necessary, deep conflicts 
shaped the Paris Peace Conference: conflicts not only between victors 
and vanquished but also among the victors themselves, as decades of 
research have shown. Further conflicts and challenges added to these 
tensions, among them the Bolshevik idea of, and demand for, global 
order – world revolution – as well as the global, and globally articulated, 
demand for national self-determination and independence. This latter 
demand of course referred to the political reordering of Central, Eastern 
and South-eastern Europe after the end of the Russian, Austro-Hungarian, 
Ottoman and, to a certain degree, German continental empires, but also 
to the non-European world. It was made in response to the continuity of 
the empires and imperial power of the victors, above all the British and 
the French.
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But a widely shared demand for a new order did not automatically 
imply a consensus on what this order should look like, how it should be 
constructed and how it should be stabilized in order to prevent a new 
war. In Paris in 1919, dissensus on these questions led to both compro-
mise and discontent. Historical research has long pointed to the problems 
and deficiencies of the Paris order; some have even blamed the weak-
nesses or mistakes of 1919–20, especially with regard to the peace with 
Germany, for the outbreak of the Second World War only two decades 
later. But this view does not do justice to the genuine efforts in 1919 to 
develop a new international order; indeed, characterizing them as flawed 
or failed from the outset is ahistorical. For contemporaries, the year 1919 
was not the beginning of an ‘interwar period’ but of a post-war period. 
Taking the Second World War as the only analytical vanishing point, 
as difficult as this perspective is to avoid in retrospect, prevents a sober 
analysis of attempts in 1919 to create a new order, and of the results of 
these attempts, because it ignores the openness and undeterminedness of 
the historical situation after the end of the Great War.

In focusing on the notion of ‘order’ at the end of the First World War, 
this book takes up an older concept, going back to the time of the Paris 
Peace Conference itself. In the vast literature on the end of the First World 
War – the peacemaking and peace treaties of 1919–20 – the notion of order 
is omnipresent. But the concept of order, international or global, has 
received new attention as an analytical category in the last thirty years. 
With the end of the Cold War, the expression ‘new world order’ became 
a central element of international political discourse. Ten years after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, the events of 9/11 and their consequences 
further contributed to this discourse, as did the rise of Chinese power and 
Russia’s policy of outward aggression, which became evident in 2014 with 
the annexation of Crimea and, more radically and brutally than before, 
with Putin’s 2022 war against Ukraine. It is hardly surprising that this 
global transformation since 1990 has had an impact on academic research 
and discussion. In the field of international history, a number of books 
have recently been published on the 1919 Paris Peace Conference and can 
be read against the background of international and global developments 
since 1990.3 They are characterized by their attempts to contribute to our 
understanding of current developments by analysing the dynamics of 
global transformation and the emergence of a new world order a century 
ago. This even includes the argument that ‘the Cold War did freeze some 
of the persistent post-Versailles problems of the 1920s and 1930s but 
when first the Soviet Empire, and then the Soviet Union itself collapsed, 
many of these issues re-emerged’.4 Global political developments since 
1989 have made 1919 relevant again in a way that it had not been during 
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the Cold War.5 Such perceptions and interpretations have a role in politi-
cal comparisons and parallelizations articulated by political actors. For 
example, since the 1990s Russian politicians, including Vladimir Putin, 
have been describing the West’s policy vis-à-vis Russia – in particular the 
eastward enlargement of EU and NATO – as a humiliation, comparing 
it with the Allies’ treatment of Germany in Versailles in 1919. From the 
beginning, such statements had a threatening tone because the chain of 
associations  –  Versailles–Nazism–Second World War  –  is firmly estab-
lished in global collective memory and political awareness.6

It is thus not surprising that the term and the concept of ‘order’ as a 
historical category have garnered increasing academic attention in recent 
years.7 This volume aims to make a contribution to this scholarly con-
versation. The term ‘order’, derived from the Latin word ‘ordo’, refers 
to the ordered relationship between the parts of a whole, based upon 
particular laws, rules, or norms. It is used not only in and for politi-
cal contexts but also in legal, economic, social and religious fields, and 
even beyond the humanities. At the end of the eighteenth century, its 
hierarchical, predefined and perennial character (particularly as ‘divine 
order‘) came increasingly into question. In the light of the upheavals of 
the time  –  political and social, domestic and international  –  it became 
increasingly clear that orders can change, that order can be created or 
restored.8 The term, for example, came to be used more and more to 
designate the principles, norms and values that unite and characterize 
states. Over time, epithets specified its quality or its frame of reference: 
political order, international order, European order. In 1844, for example, 
François Guizot, France’s Minister of Foreign Affairs, defined ‘European 
order’ as a ‘good understanding among all the great powers and respect 
for the independence and rights of all the powers, small and great’.9

Since 1990, and particularly centring around the bicentenary of the 
Congress of Vienna (1814–15) and the centenary of the 1919 Paris Peace 
Conference, numerous volumes with the word ‘order’ in their title or sub-
title have been published.10 This historiographical tendency reflects both 
concern about the erosion of the Cold War international order and the 
stability it provided and the search for possible foundations for a new one. 
Against this background, the interest in looking back once again at the 
Vienna or Paris order – the latter mostly referred to from a narrowing per-
spective as the ‘Versailles order’ – is more than historical. Historical analy-
sis, in fact, has been motivated by an interest in resurfacing ‘long forgotten 
expectations of what international politics could become’.11 Labelled with 
all sorts of epithets (‘European’, ‘international’, ‘regional’, ‘global’, ‘impe-
rial’, ‘Atlantic’, or even ‘Nazi’)12 or replaced by its antonyms (‘counter-
order’, ‘disorder’, ‘disruption’),13 the contemporary use of the concept has 
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been applied to various contexts and different periods. ‘Order’ has been 
studied as a historical concept, an expression used by historical actors from 
Prince Metternich to President Wilson, a word that can be found in histori-
cal sources and documents. But ‘order’ has also – and increasingly – been 
used in more abstract terms, as an analytical category to describe the basic 
structures and organizing principles of international politics or, in a wider 
sense, international relations at a given time.14 Today, its use also embraces 
non-Western or non-European notions, challenging the Western origins 
and inscriptions of the concept. Building on these developments, this book 
intends to shed new light on both the history of concepts of order and 
the emergence of new orders through an examination of the Paris Peace 
Conference of 1919 and processes surrounding it.

Until recently, the historiography of the 1919 Peace Conference and 
the resulting peace treaties have most often been situated within the his-
tory of the First World War and of the ‘post-war period’, an expression 
that, by construction, describes a period of transition, of the demobiliza-
tion of combatants and societies, thereby highlighting continuities and 
connections with the war and the remainders of the wartime period that 
continued beyond 1918. This book does not neglect either the war and 
its continuing effects, such as the ‘war in the heads/minds’ of European 
societies after the end of the military conflict,15 or the violence persist-
ing within societies on the way to peace. The politicians and diplomats 
involved in the Paris process did not work and negotiate in isolation. This 
is a notable difference from other, earlier negotiations: the peacemakers 
of 1919 worked under observation and pressure from public opinion. 
The idea of a ‘democratic peace’ implied ‘democratic peacemaking’. The 
negotiators worked in a metropolis – Paris – that still bore the marks of 
the bombing. They worked in a climate of violence, hatred and tension, 
in Europe and the world, with war still ongoing, for example, in Eastern 
Europe, and new wars, as in Turkey, and with massacres taking place in 
Greece and Syria. Hatred towards the Germans did not disappear after 
the Armistice; it influenced the treatment of the German delegation at the 
presentation of the peace conditions in May 1919, and at the signing of the 
Treaty of Versailles in June. But tensions and mistrust also characterized 
the negotiations between the Allies, leading to continuing diplomatic 
conflicts. Although the exchanges between the Allied delegations were 
subject to verbatim records and therefore meticulously documented, 
they were often ruthless, dominated by personal agendas and dependent 
on the self-image and mission of the different national delegations and 
political leaders. As British historian Harold Temperley noted as early as 
1920, the conference was ‘a dynamic and not a static body’, a living and 
emotional organism.16
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However, even if the war was still going on, if political and social vio-
lence persisted even over the following decade, situating the 1919 Peace 
Conference solely in the context of the end of the war would mean losing 
sight of the processes of systemic transformation that were affecting the 
international order and the relations between societies and their political 
leaders in the period. The Peace Conference was both the venue and the 
addressee of long-standing aspirations that, on this occasion and for a 
historical moment, gained the possibility of international institutional 
recognition and contributed to the building of a new international order.

Furthermore, it would be pointless to consider this order exclusively 
in terms of diplomatic history in a narrow sense. Traditional diplomatic 
history, which took off in the nineteenth century, had its moment of glory 
in the interwar period. In that context, it is an immediate history, centred 
around the reconstruction of the decision-making processes that led to 
the entry into the war. Marked by a highly national approach, the field 
was quickly confined and locked, under pressure from public authorities 
in Germany, Austria, the United Kingdom, Belgium and France, into a 
Franco-German debate, which has its own temporal logic. In contrast, 
over the last thirty years, the history of international relations has taken 
cultural, transnational and even global turns, without abandoning its 
initial systemic approach. It continues to pay particular attention to the 
evolution of principles and institutions underpinning the international 
order, to the ways in which transnational processes are international-
ized and institutionalized, shaping actors and spaces, and to the power 
relations between political and social actors. One part of this volume is 
devoted to developments that were less widely perceived by contem-
poraries than Wilson’s public promises of self-determination or respect 
for international law. Here, the focus lies on the reorganization of global 
economic governance or the reconfiguration of information and com-
munication networks, for instance.

If the Peace Conference seemed to concentrate global affairs in Paris, 
the book also highlights the aftermath and repercussions of the Paris 
order in other parts of the world. The implementation of the different 
peace treaties led to the multiplication of geographical borders; the emer-
gence of new regional orders in many cases was in tension with the 
intended international/global order and the associated objectives.17 This 
constellation begs for analysis at multiple scales. The Peace Conference 
was first and foremost a Parisian event. Its delegations were spread 
over the capital’s hotels: the Belgians at the Hotel Lotti, the Japanese 
at the Hotel Bristol, the Uruguayans at the Meurice, the Americans at 
the Crillon, and the British at the Majestic and the Astoria. In some cases, 
the same hotel hosted several delegations, such as the Grand Hotel, where 
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the Ukrainians, Georgians and Albanians all had their lodgings. Life 
was organized around these hotels as it had been around the Viennese 
palaces during the 1814–15 Congress. At the same time, glamorous life 
resumed: Sacha Guitry married Yvonne Printemps on 10 April 1919 to 
the delight of the popular press. As we know, the capital hosted other 
conferences in parallel to the diplomatic one: the Pan-African Congress, 
for example, which was held in February 1919 on the Boulevard des 
Capucines, at the initiative of the Senegalese deputy Blaise Diagne, the 
first African member of the French National Assembly, and Gratien 
Candace, member of parliament from Guadeloupe. The conference was 
also a national event: the delegates did not all remain in Paris, and some 
in particular went to visit the devastated cities of northern France. The 
reception of Australian Prime Minister William Hughes by Mayor of 
Lyon Edouard Herriot made headlines, as did Woodrow Wilson’s late 
visit to the city of Reims with its destroyed cathedral. Finally, the confer-
ence was also an international event: in China, the ‘First Tiananmen’ of 
4 May 1919 echoed, among many other demands, that of rescinding the 
decision of the Great Four (France, Britain, USA, Italy) to allocate the 
German concessions on the Shandong Peninsula to Japan. Like every 
such international event, the conference was both prepared in advance 
by cohorts of legal and economic experts and improvised in response 
to diplomatic and international constraints, as both André Tardieu and 
Harold Nicolson pointed out immediately after the event.18 It was also 
subject to hazard and contingency. What course would the negotiations 
have taken if the anarchist who shot Georges Clemenceau a month after 
the conference began had succeeded in killing him? In any case, endowed 
with iron health, Clemenceau went to convalesce in the deserted park of 
the Château de Versailles, not far from the Hôtel des Réservoirs, where 
the German delegation was staying. Surprisingly peaceful images of dip-
lomats and politicians walking through the park appeared in the press at 
the time.

The Congress of Vienna had reconfigured the European order; the 
ambition of the Paris Peace Conference was to create a new order for the 
whole world. However, it was a Western, or Westernized, world that 
was negotiating in Paris, at least on the main stage. In that sense, the 
‘globalization’ of international relations was very relative in 1919, just 
as the ‘world’ of the war, its global extent, had been largely restricted to 
imperial spaces. The reorganization of 1919 did not challenge the politi-
cal epicentre of global power but confirmed the hegemonic position of 
the transatlantic sphere, despite the inclusion of the Pacific space and of 
Pacific powers like Japan, China and, in another way, the United States, 
at the same time. The expansion of international society in the 1920s 
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ultimately concerned only non-European states that had already been 
integrated into the international system through the many administra-
tive unions formed from the 1860s onwards as well as the international 
conferences of the nineteenth century. However, on the margins of this 
sphere of Western power projection, regional reorganizations were 
taking shape. Within the Western world itself, there were two oppos-
ing visions of the international order: one supported by the United 
States, the other embodied by European practice. They represented two 
opposing approaches to conflict resolution: the diplomatic route and the 
jurisdictional, involving the promotion of recourse to arbitration in both 
inter-state conflicts and the private sphere (the International Chamber of 
Commerce played a decisive role in this area).

The 1919 conference was a unique event: a plethora of delegations 
(with as many as 200 official delegates in total), including diplomats, 
experts and their accompanying cohort of secretaries, mimeographers 
and telegraphers, who often arrived on the first trains; large councils and 
commissions working alongside each other, and committees that were 
created ad hoc over the course of the event. Furthermore, negotiations 
followed each other at an often unprecedented and vertiginous pace: on 
7 May 1919, the German delegation was handed the text of the treaty; on 
14 May the Austrian delegation arrived in Saint-Germain-en-Laye. Some 
of the issues examined in Paris were completely new for a peace confer-
ence: telecommunications, cultural goods, the environment, international 
criminal justice, social rights, etc. Putting the debates of the time into per-
spective can be enlightening for contemporary reflections. The book also 
includes contributions reminding us of the materiality of international 
relations, and the power balances at play in the adoption of the economic, 
technological, political and legal norms that were discussed.

The negotiators of 1919 were heirs to a world based on European inter-
national law, which had been gradually imposed on the world through 
conquest and the accompanying spread of legal norms. President 
Wilson’s vision proposed a variatio of this partition, whose content and 
limits were underlined in his own country by his political opponents. 
If the order constructed in 1919 was the result of intergovernmental 
negotiations, it was criss-crossed by new lines of force imposed by other 
social actors. Voluntarily adopting a form of presentism, in part this 
book reflects current political and societal concerns about the place of 
citizens, and of women, in relation to their governments, underlining 
the existence of alternative negotiation agendas, represented by social 
groups that were kept on the fringes of the conference but saw it as an 
opportunity to make their demands heard at a specific and important 
time and place.
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The Paris order was also related to the multiple geographical shifts 
and territorial conflicts that occurred with the downfall of the Russian, 
Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires, often preceding the Paris 
negotiations or permanently changing the map of Europe and beyond in 
parallel with the Allied meetings. Commissions and decision-makers at 
the Paris Conference tried to formulate regulations on border demarca-
tion and the status of minorities. Russia, which did not participate in the 
peace negotiations, nonetheless played a central role in many delibera-
tions and decisions as a major absentee. This concerned more than simply 
the perception of Germany as a protection against Bolshevism, especially 
on the British side. The Paris negotiators also dealt with areas of the old 
Tsarist Empire, many of which, due to their geostrategic importance, 
were in the sphere of interest of other powers that were not represented 
in Paris, such as Iran. In general – and this can be observed especially at 
the lowest levels – the Conference’s resolutions were not simply imple-
mented and enforced but led to very different national approaches and 
local reactions, resistances and adaptation strategies.

Finally, the Peace Conference coexisted and often competed with other 
agendas at the national, supra-regional and international levels.19 The 
Pan-African Congress dealt with the administration of the German colo-
nies and the question of indigenous self-government. Also meeting in 
Paris were the representatives of the Suffragettes of the Allied countries, 
who, until their appearance before the International Labour Organization 
and the League of Nations, had sought in vain to make their political 
voice heard. Not coincidentally, members of women’s rights movements 
were linked to other movements, such as Pan-Africanist and autonomist 
groups. In general, the decisions of the Peace Conference, as in the case 
of the Shandong issue, were frequently at odds with the expectations of 
national movements. Nguyễn Tất Thành – whose birth name was Nguyễn 
Sinh Cung – worked as a kitchen aid in one of the Paris hotels rented 
by the Allied envoy groups while he sought contacts with the French 
Socialists and demanded political autonomy for his native Vietnam in a 
letter to President Wilson. He did not succeed, and his disappointment 
contributed to his ideological radicalization; as Ho Chi Minh, he would 
later lead the struggle against the French and American colonial forces.20

With its global perspective and its focus on visions, efforts and the 
challenge of a new global order, this book is part of a recent body of 
research on the Paris Conference, the 1919–20 peace treaties and the 
resulting international order.21 The blooming of this research literature 
and this historiography, growing out of more or less national approaches 
and perspectives but becoming increasingly international and even 
transnational, has become a subject of historical analysis in its own right.  
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This historiography can hardly be understood without taking into 
account its political frames, backgrounds and contexts and how they 
have changed over time.

Early judgements and interpretations of the peace treaties and the Paris 
peace order were strongly shaped by the accounts and interpretations of 
participating actors (politicians, academic experts, journalists), oscillating 
between (self‑)justification and strong criticism. The first of these started 
to appear in the year of the Conference, 1919. A famous example is John 
Maynard Keynes’ The Economic Consequences of the Peace, first published 
in December 1919, a book that strongly expressed and thus contributed to 
the spread of an extremely critical view of the peace treaties.22 While the 
details of the Versailles Treaty’s reparation clauses were still unspecified 
at the time, Keynes’ sharp verdict on the reparations clauses and on the 
treaty in general set the tone for a number of books and other writings 
published from the 1920s until the period after the Second World War. 
These works harshly criticized the Paris peacemakers for having failed to 
create a stable international order, and for having paved the way to the 
next war, including the rise of fascism broadly and the rise of Nazism in 
Germany and its accession to power in 1933 in particular. Up to the years 
after 1945, Keynes remained the chief witness and major source for every 
criticism of the decisions of 1919. His arguments and interpretations were 
extremely important and influential, not least in German historiography 
up to the 1960s with its national-political agenda. Only recently have his 
analysis and underlying assumptions been looked at with an increas-
ingly critical eye.23

Still, Keynes remains important because his starting point was not, 
as in many other cases, primarily a national one. His was a criticism of 
the international economic order created by the peace treaties, especially 
the Treaty of Versailles. Both in this regard and in terms of its economic 
focus, Keynes’ analysis differed from the majority of publications by par-
ticipants or academics about the conference and the peace treaties, which 
came in most cases from a strictly national position and perspective. 
Despite attempts to overcome this division into national viewpoints – for 
example, in a joint effort to create a common Franco-German schoolbook 
as early as the 1920s – this is especially true for French and German histori-
ography. These two examples highlight the degree to which, at least until 
the 1960s, the interpretation of the peace was an integral part of historio-
graphical and political debates about the origins of the First World War 
and the so-called ‘war guilt question’. Against this background, many 
analyses and interpretations were less interested in the international 
order that followed and was established by the Peace Conference and the 
Versailles Treaty, and more in how they could be retrospectively applied 
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to apportion blame for the beginning of the war, and thus in drawing 
connections between 1919 and 1914.24 Despite the huge controversy it 
caused in Germany and in German historiography, Fritz Fischer’s work 
on the origins of the war and his thesis of German war guilt paved the 
way for a change in the – German – assessment of the Versailles Treaty. 
Nevertheless, a bilateral, even bilateralistic Franco-German approach, 
centred on Franco-German relations as the core of the Peace Conference 
and its order (and excluding or neglecting other dimensions) remained 
an important, and in many cases the central, analytical perspective even 
after the 1960s.

After 1945, more than French or German historiography, Anglo-
American research developed interpretations of the 1919 peace efforts, 
situating them in the perspective of the Cold War and, against this back-
ground, the competition between liberal democracy and communism 
as concepts of global order that were central in influential analyses. In 
this context, ‘world democracy’ and ‘world revolution’, represented by 
Wilson and Lenin, were understood as representing two global visions 
of order whose antagonism determined, or at least substantially influ-
enced, decisions in Paris in 1919.25 In this way, the historical genesis of the 
Cold War order was projected back in time to the end of the First World 
War and its immediate aftermath. As much as this perspective may be 
criticized today and its dependence on its political context emphasized, 
it nonetheless contributed to liberating historiographical research from 
its fixation on the Great War and the war guilt question. This shift in 
perspective helped to pave the way for studies that, without sharing the 
Cold War narrative, interpret the peace of 1919 and its consequences as a 
first step – in terms of security policy but also economically – towards an 
Atlantic or Euro-Atlantic order under American hegemony that was only 
able to successfully unfold after 1945.26

This research literature was also characterized by a growing aware-
ness of the complexity of the peacemaking in Paris – a complexity that 
resulted both from the experience of the war and from the multiplicity 
of, and contradictions between, different political, military and economic 
ideas, and concepts of a peaceful order more generally, that were in play 
at the Conference.27 This complexity was partly created by the problem of 
turning war aims into peace aims, but divergence and tensions between 
competing national interests within the victors’ camp also played a major 
role.28 In this context, the connections between, and interdependence 
of, developments and constellations within particular polities, societies 
and borders, on the one hand, and in foreign policy and international 
dynamics, on the other, have been addressed much more systematically 
in a number of important recent studies than in the older literature.  
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Together with growing distance from these historical events, these fac-
tors help to explain why, by the last third of the twentieth century, the 
academic discussion on the peacemaking in Paris had become much 
more sober, depoliticized and international.29

Part of this process was the end of the historiographical fixation on the 
Treaty of Versailles and the peace with Germany. Although there can be 
no doubt about the constitutive meaning of Versailles for the post-1919 
international order, this fixation – expressed terminologically by the term 
‘Versailles system’ – yielded a constricted and reductive perspective. Of 
course, there was research on the other treaties (St. Germain, Trianon, 
Neuilly, Sèvres), but often from the perspective of national histories. It 
took time to overcome these narrow and limited approaches, making 
way for first a European and then an international perspective, with 
the political and historiographical concept of a ‘European order’ gaining 
more attention and importance.30 To a certain degree, this development 
was driven by the transformation of Europe with the end of the Cold War 
European order and of the division of the continent after 1990. Since that 
time, more attention has been given to the histories of Eastern, Eastern 
Central and South-eastern Europe in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, and especially after 1919. One reason for this increasing attention 
is the fact that the geopolitical order after the end of the Soviet Empire 
was so similar to the territorial order that had emerged in Eastern and 
South-eastern Europe during and after the First World War. Nations that 
first became independent in those years, like the Baltic states, gained their 
independence once again after 1990. In addition, there was an increas-
ing awareness that the potential for violence, including genocidal mass 
violence, in the ‘bloodlands’ of Eastern and Eastern Central Europe was 
part, or even a consequence, of the national, or nationalized, dispensation 
that was an integral element of the 1919 Paris order.31

At the same time, historians began to address two important aspects 
of the order that followed the First World War and the peace treaties 
of 1919–20. On the one hand, the multinational, multiethnic empires of 
continental Europe had dissolved. On the other hand, not only did the 
overseas empires of the European victors, above all Britain and France, 
continue to exist but it was after 1919 that they reached the zenith of their 
geographical and power-political extension. With new historiographical 
attention to the League of Nations in recent years, it has been analysed as 
both a global institution and an imperial one, organized to stabilize British 
and French colonial rule.32 As the results of the Paris Peace Conference 
and its decisions have increasingly come to be regarded as a global peace, 
this peace has increasingly been analysed not only in terms of global 
history but also imperial. Against this background, recent research has 
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started to address the discrepancy between the Wilsonian idea of national 
self-determination as a guiding principle of the Paris peace order and 
the continuity of imperial rule, within Europe (in Ireland) and particu-
larly beyond. Research in this context has stressed the ambiguity of the 
‘Wilsonian Moment’, not least the disappointed hopes and frustrated 
expectations of movements in the global South for national independ-
ence or colonial liberation and the long-term effects of this gap between 
expectation and reality.33

It is important to stress that a global, or global history, perspective 
on 1919 and the Paris order does not imply a narrative of globalization. 
The war and the peace were both global but not necessarily globalizing. 
A global perspective has to address the crises of economic globaliza-
tion after 1919, and its collapse after 1929.34 Recent studies have called 
into question the older interpretation of the Paris Peace Conference as 
a decisive step on the way from an imperial world order to a national 
one. Besides the questioning of the linearity of this type of narrative, 
its contradiction with the continuity of empire(s) beyond the year 1919 
has also been noted.35 We now need to develop a more complex global 
perspective on the Paris Peace Conference, one that is not determined by 
the national principle nor limited by the idea of national independence. 
The Paris order was characterized by the complex and contradictory 
coexistence of nationality and imperiality as central structural elements. 
Nationalizing empires and imperializing nation states simultaneously 
influenced the establishment of this order and contributed to the tensions 
and conflicts around its development after 1919.36

Structure of the Book

The structure of this volume reflects the attempt to understand the Paris 
Peace Conference as part of a process aimed at creating a new inter-
national order after the First World War that would secure peace and 
prevent another war. Efforts to create such an order, global in its ambi-
tion and scope, began as early as the last years of the war and continued 
beyond the conclusion of the individual peace treaties, in some cases well 
into the 1920s. The individual contributions deal with different dimen-
sions of order and shed light on international ideas that influenced the 
Peace Conference or emerged from it. In many cases, these conceptions 
show the link between national interests and international order, which 
was always also a tension. The studies in this book show that the actors 
at the Conference were not seeking to overcome nation states or a nation-
state order, but rather to create a multilateral system that would balance 
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out the predominance of the autonomous nation state, yielding an order 
of balance and interdependence between the national interests of differ-
ent polities.

This objective is already clear from the considerations of law, and 
especially international law, that played a determining role in the 
Peace Conference, and that were to form the basis for what would be 
referred to today as rule-based multilateralism, in the League of Nations 
system (Part  I). Beyond the international legal and political-diplomatic 
aspects of the post-war dispensation, the international economic and 
financial system formed another central dimension that was character-
ized by increasing interdependence between different countries. This 
went far beyond peace treaty reparations (Part II). The global nature 
of the Versailles order becomes evident in the light of aspirations to 
establish regional systems during the Peace Conference, often following 
Western states’ interests and reflecting the tension between national self-
determination and imperial claims to power and legitimacy (Part III). 
The idea of national self-determination, programmatically proclaimed 
by Wilson as the main goal of the peace negotiations and the core of a 
new world order, was a major challenge to the Allied efforts to establish 
order in Paris. It was linked to the dynamics of anti-imperialism and 
anti-colonialism, the dissolution of multinational empires, and the emer-
gence of a new world of states. With it, new actors entered the stage of 
international politics (Part IV). But alternative ideas of order were also 
partly represented in the political class of the great powers, not least the 
rising world power, the United States.

Opening Part I, Vincent Laniol’s contribution deals with the significant 
role that considerations of law and justice played during the elaboration 
of the Treaty of Versailles. The clash of divergent, often contradictory 
views dominated the Allies’ talks and negotiations before the Conference 
even got started and continued to the point when the German delegation 
travelled to Versailles. Not least in the so-called ‘penal provisions’ of the 
Treaty (Articles 227–230) but also in the famous ‘war guilt article’ (Article 
231), concepts and objectives from civil law (liability for damages, etc.) 
were mixed together with ideas of criminal law, particularly with regard 
to the prosecution and punishment of war crimes, including the drive to 
bring the former German Kaiser before an international tribunal. It is pre-
cisely here that the Peace Conference and the Treaty of Versailles belong 
to the history of international criminal law and international criminal 
law policy. In Paris, the international order was conceived not only as 
a legal order in general but more specifically as a penal order. Allied 
efforts to lay down new principles of legal accountability and criminal 
prosecution were further encouraged by the idea of creating and securing 
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peace through international jurisdiction, as well as by public opinion in 
the victorious states, especially France and Great Britain (as in Lloyd 
George’s famous 1918 campaign slogan, ‘Hang the Kaiser!’), for which a 
just peace had to be a punitive one.

For many German International Law Scholars, too, ideas of peace were 
first and foremost ideas of law, as Miloš Vec argues in his contribution. 
The Paris Peace Treaties aimed at an international legal order with broad 
regulatory reach. As much as German legal scholars in the immediate 
context of 1919 rejected the Versailles Treaty and sharply criticized the 
emerging order because of the inferior status assigned to the German 
Reich, later, under changing political conditions, they recognized the 
opportunities that the increasing juridification of international relations 
created for Germany at the same time. Moreover, the extent to which this 
juridification was also occurring in other fields (economy, technology, 
science) was in continuity with developments from the period before 
1914, when dynamics of internationalization had begun to break through 
the hard shell of state sovereignty. In other parts of the world and among 
Allied powers, this increased internationalism challenged traditional 
politics and diplomatic customs, as was the case of the Japanese Empire. 
Urs Matthias Zachmann shows how after 1919, in a process of learning 
and adaptation, Japanese politicians and diplomats adopted the idealistic 
Wilsonian mode of politics, at least in performative terms. This did not 
mean leaving behind the ultra-realism that had marked the country’s for-
eign policy since the pre-war period, with its orientation towards clearly 
defined, and above all confrontationally determined, national goals.

The new order that took shape in Paris also included new actors and 
institutions in the field of international economic and technical relations: 
they are the subject of Part II. Martin Bemmann deals with the Supreme 
Economic Council, founded by the Allies in 1919, and its efforts, driven 
primarily by the British side, to compile and spread global economic data. 
The responsibility for producing the Monthly Bulletin of Statistics, initially 
published by the Council, shifted to the League of Nations as early as 
1921. By this time, it was no longer focused solely on economic measures 
related to the consequences of war and reconstruction but was increas-
ingly guided by the ambition to create a global economic order. Since the 
end of the war, the compiling and publishing of the Bulletin had been 
driven by government, not primarily private economic actors, unlike 
previous efforts at compiling large-scale economic statistics. And as it 
was aimed less at individual countries than at the world, it stood for the 
emerging global order while at the same time contributing to its further 
development. There was no contradiction between this global character 
and the continuing economic competition of national states. Bemmann’s 
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account sheds further light on the simultaneity of internationalism and 
nationalism as a determining element of the global order of 1919.

Pascal Griset addresses the question of telecommunications, noting 
that while submarine telegraph cables were a highly visible part of the 
negotiations at Versailles, the issue of wireless telegraphy was marginal. 
He highlights the role played by engineers in keeping radio out of the 
scope of the Conference negotiations. These men, who played a decisive 
role during the war, succeeded in 1918 in exercising direct control over 
the projects that would follow it, far from the politicians and diplomats. 
They wanted to define the mode of governance of world telecommunica-
tions using their own criteria, taking an approach that represented an 
early phase of technocratic internationalism. He observes that although 
the United States was a driving force in this moment, it cannot be con-
sidered a pivotal one in the affirmation of American leadership. In this 
respect, in the light of the evolution of major technical systems, the Peace 
Conference is better understood as a parenthesis that revealed the ten-
sions between technical and balance of power logics than as a decisive 
step towards internationalization. Because of the complexity of the issues 
at stake and the emergence of new ways of structuring negotiations, to 
be carried out by actors who had previously been little visible, he consid-
ers this process in the first half of 1919 one of the first expressions of an 
‘innovation diplomacy’ that would flourish in the twentieth century.

Jérôme Sgard deals with the emergence of international commercial 
arbitration, which also occurred in the period immediately after the end 
of the First World War. It was part of the system of supranational arbi-
tration with its claims to global legitimacy, embodied primarily by the 
League of Nations. Established as part of the International Chamber of 
Commerce, the International Court of Arbitration began its work in 1923. 
It was not created as a result of Western politics or as an instrument 
of hegemonic powers, first and foremost the United States, but on the 
initiative of companies and entrepreneurs. The Court nonetheless had 
a strong political impact: international commercial arbitration modified 
the boundaries of nation-state sovereignty and contributed to the emer-
gence of early global governance structures that had a significant impact 
both in the private and the public sphere.

Part III deals with local developments, and thus the relationship 
between regional and global efforts to establish a new post-war order. 
Looking at the example of the Caucasus, Etienne Forestier-Peyrat exam-
ines the dissolution of multinational imperial structures, emphasizing the 
dynamics and effects of the downfall of Tsarist Russia and the dissolution 
of the Ottoman Empire. More precisely, he analyses the options and 
opportunities for geographical and political change in a region shaken 
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by revolution and civil war and trapped between political vacuums at 
the margins of two collapsing empires, Tsarist and Ottoman. At the same 
time, and on this basis, it became a sphere of influence of the emerging 
Soviet Union. The experience of regional disorder and disintegration 
led to new efforts to restore or establish (new) order, centred around 
the Paris imperative of national self-determination and sovereignty. But 
these efforts led to new crises and conflicts, which affected not only the 
stability but also the legitimacy of the emerging new administrative and 
political structures.

In his contribution, Thomas Fischer argues that the role of Latin 
America and Latin American states deserves to be more than just a 
footnote in accounts of the Paris Peace Conference. Focusing on Brazil 
and using a ‘glocalist’ approach, Fischer points out that the First World 
War and the Paris Peace Conference were a decisive watershed for Latin 
America. Representatives of several Latin American states were present 
in Paris, participating actively in the peacemaking process, and the peace 
treaties and the emerging order had profound repercussions for the Latin 
American states and their societies. The chapter shows how the Peace 
Conference provided an opportunity for Latin American states to estab-
lish themselves as accepted actors on the international stage. One of their 
guiding principles was the idea of national greatness, which in the case 
of Brazil was not only a political message of domestic importance but 
intended to shape the Paris negotiations and Brazil’s role in the League 
of Nations. From the perspective of international order, the de-Europe-
anizing and globalizing effects of the presence of non-European states in 
Paris 1919 should not be underestimated.

The challenges and dilemmas of post-war planning are also the subject 
of Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş’s contribution on proposals for the future of 
Istanbul after the defeat of the Ottoman Empire. The author develops 
the thesis that diverging ideas about the metropolis on the Bosporus not 
only reflected but also articulated different ideas of international and 
regional order. Thus, the chapter does not look at the Ottoman Empire 
or the emerging modern state of Turkey from the established perspective 
of great statesmen and high politics but focuses on a set of actors whose 
internationalism, which had grown out of different interests, gave rise to 
ideas for the creation of an ‘international city’ – including even the project 
of making Istanbul the seat of the League of Nations. While their various 
proposals expressed new ideas of international sovereignty, what seem 
at first glance to have been progressive visions also reflect the persis-
tence of Western imperial pretensions to hegemony and superiority. 
And, Liebisch-Gümüş argues, the emancipatory aspect of the Wilsonian 
imperative of national self-determination was undermined by the denial 
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of the Turkish nation’s right or ability to govern a multinational ‘cos-
mopolis’ like Istanbul.

In Part IV of the volume (‘Challenges of the Paris Order’), Mona L. 
Siegel explores the story of Soumay Tcheng, a political activist who was 
a lawyer and diplomat in the Chinese delegation in Paris. As a woman, 
Tcheng was an exception on the political-diplomatic stage of the Peace 
Conference. Moreover, she stood in a specific way for self-determination 
as a global principle: in her work, she combined the goal of individual 
self-determination as a woman and national self-determination as a rep-
resentative of China. She thus linked together feminism and nationalism, 
particularly when she went to Paris, where she both met French feminists 
and successfully prevented the head of the Chinese delegation from sign-
ing the Peace Treaty that ceded Shandong to Japan. As an opponent 
of colonialism and as a feminist, Tcheng challenged the  –  exclusively 
male – peacemakers, advocating a different global order based on democ-
racy and self-determination. This was contradicted by imperial ideas of 
domination and the gender stereotypes of the European great powers. 
Tcheng thus also stood for those women who entered the world stage 
in Paris to promote their agenda, supporting transnational movements 
and gaining a global public, even if they did not immediately succeed in 
realizing their aspirations.

Emmanuelle Sibeud likewise does not present a success story in her 
chapter, taking a broad perspective on the 1919 Pan-African Congress, 
which was organized by the US sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois and the 
Senegalese politician Blaise Diagne, and which took place in Paris at 
the same time as the peace negotiations. Sibeud critically reassesses his-
toriographical narratives and interpretations that present the Congress 
either as a doomed visionary initiative that heralded the awakening of 
people of African descent, or as a cynical concession made by the great 
powers in the context of the division of the German colonies and the 
Middle Eastern parts of the Ottoman Empire. For Sibeud, the Pan-African 
Congress instead brought into relief the formation of a new world order 
characterized by intensified racialization. While this process did not 
begin in Paris, the Peace Conference contributed to making ‘race’ a deci-
sive criterion for belonging to the international community, including in 
legal, international and diplomatic terms.

At the same time, Woodrow Wilson and his ideas of order may not 
have prevailed in Paris, or only partially, but he shaped the agenda of the 
Peace Conference, and especially of the negotiations that led to the Treaty 
of Versailles. So great and dominant did Wilson appear, whether among 
his followers or his critics, that we know little about other American 
concepts of global order at the end of the First World War. Manfred Berg 
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turns to these alternative conceptions, linking them to concrete manifes-
tations of American nationalism. Berg argues that at the centre of the dis-
putes between Wilson and his domestic political opponents on both the 
right and left was the question of multilateralism versus unilateralism. In 
this light, the chapter analyses not only Wilson’s ideas on the role of the 
United States in a liberal world order but also the views of his political 
rivals, who ultimately succeeded in preventing the country from joining 
the League of Nations. The challenge of this tension between transatlantic 
commitment and withdrawal from supranational institutions has shaped 
American politics up to the present, with ever-new answers in evolving 
international and global constellations.

The concluding chapter by Eckart Conze underlines the global dimen-
sion of the Paris Conference and the intrinsic link between European 
and global agendas and ideas of order. Following the much-quoted 
formulation of the ‘Wilsonian moment’ (Erez Manela), Conze stresses 
what he calls the ‘Paris moment’, referring both to the special context 
in which this event took place and to its aftermath, as well as to the 
legacy of a long war that did not end everywhere in 1919. Not only were 
individual peace treaties negotiated and signed in the French capital and 
in Versailles, not only were particular topics and questions discussed, 
debated and negotiated over, but a new international order was founded. 
Now, a century after the Peace Conference, the ‘old demons’, as French 
President Emmanuel Macron has called them – nationalism, unilateral-
ism, authoritarianism – are alive again. The findings of research, and of 
this volume in particular, on the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 are thus 
of more than simply historiographical interest.

* * *

A long time has passed between the international conference in June 
2019  on ‘The Paris Peace Conference: The Challenge of a New World 
Order’ and the publication of this volume. Covid-19 is the single most 
important factor explaining this delay. As editors and with the book 
finally published, it is our obligation and pleasure to convey our grati-
tude. Both the conference and the book have been collective efforts, and 
we would like to acknowledge the help of all those who made them 
possible.  The  Fritz Thyssen Stiftung provided generous financial sup-
port. The German Historical Institute Paris (IHA) hosted the conference; 
the  Centre de Recherche  –  Château de Versailles made it possible for 
one  section of the conference to be held at the Château. Other institu
tions  were equally supportive: Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, 
Philipps-Universität Marburg, UMR SIRICE (Sorbonne  –  Identités, 
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relations internationales et civilisations de l’Europe), Labex Ecrire une 
histoire nouvelle de l’Europe (EHNE), the ministère de l’Europe et des 
Affaires étrangères, the Mission du Centenaire de la Première Guerre 
mondiale, the Commission for the History of International Relations 
(CHIR), the German Historical Institute London (GHIL), and the 
Konrad Adenauer Stiftung. A number of colleagues helped to conceive 
the conference and the book, among them Carl Bouchard, Jean-Michel 
Gieu, Norman Ingram, Peter Jackson, Thomas Maissen, Stefan Martens, 
William Mulligan and Matthias Schulz. We thank Berghahn Books for 
their interest in the topic, as well as the anonymous reviewers, whose 
critique and comments contributed substantially to this volume. Last, 
but  not least our thanks go to Paul Reeve, who did a wonderful job 
preparing the book for publication, which is not adequately described as 
copyediting and translation.
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Chapter 1

The Order of Versailles
A Peace for Law and Justice?

Vincent Laniol

In a text published shortly after his death in 1929, Clemenceau wrote in 
defence of the peace treaties of 1919–1920 that the victors of the First World 
War wanted to create a ‘Europe of Law’ in 1919.1 This emerging European 
order, he wrote, was intended not only to be based on the application of 
new rights, such as the right of a people to self-determination – although 
this was a fundamental pillar of the order – it was also to give interna-
tional law a central place in new relationships between states. And all 
of the belligerent nations, both victors and vanquished, hoped for the 
establishment of a peace founded on shared legal principles, which for 
many were embodied in the ideas of President Wilson.

At the same time, the First World War, as a total war, had shattered the 
insubstantial conventions then in force concerning the laws of warfare, 
the jus in bello, inherited from the Hague conferences of 1899 and 1907. 
Large sections of public opinion, particularly in the victorious states, 
indubitably felt that sanctions were needed against those accused of 
being the originators of the conflict. And while the Allies were willing 
to take the Wilsonian ideas as a starting point, they quickly exceeded the 
bounds of the US president’s peace programme, partly in response to 
domestic demand for harsher treatment of the vanquished.

This study will examine the unfolding of this debate on law and 
justice  –  which was at the heart of the Peace of Versailles from its 
inception – and seek to analyse the potentially consensual aspect of its 
legal dimension. A further part will focus on the reception of this ‘paix du 
droit’ in public opinion, before evaluating the contributions of lawyers to 
the development of the treaties and characterizing the contributions of 
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the Peace of Versailles as the construction of a new international order. 
Querying the concept of a ‘justice’ whose definitions diverged between 
victors and vanquished, it will conclude by estimating how great a role 
hatred of the enemy played in the constitution of this new world order.

In recent years, the Paris Peace Treaties have been studied from new 
perspectives, improving our grasp of the role of different actors, the sig-
nificance of the context and the constraints affecting the decisions taken 
at Versailles.2 A key moment was the great conference of 1994, organized 
by the German Historical Institute of Washington DC and the University 
of California, Berkeley’s Center for German and European Studies, whose 
conclusions were published under the title The Treaty of Versailles: A 
Reassessment After 75 Years.3 Following that body of scholarship, the issue 
of the order established by Versailles is no longer approached in terms of 
a teleological retrospective reading of events as the inevitable grounds of 
the Second World War. Instead, scholars seek to place the events of 1918–
1920 in their context, emphasizing the representations of contemporaries,4 
most importantly in terms of the dynamics5 of public opinion marked by 
hatred inherited from the First World War – the continuation of the ‘war 
in the minds’ (‘Krieg in den Köpfen’), in Gerd Krumeich’s expression.6 As 
a result of this reassessment of the treaties, the role of the ‘entourages’ of 
statesmen is now mainly studied in the field of political history,7 becom-
ing essential in understanding the decision-making process at Versailles 
and in particular the origin of the regulations and clauses set out at this 
international peace conference. Consequently, the group of experts con-
sulted in 1919,8 and in particular jurists,9 has been the subject of extensive 
study in recent years, allowing us to examine Georges-Henri Soutou’s 
claim, summarizing the thoughts of Bertrand de Jouvenel on the subject, 
that ‘the Treaty of Versailles is the work of jurists’.10

The Law, a Tool for Consensus?

At the start of the peace process, the legal dimension in all its elements 
was already present. At the request of Ludendorff and the high com-
mand of the German army, a motion to restore peace on the basis set out 
in speeches by President Wilson, coupled with a request for an armistice, 
was sent to the US president alone in early October 1918. The approach 
was skilful: in this way he obtained respite for his troops, and, from 
Berlin’s point of view, offered the least bad possible option for a final 
peace settlement. Finally, in parallel, it aided the formation of a civil 
government on which the weight of the possible defeat would rest, and 
which would have the confidence of the Reichstag. This was the purpose 
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of the formation of Max von Baden’s government in early October 1918. 
In a series of exchanges consisting of four notes on each side, President 
Wilson obtained from the German government an end to the submarine 
war and, ultimately, promises of constitutional reforms that led to Kaiser 
Wilhelm II’s abdication. By the end of October 1918, the German govern-
ment seemed to be in retreat, having abandoned its political stances and 
accepted Wilson’s programme, as well as giving up the country’s military 
positions on the Western Front. However, Berlin expected to play one last 
card: approaching and negotiating with Wilson alone might eventually 
break down the alliance of the Allied countries. Germany had not taken 
an official position on the conditions of Wilson’s peace plan, and it was 
not clear whether the country’s leaders would accept these war aims. 
Indeed, we know that they almost refused to do so, as Edward Mandell 
House, the American representative sent to Europe, was forced to pres-
sure the Allies, particularly the French and the English, into making a 
separate agreement with Germany to obtain a mezzo voce acceptance of 
the Wilsonian points as the basis for a future peace.11

The telegrams from Robert Lansing, US Secretary of State, to the 
German government on 5 November 1918 summarized this acceptance of 
the Wilsonian premises by both camps: ‘Subject to the qualifications which 
follow they declare their willingness to make peace with the Government 
of Germany on the terms of peace laid down in the President’s address to 
Congress of January 1918, and the principles of settlement enunciated in 
his subsequent addresses.’12

In the process, two reservations concerning Wilson’s speeches had 
nevertheless been confirmed. The first, concerning the freedom of the 
seas, came at the request of London: ‘[The Allied governments] must 
point out, however, that clause 2, relating to what is usually described as 
the freedom of the seas, is open to various interpretations, some of which 
they could not accept. They must, therefore, reserve to themselves com-
plete freedom on this subject when they enter the peace conference.’13 
The inclusion of this proviso was requested in order to clarify the defini-
tion of financial reparations and the reconstruction of invaded areas, 
which were not very explicit in Wilson’s points: ‘By it they understand 
that compensation will be made by Germany for all damage done to the 
civilian population of the Allies and their property by the aggression of 
Germany by land, by sea and from the air.’14

The Fourteen Points were not the only conditions that Wilson men-
tioned. All of his speeches of 1918, and in particular those of 11 February, 
6 April, 4 July and finally 27 September, were focused on the preconditions 
of peace. The last of these was of particular interest to Berlin, as it stated: 
‘The impartial justice meted out must involve no discrimination between 
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those to whom we wish to be just and those to whom we do not wish to be 
just. It must be a justice that plays no favourites and knows no standard but 
the equal rights of the several peoples concerned.’15 The Germans could 
accept this assertion, which implied a justice that would be truly neutral 
towards victors and defeated alike, as a central element of a future peace, 
and they expected to be treated (almost) equally to the victors. Combined 
with the idea of a ban on selfish economic schemes within the future League 
of Nations, these principles could easily be approved in Berlin.

However, while all had accepted this consensual legal basis, each 
power defined the content of the Wilsonian points differently, and 
retained only those elements that were favourable to its own views. 
For example, for Paris, the point on Alsace-Lorraine (Wilson’s eighth 
point), which refers to the reparation of the damage done to France in 
1871, meant that Germany would simply return this territory to France, 
while in Berlin, it was expected that at least a referendum would be held 
to consult the populations of these territories. Moreover, France very 
quickly moved away from this general acceptance of the Fourteen Points. 
Its diplomats, for example, rejected Wilson’s speeches, starting from the 
first procedural plans they drew up for the future Peace Conference at the 
end of November 1918 under the leadership of Philippe Berthelot: ‘Nor 
can they take President Wilson’s fourteen proposals as a starting point, 
as they are principles of public law, which may provide inspiration for 
the negotiations, but which lack the concreteness that is indispensable to 
settling upon precise and concrete stipulations.’16

While the French proposal to refuse the Fourteen Points was finally 
abandoned at the beginning of the Peace Conference in favour of a reaf-
firmation of Wilsonian principles, the fact remained that Paris had always 
seen this basis for peace as, at a minimum, subject to review and revision. 
It was in this context that Clemenceau had André Tardieu prepare the 
memoranda and notes intended to serve as the basis for an approval of 
French territorial claims in January and February 1919. This involved the 
division, neutralization and occupation of the left bank of the Rhine, and 
the annexation of the Saar Basin to the 1814 French borders, elements that 
exceeded the scope of Wilson’s Fourteen Points.

President Wilson had to defend his ideas by going directly to Europe 
for the Peace Conference – a first for a serving American president – and 
by successfully placing the League of Nations at the top of the peace 
agenda. Over a number of sessions in February 1919, the Conference 
Commission in charge of this matter, chaired by Wilson, prepared a first 
draft pact. During these sessions, the conference had its most challenging 
discussions on the idea of the renewal of international law. What would 
be revolutionized by the new collective security organization under 
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international law? What new powers would states have in the future 
Versailles order? What means would be put in place to apply and enforce 
the regulations of the new organization? Working on the basis of a plan 
drawn up jointly by the Anglo-Saxon powers, the draft pact quickly 
rejected the solutions proposed by Léon Bourgeois and the French del-
egation to equip the organization with its own armed forces17 or even an 
international general staff.

The arguments of the jurists on the commission, such as Ferdinand 
Larnaude,18 dean of the Faculty of Law in Paris, did nothing to shake 
Wilson’s determination. On 11 February, Larnaude declared: ‘I believe 
that to successfully eliminate the militarism that was the cause of the 
war, there must be an internationalization of forces’,19 and on 13 February 
that ‘the Law is nothing if it does not have force behind it’.20 Conversely, 
Wilson’s thinking rested on the existence of a ‘transnational community of 
self-sovereign individuals’,21 which he called the ‘court of public opinion’, 
and which was supposed to guarantee peace in the end. In his latest book, 
Leonard Smith emphasizes that, from Wilson’s point of view, it was this 
‘force’ of transnational public opinion that was to act against the threat of 
an aggressor state, in the form of a ‘collective intention’ and not a ‘military 
force’. These two visions could not but clash during debates on the future 
funding of the League of Nations. When Wilson suggested that ‘the judge-
ment of the tribunal of public opinion will be much more effective [in this 
regard] than that of any other tribunal in the world’, Larnaude, the jurist, 
responded: ‘Public opinion can judge the great questions better than a 
court of law, I admit, but questions of law, questions of interpretation are 
above it.’22 This did not mean that the French delegates were not prepared 
to reform international law and support the idea of a collective security 
organization  –  much to the contrary. French lawyers were in no doubt 
about the need for this reform, including the need to address one of the 
fundamental principles of public international law, that of state sover-
eignty. Hence, Larnaude declared that ‘this idea of absolute sovereignty 
is, I believe, more abstract than real: in fact, states have long been agreeing 
to sacrifices of sovereignty. … When it comes to establishing a right, let us 
see it through completely, and say frankly that we want to create this right 
and substitute it for the old one in order to bring an end to wars.’23

In the end, the Wilsonian vision prevailed, but a fundamental ele-
ment had been changed when the conditions of peace were delivered 
to the defeated Germans on 7 May 1919. The drive to open the League 
of Nations to all international actors was now blocked by the refusal 
to allow Germany and the other defeated nations to join. It was during 
Wilson’s trip aboard the George Washington that he changed his opinion 
on this subject, suggesting a probationary period for Germany before its 
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actual entry.24 The League of Nations would definitely not be an area of 
agreement. When, for example, the German delegation proposed its own 
draft pact, primarily based on the ideas of Walter Schücking and several 
other experts  –  all of them committed to the Wilsonian ideology  –  the 
Allies did not even consider the proposals. In essence, rather than bring-
ing them together, the law ultimately divided the two coalitions. Even 
more than that, however, it was different visions of justice that ensured 
that there would be a split between them.

The Law to Deliver Justice

The question of the use of the law during the war and the action of 
jurists on the ‘legal front’ has been the subject of various recent stud-
ies.25 Beginning with the violation of Belgium’s neutrality, legal argu-
ments were an essential weapon for the Allies against the Central Powers 
during the conflict. With regard to 1919, they have often been linked to 
the application of one-sided victors’ justice to the defeated, and in par-
ticular to the imposition of sanctions. In this respect, French and British 
public opinion was quite ruthless, particularly against Wilhelm II, who 
had been the focus of a disproportionate hatred. Large sectors of French 
opinion, for example, demanded ‘justice’ in the form of the prosecution 
of the ex-Kaiser, as illustrated by any number of examples. As early as 
20 November 1918, a group of 254 Parisian citizens sent a petition to the 
French government, which stated:

We come to you for justice in the name of our dead, justice against the Kaiser, 
the perpetrator knowingly responsible for the armed banditry that we have 
just witnessed with horror over these four years, and which has finally ended, 
thanks to your energy, with the triumph of the gendarmes. … In light of the 
moral values that are taught to free Men, we do not believe that any difference 
can be established between Bonnot and the Kaiser, except that the latter has 
operated on a larger scale, and that is all. The motive is the same: to enrich one-
self at others’ cost. Any search for another reason for the aggression against us 
would be futile. These acts are based on the same mentality: the abuse of brutal 
force using any and all means, whatever they may be, without scruple. Only the 
result differs. In one case, a few victims; in other, millions of human lives sacri-
ficed, the flower of humanity. And we are to show respect for the great Assassin, 
while Bonnot was found to be fit for the guillotine? By what right could the latter 
be sentenced today if the crime of the other remained unpunished?26

Members of the population of Paris’s tenth and nineteenth arrondisse-
ments expressed a similar reaction, as noted by the police commissioner 
in his weekly report:
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It is not possible for Wilhelm II to be dealt with in Holland as a distinguished 
person and to find peace there when he has unleashed the greatest catastrophe 
that humankind has ever suffered. The Allies’ victory will not be complete 
until he has atoned for it; he, and his accomplices, must appear before the 
tribunal of the peoples. It would be incomprehensible if only the German 
people, who will pay with their money and labour for many years, were to be 
punished.27

The archives of the General Secretary of the Peace Conference hold 
many complaints from citizens to the Commission on the Responsibility 
of the Authors of the War and on Enforcement of Penalties, containing 
requests for the former Kaiser’s extradition from Holland, where he had 
taken refuge before the Armistice. Many use the same words and the 
same vocabulary to express the idea of justice as an institution of punish-
ment. For example, a midwife in Honfleur asked Holland to ‘hand over 
Wilhelm the instigator of murder’.28 On the other hand, the modalities 
by which people accused of crimes against the laws and customs of war 
should be judged were subject to debate. Some wanted the adoption 
of a law and a decree-law with retroactive effect29 ‘for exemplary and 
terrifying punishment and the mandatory extradition of criminals’ on 
the basic principle ‘for exceptional crimes, an exceptional law’.30 Others 
wanted civil law to apply to this type of crime.31 Some French citizens, 
such as a certain Lapetite, a former notary clerk in Auxerre whose two 
sons were killed at the beginning of the conflict, even went so far as to 
file a complaint against the former Kaiser under Articles 296 et seq. of 
the Code Pénal, ‘as the former Kaiser’s aggression against France was 
premeditated’, ‘as this war was a crime against humanity’ and ‘as in the 
eyes of all humanity, he is the main culprit and the main instigator of this 
atrocious and abominable war’.32 To summarize, the French considered 
themselves to have justice on their side.33

Some letters even suggested humiliating sanctions, such as the follow-
ing letter from a group of French and Argentinian citizens: 

Lock the brute in an iron cage and, on board the most magnificent ship in his 
mighty, now-sold squadron, he would travel the world. Everyone would have 
the right to see this human beast, this monster, this lava from the Avernus. For 
one piastre, anyone could spit in his face … The resulting profits would be used 
to support the victims.34

It seems clear that the state of mind in Paris was not a conciliatory one. 
The same was true in London, where the November-December 1918 elec-
tion campaign focused on the issue of reparations and the prosecution of 
the Kaiser. Even Labour’s George Barnes, joined by Lloyd George, had 
issued the famous demand to ‘hang the Kaiser!’ The British National 
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Archives houses a collection that contains requests for the Kaiser to be 
extradited and brought to trial from local authorities and workhouses, 
representing people from all regions of the United Kingdom, including 
the most impoverished populations. The relatively large size of the corpus 
demonstrates how widely this demand echoed after the Armistice, even 
if its wording, reproduced identically in many letters, no doubt reflected 
a prior agreement between these groups and the political authorities.35

Similar noises were being made in US society. The archives of the 
Conference secretariat also include correspondence from Americans 
expressing the same thirst for punishment, including the creation of new 
rules of international law, not merely the application of existing rules, 
which could prevent the punishment of the defeated: ‘Justice, God and 
Men were never so brutally violated in the history of all time as has 
been the case in this war. The guilty must be punished. … Shall this 
crime go unpunished because the criminals have broken through all the 
safeguards of international law? That cannot be. Crime must be punished 
in accordance with its enormity.’36 This was the mood – the ‘ambiance’, as 
Pierre Renouvin would have said – surrounding the sometimes-technical 
discussions at the conference.

It is precisely this question of punishment with or without a prior 
law or rule that divided the jurists present on the Commission on the 
Responsibility of the Authors of the War and on Enforcement of Penalties. 
The French jurists, and particularly Larnaude, opposed the application of 
the principle of nulla poena sine lege (no penalty without law). At the time, 
there were no already existing rules on the basis of which acting heads of 
state could be prosecuted for violations of the law of nations. Larnaude 
also wanted acts of omission to be subject to prosecution: in other words, 
he argued that the Kaiser should also be penalized for failing to prevent 
violations of the laws and customs of war. All of these claims, which 
were contrary to accepted rules and practices, were challenged by the 
American delegation, led by Secretary of State Robert Lansing, who pub-
lished a minority opinion that differed from the position of the other 
members of the Commission. Larnaude argued that new rules would 
lead to the development of a ‘new sensibility among men’37 and that 
public opinion was not germane to resolving this dispute.38 In the end, 
the Commission’s final report, drafted on 29 March, proposed the crea-
tion of a special tribunal for infringements of the law of nations, including 
for heads of state, and a special body to deal with the matter of individual 
responsibilities for the violation of Belgium’s neutrality. Very early on, 
however, the commission declared itself to be opposed to any idea of 
trials and criminal sanctions based on responsibility for the outbreak of 
the war or for the war as a whole.
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The debate was resumed at the Council of Four, where Clemenceau 
campaigned for the Kaiser to be tried, while Wilson, and to a lesser 
extent Lloyd George, were more reserved about the fate of a former head 
of state, even though everyone present agreed that the Allied side had 
been fighting for justice.39 Wilson claimed that there was no precedent 
for the trial of an ex-head of state, citing the principle of nulla poena sine 
lege and saying that he wanted to avoid making the Kaiser a martyr. 
Clemenceau, for his part, insisted that punishing the instigator of the war 
was essential to establishing international law even in the absence of a 
precedent: ‘We now have the perfect opportunity to take the principle of 
responsibility, which is at the basis of national law, and transpose it into 
international law.’40 Gradually, as the discussion progressed, the basis of 
what would become Article 227 took shape: the Kaiser would be indicted 
not on the basis of his responsibility for the war but for a supreme offence 
against international morality and the sanctity of treaties – that is, for the 
violation of Belgium’s neutrality, which was guaranteed by the treaties 
of 1839, to which Prussia was party. As the Italian Prime Minister, the 
lawyer Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, commented, it was no longer really 
a matter of law in the strict sense, since the Kaiser would not be judged 
under a pre-existing law but ‘as history is passing by’.41 In Larnaude’s 
view, it was an act of international morality and an act of ‘supreme 
international policy’.42

Moral and legal factors thus gradually came to blend together in this 
discussion of punishment because of the Allies’ definition of justice. A 
similar imbroglio arose around the issue of reparations. As Leonard 
Smith has rightly noted in his most recent works, ‘justice’ in international 
relations could be pursued either on the model of civil law, targeted at 
compensation for damage caused to civilian populations (only contained 
in the pre-Armistice agreement), or on that of criminal law. While the 
two were theoretically separate, in reality the two discussions would be 
blended together both voluntarily and unintentionally.

Article 231 and its genesis, on which much has been written, is the 
legacy of this debate. Pierre Renouvin has clearly demonstrated that this 
article was born not out of the Commission on the Responsibility of 
the Authors of the War and on Enforcement of Penalties, but out of the 
Reparation Commission. It reflected the desire of the American authori-
ties to avoid the mainly British and French claim that Germany should be 
made to pay all of the costs of the war43 (and not just to compensate for 
damage caused to civilian populations), by producing a kind of interna-
tional civil law identifying its responsibility for the outbreak of the war 
as the legal basis for reparations. At the same time, Article 232 limited 
Germany’s responsibility based on its capacity to pay. Nevertheless, 
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the ambiguous wording of Article 231, the seemingly minor addition of 
the word ‘causing’ by the young diplomat John Foster Dulles, the word 
‘aggression’ used in his text (although it was also present in the pre-
Armistice agreement) and the reference to a war ‘imposed upon’ the 
Allies by Germany all gave a moral dimension to Article 231, and thus to 
reparations. That is how it was to be understood in Berlin. And it was on 
this very subject of justice that the victors and the defeated were totally 
opposed.

Conclusion: Justice for the Vanquished?

The clash over the issues of law and justice was resolved when the delega-
tion of the defeated Germans arrived at the end of April 1919. For many 
months after the Armistice, the German population lived in a kind of illu-
sion described by Ernst Troeltsch as a Traumwelt: a dream world in which 
the acceptance of Wilson’s conditions and the pre-Armistice agreement 
were supposed to prevent them from experiencing the consequences of 
defeat. But while German public opinion may have lived in this dream, 
this was much less true of German diplomacy. When Brockdorff-Rantzau 
took over leadership of the Wilhelmstrasse in December 1918, he sent 
Chancellor Scheidemann a peace programme in which he already fore-
saw the option of withdrawing and resigning in the event of a dishonour-
able peace.

As the negotiations progressed and Berlin profited from indiscretions 
about the future peace treaty (including via the US Colonel Conger, 
according to Klaus Schwabe),44 hope soon dwindled. Within the German 
cabinet, important discussions concerning the instructions to be given to 
the delegation took place on 21 and 22 March 1919. These instructions 
summarized these debates: Germany would oppose any justification of 
the severity of the peace conditions on the basis of admitting German 
war guilt, and Brockdorff-Rantzau was to enter into negotiations with the 
Allies where the question of war guilt would be left aside.45

But Brockdorff-Rantzau was fundamentally pessimistic about the 
conditions of the future peace and came prepared for a confrontation 
on the origins of the war. The next day, ‘under strong public pressure’,46 
he reacted to a statement from Paris about a possible verdict claiming 
‘Germany as the sole originator of the war’.47 In the Berliner Zeitung am 
Mittag on 5 April, he indicated that he would not admit this interpre-
tation. The German foreign minister was thus very conscious of these 
issues when he arrived in Versailles. The conditions in which the German 
delegation found themselves in Versailles undoubtedly played a role in 
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the psychological conditioning of its leaders before they were confronted 
with the conditions of the peace as such. Not enjoying complete freedom 
of movement, anxiously waiting in their hotel rooms to be informed of 
the content of the future treaty, the members of the delegation clearly 
perceived the world around them as hostile, a kind of encirclement.

As a result, the minister prepared two texts, one short and the other 
long and vindictive. When Brockdorff-Rantzau received the peace condi-
tions on 7 May 1919, his first and only face-to-face contact with the Allies, 
Clemenceau opened the session with the declaration that ‘the time has 
now come for a heavy reckoning of accounts’ and explained that there 
would be no verbal negotiations. Brockdorff-Rantzau chose to remain 
seated while giving the second speech – a breach of diplomatic practice. 
Contrary to his official instructions, he focused on the matter of respon-
sibility for the war. ‘Such a confession in my mouth would be a lie’, he 
exclaimed – and a betrayal of the notion of justice.

The Allies, he said, had brought with them to the peace negotia-
tions ‘an ally’ for Germany: ‘the Law, which is guaranteed to us by the 
agreement concerning the principles of the peace’ (i.e. the pre-Armistice 
agreement).48 He went on to declare that ‘the principles of President 
Wilson have thus become binding for both belligerents, for you as for 
us, and also for our former Allies. These various principles demand 
of us heavy national economic sacrifices’.49 This was what Brockdorff-
Rantzau called a ‘peace of justice’. It was on this premise that, from 
13 May, the German delegation launched a Notenkrieg (a war of notes) 
against Clemenceau. In the  wording of their counter-proposals, they 
tried to demonstrate that the Allies had violated Wilson’s conditions, 
and that Germany was not the only side responsible for the conflict. 
Brockdorff-Rantzau consequently demanded justice for Germany and the 
continuation of its international position as a major power, declaring that 
‘Germany has a right to discuss the conditions of peace’.50 It was in the 
name of justice that Brockdorff-Rantzau called for the organization of a 
plebiscite in Alsace-Lorraine and the application of the right of peoples 
to self-determination to Austrians, Upper Silesians and the inhabitants 
of the city of Danzig in their desire to unite with Germany. He also 
requested equal membership of the League of Nations.

The Allies’ response to the German counter-proposals was harsh and 
dismissive. For example, this response in the form of a violent diatribe 
validated Germany’s interpretation of Article 231: ‘Germany’s responsi-
bility, however, is not confined to having planned and started the war. 
She is no less responsible for the savage and inhuman manner in which 
it was conducted.’51 Germany immediately decried the injustice of this 
charge, especially as the Allies refused to remove the Schmachparagraphen 
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(paragraphs of shame). The drama of Versailles was largely driven by 
this misunderstanding around the definitions of Law and Justice: each 
country had its specific definitions of these notions. For Paris, these con-
cepts meant punishing Germany for its conduct in the war as a judge 
would have done in a trial in a national court, whereas Berlin wanted 
justice done to Germany, with the country able to maintain a leading 
position on the world stage and be treated fairly. The difficulty of defin-
ing and specifying the content of these two concepts seems to have made 
it more difficult for the various parties to accept the conditions for peace 
than at previous conferences or congresses. In the end, what led to their 
blurring was the hatred of the sworn enemy inherited from a total war.
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Chapter 2

Purging the Dross?
German International Law Scholars on the Treaty 
of Versailles and the Post-war Order

Miloš Vec

What is ‘peace’? In 1919 as at any other time, the answer very much 
depended on who one asked. ‘Peace’ has always been a contested concept 
with shifting semantics.1 International law has played a central role in its 
history.2 ‘Peace’ can be read as the realization of security, justice, (social) 
welfare and/or the absence of violence, and thus a welcome condition. 
But to others, the very same ‘peace’ may symbolize suppression, depri-
vation and blatant disregard for sovereignty, autonomy and rights. As 
Thomas Hippler and I have noted elsewhere, ‘one man’s peace is another 
man’s oppression and one man’s fight for justice is another man’s breach 
of a peaceful order’.3

In a letter to Ernst Jünger of 10 April 1981, the notorious German jurist 
Carl Schmitt made an autobiographical reference to Versailles. This letter, 
written four years before Schmitt’s death, is one of his last to Jünger. 
Schmitt wrote: ‘My point of orientation at that time (1936) was (and always 
will be) the egregious stupidity of Versailles.’4 He confessed that thinking 
about Versailles had been a red thread running through his (long) life, in 
the course of which he encountered four different political systems.5 Of 
course, changing political contexts over time must be considered when 
reading and interpreting Schmitt’s writings from different periods.6 In 
a little booklet issued in 1926,7 he attacked the League of Nations and 
the new world order on a number of different grounds. Similar objec-
tions can be found in the writings of other German legal scholars,8 but 
Schmitt’s were formulated in an exceptionally precise, elegant and also 
aggressive manner (as noted by contemporary reviewers).9 In his rhetori-
cal assault on the new post-war order, Schmitt denied the very existence 
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of an international community. He declared that state sovereignty was 
still the basis of international relations, and that the League of Nations 
had no instruments to compel any member to comply with international 
rules. He saw the League’s various bodies and regulations as imperialist 
structures and criticized inequalities among the member states.

The Paris Peace Treaties of 1919 were thus not only ‘technical’ regula-
tions, giving legal form to terms concluded between contracting parties. 
They represented the inherently utopian, and fundamentally disputed, 
ambition to establish a new and better world order.10 In this, they were in 
line with the peace treaties of 1648 and 1815.11 The treaties ‘merged older 
ideas of sovereignty and legitimacy with early twentieth-century concepts 
of public consent, population politics, state responsibility, and universal 
interdependence, creating, or at least contributing to, a new understand-
ing of how a stable international order ought to operate in the future’.12

This utopia clashed with the realpolitik of post-war societies. Many 
reminisced in anger about the battlefields of the First World War. This 
created pressure for post-war actions to give meaning to the sacrifices 
made by the peoples of Europe in the name of a better future for their 
various fatherlands.13 This future now had to be realized.

In this context, international law and lawyers played an important 
and complex role. Soon after the end of the war, the American politi-
cal scientist James Wilford Garner14 and the French jurists Alexandre 
G.  Mérignhac and Ernest Lémonon15 wrote thick treatises reassessing 
the events of the past years in the light of international law. Many more 
booklets, pamphlets, articles and contributions followed. All of these 
works simultaneously affirmed the importance of international law and 
showed that it was undergoing a categorical transformation.16 The Paris 
Peace Treaties were also a ‘laboratory of sovereignty’,17 satisfying some 
peoples and nations and dissatisfying many others. Although I cannot 
provide precise and quantitative evidence, I would claim that no other 
country engaged as deeply in reassessing past and future events from the 
point of view of international law as Germany. This German scholarship 
met high standards of jurisprudential methodology18 and drew on rich 
traditions of public law.19 After the war, this German literature took on 
a new political dimension, driven by an ‘Anti-Versailles furor’20 in the 
interwar years.

This fight against Versailles and the League of Nations was often 
marked by highly moralized language, addressing a great variety of 
questions large and small. The content and mood of these general politi-
cal debates on Versailles shaped the legal perception of the post-war dis-
pensation and framed discussions within the community of international 
legal scholars. German legal scholars were not cut off from this political 
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and moral climate but participated in creating it. Specialists in public law 
in particular had to address the legal consequences of the war and the 
outlook for a future world order.21 Was it possible not to take a stand?

This nationalistic debate in Germany was an important one, as the 
Versailles treaty specifically aimed to legally regulate Germany’s situa-
tion within the post-war international order at a level of detail so extreme 
that it was probably without historical precedent.22 The combination 
of this development with the League of Nations, including its sub-
organizations and their own abundant regulations, pushed things even 
further in that direction of further juridification of international rela-
tions.23 German international lawyers quickly noted the League’s expan-
sionist tendency.24 More and more subjects and regulatory matters came 
into the scope of the League and its legal instrumentarium, and as such 
called for critical examination. In addition, the new international order 
was intertwined with the national order through the international  law 
created in Paris: it was also closer than ever before. International law and 
constitutional law interacted, and it was not only Germany’s domestic 
order that had to respect the externally imposed political guidelines. In 
other words, for proponents and critics alike, Versailles and the League of 
Nations were at the centre of the most important political debates of the 
time. And at the very heart of those political debates were legal language 
and instruments.25 What did German international law scholars write 
about this new world order? Of course, surveying even all of the basic 
topics and interventions is beyond the limited scope of this chapter. Its 
aim is simply to sketch general outlines in order to offer the reader some 
insights into the places, structure and features of that debate. The ques-
tions of whether and how the quoted voices can be generalized, and how 
they should be interpreted, may remain open to debate.

Criticisms of the international legal order, like that of Schmitt quoted 
above, were common in Germany. Some of the country’s international 
lawyers imagined very radical political alternatives to the Paris Peace 
Treaty system. How representative was Schmitt of international legal 
thinking in the 1920s in Germany in this respect? And what did the 
German scholarly debate about the Versailles Treaty and the League of 
Nations look like in general?

A Juridification of International Relations: Legal Views 
on Foreign Policy

As stated above, I take it not only that this German debate was more 
intense than in other countries but that questions of international law – in 
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a very specific sense – played a more prominent role than they did else-
where. In this section, I will argue that the intensity of this debate was 
due to the sheer quantity and stringency of regulations included in the 
Versailles Treaty and the League of Nations system (1), the expansion of 
their scope (2), and the astonishing corresponding quantity and variety 
of printed publications in particular (3).

A Transformation of International Law: Comprehensive Treatment 
of the Regulations

The widely shared impression that the debates about Versailles and 
about the League of Nations were everywhere in Germany obviously 
had something to do with the vast scope of the explicit regulations that 
they introduced, the multiple political ambitions underlying them and 
the challenges posed by their legal interpretation. It has been said that the 
extent of these regulations exceeded all peace treaties of the modern 
age.26 But there was some clear continuity with the pre-war period in this 
respect. The last decades of the nineteenth century and the years around 
1900 brought intense quasi-legislation into international law by way of 
law-making treaties. The main factors behind this development were 
the Industrial Revolution, with its risks and opportunities for economy 
and technology,27 along with the attempts at the Hague conferences at 
disarmament and establishing international rules for conduct during war 
and peace.28

Reading German international law textbooks from the 1920s, it is clear 
that discussing the ongoing doctrinal shifts and formulating comments 
and commentaries adequate to the challenge of addressing the emerging 
new international legal order in all its complexities was a considerable 
challenge for authors of the time. International law spread into new regu-
latory fields, and its Paris architects attempted to experiment with new 
legal structures. The regulations of the peace treaties and their provisions 
concerning the League of Nations affected the widely shared understand-
ing of the international community and its past and recent development. 
As they brought new regulatory fields into the scope of international 
law, they affected its sources as well. And finally, these regulations also 
stimulated scholars to think about the legal characteristics of the new 
order. The registers of major international law textbooks from the time 
feature literally hundreds of references to pages on the presentation of 
the specific regulations that emerged only in 1919.29 As a result, these 
references spread to nearly all sections of international law textbooks.30 In 
the 1920s, this international legal order showed a tendency to expand its 
regulatory scope to new fields of international relations beyond questions 
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of war and peace: issues of economics, social welfare and many other sub-
jects came to be a much greater focus than before. This was another golden 
age for multilateralism and the conclusion of even more treaties.31 This 
development in turn fuelled international legal discourse further and led 
to intense scholarly interactions with institutions and publishing forums.

Intensity and Institutions of Discourse: The Continuing 
Professionalization of German International Law

The second factor behind the intensity of German national discourse on 
the international system and its new legal order was the sheer number of 
participating German institutions and publishing forums. It was not only 
official political institutions, such as the (revisionist) Zentralstelle für 
Erforschung der Kriegsursachen (Centre for the Study of the Causes of the 
War),32 that were observing the new world order and its legal provisions. 
Scholarly and other associations also took an active interest. Among them 
were the Arbeitsgemeinschaft für Politik des Rechts (founded in 1919 
in Heidelberg),33 the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Völkerrecht (founded in 
1917),34 the Deutsche Friedensgesellschaft35 and the Deutsche Liga für 
den Völkerbund,36 to name only a few. At German law faculties, insti-
tutes and chairs of international law were established. A central point 
of the new academic activism on international law was Kiel,37 where 
in 1914 Theodor Niemeyer had founded the Institut für Internationales 
Recht, a hub of international law scholarship during and after the First 
World War.38 Kiel was the only law faculty with a chair in international 
law until 1930, when the University of Cologne established one (appoint-
ing Hans Kelsen).39 The next such centre to be founded, in 1923, was 
Hamburg’s Institut für Auswärtige Politik, directed by the international 
lawyer Albrecht Mendelssohn Bartholdy.40 But Germany’s attempts to 
confront the challenges of the new legal order did not end here. To com-
pensate for the lack of scholarship in the field of international law at 
German universities41 and fill the perceived gap between academic treat-
ment and the urgent political need for foreign policy advice, the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Institut für ausländisches öffentliches Recht und Völkerrecht 
was founded in 1924–25.42 In addition to its journal, first published in 
1929, the Institute had a documentation system and a library.43

The intensification of the German international legal discourse can 
be interpreted as a reaction to the juridification of foreign relations. 
International law represented a particular challenge to the German 
political class, which had probably underestimated it as a justification 
narrative before the First World War.44 The war was fought in the name 
of international law, particularly by the Allies.45 The Paris Peace Treaties 
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were aimed at establishing a new order through legal agreements, but 
in contrast to the Viennese order of 1815 and its non-codified establish-
ment of the principle of the balance of power, the Paris dispensation 
had no such informal agreement at its heart. Instead, in 1919, numerous 
provisions of the treaties explicitly spelled out what kind of order the 
major powers intended to establish – and what kind of regulations they 
planned to impose on the defeated. Versailles would become the master 
prototype for all of the Paris Peace Treaties.46

As a result, international legal discourse flourished in Germany after 
1920. At least four German legal journals of the time that were partly or 
exclusively devoted to the study of international law. These were the 
Archiv des öffentlichen Rechts (from 1885);47 the Zeitschrift für Internationales 
Recht;48 the Zeitschrift für Völkerrecht (founded in 1907),49 and the Jahrbuch 
des Völkerrechts, launched in 1913.50 While the important Friedens-Warte 
was not an academic legal journal as such, it nevertheless devoted some 
of its pages to issues in international law, peacemaking and arbitration. 
And the Monatszeitschrift für Völkerbund und Völkerrecht was published 
between 1934 and 1938. All were packed with intense exchanges about 
questions of international law arising out of the Paris Peace Treaties and 
the associated regulatory challenges.

As mentioned above, international law textbooks were filled with ref-
erences to the new regulations. Here, the challenge was greater for text-
books that had already been published before the Paris Peace Treaties, 
and whose authors and publishers thus faced the difficulty of integrating 
numerous changes into their existing structure. A great number of mono-
graphs were also published in this time. One particularly noteworthy 
development was the founding of new specialized book series exclusively 
devoted to addressing regulatory questions arising out of the Paris Peace 
Treaties, such as the Abhandlungen zum Friedensvertrage, published by 
Partsch und Triepel beginning in 1921.51 The Monographien zum Völkerbund 
were published by the Deutsche Liga für Völkerbund.52 Other book series 
on international law, such as the Völkerrechtliche Monographien, edited 
by Walther Schücking, Karl Strupp and Hans Wehberg, also devoted 
considerable space to these questions. And while the highly influential 
Handbuch des Völkerrechts series of monographs was launched in 1912, the 
majority of its volumes appeared in the interwar period.

The biggest innovations took place in the fields of lexicons and com-
mentaries. Legal lexicons already existed before the First World War, 
but some of the multivolume classics of the nineteenth century made no 
reference at all to international law as a legal subdiscipline.53 After the 
First World War, this changed dramatically. References to international 
law and to the League of Nations were now ubiquitous in legal lexicons. 
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From 1924 to 1929, three thick volumes of the first German international 
law lexicon, the Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts, were published.54 Its second 
edition was published in the 1960s,55 followed in the 1980s by its succes-
sor, the Encyclopedia of Public International Law (1981–1990). Today, the 
Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts is presented as the precursor to the online Max 
Planck Encyclopedia of Public International Law (MPEPIL).56

The Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts attempted (along with its pursuit of 
other scholarly and political aims) a systematic, comprehensive and 
critical disquisition on the Paris Peace Treaties. The number of articles 
featured in the Wörterbuch is astonishing in comparison to other publica-
tions of the time, while the choice of included topics offers a portrait of 
what the editors considered to be key topics. At 112 pages, volume III is 
a little monograph in itself and is divided into numerous subsections on 
specific subjects written by different authors. It includes a major entry 
titled ‘Versailler Frieden’.57 At the beginning of this master entry, the 
reader’s attention is drawn to other relevant articles in the Wörterbuch. 
Some are located in the supplement at the end of volume III, published 
only in 1929 and reflecting shifts in perception of the Versailles treaty and 
the League of Nations system in Germany in the late 1920s.58 Another 
main entry covers the pre-history of the League of Nations up to 1920.59

The lexicon was not the only innovation in publishing on international 
law in Germany in the period. The post-First World War era also brought 
the first commentaries in the field to the German market. Commentaries 
are a particular genre of legal literature, as Kästle-Lamparter (2016) has 
recently pointed out. By commenting on a legal text, commentators affirm 
its continuing relevance, even if they are criticizing it. Two particularly 
noteworthy commentaries on the Covenant of the League of Nations 
were published in the post-war years. The first, that of Schücking and 
Wehberg, initially appeared in 1921, with a second edition in 1924.60 
The second, more conservative treatise on the subject was that of Axel 
Freiherr von Freytagh-Loringhoven; it had only one edition.61 Other pub-
lications appeared separately as monographs but were fashioned as parts 
of a larger commentary.62 It is no coincidence that it was only in the 1920s 
that the first commentary on international law appeared in Germany. No 
previous international legal text had had anywhere near the importance 
for German international relations of the Paris Peace Treaties and the 
Covenant of the League of Nations.

Counterbalancing Past Omissions: Failures and False Estimations

The story of the reception and reading of the Versailles Treaty and 
the Covenant of the League of Nations could be told as one of the 
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professionalization of international law as a discipline in Germany. In 
the course of this process, the volume and scope of international legal 
discourse expanded, and new institutions and publishing forums were 
founded. This unprecedented activity in international law as a legal dis-
cipline in Germany was a direct reaction to the Allies’ attempts to juridify 
international relations.

But such an account omits some important aspects of German relations 
with international law. The most delicate point was the Germans’ own 
neglect of international law. Of course, all of the belligerents in the First 
World War had violated international legal provisions. But only recently 
has Germany’s particular handling of international law been discussed in 
complete detail by the international scholarly community – with interest-
ing conclusions. According to these recent accounts, it was the Germans 
who first committed violations of international law at central decision 
points.63 Examples of these breaches of international law included, for 
example, the violation of the neutrality of Belgium and Luxembourg and 
its shocking, Machiavellian justification,64 and the use of poison gas at the 
Western front at Ypres.65 Here, a fatal inclination to prioritize reason of 
state over international law became apparent.

The political motivation behind this neglect cannot be easily identi-
fied. International legal historians often cite a lack of sources. It seems, 
however, that the political and military leaders of the German general 
staff had underestimated the pertinence of international law as a poten-
tial justification for military and political acts at these crucial points.66 
International legal scholarship was present in the German academic 
world, astonishing numbers of international law textbooks had been 
published in German, and yet this knowledge and awareness did not 
reach those in charge of making the decisions in the authoritarian, highly 
militarized political environment of the German Kaiserreich.67 Military 
leaders denied the validity of international law, or at least believed in 
ideas such as ‘extreme military necessity’, which gave them a blank 
cheque to overrule legal restrictions on warfare.68 But European public 
opinion understood international law as a stronger justification narrative 
for political action than the German authorities had expected. During 
and particularly after the First World War, German politics faced pres-
sure to catch up with this normative order, its doctrinal standards and 
the associated options for action.
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The Entanglement of National Interests with the International 
Order: Beyond Juridification

This narrative of professionalization is only one facet of the reaction 
of Germany and German international law scholars to the Paris Peace 
Treaties. This section discusses parallel developments under the headings 
of emotionalization (1), politicization and blazing nationalism (2)  and 
alienation (3), which seem to have been equally important features of the 
German international law debate. Here, the dominant attitude in German 
international law scholarship is one of erudite, scholarly rejection of this 
new order. Interestingly, mental consistencies with both pre-war and 
wartime dispositions are apparent – as is their slow transformation.69

Emotionalization: On Being Humiliated

The often observed and emphasized emotional treatment of the Versailles 
Treaty amongst the German general public can also be seen in the field of 
international law. Particularly in the early days after the Paris peace nego-
tiations and the signing of the Versailles Treaty, German international 
lawyers made use of highly emotional language. As German nationals, 
they expressed feelings of humiliation, anger, debasement and sadness.70 
This may be seen as a continuation of the style of the First World War pub-
lications of international lawyers, which also used emotionally charged 
language that was in stark contrast to their mostly neutral academic tone 
during times of peace. In this, German international lawyers seem to 
have been reflecting the heated public discourse of the Weimar Republic. 
Even the entries in the Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts sometimes display a 
polemical tone that is unusual for a genre of literature that typically aims 
at sobriety, objectivity and neutrality.

Politicization and Blazing Nationalism: Towering German Contributors 
and Their Mindsets

The same can be said about the politicization of the overall German dis-
course on international law, international relations and the German posi-
tion in the post-war world. Here, German international law scholars openly 
acted in the name of the political interests of their fatherland. Although 
they were writing about international law, their perspective was clearly 
not international, but national.71 It arose from within the boundaries of the 
German national state of the Weimar Republic and was decisively etatist.

Consequently, the perception of the other as ‘enemy’ had endured 
through the First World War and the Armistice.72 This politicization went 
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hand-in-hand with blazing nationalism, and again was similar to that 
of the war period and its ‘impeccable patriotic line’.73 German interna-
tional lawyers had cut off their international academic contacts soon after 
August 1914, blaming their colleagues abroad for destroying and denying 
international law (as their colleagues did of them). The ideas and aims of 
the German peace movements were never mainstream among German 
international lawyers before the outbreak of the First World War. On 
the contrary, militarism was strong in the years around 1900, as was the 
inclination among the vast majority of Germany’s international law schol-
ars to support and justify imperial enterprises.74 This mindset may have 
had something to do with the peripheral position in which these scholars 
found themselves both academically and politically, driving them to jus-
tify nationalism, imperialism and militarism. In case of military necessity, 
liberal cosmopolitanism was  –  unlike in times of peace  –  no longer an 
ethical option.

This political turn can be observed even within the individual writ-
ings of the most eminent German international law scholars before 
and after 1914–19 (figures such as Josef Kohler and Heinrich Triepel).75 
Scholars of international law quickly came to feel they had a moral 
duty to support their fatherland and to justify its political and military 
actions. Similar observations about loyalty can be made for the German 
historians who took part in a field that has recently been described as 
‘research on war innocence’.76 These scholars published files on histori-
cal events that, while presented as objective, neutral, serious academic 
work from original sources,77 presented narratives and arguments aimed 
essentially at justifying past, present and future political and military 
actions. This was not a German speciality but a transnational phenom-
enon, and it resulted in a ‘war of the documents’.78 So called ‘Books in 
Colour’79 spread across European countries and were published under 
the conditions of censorship but with the pretence of independence. 
These books characteristically claimed that only their respective national 
governments had complied with standards of international law and 
morality, and represented thinly disguised propaganda.80 In Germany, 
the political establishment supported the collection and publication of 
such documents. They did so not only to address the domestic public 
sphere; fuelling national resentment against the Versailles Treaty also 
seemed a useful foreign policy tool, serving as an attempt to renegotiate 
its conditions.81

This nationalistic polarization in ‘us versus the others’ terms thus con-
tinued from wartime to the signing of the Versailles Treaty and beyond. 
International law journals, for example, did not return to their pre-war 
internationalism in terms of perspectives and authors. The German 
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national political interest remained very close to the centre of publications 
in the country on international law. The contributors, overwhelmingly 
German, reviewed the two books mentioned above on the First World 
War and international law by French and English authors, criticizing 
them harshly and in highly emotional terms.82

This nationalization did, however, extend to authors from German-
speaking ally Austria, who were frequent contributors to Germany’s 
international legal journals.83 German and Austrian international lawyers 
shared a common interest in the interwar period, first in drafting ideas 
for the dawning project of a League of Nations,84 and later in the rejec-
tion or at least revision of the outcomes of the Paris Peace Conference.85 
Their publications often addressed this issue across the German-Austrian 
border.86 French, American and English international lawyers were only 
particularly welcome authorities to be cited where and insofar as their 
publications supported German historical or legal claims.87 It was only in 
1925–26 – with the normalization represented by the Locarno Pact, bring-
ing to an end the period of adjustment and peacemaking and leading to 
Germany’s admission to the League of Nations88 – that the Zeitschrift für 
Völkerrecht again started publishing contributions in foreign languages 
from scholars abroad.89

Alienation: Not Our World Order

This expressive and persistent nationalism of German international 
lawyers was directed against the internationalism of the Paris Peace 
Conference. Due to their hurt national pride, these authors sought a clear-
cut return to national sovereignty – again, a demand that was already a 
feature of the German pre-war political attitude.90 Their condemnation 
of the Versailles Treaty was unanimous,91 and their accusations, while 
long, often address similar points. It is not difficult to compile a long list 
of impressive quotations in which jurists dismiss the Paris order. Hans 
Martin Henningsen accused the League of Nations in a political lexicon 
in 1923 of being not a League of Nations but a League of War.92 In doing 
so, he referred to the eminent conservative international jurist Philipp 
Zorn, who wrote in 1920:

The ‘Council’ [sic!] is … not an organ of a general league of nations, but the 
permanent organization of the coalition of victorious states. It is not the legal 
organ of a common will of all peoples, but the coercive organ of the will to 
vanquish, into which the neutral states have been inserted. … For this reason, 
the new League of Nations is entirely modelled on the system of the Holy 
Alliance, as a dictatorship of a few great powers. … It is the organ of a global 
government in the sense of the imperialistic will to vanquish.93
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Henningsen openly concluded that the League of Nations was a com-
plete failure, particularly on all political issues of major relevance and 
in the face of the violation of weaker nations by major military powers.94 
Others pointed in the 1920s to the League’s lacking or ineffectual sanc-
tions.95 What kind of order was this if the organization could not compel 
transgressors to comply with the rules that were supposed to guarantee 
collective security among the members? Were the agreement on arms 
limitations and the prohibition of war ‘as an instrument for national 
policy’ in the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 192896 only empty words? Such a 
critique could have focused on pointing to the indisputable flaws in the 
construction of the League of Nations.97 Instead, it was formulated in a 
way that left open the possibility that there was no such thing as ‘inter-
national law’ at all.98 In some radical interpretations, legal scholars went 
so far as to deny international law – there was only state sovereignty, and 
no legal order ruling over nations.99

Probably the innovation that was most intensely attacked by German 
legal scholars was the new international criminal law.100 They thoroughly 
rejected the idea of indicting the former Kaiser Wilhelm II for ‘a supreme 
offence against international morality and the sanctity of treaties’.101 The 
imposed duty to surrender German citizens to the allies (Art. 228, 239) to 
be judged as war criminals abroad was condemned as ‘a rape of interna-
tional law’.102 The corresponding absence of provisions on amnesty in the 
Versailles treaty was criticized, notably in comparison to other past and 
present peace treaties.103 In a deviation from the original plan, these trials 
took place in Leipzig in 1921, and German courts were allowed to judge 
their own citizens. Unsurprisingly, the mood around the trials, viewed as 
a juridical innovation imposed on Germany and Germans by the venge-
ful former war enemy, was very hostile.104 In German eyes, this was 
another clear proof of the treaty’s one-sidedness (and in the case of the 
moralization of prosecution and the imposition of new ethical principles, 
they were probably right).105

The mood among mainstream German international lawyers was thus 
an unambiguous one, while international lawyers who deviated from the 
general line, such as Hermann Kantorowicz with his dissenting report 
(which would only finally be published in 1967),106 were marginalized 
and silenced.107 The new positive international legal order struck some 
jurists as so unjust that they returned to natural law108 and fundamental 
or natural rights109 as a source of argumentation. Natural law supplied 
them with a yardstick to measure the failures and demand reforms or to 
dismiss the whole unwanted and unloved institution.
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Scholarly Efforts Towards a Fairer Assessment

It is noteworthy that within this panorama, some German professors of 
international law treated the Versailles Treaty and the League of Nations 
in a more balanced way. This chapter will conclude with a short look at 
the writings of two among them, Franz von Liszt and Karl Strupp.

Franz von Liszt (a cousin of the composer) was the author of the most 
important textbook on international law of the time, first published in 
1898.110 Its final, twelfth edition was published in 1925, in collaboration 
with Max Fleischmann. Liszt discusses the traits of the new world order 
and the Paris Peace Treaties at numerous points throughout the volume. 
He criticizes the degrading inequality in the treatment of war prisoners 
and burial plots;111 the inconsistencies between Allied promises on the 
one side and positive regulations in the field of war contributions on the 
other;112 the lack of transparency and secrecy of procedures;113 the lack of 
an official institution in charge of the interpretation of legal provisions;114 
and the general inequality among the contracting parties.115 The treaty 
appeared to him as the result of ‘a political action’, and, in oracular 
mode, he wrote: ‘The merely political is ephemeral; it is – entirely with-
out regard to the formal validity of the treaty – an arrangement of merely 
subjective legal relations.’116

However, he also attempted to offer an overall assessment of this 
order. Liszt conceded that 

the League of Nations and the International Labour Organization [are] truly 
great ideas and an advancement of immeasurable scope in international law, 
whose significance should not be diminished either on the basis of the fact that 
they were able to draw on important [existing] approaches or of the traces that 
the League of Nations, an organization tainted with political dross, bears of 
its origins.117

Another summary followed at the end of the section on Liszt’s more 
doctrinal account of the League of Nations. It was separated graphically 
from the main text and reads as follows: ‘The League of Nations will 
only exist if states see it and handle it as a tool to bring states’ conflict-
ing interests into a reasonable balance, not as a tool to suppress states’ 
legitimate vital interests – [in that case,] the League of Nations will not 
be.’118 Liszt’s critique addressed numerous points and was in line with 
the views of other German international lawyers at that time. But he also 
addressed and clearly named positive aspects of the new order. He sum-
marized this admixture of grand ideals and corruption in a metaphor: 
the League was ‘tainted with political dross’ (‘mit politischen Schlacken 
behaftet’).119
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In particular, Liszt saw the attempts to prevent war through arbitra-
tion and the installation of the Permanent Court of International Justice in 
The Hague in 1922 as auspicious developments.120 He also acknowledged 
that international law would now return the regulation of trade and eco-
nomic life into a balance, step by step.121 These less political regulatory 
fields promised an intensification of international cooperation beyond 
the delicate core fields of state sovereignty. Here, 1920s discourse con-
nected to pre-war aspirations and noble visions of a future world order, 
given a structured articulation by international legal experts.

It is less clear how the work of other German international scholars 
should be classified. This applies notably to textbooks by Karl Strupp 
and Theodor Niemeyer. The immediately striking aspect, when reading 
Strupp’s Grundzüge des Völkerrechts,122 is that he systematically abstains 
from judging the Versailles Treaty and League of Nations. Indeed, his 
scholarly account of these matters is fact-oriented and neutral. Strupp is 
well known to have been one of the German international law scholars 
who changed his mind over time. After starting as a nationalistic sup-
porter of the German government during the First World War, in the 
1920s he became an internationalist and enthusiast of efforts to outlaw 
war.123 His review of Schmitt’s booklet on Die Kernfrage des Völkerbundes 
displays sympathy and critique at the same time,124 which makes the 
absence of political positioning in his textbook even more noteworthy. 
Theorie und Praxis des Völkerrechts, published in 1925, maintained this 
attitude throughout. In it, the League of Nations is mentioned numerous 
times, but Strupp refrains from any comment.125 In a highly politicized 
environment, so harshly judgemental towards the Treaty of Versailles 
and the League of Nations, such a silence was a loud one.126 The choice 
not to comment might be read as a comment in its own right.

Or is this just pure over-interpretation and wishful thinking? Maybe 
it was just the literary genre of a legal compendium for students, written 
‘in telegraphic style’,127 without higher intellectual ambitions, that led 
Strupp and Niemeyer to write in such a way. Comparable international 
law compendiums display the same trait,128 suggesting the possibility 
that this restraint reflected not a political motivation but only the style of 
publications of a particular type.

Keep Calm and Study International Law: A Short Stopover in Mare 
Tranquillitatis

This voluntary moderation and cautious optimism in the mid-1920s was 
quite a contrast to the highly emotional and negative assessments of inter-
national lawyers writing in the opening years of the decade. Even now, 
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it was not shared by all international lawyers. Freytagh-Loringhoven, a 
nationalistic antisemite (and later a National Socialist), who was men-
tioned above, published his commentary on the Covenant of the League 
of Nations in 1926. Instead of stating his beliefs outright, it might be said 
that he hid behind the façade of an objective assessment of antagonis-
tic positions among his colleagues, culminating in a scarcely disguised 
assessment of his own belief:

Some still see [the League of Nations] as the bearer of the idea of peace and 
believe that it would only have to eliminate some dross [Schlacken] and defects 
to emerge as the embodiment of a grand ideal. Others still consider it to be a 
mere tool of the main powers in the World War, and even an immortalization 
of the Entente. It is precisely this perception that leads the wilfully national 
elements within the defeated peoples to reject the League of Nations; and even 
in once neutral states, and still more so in those of Eastern Europe, it inspires 
an undeniable distrust of the League.129

The reference to Franz von Liszt is clear, although his name is not men-
tioned. But Freytagh-Loringhoven picked up his metaphor of ‘Schlacken’ 
or dross, rejecting the idea that the League of Nations might be a mani-
festation of peace.

However, while conservatives continued to direct heavy political fire 
at the League of Nations and the Paris Peace Treaties, the overall tone in 
German international legal publications shifted slightly over the years. 
Jurists increasingly offered neutral assessments, abstaining from emo-
tional condemnations, political verdicts and denunciations of the Paris 
order. In a (short) phase in the second half of the 1920s, Germany had 
reached Mare Tranquillitatis. Internally, the Weimar Republic experienced 
years of stability (in comparison to what came before and what would 
follow); externally, it became a member of the League of Nations in 1926 
and succeeded in obtaining a revision of the most economically pressing 
reparation provisions in the Versailles treaty. These foreign policy suc-
cesses supported the inclination to abstain from radical and authoritarian 
political models, whether on the national or international level. Instead, 
jurists took a more optimistic attitude, were open to the new international 
legal structures, and expressed thoughts on how to contribute to a better 
national and international future within them.

Among these were Göttingen-based public law professors Julius 
Hatschek and Hans Wehberg. Hatschek, an outsider at his faculty, co-
edited the Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts with Strupp. He published two 
compendiums on international law, a textbook in 1923130 and a shorter 
reference book in 1926.131 As in the case of Strupp, Hatschek surprised 
readers by refraining from political judgements on the Versailles Treaty 
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and the League of Nations. Hans Wehberg’s intentions, on the other 
hand, were much clearer and more explicit. Largely for good reason, he 
was labelled a pacifist among German international lawyers.132 In his 
preface to the commentary to the Covenant of the League of Nations that 
he co-authored with Schücking,133 he expressed the hope that the book, 
‘despite its flaws, will contribute to spreading knowledge on what the 
League of Nations as an international working group has managed to 
achieve in a wide variety of areas. This will strengthen belief in the idea 
of a League of Nations, which is what the League in Geneva so urgently 
needs in order to develop further’.134

This tone can also be found in many of the articles in the third volume 
of the Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts. The volume was published in 1929. The 
text indicates that some articles were completed in the years before, and 
thus in the immediate aftermath of Germany’s admission to the League. 
It seems likely that this development fuelled the moderate optimism of 
the contributing international lawyers.

At the end of the 1920s, some German international lawyers even 
warmed to the idea that a better and peaceful world could be brought about 
through the League of Nations system. In 1929, Rolf Knubben evaluated 
the aim of disarmament and protection from any attacks at the very end 
of his entry on the ‘prevention of war’ in the Wörterbuch des Völkerrechts. 
He concluded by contrasting this lofty aim with achievements to date.135 
Utopia might in fact be realized, Knubben summarized, and he saw the 
recent developments in international law on the prevention of war as 
an advancement without precedent in the history of mankind. German 
international law scholars increasingly approved the promotion not only 
of collective security but also other things such as social welfare,136 a just 
European and global economic order,137 and the pursuit of cooperative 
relationships between nations instead of antagonistic radical national-
ism. Many no longer perceived a simple return to state sovereignty as the 
best arrangement for Germany’s foreign relations. State sovereignty and 
international community could instead be balanced against each other 
once more, this time with a stronger inclination towards the latter.

Conclusion

Was there too much international law after the Great War in the 
1920s? Carl Schmitt thought so. In his 1926 booklet on the League of 
Nations, he criticized the ‘juridification’ of the time (‘Verrechtlichung 
und Juridifizierung’).138 In 1934 he wrote triumphantly that the blossom-
ing of international law in the 1920s had been illusory (‘Scheinblüte des 
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Völkerrechts’).139 But the majority of German international lawyers did 
not agree with him on this particular point, although many of his other 
remarks were written in an intriguing intellectual style and political 
tone that resonated widely with his colleagues. Instead, with the passing 
years, German international lawyers had finally found a fragile peace 
with the new legal world order. In their scholarly publications, they 
used the League ‘to enhance Germany’s position vis-à-vis the victorious 
powers’.140 Internationalism and juridification seemed to be promises 
with manifest advantages for Germany but also for the global order. The 
entries on international law141 and on the League of Nations142 in the fifth 
edition of the Catholic Görres-Gesellschaft’s Staatslexikon, issued in the 
early 1930s, followed the pattern of cautious optimism.

International law was in transformation, as was the overall situa-
tion. But in contrast to the undercurrent of panic in the early 1920s, the 
authors of the late 1920s recognized the continuity within the big picture. 
Juridification ran as a red thread through the years: the expansion of 
international law had not started in 1919 but earlier. The spread of the 
law into non-political areas such as economic life, technology, science, 
social welfare, etc. was widely welcomed. German international lawyers 
increasingly interpreted this process of juridification in the terms of the 
international institutions that existed before 1914, international admin-
istrative unions. This helped to bring out the path dependency of the 
contemporary dispensation, and also to underline the ‘apolitical’ part of 
an internationalization that also came with a loss of state sovereignty.

It was thus not the juridification of international relations as such 
that German international law scholars had objected to, but rather its 
inconsistencies. The unequal treatment of Germany in particular had 
fuelled a particular critique of ‘Versailles’. It was thus partly but not 
exclusively out of patriotic duty that they articulated their criticisms of 
the expansion and transformation of international law in the opening 
years of the Paris order. It is important to differentiate and to consider 
how the same criticisms were deployed afterwards in a changed politi-
cal context. German international law scholars widely shared a critique 
of the imperial, hegemonic structures of the new world order of posi-
tive international law.143 As observed above, this critique addressed real 
flaws in the Paris Peace Treaties and the League of Nations and pointed 
to genuine faults in their construction. The general tone in which they 
addressed these issues changed over the course of the 1920s, from an 
outcry to a language of reform.

However, other options lay hidden within this critique, in its most 
radicalized interpretations. One possibility was the total dismissal of 
the international legal order: in other words, the denial of international 
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law. There was only power politics, no legal norms. Such a rejection on 
principle could be found in the writings of some jurists. But this denial of 
international law was probably less attractive, and politically less adept, 
than another option, whose chief proponent was Carl Schmitt. In many of 
his arguments, Schmitt seemed to agree with the criticisms of the League 
of Nations articulated by the deniers of international law. But rather 
than setting aside the principle of international law altogether, he modi-
fied its basic concepts – particularly when he attempted the construction 
of a new legal order in the 1930s after Germany’s National Socialists 
came into power. In these writings, Schmitt dismissed the international 
community of the League of Nations. In its place, he described an 
international legal order based on inequality and hegemonic powers,144 
legitimized by imperialist structures within the imperfect order of the 
Versailles system.145 Competing internationalisms and international legal 
orders also clashed in the international legal doctrine of these years. In 
short, Schmitt set out to use the critique of post-1919 international law to 
destroy the international legal order.
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Chapter 3

The Subversive Internationalist
Japanese Responses to the Paris Peace Conference and 
Their Impact on Its Interwar and Wartime Political 
Performance

Urs Matthias Zachmann

The history of Japanese political thought, and especially foreign policy 
thought, has often been narrated in terms of stark contrasts, as a quasi-
Manichaean battle between the high idealism of ‘the people’, on the one 
hand, and a Japanese brand of ultra-realism found mostly among profes-
sional party politicians, on the other hand.1 The post-war discussion on 
Article 9 of Japan’s Constitution (1946), the so-called ‘peace article’ that 
renounces war as a means to solve conflicts, is an illustrative case in 
point. Scholars have long pitted the pacifism of ‘ordinary people’ and lib-
eral intellectuals against the realism of ‘Machiavellian’ prime ministers, 
who, a mere six years after Japan’s defeat in 1951, concluded a security 
alliance with the United States that hedges against international conflicts 
through military assistance, and that remains the mainstay of Japan’s 
foreign policy today.2 This antagonism has simmered on, bubbling up 
again in the 1990s on the subject of revising Article 9, without any clear-
cut resolution to date.

Going even further back, stark contrasts also dominate the picture of 
Japan’s pre-war foreign policy thought. After a period of vigorous and 
militant expansion during the late nineteenth century, historians gener-
ally characterize the following period (which, for Japan, means the years 
between 1905 and 1931) as a phase of political détente, an era of relative 
cooperation and, at times, even idealistic commitment to international 
institutions and global governance. Examples include Japan’s very active 
participation in the League of Nations, as well as its commitment to 
a number of international treaties during the 1920s aimed at military 
retrenchment and even outlawing war (the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928, 
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the ancestor of Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution).3 However, an 
observer persuaded by this narrative would be taken wholly by surprise 
when militarism suddenly raised its head again with Japan’s occupation 
of Manchuria in 1931, launching another cycle of expansion and occupa-
tion that would only end with the country’s defeat in 1945.

Interwar contemporaries were indeed caught up in this binary perspec-
tive and were consequently blindsided when, apparently out of nowhere, 
the country seemingly flipped from pacifism to militarism. In a telling 
passage of The Twenty Years’ Crisis (1939), E.H. Carr sardonically com-
mented on the naïve idealism of his contemporaries: ‘On 10 September 
1931, Lord [Robert] Cecil told the Assembly of the League of Nations that 
“there has scarcely ever been a period in the world’s history when war 
seemed less likely than it does at present.” On 18 September 1931, Japan 
opened her campaign in Manchuria.’4

Of course, on the objective, factual level, contingency may play an 
important role in history when external forces suddenly derail the accus-
tomed course. But with regard to the subjective responses of individual 
actors to these external forces, one would expect at least a certain path 
dependence, with some intrinsic consistency even under radically altered 
circumstances. How else could one understand the otherwise surpris-
ingly smooth transition of Japan’s elite from one regime to another, espe-
cially at the two great watersheds that define modern Japanese history, 
the Meiji Restoration of 1868 and defeat in 1945?5

To explain the apparent ease of these regime transitions, studies in 
recent years have thus emphasized trans-war continuities, rather than 
representing 1945 as a fundamental break.6 This chapter applies a simi-
lar perspective to Japan’s course during the interwar years and traces 
the common thread that binds together Japan’s realist imperialism of 
the nineteenth century, the often-assumed idealist internationalism of the 
1920s, and the seemingly random expansionism of the 1930s. Of course, 
consistency does not mean immutability, as appearances may change, 
particular in the realm of rhetorical performance, but the substance will 
remain. I would like to demonstrate this specifically in the case of the 
Japanese responses to the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, and the par-
ticular ways in which these experiences radiated into visions, or rhetori-
cal representations, of interwar and even post-war order. The contention 
is that the Paris Peace Conference shone a dark light into the 1920s and 
1930s that tainted not only the formation but also the formulation and 
rhetorical performance of Japanese foreign politics. Seen in this light, 
1919 was much closer to 1931 and the Second World War than it may 
appear from a European perspective.
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Japanese Responses to the Paris Peace Conference and the 
League of Nations

It is a well-known fact that in the beginning the Japanese government was 
less than enthusiastic about the Paris Peace Conference and Woodrow 
Wilson’s proposals and tried to avoid international entanglement as 
much as possible.7 However, when it became clear that the tide could 
not be turned against multilateralism, the Japanese government changed 
course, jumping on the multilateral bandwagon with alacrity. This evolu-
tion in the government’s stance stood in stark opposition to the course 
of public perception. Initially, the Japanese public was full of enthusi-
asm for the Japanese government’s proposal of a racial equality clause 
in the  Versailles Treaty and censured the Japanese delegation for its 
lacklustre attitude at the talks. But bitter disappointment soon followed 
when the racial equality clause was rejected, turning into scorn for the 
Western powers’ hypocrisy and the Japanese delegation’s incompetence. 
This contrasting double reversal of attitudes would prove a fateful one.

While for Europe the Great War was the original catastrophe that 
traumatized successive generations, Japanese observers met the event 
with detached bemusement at the ferocity of the carnage and with a more 
clinical interest in the strategies and technologies involved for future 
military reference. They also considered it a ‘golden opportunity’ for 
Japan to consolidate its own empire in the East.8 The term Ōshū sensō 
(‘European war’)  –  widely used in newspapers  –  aptly illustrates this 
detached view of the war, seen as a mere ‘fire across the river’ (taigan 
no hi). Rather than an epic battle between fundamental principles, as it 
was often interpreted in Europe, the Japanese government thus took 
the affair rather lightly, as a good opportunity to further consolidate 
Japan’s position in East Asia and the Pacific. Much against the wishes of 
Britain, in August 1914 Japan declared war against Germany in order to 
capture its possessions in Shandong and Northern Micronesia. Buoyed 
by the success of this gambit, it also presented China with the so-called 
Twenty-One Demands, the first of which aimed at more firmly securing 
Japan’s newly acquired possessions. This was also the main remit of the 
delegation that the Japanese government sent to Paris in 1919.

Japan’s rather lukewarm and, to some extent, even passive-aggressive 
attitude towards the Paris Peace Conference can be gauged from the size, 
composition and behaviour of its delegation.9 The little group of sixty-
four members that Japan sent was diminutive in comparison, for exam-
ple, to the US delegation with its more than a thousand staff members. 
Considering that at the time Japan was the third-strongest military power 
after the United States and the United Kingdom, a delegation of such 
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size grievously under-represented Japan. Its composition was also light-
weight: while it is true that the roster of the delegation reads as a who’s 
who of the Japanese diplomatic and military elite of the 1930s, at the time 
most were still quite junior. Furthermore, the delegation was headed by 
Prince Saionji Kinmochi (1849–1940), who, although certainly a venerable 
statesman, was not particularly known outside Japan, and who in any 
case was no match –  in terms either of status or of temperament –  for 
the heads of state representing the other great powers. And the del-
egation came late: the conference started in mid-January 1919, but the 
Japanese delegation arrived in Paris only in March. Finally, while there, 
the Japanese representatives mostly played ‘a watching part’,10 letting the 
Big Three conduct most of the business and limiting their contributions 
to the narrow remit they were given in Tokyo. Other delegates thought 
this aloofness and parochialism on the part of the Japanese delegation 
strange, and Wilson’s press reporter Baker quite aptly characterized 
them as ‘the one-price traders of the Conference’.11

The Japanese public shared this negative impression and criticized the 
delegation for its apparent indifference and lacklustre performance. In 
May 1919, for example, the popular newspaper Yorozu chōhō published a 
caricature that sums up the general disappointment quite well. It shows 
the Japanese delegate sitting alone at the head of a long table inscribed 
‘Peace Conference’, while at the other end stand the representatives of the 
Big Four (Wilson, Clemenceau, Lloyd George and Orlando), their heads 
gathered close together, deep in negotiations. The caption of the cari-
cature reads: ‘Look at the gentlemanly attitude of our representative!’12 
While at first sight it may seem as if the Japanese delegate is shunned by 
his colleagues, the caption clearly puts the blame on the delegation itself, 
for failing to act more assertively.

The caricature was quite observant of the Japanese government’s ‘gen-
tlemanly’ attitude towards the Paris Peace Conference. In fact, the news-
paper was less than thrilled when it heard of Wilson’s Fourteen Points, 
particularly the idea of ‘open covenants of peace, openly arrived at’ 
(no. 1) and the idea of self-determination (no. 5), especially with respect 
to its Korean population.13 It is well known that the government sent the 
delegation to Paris with instructions to try and obstruct the establishment 
of such a covenant (the League of Nations) and get on board only if the 
majority of great powers were in favour. Thus, even Shidehara Kijūrō 
(1872–1951), at the time vice-foreign minister, is said to have commented:

If such a round-table conference will be convened, it is already a foregone 
conclusion that we, with delegates like me who just sit there with dumb 
faces and awkwardly participate in the discussions, will suffer disadvantages.  
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It would be such an annoyance [meiwaku shigoku] if our fate should be decided 
by such a multilateral conference. If possible, I would rather that this arrange-
ment [the League of Nations] were not to come into existence. However, since 
it seems that this can no longer be stopped, we have no other choice than to 
adapt ourselves to these new developments [taisei junnō] and to thoroughly 
analyse the new situation.14

This comment is all the more remarkable given that Shidehara is credited 
with being one of the most liberal diplomats of his time, to the extent that 
Japan’s relatively cooperative foreign policy during the 1920s is often 
called ‘Shidehara foreign policy’ (Shidehara gaikō).15

The question, then, is why even a liberal internationalist such as 
Shidehara would have such an ingrained aversion against multilateral-
ism. The answer lies partly in Japan’s somewhat traumatic experience 
with multilateralism in the past. Time and again, Japan’s experiences 
with foreign policy seemed to prove that it would only stand to lose if 
confronted with a multiplicity of actors at once. This was the case when 
the Western powers collectively refused to renegotiate the diplomatic 
and commercial treaties of the 1850s and 60s (the ‘unequal treaties’); 
the deadlock was only broken when the Japanese government finally 
decided to negotiate treaties one by one, and made a breakthrough with 
Britain in 1894.16 It was the case again when the country found itself at 
the sharp end of a tripartite intervention by Russia, France and Germany 
in 1895 after it had forced China to cede the Liaodong Peninsula as 
the spoils of war.17 And again, during the so-called Yokohama Tax House 
Case that went before the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague 
in 1902, and ended badly for Japan in 1905 – an experience that, it is said, 
instilled a strong dislike for international adjudication in Japan for many 
generations to come.18

These negative reasons were also reinforced by a more positive experi-
ence, namely Japan’s history of enormous success with the unilateralism 
of traditional imperialist politics. Socialized into international politics 
during the age of high imperialism, Japan over the course of less than 
sixty years rose from being a small isolationist state in East Asian back-
waters to the only non-Western colonial power with great power status. 
In the process, it had achieved a hegemonic position in East Asia by 
faithfully applying the precepts of the Great Game to its neighbours 
and competitors.19 As a power that had not experienced the existential 
destruction of the Great War, it was reluctant to let go of these princi-
ples that had served it so well for so long in favour of the principles of 
Wilson’s ‘new diplomacy’.20

Echoes of these sentiments can be found in statements from Japanese 
delegates. The international law scholar Tachi Sakutarō (1874–1943), for 
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example, who was the official advisor of the Japanese Foreign Ministry 
during the 1920s and 1930s, went with the delegation to Paris. On his 
return to Japan, he published a series of scholarly articles and treatises in 
which he dissected the Covenant of the League of Nations and its role in 
international politics.21 Characteristically, he sought to downplay every 
novel aspect of the League and to fit it into the framework of traditional 
nineteenth-century politics. In opposition to the principle of national self-
determination, Tachi argued that the League was, in fact, not a league 
of ‘nations’ at all and instead, if anything, was closer to the classical 
military alliances of sovereign states. The ‘people’ too, who appear in the 
Covenant, were a stumbling block for Japanese observers. In a constitu-
tional monarchy whose Prussian-inspired constitution placed all power 
(nominally) in the hands of the emperor, and that saw the emperor as the 
non-negotiable core of its ‘national polity’ (kokutai), any mention of a role 
for ‘the people’ was a sensitive subject. But most of all, Tachi opposed the 
League on principle, as can be seen from an article that he wrote in 1918, 
even prior to his departure for Paris:

No nation will be persuaded [of the benefits of peace] by beautiful words 
alone. It will be no small task to make all nations of the world realize the ben-
efits of peace and shoulder the onerous burdens of the League of Nations, as 
long as there are still nations that in peacetime monopolize immense natural 
resources, completely shut out other nations from them and refuse to share a 
piece of the so-called ‘place in the sun’ [himukai no basho], and as long as some 
nations take it as their mission to suppress and persecute nations of different 
race, language, culture or thought.22

Tachi here offered what was already a standard criticism of the Western 
powers (particularly the United States and Britain): namely, that they 
were hiding their greed and avarice under pretty words in order to jus-
tify imperialist deeds. While in the nineteenth century colonization and 
unequal treaties had been justified using beautiful words such as ‘civili-
zation’ and ‘progress’, now it was the heady rhetoric of multilateralism 
and humanitarianism that served this purpose. The later prime minister 
Konoe Fumimaro (1891–1945), an unofficial member of the Japanese del-
egation, took an even less diplomatic approach, publishing an article 
(again in 1918, before even going to Paris) that called outright for a rejec-
tion of the ‘Anglo-American centred peace’.23 In it, he lambasted Wilson 
and Lloyd George as demagogues who were deceiving the world (and 
the Japanese government) with flowery talk of ‘democracy’ and ‘humani-
tarianism’ while in reality having only their own country’s interests in 
mind. ‘As a result’, he continued, ‘not only Germany but all other late 
comers find no room for expansion and development’.24
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Tachi Sakutarō seemed to share Konoe’s sentiments when he accused 
the Western powers of shutting out all others who seek their ‘place in 
the sun’. This phrase, originally in German (‘Platz an der Sonne’), was 
famous in Japan. It was coined by the German Foreign Minister Bernhard 
von Bülow (1849–1929) during the Far Eastern Crisis, when Germany 
occupied Jiaozhou in 1897, two years after it had denied Japan a similar 
foothold on the continent in the Tripartite Intervention mentioned above. 
However, despite the irony that Japan had just wrested Jiaozhou away 
from Germany, Tachi and Konoe clearly sympathized with Germany’s 
lot after the war, as did many Japanese observers. They saw in Germany 
a similar latecomer nation that was denied its rightful place and that was 
also ‘persecuted’ for its difference in race, language, culture and thought. 
The fact that Japan was now a great power with substantial colonial pos-
sessions and a near-dominant position in the East seemed to count for little 
against its ingrained identity as a victim nation and ‘underdog’ empire.25

Both statements, Tachi’s and Konoe’s, thus betray a deep mistrust of 
Western-led multilateralism, denouncing the Covenant as yet another 
‘unequal treaty’ aimed at keeping Japan down. While Tachi only indi-
rectly challenged the peace by arguing that no nation would be suf-
ficiently persuaded to keep the peace when other powers profited from 
it disproportionately, Konoe had no qualms about speaking his mind: 
‘Pacifism and humanitarianism are not necessarily the same. We must 
sometimes abandon peace for humanity. … Japan, being in an interna-
tional position rather like Germany’s, should desire the destruction of 
the status quo.’26

It might be argued that the Japanese delegation’s proposal of a racial 
equality clause during the Paris negotiations chimed rather well with 
Wilsonian rhetoric, and as such represented a somewhat uncharacteristic 
departure from the country’s otherwise single-minded pursuit of ter-
ritorial rights. But a closer look at the origins of this proposal shows 
that, far from a disinterested position in favour of universal equality, it 
was very clearly motivated by the abovementioned victim consciousness. 
More specifically, it was intended to counter the discrimination against 
Japanese labour migrants that had troubled Japanese-US relations since 
1906 and that had considerably worsened after Wilson took office in 
1913.27 In fact, the proposal was probably never meant to succeed in the 
first place and had instead always been intended as a bargaining chip on 
the Japanese side in view of obtaining Shandong over Chinese protest. 
The proposal to enshrine racial equality in international law predictably 
met with the fatal opposition of the Commonwealth states as well as the 
personal veto of Wilson, who despite his fondness for ‘the peoples of the 
world’ was never above racial discrimination.
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This strategically calculating stance on the part of the Japanese govern-
ment and its delegation stood in stark contrast to the Japanese public’s 
keen enthusiasm for the racial equality clause. It has been observed that 
Wilson’s Fourteen Points, particularly on the issue of self-determination, 
evoked a ‘moment’ of enthusiasm among non-Western peoples that was 
arguably never intended as such by its originator and that was sub-
sequently matched in its intensity only by the resolute turn towards 
anti-colonialism that followed the bitter disappointment of these hopes 
by the outcome of the Paris negotiations.28 The same mechanics applied 
to Japan’s racial equality clause, which for all its doubtful sincerity and 
ambiguous evocations could be called ‘Japan’s Fifteenth Point’. The ini-
tial degree of its popularity can be gleaned, for example, from the fact 
that commercial advertisers in Japanese newspapers began to associate 
their products with the racial equality clause in an early case of ‘virtue 
signalling’. No matter the actual link between the product and the issue, 
be it toothpaste, soap, stomach medicine or sweets, their advertisements 
all proclaimed their undying support for world peace and racial equal-
ity.29 This made the fall all the harder when news broke that the clause 
had been rejected. Commentators predictably denounced the Western 
powers as hypocrites – which became a sort of standing epithet for Great 
Britain and the United States in the public sphere – and declared Japan 
and East Asia as the ‘better’ and ‘more civilized Europe’.30 The disil-
lusionment was complete when, in 1924, the United States enacted the 
Immigration Act, effectively banning all immigration from Asia. The 
public thus joined the government in its rather detached attitude towards 
the League of Nations.

For the Japanese government, participation in the Paris Peace 
Conference thus yielded mixed results. On the one hand, the delegation 
was successful in securing the Shandong Peninsula despite the vocal 
protests of the Chinese delegation. It was, of course, unable to prevent 
the establishment of the League of Nations, but at least it was granted a 
permanent seat on the Council as a great power. Moreover, it was able to 
extract an assurance, if only an informal one of dubious authority (from 
a member of Colonel House’s staff), that the political remit of the League 
was intrinsically European and did not bear on Japan’s interests in East 
Asia.31 Whether or not this was in accordance with the wishes of the other 
great powers, Japan in any case pursued its role in the League and the 
related institutions (such as the Permanent Court of Justice) very much in 
line with this understanding.32

From a public relations perspective – and the Paris Peace Conference 
was also very much a media-driven event – Japan’s participation in the 
conference was an unmitigated disaster.33 Not only did the Japanese 
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delegation confuse the other powers and the international audience with 
its erratic behaviour – withdrawn and fixated on limited issues on the 
one hand, contrary and unrealistic with its racial equality clause on the 
other – and clearly lose out in the media battle to the Chinese delegation, 
which stated its case with aplomb and dexterity (albeit with little success 
regardless).34 It also created the impression at home that its members 
were incompetent and Japanese diplomacy useless, thereby only rein-
forcing the ingrained popular belief that when it came to international 
politics might after all was right. Thus, an ultra-nationalist observer con-
demned Japan’s participation, writing that: ‘The Japanese people ought 
to die of shame in face of the fact that they sent to the Peace Conference 
such ineffective and disgraceful representatives.’35 This was at a time 
when the Japanese political elite was already quite nervous about public 
opinion, having in the recent past witnessed – since the Hibiya Riot of 
1905 following the Portsmouth Peace Treaty – an accelerating series of 
mass protests triggered by international and domestic grievances. The 
junior members of the delegation thus travelled back to Japan dispirited 
and thoroughly disillusioned with their experience.36

Consequences: Japan’s ‘Dark Wilsonianism’

In terms of diplomatic performance and public perception, the Paris 
Peace Conference had therefore been a fiasco for Japan. Although the 
delegates succeeded in their original remit to secure the former German 
possessions for Japan, in the eyes of the public they had failed miser-
ably. A decade before, the backroom negotiations and power plays of 
the Japanese delegates may have been seen as good imperial craftsman-
ship. Now, they suddenly seemed outdated, a relic from the not-so-belle 
époque, tone-deaf to requirements of doing international politics with the 
new Wilsonian flourish, and therefore incapable of suitably representing 
Japan in its newly acquired great power status. As Naoko Shimazu has 
argued, these criticisms greatly weakened the Japanese Foreign Ministry’s 
standing in politics during the 1920s.37

But tracing the course of Japan’s foreign policy, and the particular 
ways in which it was performed from the 1920s into the 1930s, it is 
hard not to wonder whether Japanese politicians and diplomats had 
in reality actually caught on quite quickly to the changed rules of the 
game and sought to bend them in the direction of their own agenda. 
Japanese politicians had shown similar alacrity in the mid-nineteenth 
century, when Japan was suddenly confronted with the rules of imperial-
ist politics and, after some misadventures, adopted them in their foreign 
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policy with spectacular success (from the Japanese perspective).38 This 
repeated itself – albeit as a tragedy –  in the twentieth century with the 
new performative rules of diplomacy, whose assimilated product might 
be called Japan’s ‘Dark Wilsonianism’. This would account for much of 
the strange mixture of idealism and ultra-realism that was so conspicuous 
in Japan’s 1930s and wartime propaganda. The argument in this second 
part of the chapter is that much of the performative aspect of Japan’s 
pre-war and wartime foreign policy could be seen as an echo, albeit 
distorted, of Japan’s experiences during the Paris Peace Conference and 
its subsequent socialization within the so-called Versailles-Washington 
system. Japanese diplomats and politicians quickly mastered the per-
formative aspects of the ‘new diplomacy’ and applied them even after 
the Versailles-Washington system had crumbled (partly due to Japanese 
action) and different orders were on the horizon.

In the years after the Paris Peace Conference, Japan pursued a policy 
of relative cooperation and retrenchment vis-à-vis the Western powers. 
This was especially observable in the treaties that resulted from the 
Washington  Naval Conference (1921), most notably the Naval Treaty, 
which limited Japan’s sea power vis-à-vis Great Britain and the United 
States. Again, this conciliatory stance did not go wholly uncontested 
domestically. In fact, a rather large number of Japanese prime minis-
ters and high-ranking politicians fell victim to assassinations by ultra-
nationalist forces (often close to the Japanese military) during the 1920s 
and early 1930s, which eventually ended the dominance of political par-
ties and prepared the swerve towards military cabinets in Japan and 
renewed expansion.

However, when the tide turned, this did not mean that the rhetoric 
changed. On the contrary, the more militant Japan became, the more 
‘Wilsonian’ was its rhetorical performance. A first glimpse of this discon-
nect could be seen as early as Japan’s manoeuvring during the conclusion 
of the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928.39 This beacon of interwar internation-
alism, which sought to outlaw war as a means to resolve political conflicts 
(and is the intellectual ancestor of Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution), 
when seen from behind the scenes, at least from the Japanese perspective, 
has a much more sinister aspect.

For Japan, the French-American initiative of 1928 came at a most 
inopportune time. In this year, relations between Japan and China took 
another turn from bad to worse, and Japan repeatedly sent expeditionary 
forces to the Chinese coast to protect its assets and nationals. It was also 
in the same year that ultra-nationalist forces in the Japanese Kwantung 
Army stationed in Manchuria blew up the train of Manchurian warlord 
Zhang Zuolin (1875–1928), just a couple of months before the Treaty was 
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signed. Thus, while war seemed more distant in Europe at the time, the 
treaty stood to very much affect the situation in East Asia in the short 
term.

Nonetheless, as in the case of the League of Nations, international 
prestige and fear of abandonment overruled practical considerations, 
so that there was never any question of Japan not joining the Pact. And 
as in that case, there was never any question on the Japanese side that it 
should ever apply to East Asia, particularly to Manchuria. The Japanese 
cabinet discussed making this reservation formally known, as the British 
had done with regard to ‘certain regions’ in which it had vital interests 
(presumably Persia and Egypt). But it eventually decided against making 
such a statement, in order to avoid repeating the same blunder in Paris 
twice and provoking the suspicion of the Western powers once again. 
Instead, the cabinet members argued that since Britain had carved out a 
reservation for ‘certain regions’ of special interest, Japan equally could 
invoke this ‘British Monroe Doctrine’ for its own purposes if it came 
to blows in Northeast Asia.40 Hence, in internal documents and legal 
analyses by Japanese international law scholars, the Kellogg-Briand Pact 
became the anchor point for a nascent ‘Japanese Monroe Doctrine’ that 
would later be reintegrated into the legal framework of Japan’s Greater 
East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. It is an irony of history, and a reflection 
of the legal quality of the Pact, that the same treaty was used by Japan to 
justify its expansion before 1945 and by the Allies after 1945 as the legal 
basis to condemn Japan for it in the Tokyo Trial.

Other commentators in Japan, it should be mentioned, outright rejected 
the Pact as a merely aspirational document that did more harm than 
good. It was a bel idéal, they argued, that demanded the impossible, as no 
country could be persuaded to adhere to it as long as the international 
community did not provide effective mechanisms to address grievances, 
leaving military conflict as the only means to seek redress.41 Thus, com-
mentators repeated the same criticisms formerly angled at the League 
of Nations, whose Covenant had been similarly denounced as a collec-
tion of beautiful but empty words. And yet the Japanese government 
had learned from its mistakes and acceded to the Pact without openly 
expressing any reservations while internally declaring it to be without 
effect on its interests in Manchuria.

When the so-called ‘Manchurian Incident’ occurred in 1931, the world 
may have been shocked, as E.H. Carr observed with wry amusement, 
but from the Japanese side, the arguments used to justify it had been laid 
out well in advance. It is interesting, however, to observe that Japanese 
diplomats avoided pulling the ‘Monroe card’, so as not to provoke the 
Western powers even further. Instead, they framed their argument in 
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terms of self-defence, which was an acknowledged exception to the 
Kellogg-Briand Pact. They also argued that the newly founded state of 
Manzhouguo (Manshūkoku) was in fact the expression of Manchurian 
self-determination, thus infusing Wilson’s mantra with a second life as 
justificatory basis for the installation of a puppet regime.42 It is true that 
the Lytton Commission rejected these claims out of hand in 1933. What 
is often overlooked, however, is the fact that the same Commission, in 
its recommendations, basically handed Manchuria to Japan on a silver 
platter, recommending turning Manchuria into an autonomous region 
under international protection with Japan as the dominant actor in the 
arrangement.43 Thus, Japan’s lip service to the new rules may actually 
have paid off. It is one of the more irrational blunders of Japanese 
foreign policy to have walked out of the League of Nations in 1933 
regardless.

Manchuria became the starting point of Japan’s renewed wave of 
expansion on the continent but also the kernel for its Pan-Asianist propa-
ganda.44 Thus, it was a perfect symbol of the chimerical nature of Japan’s 
continental policy: part idealistic rhetoric, part ultra-realist politics.45 In 
reality, these Pan-Asianist pretences were nothing but a repackaging of 
Japan’s Fifteenth Point, adapted to the emerging reality of geopolitical 
blocs. Already the very flag of the newly founded state of Manzhouguo 
was a reprise of Japan’s posture of promoting ‘racial equality’: its colour 
scheme was supposed to symbolize the five different ethnicities rep-
resented in the territory living together in harmony (the reality was of 
course starkly different: for example, the Japanese army used parts of 
Manzhouguo as the testing ground for biological weapons during the 
war).46

This ambivalent pattern continued and expanded each time the scope 
of conflict and war expanded. After the Sino-Japanese war erupted in full 
in 1937, the Konoe cabinet issued its ‘Declaration of a New Order in East 
Asia’ in 1938. Again, it conjured a vision of a ‘tripartite relationship of 
mutual aid and co-ordination’ between Japan, Manzhouguo and China, 
whose objective would be to fight Communism and ‘to create a new 
culture and realize a close economic cohesion throughout East Asia’.47 
This vision reached its maximum extension with the project of the so-
called ‘Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere’ (Dai-Tōa kyōeiken) that 
was announced in parliament in January 1941. According to its declara-
tion, this project aimed at nothing less than a ‘moral union of the Asiatic 
peoples’, based on the principles of equality and reciprocity. Japan 
strived to enable all nations of the world each to take its own proper 
place, in accordance with the spirit of hakkō ichiu (the Japanese wartime 
slogan of ‘Eight Corners of the World under One Roof’), ‘the very ideal 
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which inspired the foundation of our empire’.48 Finally, in 1943, Japan 
and co-opted ‘members’ of the Co-Prosperity Sphere issued a statement 
on occasion of the Greater East Asia Conference that condemned the 
Western powers for exploiting the region (thus echoing the criticism of 
1918–19) and jointly reconfirmed the principles of regional cooperation, 
reciprocity, self-determination and racial equality.49

This was a far cry from the unilateral, paternalistic invocations of 
‘civilization’ and ‘progress’ that cost Korea and Taiwan their independ-
ence at the turn of the century. Clearly, Japanese politicians and diplo-
mats had since learned the lesson of Paris and were casting their agenda 
in the terms of the new internationalist rhetoric. When Japan left the 
League of Nations in 1933, the imperial rescript that announced Japan’s 
withdrawal set the tone, declaring that although Japan was leaving it 
would nonetheless continue to support the ideals behind the League and 
work towards international peace by ‘cooperat[ing] … with all manner 
of peace activities’.50 Commentators took up this theme and clarified that 
Japan’s departure was merely due to a difference in opinion regarding 
Manchuria, ‘so it is not a fundamental repudiation of the true spirit of 
the League’.51 This meant more concretely Japan’s continued participa-
tion in the agencies and commissions of the League until 1938. More 
widely interpreted, however, it also meant that Japan, although now in 
an antagonistic position to the League and the Western powers, would 
nonetheless continue to adhere to the performative standards that had 
been set in Paris and Geneva.

Of course, there were multiple intentions behind the above declarations, 
and they were by no means wholly directed towards the outside. They 
also had a domestic audience in mind and sought to overcome internal 
opposition and contain the notoriously fractured state of Japanese poli-
tics. Thus, when the Konoe cabinet insisted in its New Order Declaration 
that it was ‘imperative to carry out all necessary reforms’52 to achieve 
its lofty goals, and when the statement declaring the Greater East Asia 
Co-Prosperity Sphere argued that the principle of hakkō ichiu, each nation 
finding its proper place, was ‘the very ideal which inspired the founda-
tion of our empire’,53 this was directed towards internal forces, and par-
ticularly the often rather independently acting military forces – exhorting 
them to know their proper place – as much as to international audiences.54 
The military was very much alive to this fact and countered every such 
attempt at containment with the complaint that such visions as the New 
Order and the Co-Prosperity Sphere were far too vague to be of any use 
in war. They rejected the internationalist rhetoric associated with these 
concepts and clearly expressed their reluctance to pursue the war on any 
basis other than national interests.55 But most importantly, from early on, 
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ultra-nationalist voices criticized any visions of an East Asian community 
as ‘miniature versions’ of the odious internationalism of the 1920s that 
went against Japan’s ‘national polity’, which therefore should be branded 
‘un-national’ (hikokumin-teki).56

These criticisms were actually not far from the truth. The Joint 
Declaration of the Greater East Asia Conference in 1943, for example, 
was intended by its originator, Foreign Minister Shigemitsu Mamoru 
(1887–1957), as a response in kind to the Atlantic Charter of 1941 and 
the Declaration by the United Nations of the following year. Shigemitsu 
envisioned this ‘Greater East Asian Alliance’ based on the Joint 
Declaration  as a decision-making institution for issues affecting the 
whole region, based on equal rights, just like the League of Nations.57 
However, during its drafting period, the Ministry of the Navy and the 
Greater East Asia Ministry rejected the all too liberal promises of reci-
procity and equality as detrimental to Japan’s war effort and insisted that 
the Declaration be toned down in favour of Japan’s role as leader nation 
(shudō-koku).58

In the end it did not matter, as neither the Co-Prosperity Sphere nor 
the Alliance ever took on any tangible reality. Less than two years after 
the Joint Declaration, Shigemitsu had to sign the Japanese Instrument of 
Surrender. And yet although the capitulation came as a shock to many 
of the country’s citizens, who had been deluded into thinking that the 
war could still be won, political actors weathered the transition into 
the post-war regime under US occupation with remarkable adroitness. 
Again, this manifested itself in a continuity of rhetorical performance. 
The internationalist mode that Japanese politicians and diplomats had 
mastered and perfected during the 1920s and 30s now proved to be a 
valuable asset that helped to ensure a smooth transition. Although a 
more detailed discussion is beyond the scope of this chapter,59 just a brief 
glimpse at the post-war career of Shigemitsu Mamoru provides a good 
illustration of this point. Intermittently held in prison in the following 
years for his role during the war (especially his last additional role as 
Minister for Greater East Asia), he was released in 1950. In 1954, after 
the end of the occupation, he was made Foreign Minister again. In this 
role, he introduced Japan into the United Nations and gave his maiden 
speech to the General Assembly in December 1956.60 Although there is a 
new thematic focus on nuclear disarmament, international trade and eco-
nomic development, the speech is riddled with tropes familiar from the 
time when Shigemitsu had been Minister for Greater East Asia. Again, 
Japan figures as a ‘country with the history and tradition of an Asian 
Nation’ that seeks the ‘liberation of mankind’ and pursues relations of 
‘mutual cooperation and common destiny’ with the countries of Asia.61 
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The scope of internationalism reverted from the Asian to the universal, 
but the rhetoric remained largely unchanged.

Conclusion

These few examples should suffice to demonstrate how the Paris Peace 
Conference influenced discourse on international order in interwar and 
wartime Japan. As demonstrated in the first part, while in Paris, the 
Japanese delegation felt out of their depth and were completely wrong-
footed by the new, internationalist mode of conducting foreign policy, 
at least on the performative and rhetorical level, as it was exercised 
by Wilson and his peers. They had paid little attention, or attributed 
little importance, to the new style in the beginning, as it suited neither 
Japan’s strategy nor its interests, and stuck instead to their proven meth-
ods of imperialist diplomacy of pre-war times, while other delegates 
were already aglow with the heady spirit of interwar internationalism. 
Although Japan realized most of its immediate goals and, out of fear of 
abandonment, joined all Western multilateral initiatives (and, having 
decided to do so, engaged with them very actively), this discrepancy was 
seen as a failure in both domestic and international opinion. Japanese 
diplomats and politicians, always very sensitive to issues of prestige 
(amplified by heightened concern for domestic public opinion in the 
age of party politics), soon learned from this mistake and reformed their 
political performance. Parisian tropes thus became a standard part of 
Japanese foreign policy rhetoric, despite shifting political contexts and 
agendas. This accounts for much of the curious mixture of idealism 
and ultra-realism that is so particular to Japan’s wartime ideology, and 
that stands in such stark contrast to wartime reality. The ultra-realism 
had been there all along – this is the element of consistency throughout 
Japan’s modern foreign policy – but the thin veneer of internationalist 
idealism was a distinct development in the aftermath of Paris 1919.
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Mineichirō (2017)’. Journal of the History of International Law 21 (2019), 421–42.

Arima, Manabu. ‘Dare ni mukatte kataru no ka: “Dai-Tōa sensō” to shin-chitsujo 
no gensetsu’ [Speaking to whom? The discourse of the ‘Greater East Asia War’ 
and the New Order], in Tetsuya Sakai (ed.), ‘Teikoku’ Nihon no gakuchi, vol. 1: 
‘Teikoku’ hensei no keifu (Tokyo: Iwanami, 2006), 252–85.

Brown, Roger H. ‘The Konoe Cabinet’s “Declaration of a New Order in East Asia”, 
1938’, in Sven Saaler and Christopher W.A. Szpilman (eds), Pan-Asianism: A 
Documentary History, Volume 2: 1920–Present (Lanham, MD: Roman & Littlefield, 
2011), 167–73.

Burkman, Thomas W. Japan and the League of Nations: Empire and World Order, 
1914–1938. Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2007.

Carr, Edward H. The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919–1939: An Introduction to the Study of 
International Relations. London: Macmillan, 1939.

Conroy, Hilary. ‘Lessons from Japanese Imperialism’. Monumenta Nipponica 21 
(3/4) (1966), 334–45.

Dickinson, Frederick R. War and National Reinvention: Japan in the Great War,  
1914–1919. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, 1999.

Dower, John. Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II. New York:  
W.W. Norton, 1999.



92� Urs Matthias Zachmann

Guillemin, Jeanne. Hidden Atrocities: Japanese Germ Warfare and American 
Obstruction of Justice at the Tokyo Trial. New York: Columbia University Press, 
2017.

Hotta, Eri. ‘Konoe Fumimaro, “A Call to Reject the Anglo-American Centered 
Peace”, 1918’, in Sven Saaler and Christopher W.A. Szpilman (eds), Pan-
Asianism: A Documentary History, Volume 1: 1850–1920 (Lanham, MD: Roman & 
Littlefield, 2011), 311–17.

Howland, Douglas. International Law and Japanese Sovereignty: The Emerging Global 
Order in the 19th Century. London: Palgrave, 2016.

______. ‘The Japan House Tax Case, 1899–1905: Leases in Perpetuity and the 
Myth of International Equality’. Zeitschrift für ausländisches öffentliches Recht und 
Völkerrecht 75 (2015), 413–34.

Lang, Heiko. Competing Visions of Japan’s Relations with Southeast Asia, 1938–1960:  
Identity, Asianism and the Search for Regional Role. Baden-Baden: Nomos,  
2020.

LoBreglio, John. ‘Dashed Hopes: Japanese Buddhist Perspectives on the Paris Peace 
Conference’, in Urs Matthias Zachmann (ed.), Asia After Versailles (Edinburgh 
University Press, 2017), 144–74.

MacMillan, Margaret. Paris 1919: Six Months that Changed the World. New York: 
Random House, 2003.

Manela, Erez. The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins 
of Anticolonial Nationalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.

Ministry of Foreign Affairs. ‘Address of His Excellency Mamoru Shigemitsu, 
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign Minister of Japan, before the United 
Nations General Assembly on the Occasion of Japan’s Admission to the United 
Nations on 18 December 1956’. Retrieved February 2022 from https://www.
mofa.go.jp/policy/un/address5612.html.

Minohara, Tosh. ‘The Elusive Equality: Versailles as a Turning Point in U.S.–Japan 
Race Relations’, in Tosh Minohara and Evan Dawley (eds), Beyond Versailles: 
The 1919 Moment and a New Order in East Asia (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 
2020), 125–57.

Minohara, Tosh and Evan Dawley (eds). Beyond Versailles: The 1919 Moment and 
New Order in East Asia. Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2020.

Nakatani, Tadashi. ‘Making Peace from the Great War: A Generational Shift 
in Japanese Diplomacy in 1919’, in Tosh Minohara and Evan Dawley (eds), 
Beyond Versailles: The 1919 Moment and a New Order in East Asia (Lanham, MD: 
Lexington Books, 2020), 159–84.

Narangoa, Li. ‘The Assembly of the Greater East Asiatic Nations, 1943’, in Sven 
Saaler and Christopher W.A. Szpilman (eds), Pan-Asianism: A Documentary 
History, Volume 2: 1920–Present (Lanham, MD: Roman & Littlefield, 2011), 
243–53.

Nish, Ian. Japanese Foreign Policy, 1869–1942: Kasumigaseki to Miyakezaka. London: 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1977.

Perez, Louis G. Japan Comes of Age: Mutsu Munemitsu and the Revision of the Unequal 
Treaties. London: Associated University Press, 1999.

Saaler, Sven. ‘Matsuoka Yōsuke and the Greater East Asian Co-Prosperity Sphere, 
1941’, in Sven Saaler and Christopher W.A. Szpilman (eds), Pan-Asianism: 

https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/un/address5612.html
https://www.mofa.go.jp/policy/un/address5612.html


The Subversive Internationalist� 93

A  Documentary History, Volume 2: 1920–Present (Lanham, MD: Roman & 
Littlefield, 2011), 223–27.

Saaler, Sven and J. Victor Koschmann (eds). Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese 
History: Colonialism, Regionalism and Borders. London: Routledge, 2007.

–––. ‘Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese History: Overcoming the Nation, Creating 
a Region, Forging an Empire’, in Sven Saaler and J. Victor Koschmann (eds), 
Pan-Asianism in Modern Japanese History: Colonialism, Regionalism and Borders 
(London: Routledge, 2007), 1–18.

Saaler, Sven and Christopher W.A. Szpilman (eds). Pan-Asianism: A Documentary 
History, 2 vols. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2011.

Sakai, Tetsuya. ‘Sengo gaikō-ron no keisei’ [The Formation of the Foreign Policy 
Discourse of the Postwar Era], in Kitaoka Shin’ichi and Mikuriya Takashi (eds), 
Sensō, fukkō, hatten (Tokyo: Tōkyō daigaku shuppan-kai, 2000), 106–60.

–––. Kindai Nihon no chitsujo-ron [The Political Discourse of International Order in 
Japan]. Tokyo: Iwanami, 2007.

Samuels, Richard J. Machiavelli’s Children: Leaders and their Legacies in Italy and 
Japan. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2003.

Shidehara Heiwa Zaidan (ed.). Shidehara Kijūrō. Tokyo: Shidehara Heiwa Zaidan, 
1955.

Shimazu, Naoko. Japan, Race and Equality: The Race Equality Proposal of 1919. 
London: Routledge, 1998.

–––. ‘A Cultural History of Diplomacy: Reassessing the Japanese “Performance” 
at the Paris Peace Conference’, in Urs Matthias Zachmann (ed.), Asia After 
Versailles: Asian Perspectives on the Paris Peace Conference and the Interwar Order, 
1919–1933 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 101–23.

Suzuki, Shogo. Civilization and Empire: China and Japan’s Encounter with the European 
International Society. London: Routledge, 2009.

Tachi, Sakutarō. ‘Kokusai renmei’ [A league of nations], Gaikō jihō 329 (1918), 
1–14.	

Tamai, Kiyoshi Kenkyūkai. Pari kōwa kaigi to Nihon no masu media [The Paris 
Peace Conference and the Japanese mass media]. Tokyo: Keiō gijuku daigaku 
hōgakubu seiji gakka, 2004.

Terada, Kuniyuki. Actors of International Cooperation in Prewar Japan: The Discourse 
on International Migration and the League of Nations Association of Japan. Baden-
Baden: Nomos, 2018.

Yamamuro, Shin’ichi. Manchuria under Japanese Dominion. Philadelphia, PA: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006.

Zachmann, Urs Matthias. ‘Imperialism in a Nutshell: Conflict and the 
“Concert of Powers” in the Tripartite Intervention, 1895’. Japanstudien 17 (2005), 
57–82.	

–––. ‘Sublimating the Empire: How Japanese Experts of International Law 
Translated Greater East Asia into the Postwar Period’, in Barak Kushner 
and Sherzod Muminov (eds), The Dismantling of Japan’s Empire in East Asia: 
Deimperialization, Postwar Legitimation and Imperial Afterlife (London: Routledge, 
2016), 167–81.

–––. Völkerrechtsdenken und Außenpolitik in Japan, 1919–1960. Baden-Baden: 
Nomos, 2013.



94� Urs Matthias Zachmann

–––. ‘War and International Order in Japan’s International Legal Discourse: 
Attitudes among Japanese International Lawyers during the 1920s’. Review of 
Asian and Pacific Studies 35 (2010), 103–20.

Zachmann, Urs Matthias (ed.). Asia after Versailles: Asian Perspectives on the Paris 
Peace Conference and the Interwar Order, 1919–1933. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, 2017.



Chapter 4

When the World Economy Came 
into Being
The Supreme Economic Council and the Establishment 
of World Economic Statistics

Martin Bemmann

One month after the signing of the Peace Treaty in Versailles, the London 
weeklies The Economist and The Statist introduced a new journal to their 
readers. The Monthly Bulletin of Statistics (MBS) was ‘to bring together 
such published statistics as have a bearing on the economic conditions 
prevailing in as many of the leading countries of the world as possible 
before, during and after the war with a view to afford some measure 
of their progress towards normal conditions’.1 The MBS was indeed a 
remarkable periodical. In 1919, it was without precedent or competitors.2 
Within months, politicians and public administrations, journalists and 
economists, and even businessmen had begun to see the MBS as one 
of the most important sources for summary information on the state of 
production, trade, finance and employment in many states of Europe and 
beyond. For almost two years it was officially published by the Supreme 
Economic Council of the Allied Powers (SEC). But in reality it was the 
British Board of Trade that prepared and distributed it in the first years. 
In the spring of 1921, the MBS was taken over by the League of Nations. 
The Geneva-based organization would expand its focus, which would 
no longer be limited primarily to Europe but cover the entire world. In 
1946, the United Nations Organization eagerly sought, and obtained, the 
related source material and the rights to continue publication. Thus, in 
July 2019 the MBS celebrated a century of observing the ups and downs 
of the ‘world economy’ as a whole and the development of economic 
phenomena in individual countries. Probably because of the countless 
statistical indicators that surround us today, the MBS is not very widely 
known, and maybe not as much used as it continued to be up until the 
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mid-twentieth century. Nonetheless, it remains a lively remnant of the 
Paris Peace Conference.

The relevance of the MBS as an object of historiographic study is 
not limited to its origin. The MBS must also be understood as part of a 
broader process: the emergence of what I call ‘world economic statistics’. 
This specific, novel form of international economic statistics differed from 
an older form in several ways and began to emerge only at the end of the 
First World War. In contrast to international economic statistics as they 
had been developed since the mid-nineteenth century, world economic 
statistics were a product of state activism rather than private interests, 
focused primarily on the world as a whole, rather than on specific coun-
tries, and their compilers sought to collect the data on the basis of common 
concepts from the outset, instead of trying to make it comparable after 
their collation. Consequently, world economic statistics depended to a 
high degree on the acknowledgement and application of certain concep-
tual and methodological standards in individual countries. Moreover, 
strong statistical institutions at both country and international levels 
were required, as was a well-functioning international infrastructure 
that would enable the quick collection, collation, analysis, printing and 
distribution of statistical data.3 The MBS of 1919 did not represent world 
economic statistics in this sense. But the journal nevertheless marked the 
beginning of its emergence, and the journal’s tables and columns reflected 
the development of the new form of international economic statistics in 
the subsequent years. The launch of the MBS was thus a key moment in 
the emergence of a new way of observing, describing and understanding 
international economic interdependencies. Before the war, the notion of 
a single, all-encompassing ‘world economy’ (Weltwirtschaft) was common 
almost exclusively in the German-speaking world, while in English terms 
like ‘world industry’ or ‘world commerce’, and in French ‘économie inter-
nationale’, were used. While these latter terms suggested that the entirety 
of the world’s economic entities could be thought of as a kind of global 
sum, the German concept implied the existence of an integrated global 
phenomenon that represented more than just the sum of national parts. 
The new perspective provided by the emerging world economic statis-
tics helped to shape a specific vision of global economic entanglements, 
exchanges and dependencies, and to make the ‘world economy’ an object 
of political, public and scientific concern. Indeed, in the years after the end 
of the war, it also became common in English and French to think, speak 
and write of the ‘world economy’ or the ‘économie mondiale’.4

Given that there was no lack of international economic statistics 
before 1914, and considering that statisticians had been at the forefront 
of energetic efforts towards an international standardization of concepts 
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and methods since the mid-nineteenth century5  –  albeit with limited 
success  –  the question of why world economic statistics emerged only 
after the war remains open. After all, this was a period when global 
economic entanglements were breaking down, as trade walls of all kinds 
hampered the exchange of goods, capital and people.6

Without a doubt, every possible answer to the question involves 
numerous factors. One prerequisite was the existence of well-functioning 
statistical authorities in as many states of the world as possible. In a 
number of countries, especially in Europe, North America and the British 
dominions, this was already the case before the war. But the global con-
flict led to a major shift. The statistical machinery of practically all of 
the countries involved in the war was massively expanded to cope with 
the needs of organizing a war economy. By and large, this machinery 
continued to function after the war was over. States now had to face 
economic and social problems on the national and international levels 
whose extent and nature were uncertain (inflation and unemployment 
probably the best known among them). Means were thus needed to 
describe, explain and solve these problems. Statistics were seen as among 
the most important of these means, and as a result, statistical authorities, 
institutions, learned societies and publications proliferated in almost all 
countries of the world.7 Furthermore, so-called business cycle research 
boomed in many industrialized countries in the 1920s, reflecting trends 
towards increasing quantification in economics, along with the hope of 
more accurate forecasting of economic developments. This research was 
mainly based on intensified, extended and accelerated statistical obser-
vations and the correlation of as many data series as possible. Closely 
connected was the upswing of commercial forecasting agencies.8 Last but 
not least, the availability and increasing application of modern adminis-
trative technologies like card indices and hanging files or data-processing 
devices like punch card machines helped make it possible to handle an 
ever-increasing mass of data.9

Although there are numerous studies on these developments, most 
neglect the international angle of the story. This chapter uses the event 
of the Paris Peace Conference to shed light on this international angle. It 
seeks to explain why world economic statistics began to emerge at the 
end of the war. The connection of economic statistics to the Paris Peace 
Conference necessarily brings into focus the Supreme Economic Council, 
a body founded by the Western Allies in February 1919. Focusing in on 
the establishment of the MBS within this institutional framework not 
only contributes to the relatively little-known history of the SEC10 but 
also reveals that the main motive behind the emergence of world eco-
nomic statistics was governments’ increasing need and desire to compete 
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with each other on the basis of comparable numbers. This increased 
drive reflected efforts to decrease the high levels of uncertainty felt by 
businesses and governments in a fundamentally changed international 
economic environment. It was also spurred by highly politicized and 
emotionalized public debates on the economic consequences of the war 
and the peace. The First World War can therefore be interpreted as a 
catalyst of a new worldview that has continued to influence how global 
economic phenomena and processes are observed and understood.

In the first section, this chapter highlights the attempts of the British 
government in 1918 to provide the country’s companies with better infor-
mation on economic developments abroad. The underlying intention 
was to support private interests in international economic competition, 
which was expected to become fiercer in the post-war period. To a certain 
degree these efforts constitute the origins of the MBS. At the same time, 
the British government was closely involved in the establishment of a 
new type of intergovernmental cooperation between the Allied powers 
in the field of statistics, which was supposed to help contribute eco-
nomically to winning the war. These endeavours, which are sketched out 
in the second section of this chapter, reflected the functional relevance 
of international economic statistics obtained during the war. They also 
revealed the huge practical problems that faced the actors involved when 
they began to establish an international statistical infrastructure from 
scratch. Focusing on the SEC, the third section addresses the question of 
why governments were still interested in this type of cooperation after 
the Armistice eliminated the original functional relevance of interna-
tional economic statistics as part of the war effort, and why they agreed 
to establish the MBS in the summer of 1919.

The Board of Trade’s Efforts to Provide British Businesses  
with Reliable International Economic Statistics in 1918

The origins of the MBS can be traced back to the efforts of the govern-
ments of belligerent countries to prepare for the economic challenges of 
the post-war period, and to the endeavours of the Allied powers to pool 
their economic resources during the last year of the conflict. Without a 
doubt, world economic statistics were a product of the First World War.

After the inter-Allied economic conference in Paris in June 1916, the 
French and British governments began to think more thoroughly about 
ways to help their respective private sectors to cope with the challenges 
of what they expected to be a fundamentally changed international 
economic environment.11 Before the war, both countries already had 
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authorities responsible for the collection, analysis and dissemination 
of economically relevant information on foreign countries. During the 
war, commercial intelligence collected, collated and analysed by their 
respective war ministries became a strategic weapon, crucial to ensuring 
the effectiveness of the economic blockade of Germany.12 But in 1917 the 
French and British governments decided to restructure and intensify the 
work of their economic intelligence branches with the aim of preparing 
both themselves and their respective business sectors for the post-war 
period. In France, a Service de l’information économique was set up 
within the Ministry of Commerce, headed by Daniel Serruys, an official 
who was deeply involved in inter-Allied cooperation efforts. Because 
Serruys himself explicitly referred to a British institution as a model for 
this new unit, and because the immediate origins of the MBS lie in the 
reorganized authorities in London, I deal in greater detail with develop-
ments on the British side.13

Institutionally, the reshuffle in Britain took place in two steps. First, a 
Department of Overseas Trade was established in the summer of 1917. 
The new body was co-directed by the Foreign Office and the Board of 
Trade. Its task was to collect and disseminate information on trading 
conditions in foreign countries at the national level. This was the body 
Serruys saw as a model for his own newly established service.14 Second, 
the Board of Trade itself was reorganized in November 1917. This 
included the re-founding of a distinct Statistical Department within the 
Board, after an older bureau of the same name, established in the 1830s, 
had been merged with other departments in subsequent decades.15

In April 1918, Arthur Steel-Maitland, head of the Department of 
Overseas Trade, asked the Board to initiate ‘a careful statistical survey of 
foreign markets, country by country, and of the extent of their import and 
export trade with the United Kingdom and our principal competitors’. 
Such a survey, he maintained, was ‘absolutely necessary’ in the interest 
of British businesses, and it had to be conducted by a professional body. 
Naturally, the head of the Board’s new Statistical Department, Alfred W. 
Flux, welcomed the idea. However, he was aware of the great challenge 
that such an endeavour presented. About forty of his staff members, he 
estimated, would have to work for about a year in order to be able to 
provide a reliable opinion on the United Kingdom’s trade outlook.16 The 
research group was established, and it finished its first report shortly before 
the Armistice. In the end, this report did not forecast any developments 
but considered only Britain’s ‘Losses in the Export Trade’ during the war.17

The highly scattered archival material does not reveal how many 
people were actually involved in this project, or how long it continued 
after the end of the war. But the episode does highlight two things. 
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First, it shows that at the end of the war, governments and private busi-
nesses alike were very keen to obtain reliable, comparable and up-to-date 
information about economic conditions in foreign countries. By obtaining 
such information, they hoped to decrease the high degree of economic 
uncertainty that characterized this unstable time. Second, it became very 
clear that obtaining such information was a huge challenge. This was true 
even for the British government, which possessed one of the most sophis-
ticated systems for the statistical observation of international economic 
developments in the world, and whose related periodic publications had 
been widely renowned and used for many years in many parts of the 
world.18 It was thus a consequential development when the Board of 
Trade linked up these endeavours with the work of international bodies 
in which the British played a crucial role and began to sketch out the 
future MBS in the spring of 1919.

The Statistical Activities of the Allied Maritime 
Transport Council

Since 1914, the governments of the Allied powers had been establishing 
a rudimentary system for the mutual consideration of their economic 
needs and possibilities.19 It was only in the last year of the war, however, 
that they were forced to cooperate in earnest. Severe losses of shipping 
capacity due to Germany’s unrestricted submarine warfare, the with-
drawal of Russia from the Allied group, and the catastrophic defeat 
of the Italians in the autumn of 1917 had forced the governments of 
Britain, France, Italy and the United States to agree to pool their ship-
ping tonnage and to coordinate their import demands.20 It was only in 
March 1918, though, that they established the Allied Maritime Transport 
Council (AMTC). This new body was made responsible for arranging the 
planned pooling measures and played an important role in winning the 
war economically.21 Its activities depended crucially on the availability of 
reliable, comparable and up-to-date statistical data on the import needs 
and available shipping capacities of the countries involved. Civil serv-
ants, statisticians, economists and businessmen from the participating 
states met at the AMTC’s offices in London to construct the machinery 
that would deliver such data.

It very quickly became clear that the task was a difficult one. The AMTC 
faced three major problems: first, no previous knowledge and experience 
was available on how an international body should and could collect, col-
late, analyse and prepare statistical information from multiple countries 
in a way that made it usable for decision-makers and that allowed it all to 
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take place within very short intervals. The intergovernmental statistical 
offices of the pre-war period (like that of the International Institute of 
Agriculture)22 had been rather small institutions with similar aims but 
without the need to present up-to-date figures. But the AMTC’s mission 
was to inform politicians and officials who were trying to win a war 
in real time. This meant a considerably changed role for international 
economic statistics in decision-making processes. For the first time, they 
would have an immediate functional purpose in government activities. 
Second, the lack of common statistical concepts and methods hampered 
the collation of received national data and made comparisons difficult. 
Third, and most important, there was a lack of mutual trust between the 
participating governments. After all, the war allies were also the world’s 
biggest commercial rivals. The US administration in particular was very 
reluctant to share data with the European powers. This contributed to the 
suspicion felt by some officials from the other Allied powers about the 
Americans’ actual willingness to fully engage in these shared efforts.23 
Even the experts in the American delegation in London complained 
about a slow and rudimentary flow of information from Washington 
to the British capital. In May 1918, James A. Field, head of the statistical 
branch of the American delegation, claimed that this had already ‘doubt-
less hurt … the prestige’ of the United States within the AMTC.24

A major step on the way to overcoming these problems was the 
establishment of a so-called ‘non-national’ statistical office in June 1918. 
Its head, the young Harvard economist Joseph S. Davis, who had been 
a member of the American delegation to London, envisaged an office 
to which the participating governments would report their numbers 
on a monthly basis according to its own methodological instructions. 
Afterwards, the office would analyse and process the data, using it to pre-
pare understandable reports for the actual decision-makers.25 Of course, 
there was little time for this system to develop before the war came to an 
end. Nonetheless, even before the Armistice, Davis and his small team 
were able to achieve two important results. The first was that he and 
his colleagues in the AMTC’s national branches established a common 
nomenclature for commodities, to be used for regular reporting within 
the body.26 Such a ‘working uniformity of classification’, Davis under-
lined in May 1918, was ‘well-nigh essential’ for all international coopera-
tion efforts.27 Given the previous decades-long period of disappointed 
efforts at international standardization in statistics, their relatively quick 
agreement was unquestionably a success. The group’s second achieve-
ment was their presentation, in September 1918, of a detailed plan for 
allocating the scarce shipping tonnage of the combined Allied fleet to 
certain commodities over the upcoming year on a monthly basis.28
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More important than these immediate achievements, however, was 
that the work of the AMTC’s statistical office served as an important 
lesson for intergovernmental cooperation in the field. Although it under-
lined the difficulties of launching a well-functioning statistical infrastruc-
ture and agreeing on common concepts and methods, it also showed that 
such difficulties could be overcome. The achievements of Davis and his 
small team showed that it was possible to work impartially in the interest 
of all participating states. In particular, they revealed the crucial impor-
tance of informal personal networks and the establishment of mutual 
trust between civil servants from the different participating countries.

Distrust between the cooperating governments did not vanish simply 
because a new office had been established. When Davis detailed what 
data the national administrations should submit on a monthly basis in 
June 1918, even the US authorities remained very reluctant to abide by 
his instructions. ‘Anything of [this] sort’, Davis wrote to a colleague, 
‘would “scare people”’ in administrations.29 This hesitant stance reflected 
how unusual, and uncomfortable, the practice of sharing up-to-date and 
unpublished data with an international body and, indirectly, with other 
administrations continued to be. Similar to previous observations on 
inter-Allied wartime cooperation in general,30 it was officials working in 
London on a daily basis with colleagues from other countries who were 
persuaded of the necessity and feasibility of sharing information in order 
to achieve mutual aims. Indeed, without such data sharing, the AMTC’s 
work was simply not possible. Therefore, in the summer of 1918, Davis 
concentrated on establishing good working relations with his colleagues 
in the AMTC’s national branches, as well as with other statisticians and 
officials from the cooperating countries who worked in other contexts in 
London. Only they would be able to convince their respective govern-
ments to cooperate in earnest. Unfortunately, the rudimentary archival 
evidence does not allow Davis’s endeavours to be reconstructed in detail. 
It is revealing, though, that after two months Davis characterized his 
networking activities as a ‘time-consuming process’ that occupied most 
of his time and got in the way of regular statistical work. Tellingly, he 
wrote to a colleague in August 1918 that ‘we have been building slipways 
and keels rather than launching or completing vessels’.31

After the Armistice, Davis remained in London until the spring of 
1919. During this time, he witnessed the debates about possible inter-
national cooperation in the economic field and the role that a future 
League of Nations might play in it.32 This drove him to consider how the 
many problems he had faced when establishing the AMTC’s statistical 
machinery could be ‘minimized for the international secretariat of the 
League of Nations’. He was sure that his and his colleagues’ ‘experience, 
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th[ough] in war time, will be a guide of some value in this matter’.33 And 
indeed, although Davis himself played no part in the establishment of the 
League of Nations’ statistical machinery – which has been praised for its 
pioneering and path-breaking activities ever since34 – it was constructed 
under the guidance of Arthur Salter, one of the leading figures within the 
AMTC.35

International Economic Statistics, the Supreme Economic 
Council and the Establishment of the Monthly Bulletin 
of Statistics

The high-flying plans of the European Allies to extend their economic 
cooperation into the transition period, and beyond into peacetime, failed 
because of fierce American opposition. Although a number of the Allied 
bodies survived the Armistice, including the AMTC, most quickly lost 
their crucial role, particularly due to the dismantling of national control 
mechanisms in the United States and Great Britain.36 Consequently, the 
fledgling international statistical infrastructure lost its immediate, func-
tional significance. What remained, however, and indeed increased over 
the following months, was the relevance of statistical data for political 
debates between the Allied powers and other participants in the Peace 
Conference. Numbers became an important ingredient of semi-public 
debates about the many economic, financial and social problems emerg-
ing from the war and its aftermath. A major forum for such debates 
during the Peace Conference was the Supreme Economic Council.

The SEC was established by the Council of Ten in February 1919. It 
consisted of ministers and senior officials from the four Western Great 
Powers and, later, Belgium. It was intended to coordinate all the meas-
ures taken by the Allied and associated countries to reconstruct Europe’s 
productive capacities and its infrastructure, and to feed the continent’s 
starving population. To this end, all of the still-existing Allied bodies 
were officially put under the SEC’s control. This included the AMTC, 
which was now called the SEC’s Shipping Section, as well as the Supreme 
Council for Supply and Relief, led by Herbert Hoover, which was now 
called the SEC’s Food Section. None of the SEC’s six sections possessed 
any executive powers, but all had statistical offices. Among the tasks of 
the different sections, each staffed with people from all of the participat-
ing countries, was to collect statistical data and other information con-
cerning their respective fields of action, to discuss appropriate measures 
and to formulate related recommendations on the decisions of the SEC.37 
Given the widely differing economic, financial and social interests of the 
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involved countries, plus the unclear scope of the SEC’s authority and 
the highly uncertain future of international cooperation in the economic 
field, it comes as no surprise that the SEC was assessed very differently 
in different quarters. On one side were people like Woodrow Wilson’s 
press secretary Ray Stannard Baker. He agreed with some other liberal 
internationalists of the time that the SEC represented ‘a kind of world 
economic government’ and that it was ‘the most powerful economic 
organization the world has yet known’. Others such as Herbert Hoover 
took an opposing view. The future president of the United States argued 
that the SEC was a body that mainly produced ‘words and reports that 
had no practical effect’.38 Later historians have also disagreed about the 
SEC’s role and importance.39 In reality, however, no thorough study on 
this body has yet been published.

What is clear, in any case, is that the SEC collected a huge mass of infor-
mation on the economic state and development of Europe in the first half 
of 1919.40 The data and related analyses were not published at the time 
and could therefore only indirectly reach a mass public. They nonethe-
less triggered political controversies that spoke to the emerging political 
significance of international statistics. Hoover played a crucial role in one 
of these disputes. In March 1919, he submitted one of his regular memo-
randa to the SEC in his capacity as Director General of Relief. In it, he 
outlined the actual and expected import needs of the different European 
countries, calculated the necessary tonnage for the associated shipping 
and its allocation to different nations, and discussed the required and 
available finances. A British official asked the statistical office of the SEC’s 
Shipping Section to evaluate the figures. In their report, Joseph S. Davis 
and his colleagues concluded that Hoover’s numbers were ‘distorted’ 
and that the memorandum overestimated the actual available shipping 
tonnage of the British merchant fleet, and thereby underestimated the 
relative strain placed on it by the allocated shipments. The report more 
or less openly accused the United States of ‘seeking to establish a posi-
tion’ at the cost of the British mercantile shipping industry using these 
distorted figures. Implicitly, it thereby confirmed assumptions of British 
officials that their American partners were not actually doing as much 
as they could.41 This statement led to a fierce attack from the US delega-
tion on the statisticians. Hoover even tried to have Davis removed from 
his post. Davis defended himself by stating that he had not acted as a 
member of the delegation of his home country but as an ‘Allied officer’ 
and by order of an ‘Allied council’. And he did not withdraw his criti-
cism.42 Davis’s experiences in this case foreshadowed similar irritations 
on the part of national administrations about the new status of interna-
tional civil servants, some of which were described tellingly by Arthur 
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Salter in his memoirs.43 Another similar case within the SEC arose a few 
weeks after the dispute between Davis and the US delegation. This time, 
the French delegates Louis Loucheur and Étienne Clémentel complained 
about allegedly false numbers from the SEC’s Raw Materials Section on 
coal production and trade.44

Both episodes reflected the new role that international economic sta-
tistics were beginning to play in political and diplomatic discourses after 
the war. Using numbers in such discourses, in particular to legitimate 
decisions, quickly became both commonplace and a matter of public 
concern. These statistically induced disputes within the SEC were only 
arguments between a limited group of experts about relatively simple 
numbers and statistical analyses based on them. Very quickly, however, 
the controversies multiplied and became much more politicized and 
emotional as the complexity of statistics increased and came to be dis-
cussed in broader public forums. The most prominent and important 
of these were of course the debates about war debts, reparations and 
Germany’s capacity to pay, most famously addressed by John Maynard 
Keynes as early as 1919.45

From the perspective of governments of the time, then, the basis on 
which statistics were produced and the identity of those who produced 
them were matters of real consequence. The point was not so much that 
actual or allegedly false numbers circulated. It was that as long as govern-
ments and public administrations did not engage fully with international 
statistical work they could not really control what numbers emerged 
from the statistical offices of intergovernmental bodies, which then had 
an effect on what was seen as true and false. For governments, then, it 
seemed favourable, on the one hand, to have a (supposedly) impartial 
office whose numbers they could use without subjecting themselves 
unduly to the criticism that they were arguing with biased figures. On 
the other hand, governments were eager to control what information 
such international bodies received and disseminated. In 1919, both con-
siderations led them to the conclusion that it was reasonable, and in their 
interests, to participate in this type of statistical apparatus.

This conclusion added to governments’ impression that economically 
relevant data from as many countries as possible were needed to support 
their own private sector. After all, it seemed both cheaper and more 
feasible to provide an international institution with data – and receive 
information on the economic situation in other countries in return – than 
for states to establish infrastructure to gather and analyse such informa-
tion on their own. Consequently, officials of the Allied powers informally 
endorsed a British proposal in June 1919 to establish a central statistical 
section within the SEC. This department was to have offices in London 
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and Paris, and to be financed, staffed and controlled by the participating 
governments. Its task would be to collate and publish statistical informa-
tion on the economic and social situation, predominantly in European 
states, on a monthly (and for some measures, even weekly) basis.46 The 
Board of Trade in London took this informal endorsement as sufficient 
grounds to instruct Alfred W. Flux, who had been in charge of the statisti-
cal enquiry conducted in 1918 by the Board’s Statistical Department, to 
prepare a pilot issue of the MBS. This issue was printed and informally 
disseminated in July 1919. It was this pamphlet whose publication would 
be announced in the pages of The Economist and The Statist.

With the pilot issue of the MBS already on the table, the SEC’s member 
states officially sanctioned the new journal as its own periodical at the 
beginning of August 1919. This represented a major shift: all of the 
statistics previously prepared by the inter-Allied bodies had remained 
unpublished. The SEC established an international editorial board for 
the MBS, staffed by officials of the Allied powers. Flux represented the 
British government, Daniel Serruys the French. Furthermore, the states 
agreed to share the costs of the publication and to transfer it to the 
League of Nations as soon as the new organization had sufficiently con-
solidated.47 The editorial board began to meet in September 1919, and in 
December of that year, the SEC even agreed to publish the MBS in the 
participating countries’ respective languages. A French version of each 
issue – in fact a translation of the English version prepared by Serruys’ 
Service d’information économique – was published from December 1919 
onwards, an Italian one from February 1920.48 However, the non-English 
issues were not widely distributed – not even the Board of Trade received 
copies49 – and their preparation was discontinued in the first half of 1920. 
What remained was the Board of Trade’s Bulletin, which was taken over 
by the Secretariat of the League in the spring of 1921.

Conclusion

In 1919, it became quite clear from the vantage point of many capitals 
that international economic statistics had become an important means to 
improve the ability of both governments and businesses to compete with 
each other on the international level. As in the example of the abovemen-
tioned investigation of Britain’s Board of Trade, governments and public 
administrations now sought to offer greater support to the private sectors 
of their respective countries than before the war, in the form of reli-
able, comparable and up-to-date information on the evolving economic 
situation in other countries. At the same time, governments came to seek 



When the World Economy Came into Being� 109

control over the numbers concerning their respective countries, which 
were used in political debates and negotiations, and which circulated in 
the international public sphere. The easiest and cheapest way to accom-
plish both goals was to cooperate with other governments by means of 
mutually financed and controlled international bodies, which then laid 
the institutional, infrastructural and conceptual foundations for world 
economic statistics.

To be sure, in 1919 the MBS was not yet a survey of the ‘world 
economy’. It only presented some monthly updated figures on coal 
and iron production, foreign trade, wholesale prices and some other 
factors that were available for only a few countries. However, for the 
first time in history, the MBS made the permanent observation of ‘the 
economic conditions’ of many states in an internationally comparative 
framework a permanent task of an intergovernmental body. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, there was no direct statistical representation of the ‘world 
economy’  –  no consensus would be reached about what this actually 
was until the Second World War. But the successive extensions of the 
MBS’s coverage in terms of contents and geographical range created 
an increasingly detailed, multifaceted and dynamic view of economic 
phenomena and processes around the world. Together with the periodic 
publications of other institutions – mainly from Germany, Britain and the 
United States – this resulted in a statistical image of seemingly ‘global’ 
developments, which many took as a reflection of an actually existing 
single ‘world economy’.50

Importantly, moreover, international tables like those in the MBS 
created a permanent framework for an up-to-date comparison of the 
economic performance of individual countries. They could be used 
for new kinds of inter-state competition. Already in 1919 for example, 
India successfully strived to be recognized as one of the world’s eight 
chief industrial countries, chosen to permanently staff some of the seats 
of the executive organ of the newly established International Labour 
Organization.51 But the tables comparing countries could also have com-
forting effects. In August 1919, the London Times commented that the 
MBS would reveal that ‘[m]ost of the ills we suffer from are world-wide’.52 
Whatever contemporaries read in them, the MBS’s tables reflected the 
fledgling world economic statistics emerging out of the First World War 
and the Paris Peace Conference.
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Chapter 5

The Treaty of Versailles and 
Transatlantic Telecommunications
Technical Diplomacy, Sortie de Guerre and a New 
Techno-Strategic Paradigm

Pascal Griset

While the importance of economic and financial experts in the recon-
struction of the international order after the First World War has long 
been emphasized, the importance of telecommunications engineers as 
experts is little known in this specific historiography. Technology was 
very present in the negotiations during the Paris Peace Conference, but 
it was often more implicit than explicit. Telecommunications took up 
a small but significant place in the negotiations. Exploring the place of 
this field in the context therefore stands to help us to better understand 
aspects of the conference that have not yet been addressed.

At the time the conflict began, a network of submarine telegraphic 
cables built since the 1850s irrigated a large part of the planet.1 This net-
work was at the heart of the first battles in the war, and the question of who 
should possess the German cables, which were cut and then confiscated, 
was a considerable, and sometimes very tense, issue among the Allies. 
This story has been told in a somewhat cursory and peripheral  –  but 
nevertheless complete – fashion by scholars of the history of international 
relations. Archives directly linked to the Peace Conference have allowed 
the negotiations to be thoroughly documented and the question of tel-
ecommunications apparently dealt with in a satisfactory manner. But 
these sources leave a blind spot.

Wireless telegraphy, still a young technology – although it had been 
developing since the beginning of the century2 and played a major role 
in the course of the conflict  –  seems to be absent from the debates. It 
appears only in a handful of texts and in certain articles of the Treaty of 
Versailles aimed at settling details relating, for instance, to the future of 
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Germany’s colonial possessions. The first question addressed here will 
therefore be to understand why this technology is almost absent from 
this picture. What relationship between diplomacy and technology does 
this apparent absence reflect? Addressing these two domains together in 
order to consider intercontinental telecommunications as a global object 
will also allow me to address the question of the United States’ role in the 
resolution of the conflict – and, because the two are linked, whether and 
how the First World War constituted a key moment for US power, a sort 
of first step in the construction of a global leadership that would mark 
the rest of the twentieth century. More specifically, the aim will be to 
understand what role, if any, the Wilsonian ideology3 played in this very 
specific field of telecommunications to enhance or diminish the global 
influence of the United States.

Finally, highlighting the role of engineers in ending the war will allow 
us to examine the Versailles period through the prism of technocratic 
internationalism.4 For there were indeed crucial negotiations in the first 
half of 1919 on the future of world radio and telecommunications. These 
negotiations were conducted at the same time as the Conference, and in 
close proximity to it, but without being integrated into it. The construc-
tion of this specific space confirms the key role of a technocratic vision 
in a process that would structure post-war power relations and help to 
define the rules of international relations in the 1920s and 1930s. The three 
principal questions explored here in order to expand our understanding 
of the Paris Peace Conference, then, concern the relationship between 
diplomacy and technical expertise, the specific place of the United States 
in the world order, and the possible emergence of an international tech-
nocracy in the space of negotiations.

To do this, the Paris moment must be situated in the longue durée of 
large technical systems, from the last third of the nineteenth century 
until 1918. Understanding this affirmation of the centrality of the new 
technology of radio, in its interactions with a considerably older domain, 
that of submarine cables, is key to understanding these few months of 
negotiations and their consequences. Secondly, it is important to under-
stand the specific place of radio in the negotiations – neither fully outside 
the Conference, nor directly integrated into it. This specific place, which 
was consciously constructed and defended by the engineers involved, 
may reveal the scope of the influence of their decisions in Paris on the 
evolution of telecommunications networks during the 1920s and 1930s 
but also the limitations of that influence.
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1860–1918: A Changing Balance of Power and the Dynamism 
of Technical Systems

The first telegraph cable was laid in 1851 to link England to France. Until 
the early 1880s, British supremacy in this new industry was absolute. 
England housed the only companies capable of manufacturing, laying 
and operating an intercontinental submarine cable. London also had a 
monopoly on the crucial strategic resource gutta-percha. This natural 
resin, which was indispensable in insulating conductors, was only pro-
duced in territories controlled by the British Empire.5

Transatlantic Connections by Submarine Cables: From British 
Hegemony to American Domination (1860s–1912)

In 1914, Great Britain remained the globally dominant power in sub-
marine telegraphy thanks to its imperial network and the activity of the 
Eastern Telegraph Company, which was very well supported by the state. 
Its mastery of the technology was optimal and its capacity to intervene 
at sea, supported by the Royal Navy, unequalled. It had nearly thirty 
cable ships, against France’s five and the United States’ two.6 On the 
Atlantic, however, British interests had receded considerably. While still 
dominant in the South Atlantic thanks to long-standing exclusive conces-
sions, they had been driven out of the North Atlantic. Whereas in the 
early 1880s all transatlantic cables were owned by the Anglo-American 
Company, or integrated into the cartel it led, since 1911 not a single 
cable had been directly or indirectly operated by this pioneering British 
business.7 Instead, the market was now shared between two American 
companies, Western Union and the Commercial Cable Company. The 
latter had formed an alliance with German interests through traffic agree-
ments, which meant its own cables and those of the Felten & Guilleaume 
Carlswerk Actien-Gesellschaft had been embedded in a coordinated 
system since 1899.8

Operated by private companies, the cable connections did not depend 
on the agreements made within the International Telegraphic Union, an 
essentially European institution,9 of which the United States was not a 
member. In 1913, a telegram sent from San Francisco to London would be 
delivered either by Western Union or by the Postal Telegraph Company 
and its subsidiary, the Commercial Cable Company. Only the segment 
between the British coast and London was provided by the Post Office 
within the state-owned electric telegraph monopoly. Only this very small 
part of the revenue escaped the American duopoly. The Atlantic had 
become a sort of extension of the American domestic network, creating 
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a corridor that concentrated the largest and most lucrative share of the 
world market.

Wireless Telegraphy: The Dynamism of Technical Innovation for 
a Crucial but Limited Market (1900–1914)

Appearing at the end of the nineteenth century with the experiments of 
Guglielmo Marconi, wireless telegraphy significantly transformed the 
technical possibilities for intercontinental telecommunications, which 
had evolved only slightly over the previous half-century. In 1896, con-
vinced of the economic potential of his invention, the young Italian left 
his native country for England.10 He filed his first patent on 2 June 1896 
and formed the Wireless Telegraph and Signal Company the following 
year.11 Until 1914, given the performance of its devices and very strong 
demand from both civilian and military fleets, Marconi and his competi-
tors concentrated their efforts on equipping ships with radiotelegraphy 
stations.12 Marconi’s attempt to impose a monopoly on these services 
through his patents was the trigger for the first international confer-
ence on wireless communications. In 1903, the Reich, worried about 
the effects of these dangerous English claims on the German company 
Telefunken –  founded that year by the engineer and industrialist Emil 
Rathenau  –  proposed to the world’s major postal, telegraph and tel-
ephone authorities a meeting in Berlin for a ‘preliminary’ conference to 
examine problems around the organization of international radio com-
munications. In fact, their only real reason for holding this conference 
was ‘to cover the point as to whether any company should be allowed to 
act as the Marconi Company had acted’.13 With the exception of England 
and Italy, all delegations signed a protocol on 13 August 1903 opposing 
‘Marconism’.14 The conference simultaneously laid down the founding 
principles of dialogue and coordination towards the regulation of the 
radio spectrum and began a long series of meetings of these authorities. 
In the following years, the United States also participated while remain-
ing absent from the International Telegraphic Union.15 An International 
Radiotelegraph Convention and a set of Radio Regulations were adopted 
at the first plenary conference in Berlin on 3 November 1906.16 The last 
conference before the Great War took place in London in June 1912. 
Forty-three delegations allocated frequencies to new services. The pro-
cess was still essentially concerned with sea links, which had taken on 
greater importance in the aftermath of the Titanic disaster.17

From the early days of wireless communications, there was great hope 
that the technology would quickly come to compete with cable systems, 
which were increasingly criticized. ‘The cable companies have been just 
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as incapable of improvement as the canals of the planet Mars, and their 
management has been made with about as much interest in the needs 
and wants of the inhabitants of the earth’, ridiculed the New York Times 
in 1907.18 Marconi was relentless during the 1900s, consuming the profits 
made in equipping commercial and military fleets in ruinous investments 
to challenge this ‘monopoly that the public loved to hate’.19 The contract 
he signed in 1913 to build an imperial radio network for the British Post 
Office was an initial but very limited success because ‘the strategists 
remained quite clear in their minds that the wireless must only be seen as 
a valuable reserve in addition to cable communication’.20 The declaration 
of war abruptly halted the project.

In both Great Britain and France, with their state-owned telecommu-
nications monopolies, relatively little room was left for private enterprise 
in the domain. The naval forces of both countries, although the first to 
make use of the new technology, were unable to take a dominant role 
in the governance of the new networks. The postal and telecommunica-
tions administrations were the (sometimes punctilious) representatives 
of the interests of States that were jealous of their prerogatives.21 In the 
United States, in contrast, there was no single administration with the 
legal instruments to face off with the country’s dynamic companies and 
bring order to the development of wireless technology  –  which many 
observers considered to be somewhat disorganized – and there was some 
competition between different administrations to take a leading role in 
this domain. As early as 1904, this drove President Theodore Roosevelt 
to issue a directive recognizing a specific role for the US Navy, ‘in order 
to calm the competitive spirit between the different departments wish-
ing to control the coastal stations’.22 On the eve of the First World War, 
wireless telegraphy was essentially a tool of marine communication, both 
civilian and military.23 The regulations and international agreements 
established in 1912 applied only to this field of activity, as long-distance 
links between fixed points were not considered reliable or likely to 
become economically profitable.

The War: Changing Roles and New Perceptions

During the night of 4 August 1914, the cable ship HMTS Alert left the port 
of Dover. Carrying out pre-established orders, it cut German cables run-
ning to Brest, Vigo, Tenerife and Faial. Between that year and 1918, the 
cable network remained somewhat static. It was impossible to envisage 
the installation of new lines in the middle of the conflict. Radiotelegraphy 
had thus suddenly become an important resource to complement and 
potentially replace these cables. For Germany, the Nauen station, built by 
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Telefunken, proved to be essential to maintaining intercontinental links, 
specifically with America. France, which was less well prepared, reacted 
quickly to maintain links with the eastern Allies, which in normal times 
were routed via lines running over land through the Central Empires. 
Two 150-kilowatt stations installed at Lyon-la-Doua in September and at 
the Eiffel Tower in October allowed an important flow of traffic to Russia, 
Romania, Greece, Montenegro and Serbia. The entry of the United States 
into the war increased the importance of wireless telegraphy even more. 
As a US Navy report later recalled, a radiotelegraph system was essential 
‘in the event that the enemy should cut all or part of our cables, or should 
the enemy make it difficult to repair cables cut by natural causes’.24

This rise of the power of radio was also confirmed by its increasing 
use on the battlefield. The 1912 convention being de facto suspended, a 
mode of governance allowing the Allies to operate their radio systems 
in harmony had to be adopted. On 19 April 1917, a text titled ‘Protocol 
US-F (TSF)’ was signed to define the Franco-American Radiotelegraphic 
Service. In Paris, the US Ambassador was assigned the call sign 11111, the 
Ministry of the Navy 2222, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 44444.25 
The American military’s evaluation of French radiotelegraphic capa-
bilities was positive, with the quality of the stations already in operation 
judged ‘quite good’.26 The Signal Corps also established its own networks 
on French soil in a rapid and particularly efficient manner.27 But the first 
serious studies conducted by US forces concluded that the equipment 
already in place would soon be insufficient. As early as August 1917, the 
evaluation of the constraints imposed by the limited number of available 
transatlantic cables led to the conclusion that the use of radio links, far 
quicker to set up than new submarine cables, was essential. This led 
to exchanges between the Etablissement Central de la Radio Militaire, 
under Colonel Ferrié, and the US Army.28 Gustave Ferrié had been 
France’s radio pioneer since the 1900s. He proposed to rapidly increase 
transatlantic telegraph capacity using wireless telegraphy. On 4 October 
1917, the American Radiotelegraphy Commission requested that a very 
high-powered station be installed in France to strengthen communica-
tions links with the United States. This resulted in the construction of the 
Bordeaux Lafayette station in Bordeaux.29

But coordination could not be limited to France and the United States 
working together: to guarantee fluid transatlantic connections, it had to 
be more global. Starting on 31 October 1917, this coordination was han-
dled by an Inter-Allied Commission convened for the purpose, which 
brought together American, British, French and Italian officers.30 The 
Commission’s report of 31 December 1917 confirmed the new place of 
wireless telegraphy. It clearly stated that wireless telegraphy, ‘which is 
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used in principle only in case of interruption or deficiency of cable service, 
is in fact regularly employed for the transmission of official radiotelegrams 
of information’.31 Wireless telegraphy was no longer simply a means of 
communicating over short distances or from ships. It had become a rou-
tine means of long-distance point-to-point transmission  –  one that was 
crucial to the Allied war effort and directly administered by the military. 
A new techno-strategic paradigm, based on two complementary technolo-
gies (cables and radio), was established. It still dominates today.

Preparing the Peace Conference

The key role given to the military in the management of long-distance 
telecommunications was a logical development in wartime. The end of 
hostilities could have allowed a quick return to the previous situation, 
with civilian administrations reassuming their supervisory role. Instead, 
after the Armistice the role of military engineers was confirmed, giving 
them a de facto mandate to determine the foundations of a new system 
that would eventually replace the obsolete 1912 convention.

Communicating during the Peace Conference

As early as 6 November 1918, the American services were anticipating 
the need for secured links in view of the Peace Conference, whose loca-
tion had not yet been decided.32 According to a telegram sent from the 
Navy office in Paris to the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations in 
Washington on that date: ‘Comprehensive study of problem of handling 
communication between House mission and probable Peace Conference 
and Washington DC has been made by those representatives of Signal 
Corps, Naval, Embassy and House Mission who are more familiar with 
situation in Europe and United States.’33 These units examined the ques-
tions arising from the choice of location. The organization of encryption 
was also an operational as well as a symbolic issue within the administra-
tion. A collaboration was initially considered. From the same telegram: 
‘State Department should have entire supervision communications to 
and from House Mission and Peace Conference but needs assistance in 
material codes and ciphers personnel.’34 The networks that the Signal 
Corps had already established on the continent, well connected to the 
submarine cables, would be mobilized.

Signal corps has arranged to care for whatever expansion develops and is 
ready to build line to any point in Europe at shortest notice if existing lines are 
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not adequate or satisfactory. Signal Corps system leads primarily to London, 
England where Navy Department is equipped to handle cable transmission 
through to Washington in most expeditious manner possible.35

The services of commercial enterprises were considered

inadequate to care for Peace conference communication for Paris, for 
Switzerland or elsewhere without utilizing all resources Signal Corps has 
developed on this side. It is unanimously agreed that Navy has best system of 
codes and ciphers … therefore, it will be necessary to establish communication 
offices at Headquarters of Peace conferences and in State Department manned 
by Naval personnel, these offices to be under immediate supervision of State 
Department Representative at both ends. … The only exception would be that 
special Navy cipher and cipher box would be furnished to the President or 
his personal representative at the White House and to Colonel House or his 
personal secretary for enciphering messages between President and Colonel 
House.36

The exchange, which refers to other messages, goes on to detail the spe-
cific issues of codes, their rotation, etc.

Here we see new efforts by the US Navy to impose itself as a central 
player in this strategic domain. But they would not succeed. The State 
Department instead mobilized the necessary means to manage transat-
lantic communications itself. The US Navy was relieved of this respon-
sibility, as confirmed in a December 6 dispatch: ‘Owing to fact State 
Department Personnel is now on way on George Washington to handle 
communications Navy personnel now assisting them here [Paris] will be 
withdrawn upon arrival State Department Personnel from Washington.’37 
While the secrecy of communications was crucial, so was their continuity 
during the negotiations. All possibilities for interruption were under con-
sideration, including strikes by employees of the British cable companies. 
In such an event, all traffic from Europe to the United States would have 
to pass through the station in Lyon.38

A Wilsonian Vision That Poorly Integrated Business and  
Telecommunications Technologies Realities

The preparation of the Conference concerned telecommunications as a 
tool for the smooth running of the negotiations but also as an issue at stake 
within them. Within the American administration, the future of interna-
tional telecommunications was expected to be in line with the Fourteen 
Points and therefore offer the most complete opening of networks possi-
ble. This is the line proposed by Breckinridge Long on 25 November 1918 
in a memorandum addressed to the Secretary of State on the preparation 
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of the Peace Conference.39 Long contributed to Wilson’s re-election in 
1916 and then joined the State Department in 1917 to devote himself to 
the implementation of a global telecommunications policy for the United 
States. His text is based on the work of an interdepartmental committee 
he chaired.40 It proposes that the American negotiators’ main objective 
should be

the removal of all economic barriers and the establishment of an equality of 
trade conditions. … The cable and the radio are the avenues through which 
rapid economic, industrial and financial exchanges are effected. Their present 
management is a barrier … exclusive rights should be abolished and territorial 
waters and cable landing rights thrown open to the citizens of all nations on 
an equal basis.41

For wireless telegraphy, he recommends:

An international agreement, something on the order of the Postal Union, in 
which each government in the world agrees to supervise the operation of all 
radio stations … The development of the radio has reached a higher stage 
today in the United States than in any other country. Experiments during the 
war have reduced the wireless to a high degree of science. Other countries 
will gradually arrive at the state at which we have arrived and may surpass 
us. While we are in the ascendency we can generously and graciously take the 
initiative in a movement to establish regularity by universal governmental 
agreement, even going so far as to internationalize continental stations.42

The memo even explicitly links the future of international connections to 
that of the League of Nations:

Cable and radio apparati assume an international importance under a League 
of Nations. They are the only rapid means of communication between the 
members of such a League and between the citizens and subjects of each 
of them. They should be controlled by the League. If such were the case no 
hostile messages and no disturbing intrigues could be carried out through 
these means. Equable arrangements could be made which would ensure the 
common use of the world’s system for the common good.43

The analysis points to the harmful role of Great Britain, which, on this 
account, had built a system that imprisoned intercontinental networks 
under its sole control. The British Empire is even explicitly designated 
as the blockage likely to prevent the advent of such a universal agree-
ment. Consequently, Long concluded, constraints should be imposed 
on it: ‘To permit of the laying of cables wherever wanted and their free 
operation the League of Nations must – 1. Make England its mandatory 
to manufacture and sell cables and instruments to any nations, or 2. Make 
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available the British gutta-percha supply and internationalize all present 
and future patents on cables or cable instruments.’44 The end of what 
he saw as British hegemony was thus precisely underlined as an indis-
pensable prerequisite. Long sent his report to Secretary of State Lansing 
but also addressed a copy to Colonel House, Wilson’s closest advisor on 
international issues.

This universalist vision, in a context of great competition between the 
various actors, seems in retrospect to have been somewhat utopian and 
based on an imprecise evaluation of the respective situations of the actors. 
Long’s approach integrates submarine cables and radio technologies into 
the same reasoning. But the two were subject to very different logics 
and time frames. Submarine cables were based on technologies that had 
been almost fixed since the nineteenth century and were part of a classic 
geostrategic logic of control of maritime spaces (oceans, islands, straits, 
isthmuses, capes). Radio, in contrast, was a very young technology that 
was evolving extremely rapidly. With the still-nascent emergence of elec-
tronics, it generated a radically new technical system. Globally, wireless 
communications no longer fitted into the territorial logics of the nineteenth 
century. More than the control of spaces by military means, it is the con-
trol of innovation by research and investment that determined the balance 
of power. While the destinies of the two domains were linked, integrating 
them, at that time, into a global project aimed at setting up a coherent 
system was quite challenging. To associate them explicitly together in a 
single viable geopolitical project was therefore hardly a realistic prospect, 
as the actors involved in the two domains were acting on different logics 
and had interests that were not really compatible, to say the least.

Submarine Cables and Radio in Separate Negotiation Circles

The management of wavelengths, protocols, the need to take jamming 
into account and the constant evolution of techniques were all elements 
of complexity that posed major barriers to the uninitiated. Cables, on the 
contrary, were well known to politicians and diplomats. The imaginary 
that they conveyed was easily integrated into the analytical schemes 
of strategists, politicians and diplomats. The materiality of the cables, 
which, in contrast to radio waves, were precisely localized, made this 
appropriation even easier. These elements explain, at least in part, why 
issues around cables and wired telegraphy were directly integrated into 
the Versailles negotiations, whereas the radio question was left to the 
engineers and the bodies they had created during the conflict and since 
the Armistice.
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Submarine Cables at the Heart of the Conflictual Logic of the Peace 
Conference

‘Although the cables were only a small part of the total agenda at the 
various meetings, a remarkable amount of time was required before 
the Allies adjourned with a tentative agreement. The delay was caused, 
primarily, by the inability of the Americans to agree with the British 
and the French.’45 The Allies’ positions were not only contrasting but 
remained particularly rigid throughout the Conference. The materiality 
of the cables offered favourable conditions for governments to appre-
hend the related problems in very simple terms. Those who had seized 
the cables considered them to be war captures. Consequently, the British, 
French and Japanese wanted to keep the German cables. On the other 
hand, the United States wanted to have them restored to their pre-war 
state, in the hands of their previous owners. The Italians, who had not 
seized anything, followed the lead of the United States. The negotiations 
were mainly conducted by the British, the French and the Americans, 
whose positions were clearly established on 31 January 1919 during a 
vote at the Admiralty in Paris. Two voices, those of Admiral Wemyss 
of the Royal Navy and of the French Vice Admiral de Bon, who argued 
that the main cables should not be returned to Germany, opposed the 
voice of Admiral Benson of the US Navy, who stated that this would 
be ‘contrary to international law and contrary to American interests’.46 
Benson’s statement was part of the more global position of the United 
States, strictly defended by Secretary of State Lansing, who favoured an 
international order based strictly on law. It was also more specifically 
linked to the United States’ desire to limit Britain’s future influence in 
international telecommunications. It was also, de facto, favourable to the 
Commercial Cable Company, which was working relentlessly to ensure 
that its German partner regained its footing and its place in the transat-
lantic cartel established at the beginning of the century.

After receiving a mandate from the Council of Ten on 1 February 
to deal with this matter, the Naval Peace Terms Committee discussed 
it at a meeting on 7 February. The representatives of the five powers 
met together this time, and Italian Vice Admiral Grassi and Japanese 
Admiral Takeshita officially joined the delegates of the three great vic-
torious countries. Benson and Wemyss nevertheless confirmed that their 
positions were orthogonal. The Englishman expressed himself unam-
biguously: ‘I … put down here … all these cables shall not be returned 
to German companies.’ 47 In the course of the exchanges, he did consider 
the idea of compensation for private companies but confirmed that he 
would not retreat an inch: ‘I want to see all these cables taken away from 
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Germany for manipulation and I do not know whether what we got here 
is sufficient.’48 The debates became bogged down throughout February 
and March. The diversity of the arguments and their plasticity over time 
reflected, on the one hand, the great confusion over the definition of 
the principles that should govern the final decision (a commission was 
even appointed to fix them, without success) and, on the other hand, the 
difficulty of articulating political objectives and practical data. The ques-
tion was completely blocked when it was considered on 30 April by the 
Council of Ministers of Foreign Affairs.49

The Council of Ten finally included the question of the cables in its 
discussions on 1 May. Wilson, who had taken up the issue since April, 
proposed an internationalization of the cables, declaring that he would 
be satisfied ‘if the enemy cables could be turned over to the Allied and 
Associated governments as trustees, and managed under the terms of an 
International Convention’.50 Despite his perseverance, his wishes would 
not be satisfied. During these long debates, questions concerning the 
role played by the American companies were never directly addressed. 
It seems that some of the speakers were not even aware of the previ-
ous relationship between the Commercial Cable Company and German 
interests. The Council of Four ended the discussion, at least in the context 
of the Peace Conference. The seizure of the German cables was finally 
recognized while providing for the modalities of compensation to the 
private companies.

Radio Issues Outside the Peace Conference Framework

Radio was not directly addressed by a specific working group within the 
Peace Conference. In continuity with the organization adopted during the 
war, the Inter-Allied Technical Radio Commission was made responsible 
for defining the way in which the wireless issue would be addressed. It 
was thus the technical dimension of the radio problems, privileging the 
role of technical experts, that was foregrounded. The commission met on 
25 January 1919 in Paris to establish an organization and working meth-
ods. The Peace Conference had opened a week earlier in Versailles. The 
great figures of the field were present. Admiral Bullard led the US delega-
tion. The French delegation, placed under the authority of Consul General 
Péan, included Colonel Ferrié in the second rank. Captain J.A. Slee led the 
British delegation, while Rear Admiral Grassi headed the Italian delega-
tion. While the commission was chaired by Baron de Berckheim, minister 
plenipotentiary, its composition, which included the personalities who 
had marked the development of the field during the war, suggested that 
the military engineers would conduct the process in their own way.
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Nevertheless, in opening the work, the President emphasized that the 
issues at stake and the players involved were now different:

The conditions under which our Commission is now called upon to deliber-
ate are different from those under which it has continued its labours during 
the war. In fact, up to now, the problems which have been submitted to it 
concerned exclusively the state of war and exacted quick solutions. The Allied 
services of the Army and Navy were the only services qualified to consider and 
pass upon them and they alone had the means of inaugurating these decisions 
in practice. The situation is now no longer the same: the questions which are 
under consideration no longer exclusively concern the state of war; they inter-
est not only other Allied services than those of the Army and of the Navy but 
also other countries than those which are represented on this Commission.51

As it was impossible to return to the procedures defined in 1912 ‘without 
producing grave inconveniences in so far as concerns the security of 
navigation’, the first objective was for the participating countries (at least 
provisionally) to adopt the new procedures, which would then have to be 
adopted by all the Allied countries by the next international conference. 
The other task would consist in a cautious process of preparing for the 
future. ‘At all events, the opinion of the Commission will constitute, 
for the services which will have to prepare for the next International 
Conference, valuable suggestions which can only be considered as of 
the highest importance.’52 Because of the experience and competence 
gathered within the Commission, these proposals would

have the greatest chance of being adopted by the aggregate of countries 
employing radiotelegraphy … It is permissible to hope that all the allied 
governments may sanction the proposals of the Commission: the combi-
nation thus constituted will very probably be able to impose its views on 
the next International conference and lead the Neutral powers employing 
Radiotelegraphy and having to communicate with Allied stations to likewise 
adopt the policy above considered. The opinions of the present commission 
are therefore susceptible to having a more extended repercussion … 53

In other words, the decisions taken by the four victorious countries within 
the Commission would be extended to the whole planet.

The Question of the Scope and Time Horizons of Decisions

The discussions on the first day were long. They of course focused in 
part on questions of the organization of the future commission (number 
of members per country, creation of subcommittees, etc.) but also ele-
ments defining the concrete perimeter of its remit. The British and the 
Americans presented two distinct texts. They were very detailed and did 
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not differ on any really important point. The Italian delegation limited 
itself to a six-line declaration approving the principle of the Commission 
and calling for it to act as quickly as possible. Several points of a more 
global and political nature were specified in a consensual manner. The 
first was to clearly postulate the scope of the decisions taken, recalling 
that they must be systematically validated by the governments of the 
four countries represented and then submitted to the future International 
Conference.

It is the connection to this future conference that would become 
one of the key elements of the debates, by raising the question of the 
legitimacy of the Commission. While this point was not debated by the 
military, which had a large majority, it was questioned by the representa-
tive of the French colonial administration within the Commission.54 The 
colonial administration, which had been in conflict with the PTT admin-
istration for many years, did not look positively on the omnipresence 
of the military in the organization of the body appointed to prepare 
the future of international wireless communications. The colonial rep-
resentative ‘makes first of all the observation that the complexity and 
the consequences of the questions which are on the program of the day 
appear to exceed the competence of an essentially military interallied 
commission’.55 He proposed a completely different option, requesting the 
convening of an international conference as soon as possible, recalling 
that those planned in Paris in 1915 and in Washington in 1917 had not 
been able to meet. This conference, he suggested, could be held in parallel 
with the Peace Conference. ‘If it is possible in a few months to assemble 
a Congress of Nations, it would seem with greater reason that there can 
be no essential difficulty in organizing an International Conference.’56 He 
emphasized that the best experts would already be in Paris, since they 
were to be called upon to support the peace negotiations.

The neutral countries would doubtless eagerly accept such invitation, which 
would give their delegate the opportunity of being in Paris at the time of the 
signature of Peace … We would thus, and in this way only, establish a policy 
which would be at the same time complete, intelligent and fruitful. The Allies 
acting with one accord could easily impose their essential demands on the 
other neutral states … if the meeting of the great international conference 
necessary [sic] be deferred, it is to be feared that the Neutrals and Small 
States might acquire an influence greater than that which they would have 
at the present time. For all these reasons, the Colonial department proposes 
that the allied governments come to an agreement with the object of assem-
bling a great International Conference on Communications at Paris this year. 
Preparations for this Conference would be made by the extended Interallied 
Commission.57
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The American and British delegations definitely did not share this vision. 
In a joint proposal, they proposed that an intermediate structure be set 
up based on the various commissions established during the war, which 
would prepare a major radiotelegraphic conference to be convened later. 
This proposal won out and gave birth to the EU-F-GB-I Radiotelegraphic 
Commission. The participants were now to constitute an autonomous 
group of military experts, working without any direct connection to the 
Peace Conference, and with the necessary time to begin planning the 
future of radio networks, with a view to then convening an international 
conference that would be bound in advance by the decisions of the group. 
Things were all the more likely to unfold in this way given that the mem-
bers of the Commission would most probably represent their respective 
countries at the future conference. The proposal of the Ministry of the 
Colonies, although it was rejected, nevertheless raised the question of 
the relationships between the field of radio communications and the 
negotiations carried out at the Peace Conference. It opened a debate that 
doubtless continued in February.

Linking the Technical Commission and the Peace Conference 
to Compel Germany?

The autonomy of the radio engineers could not mean total independence 
with regard to the negotiations at Versailles. While resisting direct inte-
gration into the process, the experts had to adapt to connect their work 
to the Peace Conference, and thus obtain the final validation of their own 
conclusions at the governmental level.

Technical Autonomy: Pretext or Real Constraint?

This desire for autonomy and for the reservation of the time needed 
for work between experts – conditions they presented as necessary for 
the preparation of their technically complex decisions – was once again 
called into question when the Section on Economic Treaties of the Peace 
Conference, during its session of 19 March, addressed the question of the 
1912 Radio Convention. It was the French delegate who requested ‘the 
abrogation of this convention because it did not include in its provisions 
the regulation of communications between fixed stations and because the 
Allied navies have brought in the course of the war in radiography [sic] 
new practices that the provisions of 1913 did not provide for’.58 These 
arguments were to some extent supported by a rather hazily identi-
fied set of technical and practical facts. However, it quickly focuses on 



The Treaty of Versailles� 133

what appears to be the main point: ‘If the revision was decided, one 
could envisage the possibility of negotiating between allied and even 
neutral powers, the modifications to be introduced into the text of 1912, 
reserving the right to impose on Germany the obligation to adhere to 
these new provisions.’59 The debate was long and involved extensive 
exchanges between the delegates and their technical advisors. England 
was opposed to hasty action and proposed to extend the 1912 convention 
by one year. The French delegate replied that it was possible to function 
without doing so since the new rules adopted by the Allies during 
the war were available, written down, and could be communicated to 
the neutral and Allied powers. For the most part, the substance of the 
dispute concerned not practical issues but fundamentally political ques-
tions. The adoption of the British proposal, which featured the extension 
of the 1912 Convention, would therefore have postponed negotiations 
on new regulations, likely offering Germany the chance to rejoin the 
process. By abrogating the Convention and quickly establishing new 
rules, France hoped that they could be set down, or at least strongly ori-
ented, in the context of the Peace Conference, and thus without German 
involvement.	

In the end, the decision was taken to consult the EU-F-GB-I Radio
telegraphic Commission. In a letter, the Section on Economic Treaties 
expressed its desire 

to receive as soon as possible the proposals of the Allied radiotelegraph ser-
vices concerning the modifications and additions which would have to be 
made to the Convention of 1912 to take account of the progress made during 
the war and of the new radiotelegraph services which had not been provided 
for or regulated by the above-mentioned convention.60 

Baron de Berckheim, no doubt alerted by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
reacted very quickly. The very next day, he proposed to the members of 
the EU-F-GB-I Commission the creation of a subcommittee specifically 
charged with answering these questions to meet the following Thursday 
(27 March). It was to consist of ‘one or two delegates from each of the 
four powers … The full Commission would be convened in due course to 
consider the proposals of the sub-committee’.61

Had this proposal been adopted, the resulting procedure would have 
led the Commission to draw up a decision among technicians without 
its being submitted to the governments of the various delegates, since 
it would have been transmitted directly to the Conference’s Section on 
Economic Treaties. The proposal could then have been potentially con-
sidered and reviewed by each state via its representatives in the Section, 
but given the highly technical nature of the points addressed, it would 
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have been very difficult for people without the necessary technical skills 
to question the substance of the documents drawn up in a restricted circle 
of military personnel (and without Germany). Such a procedure would 
also have had the consequence of providing the Peace Conference with 
a committee of experts directly linked to a section of its Commission on 
Economic Questions. The scope of the work of this section would thus 
have included the validation, if not the elaboration, of the future regula-
tory framework for wireless communications.

The Autonomy of the Radiotelegraphic Commission Preserved

The Anglo-Saxon reaction to this turn taken in the development of the 
process for establishing the future framework was totally negative. 
The British used the short time frame as an excuse to rule out any 
participation from their side in the meeting scheduled for 27 March. 
As early as 22 March, the US Naval Attaché made it known that no 
modification of the 1912 Convention could be envisaged before the 
convening of a new international conference. This made their opposi-
tion very clear: the Americans objected to this rushed time frame, and 
indeed did not wish to be involved in any future decisions that were to 
be taken in this institutional context. The US Navy, however, wanted 
as much information as possible to preserve its own interests. It man-
aged to obtain permission for two observers to attend the 27 March 
meeting of the new subcommittee as ‘witnesses’.62 This situation led 
to numerous exchanges that quickly clarified the situation of the EU- 
F-GB-I Commission – it would not be directly integrated into the Peace 
Conference process.

The new subcommittee met on 4 April to consider more precisely its 
role in the process of updating the framework around wireless communi-
cations established in 1912. The minutes of the meeting stated:

[T]he members of the Commission present expressed the opinion that it was 
appropriate to request that the EU-F-GB-I Commission be officially charged 
with the task of drawing up proposals of a purely technical nature concerning 
the essential additions and modifications that would have to be made to the 
1912 Convention so that this Convention could be put back into force or main-
tained in force after the signing of the peace and while awaiting the meeting of 
a new International Conference.63

The minutes specified: ‘ … the length of time required for a study of 
this magnitude is out of proportion to the relatively short period of time 
within which a decision must be taken by the Peace Conference con-
cerning the radiotelegraphic regime to be adopted between the signing 
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of the peace and the next international conference’.64 The Chairman of 
the Commission therefore proposed ‘to leave it to each of the [four] 
delegations represented in the Commission to provide the necessary 
documentation to their representatives in the Sub-Commission [Section] 
on Economic Treaties’.65

They thus proposed a return to a more traditional system, in the form 
of a procedure whereby the diplomats present at Versailles would be 
directly informed by their own country’s experts. They also proposed 
that the new subcommittee in charge of preparing the proposals work 
within and for the EU-F-GB-I Commission, and not for the Section on 
Economic Treaties of the Peace Conference. He concluded:

It was important to me to clearly define this situation, which offers greater 
freedom from the point of view of the duration of our work and which seems 
likely to dispel any misunderstandings concerning the ambit of our ongoing 
investigations. Under these conditions, we hope that the American delegates 
will be willing to attend the meetings only not as witnesses but as deliberating 
members.66

The procedure finally adopted respected the separation of powers 
between the experts and the diplomats. The latter would be able to nego-
tiate among themselves, as political representatives of sovereign states, 
on the basis of solutions transmitted directly to them by their national 
experts. Nevertheless, Baron Berckheim still hoped to preserve the coher-
ence of the solutions worked out by the Radiotelegraph Commission.  
‘[I]n a personal capacity only’, he called on its members to transmit 
opinions that were ‘as concordant as possible’ to their delegations.67

Telecommunications in the Treaty of Versailles

The Versailles Treaty reflected quite well the fundamental differences in 
the ways in which negotiations concerning cables and radio were con-
ducted. Cables were treated as physical assets that had to be controlled. 
Article 244 of the Treaty: ‘Germany renounces on her own behalf and on 
behalf of her nationals in favour of the principal Allied and Associated 
Powers all rights, titles or privileges of whatever nature in the submarine 
cables set out below, or in any portions thereof.’68 Here, Wilsonian tel-
ecommunications internationalism, as formalized by Breckinridge Long, 
was thus totally abandoned. The treaty simply formalized the wartime 
confiscations. Britain obtained one of Germany’s North Atlantic cables, 
France the other. The French also obtained the German line to South 
America, while the Pacific cable was divided between the Americans and 
the Japanese. Annex VII of Article 244 added: ‘The value of [these] cables 
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or portions thereof in so far as they are privately owned, calculated on 
the basis of the original cost less a suitable allowance for depreciation, 
shall be credited to Germany in the reparation account.’ The current con-
ventions were mentioned in Article 283: ‘the International Telegraphic 
Conventions signed at St. Petersburg 10, 22 July 1875. Regulations and 
Tariffs drawn up by the International Telegraphic Conference, Lisbon, 
11 June 1908’, which the treaty specified that Germany should apply and 
accept.69

Wireless telegraphy posed much more complex problems, as we have 
seen. These fell largely outside the negotiators’ sphere of competence. In 
reality, however, some issues were quite simple to resolve. For instance, 
Article 130 obliges Germany to cede all the radio equipment located

in the German Concessions at Tientsin and Hankow or elsewhere in Chinese 
territory. … diplomatic or consular residences or offices are not included, 
and … no steps shall be taken by the Chinese Government to dispose of the 
German public and private property situated within the so-called Legation 
Quarter at Peking without the consent of the Diplomatic Representatives of 
the Powers which, on the coming into force of the present Treaty, remain 
Parties to the Final Protocol of September 7, 1901.

With respect to the long term, the policy imposed by the United States 
and Great Britain prevailed, but France’s concerns about Germany’s 
future attitude, which had led it to seek an immediate revision of the 1912 
Convention, were also taken into account. Article 284 thus states that

the High Contracting Parties shall apply … the International Radio-Telegraphic 
Convention of July 5, 1912, on condition that Germany fulfills the provisional 
regulations which will be indicated to her by the Allied and Associated Powers.
 If within five years after the coming into force of the present Treaty a new 
convention regulating international radio-telegraphic communications should 
have been concluded to take the place of the Convention of July 5, 1912, this 
new convention shall bind Germany, even if Germany should refuse either to 
take part in drawing up the convention, or to subscribe thereto.
 This new convention will likewise replace the provisional regulations in 
force.

These clarifications therefore ruled out any possibility of Germany block-
ing the drawing up of the next convention. Article 197, which imposed 
restrictions on the use of stations located in Germany for three months, 
would have little impact. It also stipulated that ‘during the same [three-
month] period Germany shall not build any more high-power wireless 
telegraphy stations in her own territory or that of Austria, Hungary, 
Bulgaria or Turkey’. No confiscation was planned, patents would be 
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honoured, the Nauen station preserved, and the major interests of the 
radio industry in Germany and beyond unaffected. Telefunken’s return 
to the corporate fold was already implicitly planned.

Affirmation and Failure of an International Technocratism

Having succeeded in creating and maintaining a degree of autonomy, the 
radio experts thought they could realize their vision of an international 
system dominated by public administrations. Opposition to this project, 
however, proved vigorous. It was voiced not by political decision-makers 
or diplomats but by private companies, who were kept out of the process 
and wished to play their own part.

The EU-F-GB-I Radio Protocol of 25 August 1919: A Technically 
Logical and Balanced Framework

Following this interlude, the Commission resumed its work during 
the month of April, plunging in depth into the technical considera-
tion of questions of wavelengths in particular. The files show that the 
Commission’s work was methodical and at points highlights the dif-
ficulty of finding appropriate solutions in a still fluctuating scientific and 
technical environment. More generally, it formulated the principles for 
the organization of world telecommunications that would be applied 
throughout the 1920s. Merging the cable and radio conventions was set 
as a goal for the next international conference. This was a major turning 
point in the history of world telecommunications and for the place of the 
United States in the concert of nations. The paragraph in the final report 
that deals with this point indicates that the cables are to be included in a 
process whereby all means of communication, including those that might 
be developed in the future, can be managed.

In consequence of the proposal of the British Government, which has already 
a commission working on some of the details … and the difficulty of having 
experienced personnel assembled for the length of time required at any one 
place, the Commission requests that the preparation of the regulations and 
method of procedure to be submitted to the next International conference 
should be entrusted to the British Government … The Commission desires 
that the U.S, French and Italian Governments should convey to the British 
Government as soon as possible their approval of this method.70

These provisions were then examined by a sub-commission and con-
firmed in a text examined between 25 August and 8 September 1919. The 



138� Pascal Griset

document takes up the proposals of the April protocol, adjusts certain 
provisions to make them compatible with the Peace Treaty, establishes 
the main provisions for the revision of the 1912 Convention, and cre-
ates an Inter-Allied Committee for the intermediate period (Appendix 
VI).71 This text, henceforth referred to as the EU-F-GB-I Radio Protocol of 
25 August 1919, set out a roadmap, and the organization needed to revise 
the 1912 Convention and organize the future of global radio communica-
tions. Drawn up by the Allies, it was imposed on the Germans under 
Article 284 of the Treaty of Versailles, which set a five-year deadline for 
the revision of the 1912 Convention.

Another important decision was taken: the place where the next inter-
national conference was to be held. ‘During the course of this meeting, 
Admiral Bullard, senior member of the American Delegation advises 
the Allied Delegation concerning the interest which the Government of 
the United States attaches to the meeting of the Congress at Washington, 
which meeting has been the subject of an official communication from the 
Secretary of State to the Allied Governments interested.’72 Prepared by 
the British services and scheduled in Washington, the future conference 
already had an undeniable Anglo-Saxon colour. After these months of 
work, at the last session on 8 September, Baron de Berckheim concluded: 
‘The President expresses the view that all the efforts of the Commission 
may not prove sterile and that the work effected may be continued by a 
new commission more appropriate to the status of Peace.’73

An International Technocratism Contested by Private Companies …

As radio telecommunications developed, a number of companies became 
major players, targeting the world market. As we have seen, Marconi 
and Telefunken formed the first generation at the origin of the develop-
ment of the sector. A second generation appeared in the context of the 
First World War. In France, the creation of the Compagnie Générale de 
Télégraphie Sans Fil (CSF), in the spring of 1918, grew out of the desire 
of the main players in the field in France to group together French invest-
ments in radio. After dismissing the interests of Marconi that were still 
present in France and some negotiations, the state granted the company a 
concession to develop a French radio network with coverage of the entire 
globe. In the United States, a later sequence led to the same result. The 
American Marconi Company, which was dominant on the US market, 
had to abandon its activities in the country under pressure from the 
government. It sold its assets, which then formed the basis of the Radio 
Corporation of America (RCA), founded in the fall of 1919 by General 
Electric, Westinghouse, and AT&T.
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Thus, four companies, one from each of the four great powers of the 
post-war period, can, in a way, be seen as having been mandated by 
their governments to guarantee their country a major place in the future 
network. All had close links with the military. Marconi and Telefunken 
had been supported by the navies of their respective countries. All of the 
engineers who formed the CSF’s management team, starting with the 
director Emile Girardeau, a graduate of the École Polytechnique, had 
served under or worked with Ferrié since 1914. Admiral Bullard virtually 
considered the RCA his personal project, even going so far as to leave 
the negotiations in Paris in April 1919 to return to the United States and 
convince the directors of General Electric not to enter into a contract 
with Marconi but instead to participate in the creation of the new, all-
American company.

The delegations that met in Washington on 8 October 1920 hoped to 
implement the decisions taken at the end of the summer of 1919 in Paris, 
and no doubt counted on these companies bearing the colours of the 
three Allied powers (Germany was not present) to take up the ordained 
places in the scheme that they had conceived. The delegations’ concern 
was essentially focused on the balance of power that might emerge on the 
way to establishing a convention that would bring together the govern-
ance of cables and radio.

It quickly became apparent that the US delegates, working alongside 
the British and French on advancing the project they had agreed upon 
in Paris, had absolutely no support from private companies. Prior to the 
conference, the main players in the US market had met to oppose the 
EU-F-GB-I Radio Protocol of 25 August. In their view, it gave too small a 
role to American companies. Before the Washington conference opened, 
the major companies published a statement criticizing many points that 
were to inspire the work of the delegations. In particular, the scenario 
of a merger of the two authorities, the International Telegraph Union 
and the International Radiotelegraph Union, was totally rejected.74 The 
Commercial Cable Company was the most explicitly hostile of the two. It 
virulently opposed the project, combining a fierce opposition to the very 
principle of a merger of the two unions with an expression of its sense of 
having been robbed by the confiscation of the German submarine cables. 
In a letter to the US delegation on 15 November 1920, they wrote:

[W]e strongly urge that the US and the public will best be served by relying 
on the continuance of competitive enterprise … The telegraphs of Europe have 
been under the domination of the International Telegraph Convention since 
1858 and we believe it will be agreed that no one in America with experience of 
Europe has found anything there in the telegraph service to make him desire 
similar institutions over here.75
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The American delegation stood firm, despite a consultative meeting with 
the companies organized on the sidelines of the discussions between 
delegations on 4 November 1920. The Washington conference produced 
a draft convention in line with the Protocol of 25 August 1919. It pro-
vided for a merger of international regulations for cables and radio and 
entrusted the leadership of the European PTT administrations, along with 
the military representatives of the US administration, with the develop-
ment of the networks. With it, opposition from companies ranging from 
cable companies to RCA to AT&T only grew stronger.76 Although they 
expressed their opposition less virulently, probably because they were 
more used to dealing with administrations whose power was based on 
the existence of state-owned monopolies, European companies followed 
in the footsteps of their American counterparts.

… And Imposing Their Own Logic

The logic of the development of the global radiotelegraphy network was 
thus determined by private companies. The return of German interests, 
which was an unspoken part of the negotiations, was a rapid one. In the 
domain of wireless communications, Telefunken was almost immedi-
ately reintegrated, at least unofficially, into the discussions and quickly 
began contracting with RCA, Marconi and CSF to establish long-distance 
links. Of course, these companies had to rely on their governments, but 
in the final analysis they were the only actors able to evaluate the balance 
of power in a competitive market and to create and adapt technologies to 
it.77 South America constitutes a good example of this system increasingly 
dominated by corporate logic. Bullard’s project of a ‘Wireless Monroe 
Doctrine’78 failed. RCA was not able to block the European companies 
from taking their share of the South American market. An agreement 
was signed on 19 September 1921 whereby the four major companies 
pooled all of their previously separate concessions in South America. A 
Centralization and Coordination Committee, chaired by an American but 
based in Paris, was tasked with developing radio links between South 
America and other continents in the name of the partners’ common 
interests.

The merger of cable and wireless telecommunications companies, 
which was vigorously opposed by private companies in 1920, was 
launched on their own initiative in the second half of the 1920s. This 
process proved indispensable in that period, when the development of 
shortwave links made the competition between cables and radio too 
aggressive. From then on, all of the networks had to be managed in a 
coherent fashion, and global governance was forced to accommodate 
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the new forms of organization adopted by private companies. The 
International Telecommunication Union was created for this purpose at 
the Madrid Conference of 1932, bringing to fruition the project laid out in 
the 1919 Protocol. Thus, despite tensions and sometimes direct conflict, 
companies and nation states could not durably pursue divergent strate-
gies. Mutual understanding between diplomats, armed forces, govern-
ments and these private actors was essential.

Conclusion

The overall negotiations process over telecommunications discussed here 
was constructed by, on the one hand, the governments and diplomats 
at the Peace Conference and, on the other hand, the military engineers, 
who successfully kept the field of wireless communications under their 
exclusive control. The telegraph companies were not represented either 
in Versailles or in the various bodies dealing with wireless telegraphy, 
and their interests, if not completely disregarded, were given only mar-
ginal consideration. The process thus represented an attempt to prolong 
a period of strong influence for state actors with a decisive role during 
the war, a time when economic logics had been largely put aside. While 
defending their respective national interests, technical experts also acted 
to maintain their common power in the face of other forms of governance. 
Under their influence, the agreements concluded in Paris (the Treaty of 
Versailles and the Protocol of 25 August) aimed to draw up a road map to 
formalize the assignment of this leadership role to the PTT and military 
administrations that had conducted the negotiations.

The frame that was operative here, connected to economic diplo-
macy,79 also reflects the rise of techno-diplomacy, in the context of inter-
national telecommunications. Previously confined to the arena of expert 
assemblies, techno-diplomacy at Versailles came to be directly linked to 
geopolitical issues.80 Through a highly diverse range of procedures and 
vectors, it became an integral part of the global diplomacy of nations.81

Technocratic internationalism was integrated but not to be confused 
with these new forms of diplomacy. The military officers in charge of 
wireless communications were in many ways technocrats. They used 
the technical nature of the matters at issue as an argument to construct 
a decision space that belonged to them, based on their field of exper-
tise. They also constituted an international group that made decisions 
together on the basis of a consensus. This consensus was not built solely 
on a common technical culture. Other cultural proximities favoured the 
common approach of these ‘radio men’, who were all civil servants, as 
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they attempted to move beyond national logics and define a future order 
founded on the supremacy of state organizations. The forms of solidarity 
involved in this approach were built not only on a convergent vision of the 
role of public administrations in organizing the world’s communications 
networks but also on a constructive complicity between brothers in arms 
who wanted to see what they saw as their shared work in progress through 
to completion. These men were not dealing with a mature technology, 
and they were not trying to preserve established situations. Rather, they 
wanted to provide the best possible conditions for a future, still uncertain, 
technology in order to be able to make the best of it. Working at the cross-
roads of technical, economic and scientific domains, they were engaged in 
what, in contemporary terms, could be called ‘innovation diplomacy’.82

This period did not result in a significant redistribution of power rela-
tions between states in the domain of telecommunications. Nor did it see 
a major inflection in the influence of the United States on world affairs 
more generally. In Washington, the emergence of radio as a means of 
long-distance communication was mostly perceived as a risk rather than 
an opportunity. After all, it came at a time when, after thirty years of 
efforts, American companies had finally succeeded in establishing com-
plete domination over the transatlantic cables. The fact that Marconi was 
able to develop a worldwide wireless telegraphy network ahead of any 
American company had revived the spectre of British domination of 
world telecommunications. This concern, which seems in many ways 
excessive, indicated the rapid resurgence of old American perceptions 
of the British Empire as powerful and untrustworthy. In the end, nei-
ther the United States nor Great Britain would succeed in establishing a 
hegemony in this sphere during the interwar period.

The Wilsonian vision, although strongly expressed at Versailles for 
submarine cables, does not seem to have had any influence on interna-
tional telecommunications. It had no more influence than the pacifist 
campaigns in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to obtain 
protection for submarine cables in times of war, a sort of neutraliza-
tion intended to maintain the capacity for exchanges and negotiations 
between even warring states. Here, I will look at a relevant exchange 
between Donald Meinig and Peter Hugill, in order to nuance both of 
their accounts. Hugill challenges Meinig’s view83 that Wilson’s ambitions 
at Versailles were fundamentally internationalist.84 But while Wilson 
admittedly did not refrain from a broad consideration of the interests 
of the United States, the vision that he pursued with regard to telecom-
munications cables was nonetheless free from the pursuit of narrowly 
conceived short-term national interests. In adopting a geopolitical vision 
framed in terms of the balance of power between the United States and 
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Great Britain, Hugill’s analysis only partially recognizes the complex 
reality and multiplicity of actors involved in the organization, govern-
ance and regulation of international telegraphy. Rather than US versus 
Great Britain, or nationalism versus internationalism, it is probably the 
private versus public axis that provides the clearest understanding of the 
real long-term international issues that were at stake in this context.

To return more specifically to the negotiations, it is worth noting that 
the two texts drawn up between January and August 1919 were both, 
at different scales, destined to fail. The Treaty of Versailles, because of 
its non-ratification by the United States in March 1920, failed to become 
the foundation on which the Wilsonian order was to be established. On 
a smaller but nonetheless significant scale, the Washington Conference 
in October 1920 failed to concretely establish the global governance of 
international telegraphy by national administrations.

While it is true that the destinies of these two texts were both sealed 
in Washington, it is also the case that the influence of the United States 
(understood as the action of a whole range of players, not limited solely 
to government) is manifested more by what it was able to block than in 
any capacity to impose its own vision. In both cases, too, the country’s 
changing action over time was ultimately the result of power strug-
gles between institutions or political currents with opposing objectives. 
Consequently, as far as global information networks are concerned, the 
time of the Peace Conference was not a major turning point that created 
or revealed new balances of power. In this way, the Versailles period 
was more like an ‘entre-deux’, in which the pre-war balance of power 
and global governance, despite various attempts to change the order of 
things, was in fact consolidated.

The precise analysis of the different circles of negotiations highlights 
the growing place that technical innovation and the issues that it raises 
were taking, perhaps for the first time, in a major international negotia-
tions process involving the heads of government.85 This place would only 
grow over the course of the twentieth century, becoming a sphere of 
diplomacy in its own right.
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–––. ‘The Beginnings of the Radio Communications Industry’, in Michael J. 
Lynskey and Seiichiro Yonekura (eds), Entrepreneurship and Organization: The 
Role of the Entrepreneur in Organizational Innovation (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2002), 354–72. 

Guagnini, Anna. ‘Patent Agents, Legal Advisers and Guglielmo Marconi’s 
Breakthrough in Wireless Telegraphy’. History of Technology 24 (2002), 171–201.

Headrick, Daniel R. The Invisible Weapon: Telecommunications and International 
Politics, 1851–1945. New York: Oxford University Press, 1991.

Hezlet, Arthur. The Electron and Sea Power. London: C. Davies, 1975.
Howeth, Linwood S. History of Communications-Electronics in the United States Navy. 

Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1963.
Hugill, Peter J. ‘The American Challenge to British Hegemony, 1861–1947’. 

Geographical Review 99(3) (2009), 403–25.
John, Richard. ‘When Techno-Diplomacy Failed: Walter S. Rogers, the Universal 

Electrical Communications Union, and the Limitations of the International 
Telegraph Union as a Global Actor in the 1920s’, in Gabriele Balbi and Andreas 
Fickers (eds), History of the International Telecommunication Union (ITU): 
Transnational Techno-Diplomacy from the Telegraph to the Internet (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 2020), 55–76.

John, Richard and Léonard Laborie. ‘“Circuits of Victory”’: L’entreprise Bell 
et l’engagement du Signal Corps en France’, in Olivier Chaline and Olivier 
Forcade (eds), L’Engagement des Américains dans la guerre, 1917–1918 (Paris: 
Sorbonne Université Presses, 2020), 341–62.

Kennedy, Paul M. ‘Imperial Cable Communications and Strategy, 1870–1914’. 
English Historical Review 86(341) (1971), 728–52.

Laborie, Léonard. L’Europe mise en réseaux: La France et la coopération internationale 
dans les postes et les télécommunications (années 1850–années 1950). Bruxelles: 
Peter Lang, 2010.

Marconi, Degna. My Father Marconi. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1962.
Marusak, Leonard F. ‘The German Submarine Cables and United States Diplomacy, 

1914–1927’. MA thesis. Denton: North Texas State University, 1967.
Meinig, Donald W. The Shaping of America: A Geographical Perspective on 500 Years 

of History. Vol. 4: Global America 1915–2000. New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2004.



The Treaty of Versailles� 149

Müller-Pohl, Simone. ‘Working the Nation State: Submarine Cable Actors, Cable 
Transnationalism and the Governance of the Global Media System, 1858–1914’, 
in Isabella Löhr and Roland Wenzlhuemer (eds), The Nation State and Beyond: 
Governing Globalization Processes in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries 
(Berlin: Springer, 2013), 101–23.

Oreskes, Naomi and John Krige (eds). Science and Technology in the Global Cold War. 
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014.

Pocock, Rowland F. The Early British Radio Industry. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1988.

Pocock, Rowland F. and Gerald R.M. Garatt. The Origins of Maritime Radio: The 
Story of the Introduction of Wireless Telegraphy in the Royal Navy between 1896 and 
1900. London: Stationery Office, 1972.

Schot, Johan and Vincent Lagendijk. ‘Technocratic Internationalism in the Interwar 
Years: Building Europe on Motorways and Electricity Networks’. Journal of 
Modern European History 6(2) (2008), 196–217.

Schwoch, James. ‘The American Radio Industry and International Communications 
Conferences, 1919–1927’. Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television 7(3) 
(1987), 289–309.

–––. The American Radio Industry and its Latin American Activities, 1900–1939. 
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1990.

Skolnikoff, Eugene. The Elusive Transformation: Science, Technology, and the Evolution 
of International Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993.

Sturmey, S.G. The Economic Development of Radio. London: Duckworth, 1958.
United States Department of State. Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the 

United States: The Paris Peace Conference 1919, vol. 1. Washington: US Government 
Printing Office, 1938.

–––. Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States: The Paris Peace 
Conference 1919, vol. 4. Washington: US Government Printing Office, 1943.

–––. Report of the American Delegation: Foreign Relations of the United States, 1906, 
vol. 2. Washington: Government Printing Office, 1909.

Walworth, Arthur. Wilson and His Peacemakers: American Diplomacy at the Paris 
Peace Conference, 1919. New York: Norton, 1986.

Waterbury, John I. ‘The International Preliminary Conference to Formulate 
Regulations Governing Telegraphy’. The North American Review 177(564) (1903), 
655–66.



Chapter 6

The International Chamber of 
Commerce
Multilateralism and the Invention of International 
Commercial Arbitration

Jérôme Sgard

International commercial arbitration is one of the most influential insti-
tutions in the governance of today’s global economy, but it is also a 
thoroughly neglected and misunderstood one. Most economists, political 
scientists and historians of the twentieth century have only vague ideas 
as to how it works and to what purpose. In particular, its century-long 
intellectual and political history, with its roots in the early years of the 
League of Nations, has mostly been ignored, including by arbitration 
professionals themselves.

In practice, two multinationals with a conflict over the execution of 
a contract will typically avoid bringing their case to the official public 
courts of either of their respective home countries. Think, for instance, of 
Airbus and an American supplier. If a dispute arises about the quality of 
a spare part, rather than going to a court in Toulouse or Chicago, they will 
most often go to arbitration. In the simplest case, they each choose one 
independent arbitrator, with a joint say in selecting a third one, who will 
preside over the panel or private tribunal. The parties may also choose 
which national arbitration and contract laws will apply. Critically, they 
commit themselves ex ante to accept the eventual decision, or ‘award’. 
If the loser reneges on this promise, then, in most countries, courts will 
enforce the said award: bank accounts, real estate assets or securities 
will be seized almost as easily as in the case of an official domestic judg-
ment. In legalese, states guarantee the execution of arbitral awards in the 
last resort. Thus, commercial arbitration amounts, on the one hand, to 
a powerful, largely self-regulated, transnational private justice system 
that staunchly defends its capacity to resolve commercial disputes more 
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effectively and smoothly than sovereign jurisdictions; but on the other, 
it also relies on the executive powers of sovereign states, in an alliance 
that makes it perfectly adapted to integrated global markets. Twenty-first 
century global capitalism would look very different without it.

Still, international commercial arbitration as we know it is not a post-
1990 development or a subchapter of the Washington Consensus, nor 
is it a late outgrowth of the post-1945 settlement, like the World Trade 
Organization. In fact, it was not even invented and developed by a global 
hegemon, whether Britain or America. And although it was born in Paris 
in the early 1920s, in the unique context of the post-war years, the phrase 
‘international commercial arbitration’ does not appear in the 1919 Peace 
Treaty, and it was not a leitmotiv of the negotiations, or even a subject 
of dinner chat, at Versailles.1 At its origins, we find not statesmen and 
diplomats but the national Chambers of Commerce of Allied countries, 
primarily the United States, Britain and France, whose International 
Congresses had already been pushing for its development before August 
1914. At their first post-war congress, in Atlantic City in the autumn of 
1919, shortly after the statutes of the League had been adopted, they 
created their own organization, the International Chamber of Commerce 
(ICC), which would be headquartered in Paris. Critically, it was also 
decided at Atlantic City that the new ICC would establish its own, self-
standing Arbitration Court.

After a series of preparatory meetings held between February 1921 
and May 1922, the Court was inaugurated in January 1923, in Paris, 
with the President of the Republic and a representative of the League 
in attendance.2 The first cases were soon taken on, although during the 
interwar period, the Court’s docket consisted mostly of ridiculous dis-
putes over bowler hats, bicycles, fountain pens and wedding gowns. Only 
gradually did it see a trickle of more complex industrial cases, in areas 
such as machine tools, intellectual property or private debts.3 Still, from 
the outset, the small group of institutional entrepreneurs who staffed the 
new court came to see themselves as both architects and activists: they 
did not have an exact model of the court they wanted to build, but they 
had a sense of the direction in which they wished to proceed, and also of 
the routes they did not want to take. Reading the hundreds of pages of 
archives left by the ICC Arbitration Court, one is quickly impressed by 
the combination of its understated character with the sense of purpose 
expressed by these actors and their deliberate, constructive approach.

In the long run, and in hindsight, the ICC was the place where a new 
practice of international commercial arbitration was developed, tested 
and institutionalized. From the 1950s onward, dozens of arbitration 
forums would be established around the world, following in the footsteps 
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of the Parisian court. Even today, the latter remains the primus inter pares, 
or the ‘Old Lady’ of the profession. ‘Hard cases’ often end up at the ICC 
because of the authority and legitimacy of its rules and procedures, also 
because of the quality of its awards, as recognized by the legal profession. 
Large US law firms, for instance, have substantial representative offices 
in Paris in good part because of their arbitration practice, not because of 
any innate taste for the civil law tradition.

The rest of this chapter unfolds as follows. The next section discusses 
how the project of an Arbitration Court emerged at the ICC and how, 
almost immediately, it established direct and increasingly close ties 
with the new League of Nations, in particular the staff of its Economic 
and Financial Organization. The following section then discusses the 
three main political and legal influences that shaped the court’s early 
development: the experience of interstate arbitration, as exemplified by 
the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague; the well-established 
English practice of private arbitration, as developed on commodity or 
financial markets; and the US approach, which was deeply influenced by 
the large-scale domestic campaign in favour of arbitration conducted in 
the United States in the 1920s. The fourth section then analyses how the 
court gradually became a self-standing, entrepreneurial institution in its 
own right, with its own resources, governance and project, and how it 
entered into a defining conversation first with the League of Nations then 
the United Nations.

The ICC and International Commercial Arbitration

While today the Arbitration Court is the flagship body of the ICC, in its 
early decades it was a rather marginal operation. In 1919, the Chambers 
of Commerce wanted primarily to establish a brand-new model of non-
governmental organization – a lobby – that would represent and defend 
the interests of private international businesses at the League. An explicit 
parallel was made at that time with the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), which was mainly supported by trade unions. Tellingly, the 
US-based General Electric Company, perhaps the first modern multina-
tional firm, was a strong force beyond the whole project. Its chairman, 
Owen Young, who would play a major role in the German debt renegotia-
tions of the 1920s, was a dominant figure here.4 Another key player was 
Etienne Clémentel, the first President of the ICC and a former French 
Minister of Commerce during the war. He had played at that time an 
important role in organizing the supply of strategic resources to Allied 
countries, together with Jean Monnet5 and Arthur Salter,6 both of whom 
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would soon occupy pre-eminent positions at the League.7 Hence, the ICC 
was definitely a pro-business, free-trade organization although, at least 
initially, it also saw itself as a full participant in an international, progres-
sive and somewhat technocratic attempt to rebuild an international eco-
nomic order on a stronger, more integrated basis. Clémentel in particular 
very much represented an emerging international liberal establishment 
that would shape European construction a generation later.8

The ICC’s connection to the League of Nations, and later the United 
Nations, is critical to our understanding of the long-term development 
of international commercial arbitration. From the very beginning, a 
dynamic relation emerged between the small group of institutional entre-
preneurs who developed this project at the ICC and the leadership and 
staff of the League: the latter were keen indeed to take on new issues of 
international governance and try to establish the new organization not 
just as a discussion forum but as an effective policy agency. Anyone who 
has spent half a day in the archives of the League must be impressed 
by how quickly policy issues popped up on its agenda, and how soon 
experts and policy wonks from all horizons congregated in Geneva. The 
League opened up a new institutional and political scene, where new 
actors, including private actors, stood up, took the initiative, negotiated 
and tried to build an institutional and regulatory niche for themselves 
that would help advance their interests. A few weeks or months after the 
League started operations, they were already meeting in its conference 
rooms, offices and lobbies, and in nearby hotel lounges. Very soon they 
were debating and negotiating ways to better address a host of issues, 
ranging (in economic matters) from bills of exchange to international 
fiscal coordination, the regulation of international banks – and, indeed, 
international commercial arbitration.9

The ICC was immediately very active in this context. It was often 
represented in the expert groups that prepared the interstate negotia-
tions and drafted conventions. It also served as a channel of information 
and influence for American interests. It did not exactly become an eco-
nomic adviser to the League, fully equipped with a programme of eco-
nomic reordering. It was first of all an effective lobby, fully recognized 
by the League, which shared its sense that international markets had 
to be backed up by stronger formal rules and institutions. Quite soon, 
private correspondence, information and expertise flowed back and 
forth between them, building and consolidating support for converging 
policy views and common ideals: internationalism, economic liberalism, 
reformist activism and formal depoliticization.10

In particular, the ICC court established its own communication chan-
nels with officials in the Economic and Financial Organization of the 
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League Secretariat, and later the equivalent departments of the United 
Nations. Rather than lobbying national governments and trying to 
obtain  their support, from the beginning it prioritized the new multi-
lateral body. This continuing relationship proved essential in the intel-
lectual, legal and political construction of this new regime of private 
international justice. Officials from the League and the UN offered a 
strategic route to approach sovereign states and negotiate with them the 
critical settlements on the basis of which commercial arbitration would 
eventually thrive. But they were also key interlocutors in this long pro-
cess of institutional innovation, at a time when the whole arbitration 
project, as envisaged in Paris, was still remarkably shallow. When the 
ICC and its Court were launched, in 1923, nobody had a clear view of 
how this new practice would work, in terms of procedures and overall 
legal architecture. Even the key questions that were to be addressed 
and the experiences that should be drawn upon were not clear. To what 
extent should awards be governed by national contract laws? Which 
guarantees of execution should, or could, be given to the parties? Could 
they be represented by legal counsel, or should they plead their cases 
themselves?

In the following years, three main sources of influence weighed on the 
early thinking of the Arbitration Court architects, before they found their 
own path. The first was interstate arbitration, as at the Permanent Court 
of Arbitration, in The Hague. The second was the well-tested English 
experience of commercial arbitration. The third and final source of influ-
ence was the US domestic campaign in the 1920s in favour of arbitration 
and ‘alternative dispute resolution’.

International Arbitration: From Utopia to Legal Engineering

Beginning in the 1870s, in the wake of the Crimean and Franco-Prussian 
wars, across the Western world ‘arbitration’ progressively became the 
catchword for a remarkably broad, progressive, often utopian imaginary, 
widely shared by politicians and ordinary citizens, public intellectuals 
and civic movements, and even churches. It thus came to be associated 
with the sunny promise of a peaceful world, where disputes between 
states would be settled amicably with the help of a few wise (white) men, 
taming their warring instincts at last. In those years, arbitration was the 
most potent discursive force opposing the hard, divisive legacy of the 
long nineteenth century – that is, Westphalian politics and the Concert 
of Europe. Take, for instance, this passage by one Benjamin Franklin 
Trueblood, in his 1899 book The Federation of the World:
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Arbitration gives time for passion to cool. It affords opportunity to hunt up all 
the facts in a given case. … It costs a mere pittance compared with war. It car-
ries questions of right and justice to the forum of reason. … It leaves no bitter 
ranklings behind, no broken families, no devastated lands, no international 
feuds. … It removes prejudices and misjudgements. It creates sympathy and 
fellowship.11

Hundreds of pages like these could be quoted, drawing from grand 
speeches by great statesmen, sermons by pseudo-prophets, and pæans 
from trade unionists, chansonniers and concerned citizens  –  as well as 
Chambers of Commerce. Judging from this literature of celebration, arbi-
tration could be understood as almost anything, as long as a third party 
was invited to help resolve a dispute. Nothing bad, it seemed, could ever 
come of it.

Interstate Arbitration

This grand discourse was especially defended by the Americans, 
who became the main advocates of arbitration, framing it, in classic 
Rooseveltian fashion, as an alternative to the backward, oppressive rule 
of the old European imperial powers.12 The main outcome of this broad 
movement was the Permanent Court of Arbitration (PCA), established in 
The Hague in 1899. It was seen in its early years as a major breakthrough 
in the struggle for the pacification of international relations, suggest-
ing that arbitration could become in fact the very principle of a new 
paradigm of international ordering.13 In the final years before the war, 
the possibility of creating a commercial chamber within the PCA was also 
envisaged. While these discussions did not have much impact at the time, 
they attest to the perceived need for stronger rules of dispute resolution 
in commercial matters, and to the appeal of arbitration as an alternative 
to interstate judicial cooperation.14

After the war and Versailles, this quasi-judicial model of international 
governance was no longer seen as the sole foundation of a new, fairer, 
stable international order. The notion of an ‘international administra-
tion’, which emerged during the war, made that shift clear, and the early 
years of the League soon confirmed that much more structured forms of 
collective action were needed, backed up by stronger, hence more poten-
tially divisive rules – including, if necessary, economic sanctions. During 
the 1920s, the generic discourse on arbitration and the Hague court itself 
became part of a broader, more structured ‘international architecture’ 
that directly coordinated the governments – and hence the executive and 
administrative powers – of member states.
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A more low-key example of interstate arbitration was the Mixed 
Tribunals created in 1919–1920 to settle private disputes between former 
enemies left over from the war, such as contracts and debts that had been 
suspended in 1914, or stocks of goods owned by foreign firms that had 
been seized early in the conflict. During the following years, a number of 
experts and arbitrators would actually move back and forth between these 
Tribunals and the ICC Court. Another is the series of reforms proposed 
by the French government at the 1927 Geneva Economic Conference, 
including the creation of a special chamber of the Permanent Court of 
International Justice to arbitrate or resolve commercial conflicts between 
member states (not firms). This plan thus foreshadowed the Dispute 
Resolution Mechanism of today’s WTO. Procedures were adopted and an 
expert panel was nominated in 1932, but they did not leave further traces.

The English Lineage

The sponsors of the International Chamber of Commerce and its 
Arbitration Court were men of their times, and as such they drew enthu-
siastically on the generic, utopian discourse on arbitration, though they 
placed a more than usual emphasis on its anti-state/anti-sovereignty 
implications. Commercial arbitration, they kept repeating, was an 
expression of the peaceful instincts of mankind and, indeed, of com-
merce. It would enable all future disputes to be resolved on the basis of 
pragmatism, honesty and well-meaning sentiments among merchants. 
They thus endlessly rehashed the old trope, inherited from Montesquieu, 
of commerce as inherently a force for peace. In the process, it became a 
kind of all-purpose, default ideological prop, which would even find its 
way into the first official history of the ICC, Merchants of Peace.15 Take, as 
a representative example, the speech delivered by R.S. Fraser, a leader of 
the British Chambers of Commerce, at the 1912 International Congress in 
Boston:

Commercial men realize to the full the limitations of politicians and diplo-
matists, and that it is for the commercial world to take its destinies into its 
own hands and do their thinking for themselves as to the problems of to-day, 
including the organisation of peace, of which commercial arbitration is an 
integral … part. Indeed, it may be claimed that commercial arbitration consti-
tutes the foremost plank in the platform of world-wide peace and solidarity.16

Yet, in 1923, when the ICC entrepreneurs started building the Court, 
they fell almost instantly from the world of utopia and wishful think-
ing into the realization of how poorly equipped they in fact were. The 
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Chambers’ initial project was not just ill conceived; in fact it was largely 
not conceived at all. The only thing that was explicit was their aim of 
building their own court without relying on sovereign States and their 
governments, hence also their reluctance to draw or lean on the experi-
ence of pre-war interstate arbitration. They thus turned to a second, long 
historical lineage, which was directly rooted in real-world, commercial 
practices. Since at least the 1870s, and hence during the heyday of the first 
global era, the London-based, global markets all practised arbitration on 
a large scale. The London Stock Exchange (where sovereign bonds, for 
example, were typically listed), Lloyds (for most types of insurance) and 
the markets for corn, cotton or rubber all settled disputes among investors 
and merchants through private, in-house arbitration. In these latter cases, 
trade associations controlled by elite merchants regulated the respective 
markets, adopted standards for products, drafted standard contracts and 
arbitrated disputes.17 On the one hand, these non-regulated markets oper-
ated under English law and the more or less distant oversight of official 
London courts, in particular King’s Bench and the Commercial Court. 
The 1889 Arbitration Act, the first modern statute on the subject, formal-
ized this relationship. On the other hand, these privately established 
markets had a de facto global jurisdiction: merchants in Buenos Aires, 
Riga and Antwerp adopted their standard contracts and usually accepted 
their arbitral awards. Failure to do so could lead to exclusion from those 
markets, a sanction that would severely affect their competitive posi-
tion. Privately ordered law and market power, more than the sovereign 
authority of official courts, was decisive in these market models, which 
were both local and global, London-based and imperial. Without ques-
tion, this was the main practical antecedent of the twentieth-century 
ICC model of commercial arbitration. As they later made clear to their 
interlocutors, in Paris or Geneva, the English had their own solutions to 
defend, and they had no doubt that in the matter of arbitration they knew 
better.

And yet, this conversation soon stopped: by the mid-1920s a clear 
antagonism had emerged between the English practice and the emerging 
approach to arbitration, in the Paris Court. Whereas English arbitration 
always works under English law and under the supervision of English 
courts, the ICC practice was immediately founded on the alternative 
principle of full recognition of national legal systems and the need to 
coordinate between them. In other words, the former was de facto local 
and extra-territorial, while from the onset the latter was to be multilateral.

Beyond this discrepancy, there was also a deep conflict of doctrine 
regarding the discretion that could be given to the arbitrator. In England, 
the arbitrator remains an assistant or a substitute to the official judge 
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and can never interfere in legal interpretation. The emerging Continental 
practice would endow him with considerably more autonomy in justify-
ing his decisions; for example, when identifying precedents or using past 
arbitral awards as precedents. This debate would lead, in the 1960s, to the 
long, mostly academic debate on whether international arbitration had 
become a specific source of law, fully adequate to international markets, 
in other words a ‘New Lex Mercatoria’, in a (loose) reference to the prac-
tice of medieval fairs and merchants’ guilds.18 In London, this prospect 
was regarded with horror.

The American Experience

The conversation with the representatives of the US Chambers of 
Commerce proved more involved and initially influential, primarily, one 
surmises, because of their large influence on the ICC as a whole. And 
they came with a blueprint, which the ICC staff in Paris sorely needed: 
for the first three years, they were more than ready to listen and take note 
when the members of the New York Chamber made proposals. Owen 
Young was even sent to Paris to brief them.19

Since the turn of the twentieth century, large US firms and banks 
had become increasingly dissatisfied with the long delays they faced in 
domestic courts, as well as with the highly formalistic approaches taken 
there, which made it difficult to address the new, more technical cases 
that came with large-scale industrialization, the emergence of large con-
glomerates and (gradually) a regulatory state.20 The New York Chamber 
of Commerce had taken the lead in a long campaign in favour of a more 
supportive federal statute on domestic commercial arbitration, which 
was eventually adopted in 1925. In the same year, these legal reformers 
and businessmen created the American Arbitration Association, which, 
in the space of just a few years, developed an incredibly dense network of 
arbitration venues across the whole country, including in small towns.21 
This laid the foundation for a specifically American, early embrace of 
alternative dispute resolution in general.22

Significantly, the same reformist business interests were highly influ-
ential at the (national) US Chamber of Commerce, then at the ICC and, of 
course, in the drive to create an international Arbitration Court. The very 
first framework for an arbitration court at the ICC was thus proposed 
in 1922–23 by the same people at the New York Chamber who at the 
time were also leading the campaign in favour of a Federal Arbitration 
Act. But their views were still shaped by their domestic programme and 
their correspondingly limited international experience. As they saw it, 
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international commercial arbitration could simply apply the organiza-
tional principles that they were striving to establish in the United States. 
In practice, they signed bilateral agreements with foreign chambers of 
commerce aimed at enabling contractual disputes to be resolved without 
any intervention or influence from local jurisdictions. In this sense, their 
approach was quite similar to the English approach, insofar as it rested, 
at least implicitly, on a de facto extraterritorial strategy. The prototype 
accord of this type was negotiated with the Buenos Aires Chamber, in 
1915, and was then proposed (actually, carbon-copied) to similar bodies 
across Latin America. A few years later, the same approach and a similar 
blueprint were proposed to the Paris Court.

Inventing the ICC Court of Arbitration: New Rules 
of Engagement with Sovereign States

Extraterritoriality

Still, by 1925, the Americans had also lost interest in the Paris experiment, 
presumably because of its tiny size and the obvious disinterest of US 
businesses. With the English rapidly moving towards a stance of outright 
opposition, the ICC Court became a mostly continental civil law club 
where the dominant language was French, which it remained until the 
1970s. Over this time, only a few token English and American lawyers 
would attend the Paris meetings of the various arbitration panels and 
internal committees, most often because they were themselves practis-
ing in Paris. However, this did not mean that international commercial 
arbitration inadvertently became a French endeavour. Although the ICC 
Court eventually established cosy relationships with the Parisian high 
courts (the Cour d’appel and the Cour de cassation), it was not in any 
sense sponsored by the French authorities. Parisian political and techno-
cratic elites essentially ignored international arbitration until the early 
1980s, by which time the ICC had been recognized for at least twenty 
years as the most influential arbitration forum, and in fact as the ‘hub’ of 
a now well-established international practice.

This, then, is the background of the ICC Arbitration Court’s continuing 
engagement and negotiations, first with the League of Nations and later 
with the United Nations. The Arbitration Court certainly benefited at this 
point from the organizational and political support of the International 
Chamber as such, but its own internal evolution was also decisive: 
from the mid-1920s onwards, it grew into a largely self-governed actor, 
clearly distinct from the ICC as a whole, which gradually conceived and 
developed a new, original model of international commercial arbitration. 
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There is little indication that the rest of the ICC had any direct influence 
on this evolution.

In spite of its unremarkable track record, at least until the 1960s, 
the ICC developed not only a knowhow but in fact a jurisprudence for 
international commercial arbitration. Two collegial expert bodies were 
created early on that played a decisive role. First, lawyers from the main 
member countries started to systematically review all awards in order to 
make them legally stronger and to build up the Arbitration Court’s cred-
ibility as a fair and competent dispute-resolver. If the award was against 
a Danish or Italian firm, it was important to make sure that its wording 
made it as acceptable – and hence enforceable – as possible in those coun-
tries’ legal systems. In parallel, a Comité d’Etudes de l’Arbitrage worked 
from a more medium-term perspective, taking stock of the Court’s accu-
mulating experience and discussing critical points of jurisprudence so as 
to guide its evolution and its negotiations with outside powers. The ICC 
Court added here a constructive, reflective dimension to its otherwise 
utterly pragmatic, grassroots approach. From its early years onwards, it 
capitalized on its own experience and started to develop novel arbitration 
practices far removed from both English jurisprudence and the shallow 
proposals of the New York Chamber of Commerce. The Court thus had, 
if not a fully-fledged plan, at least an emerging strategy, both legal and 
political, and also an adequate governance.

This changing stance is well illustrated by two international negotia-
tions on arbitration that took place first at the League, in the late 1920s, 
then at the United Nations, post-war. They built in practice on a first 
‘Protocol on Arbitration Clauses’, adopted in 1923, which made the com-
mitment to arbitrate binding on the parties once they had endorsed it in 
their initial contract. The underlying risk was that once a problem arose 
one party might refuse to go to arbitration in favour of litigating in a 
court in its home country; or it might take the same step after having 
lost the arbitration, hoping for a better outcome in the hands of a judge. 
In that case, it seemed, arbitration might end up as a kind of antecham-
ber to  the official courts, with little more impact than mere mediation. 
Closing the pathway back to the courts, or making it more difficult to take 
it, was the main objective of the 1923 League Protocol on the recognition 
of foreign arbitration clauses.

The discussion in Geneva was conducted by government representa-
tives at a time when the ICC court was not yet fully in place. It thus had 
no practical influence here, even though it served well its overall project. 
The British Board of Trade took the lead in this negotiation, seeking in 
the process mainly to establish a stronger international basis for well-
established English arbitration practices. But they summarily rejected 
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any further step towards a more comprehensive regime of commercial 
international arbitration. Critically, they did not want to commit them-
selves to enforcing foreign arbitration awards against British defendants.

Two years later, things changed. At its 1925 Third Congress, in Brussels, 
the ICC (i.e. the Arbitration Court) requested that the cross-border 
enforcement of awards be put on the agenda of the League. No national 
government endorsed this proposal, but having ‘noted with pleasure 
how much the commercial world valued the action of the League’, its 
Economic Committee nevertheless proposed to make a detailed survey of 
the question and decided to convene an expert group.23 The League staff 
then explicitly drew on the ICC expertise, in particular its detailed review 
of the arbitration laws of the member countries.

After protracted negotiations, an expert report and a draft convention 
were sent to national governments for comments, which proved highly 
critical. A second report was prepared, this time by government offi-
cials, and a second draft Convention on the Execution of Foreign Arbitral 
Awards was eventually adopted by the League’s Annual Assembly, in 
September 1928. But, contrary to the 1923 Protocol, this second inter-
national agreement on arbitration had relatively little impact. In fact, 
governments still resisted any commitment to enforcing foreign awards, 
adding so many pre-conditions and exit options that, in practice, any step 
in this direction remained very difficult. Simply said, states were not yet 
ready to bargain on their judicial sovereignty.

In 1951, the ICC Court of Arbitration relaunched its efforts, from 
exactly the same perspective and with the same core argument: arbitra-
tion is a contractual practice, which is ultimately founded in ‘the will of 
the parties’.24 There is no reason, the ICC argued, for states not to respect 
and enforce such private decisions: the governments’ executive powers 
would only be instrumental, and sovereignty would not be violated. 
Awards, in this perspective, should be viewed as intrinsically interna-
tional, without any substantive link to any national legal and judicial 
order.

For all intents and purposes, the ICC laid siege to the UN’s Economic 
and Social Council, establishing close relations with its staff, lobbying 
national governments, and fighting its way through successive working 
groups. In the process, three proposals for a convention on the execution 
of awards were drafted before an international conference was finally 
convened, in May 1958, in New York. At that point, members of the ICC 
Court lobby could be seen at work all over the place. They had been 
directly involved in the expert groups though they later entered some 
national negotiating teams (such as the Dutch); they also lobbied luke-
warm delegations (like the Swiss) and gained the tacit support of others 
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(such as the French). On the other hand, the United States and Britain 
held their historic line and only sent observers to the conference, without 
a negotiating mandate: they would sign the convention much later, at the 
turn of the 1970s. But in spite of this abstention by the present and the 
former hegemonic powers, the 1958 convention proved a great success: 
it made it possible for foreign arbitral awards to be enforced by national 
courts with great ease and considerably less restrictions than under the 
1927 League Convention.25 As an increasing number of countries ratified 
the new text, which remains the touchstone of the regime to this day, 
international commercial arbitration flourished.

Conclusion

What is remarkable with this narrative is, first, how it takes us entirely 
outside the classic story of enlightened American hegemony that so 
deeply structures our common perspective on the twentieth century, 
with the great collapse of 1933–1945 in the middle. Not only were the 
hegemonic powers and the succession between them largely absent from 
the intellectual and political story of international commercial arbitra-
tion. But this process of collective invention also went on continuously 
from the 1920s till the 1960s, with the ICC’s small network of institutional 
entrepreneurs at its core.

The other main lesson is how, very early on, the ICC entered the 
new multilateral scene of the League of Nations and found in it a 
strategic pathway to approach sovereign powers collectively, and to 
negotiate the critical settlement on which commercial arbitration would 
eventually  be founded. The failed League Convention of 1927 and 
the successful  UN 1958 one made it perfectly clear that the long-term 
challenge was  to negotiate some of the core judicial prerogatives of 
states, redrawing the perimeter of what they understood as their own 
sovereignty.	

The ICC, with its own international structure, was the conduit towards 
this multilateral arena. It literally opened its doors and endowed the 
nascent Arbitration Court with substantial legitimacy, as was seen in 
1925, when the ICC Congress became the launching pad of the campaign 
to put the enforcement of awards onto the League agenda. It is doubtful 
that the United States or the British Chambers of Commerce could have 
obtained this result on their own. Yet, there was also here a dimension of 
tacit, mutual recognition between the ICC and its Arbitration Court, on 
the one hand, and the League (and later the UN), on the other. Both 
organizations recognized that establishing a framework for international 
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commercial arbitration was a problem of international governance, and 
they addressed it from a shared, yet specific, transnational perspective. In 
other words, they were in sympathy.

In turn, the ICC Court and its small network of lawyers were also 
shaped by these negotiations in Geneva and New York. These conver-
sations with state representatives and with the League and UN staff 
were for them essential ones: they had a major influence on how they 
conceived, tested and gradually assembled over decades a novel regime 
of commercial dispute resolution, outside official judiciaries though with 
the last resort support of sovereign states. In fact, there were few interloc-
utors with the capacity to engage with these institutional entrepreneurs 
while also guiding them as they approached sovereign powers. This is 
why international commercial arbitration is a distant yet unmistakable 
heir to the League of Nations and the Versailles Treaty.

Jérôme Sgard has been Professor of Political Economy at Sciences-Po 
(Paris) since 2008. Earlier, he was a senior researcher at CEPII, also in 
Paris, and Adjunct Professor at Université de Paris-Dauphine. His early 
research dealt primarily with economic reforms in emerging and transi-
tion economies, though he now works mostly on the history of global 
economic governance, primarily sovereign debts and international com-
mercial arbitration. In 2023 he published The Debt Crisis of the 1980s: Law 
and Political Economy (Elgar).

Notes

 1.	 This chapter discusses only the case of international commercial arbitration, which 
is exclusively used for contractual disputes between private firms. It should not be 
confused or merged with either interstate arbitration, as practised by the Permanent 
Court of Arbitration, in The Hague, or with investment arbitration, which is essentially 
a post-1990 practice. Domestic arbitration is also very common in many countries but 
is not considered in this chapter. Accordingly, throughout the chapter, terms such 
‘arbitration’ or ‘international arbitration’ refer only to arbitration of the international 
commercial variety. 

 2.	 ICC, Inauguration.
 3.	 There are indications that the staff of the Arbitration Court had already resolved some 

cases before it was formally established, but these cases are not counted in the official 
statistics. 

 4.	 Tarbell, Owen D. Young.
 5.	 Jean Monnet (1888–1979) had, at a very young age, become a key technocrat in the 

economic management of the First World War, particularly at the Allied Maritime 
Transport Council. He then became Deputy Secretary-General of the League of 
Nations (1919–1922), though he remains much better known for his role in European 
construction after the Second World War.



164� Jérôme Sgard

 6.	 Arthur Salter (1881–1975) was Monnet’s British counterpart at the Allied Maritime 
Transport Council, before becoming the head of the Economic and Financial 
Organization of the League (1919–1930).

 7.	 Monnet, Mémoires; Salter, Memoirs.
 8.	 Badel, ‘D’Étienne Clémentel à Laurent Fabius’; Tooze, The Great War, 290; Slobodian, 

Globalists, 34–42.
 9.	 Hill, Economic and Financial Organization; Clavin, Securing the World Economy; Decorzant, 

La Société des Nations.
10.	 Alessandro, ‘Global Economic Governance and the Private Sector’, 89–111.
11.	 Trueblood, The Federation of the World, 109–11.
12.	 Koskenniemi, ‘The Ideology of International Adjudication’.
13.	 Koskenniemi, The Gentle Civilizer of Nations; Mamolea, ‘Saving Face’.
14.	 Mutzner, ‘Das Postulat’; Wehberg, Ein Internationaler Gerichtshof.
15.	 Ridgeway, Merchants of Peace.
16.	 Boston Chamber of Commerce, Fifth International Congress, 284.
17.	 Dowling, The Exchanges of London; Sgard, ‘A Tale of Three Cities’.
18.	 Goldman, ‘Frontières du droit et lex mercatoria’.
19.	 Young, ‘International Commercial Arbitration’.
20.	 Kessler, ‘Arbitration and Americanization’.
21.	 Kellor, American Arbitration.
22.	 MacNeil, American Arbitration Law.
23.	 League of Nations, Economic Committee. Report to the Sixteenth Session of the 

Council, 31 August–5 September 1925 10/47913/28600.
24.	 ICC, Arbitrage commercial international.
25.	 ICC, International Commercial Arbitration and The Convention of New York.
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Chapter 7

Regional Disorder, Partial Sovereignty 
and Multilevel Negotiations
The Caucasus, 1917–20

Etienne Forestier-Peyrat

‘The Chairman said that the present position in the Caucasus was more 
confused than any with which the Eastern Committee had had to deal 
during the last year and a half.’1 This laconic observation was the open-
ing statement of Lord Curzon, former viceroy of India (1899–1905) and 
now member of the War Cabinet, on 6 March 1919, during one of the 
first of the sessions of the Inter-Departmental Conference on Middle 
Eastern Affairs to be fully devoted to the situation in the Caucasus. 
Curzon singled out the region as one into which the British had been 
dragged ‘insensibly’ since the last months of the war, and he emphasized 
the necessity of reducing British military commitment and expenditure 
there  –  although the general state of things from the Black Sea to the 
Caspian was admittedly far from settled, and this ‘confused’ state had the 
potential to threaten British interests in the Middle East.2

This sense of confusion, easily conceivable as a feature of the perspec-
tive of remote policymakers, was to a large extent shared by populations 
in the Caucasus at the time. The region had been progressively integrated 
into the Russian empire, beginning in the early nineteenth century. North 
Caucasian populations had conducted a protracted guerrilla war against 
the Tsarist armies, culminating in landmark events such as the capture of 
Imam Shamil, a leader of indigenous resistance in the North Caucasus, 
in August 1859.3 At the same time, Russia waged several wars against its 
Persian and Ottoman neighbours, leading to a series of annexations that 
were formalized by the Treaties of Turkmenchay (1828) and Adrianople 
(1829).4 After military operations along the Caucasian border at the time 
of the Crimean War, notably a six-month long siege of the fortress of Kars, 
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there was a final inter-imperial conflict between the Porte and Russia in 
1877–78. This last confrontation culminated in Russia’s annexation of 
further areas, notably the Kars region and Adzharia, on the Black Sea 
coast, two districts with very diverse populations.5 For the first time in 
almost a century, the collapse of Tsarism coupled with the final months 
of the First World War reopened the possibility of a non-Russocentric 
regional order for the Caucasus, where ‘the dynamics of global interstate 
competition interacted with local and regional agendas to produce new 
forms of political identity’.6

Seen in this light, the situation in the Caucasus differed little from the 
turmoil that was simultaneously engulfing Central Europe, where the 
collapse of the Wilhelmine Reich and the Habsburg Empire created a vast 
zone of political and military instability, as well as serious threats of eco-
nomic and social breakdown. While Central Europe could be considered 
a ‘marginal’ region in the European political order in the early twentieth 
century, it nonetheless occupied a major place in the discussions at the 
Paris Peace Conference.7 Pacifying Central Europe and redrawing its bor-
ders was widely considered one of the keys to a more stable and demo-
cratic continental order. The events that unfolded in these areas helped 
reshape the understanding of notions such as sovereignty, minorities and 
borders.8 By contrast, the Caucasus was often seen, to borrow Curzon’s 
words at the same meeting of the Eastern Committee, as a ‘secondary 
theatre of operations’, a phrase that Caucasian delegates to the Paris 
conference often used themselves.9

Situated at the periphery of the European periphery, the Caucasus 
did not fit conventional mental maps. It did, however, stand out, in 
comparison to other formerly Tsarist territories such as Central Asia, 
due to its close connection to the Middle East, where the post-Ottoman 
territorial legacy had also emerged as a complicated settlement between 
the British and French colonial powers.10 It is through the prism of the 
region’s status as the product of a combined marginality, with respect 
to both the Middle East and the former Tsarist space, that this chapter 
will look at the situation. While Caucasian realities could be assessed 
from Russian and Ottoman post-imperial points of view, they could 
not be entirely encapsulated by either one. Trapped between two 
political vacuums, the regional disorder that shaped the Caucasus from 
late 1917 to 1920 was also a testing ground for new sovereignties, as 
the newly independent republics of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan 
(Denikin’s Volunteer Army, the North Caucasian Republic, the Arax 
Republic, the South-West Caucasian Republic, etc.) vied with each other 
and with other military and political forces for legitimacy and actual 
control over the land. The very survival of the region during these years 
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of hardship was contingent on the role of grey areas that did not fall 
within the state framework, such as the port of Batumi on the Black 
Sea. Simultaneously, the region witnessed the multiplication of negotia-
tions that did not necessarily abide by the accepted rules of international 
relations,  and  that  challenged European practices of interstate diplo-
macy.11 Interpersonal knowledge, more than formal diplomatic norms, 
played a key role in the interactions between fledgling states, whose 
political elites had often sat together on the benches of the Russian Duma, 
or met in the context of other Tsarist institutions or through underground 
activities.12

The Collapse of Tsarist Power in the Caucasus

Although generally considered a ‘minor theatre’ of the First World 
War, the Caucasus was exposed to the main forms of mass violence that 
marked the war.13 The Armenian genocide (1915–16), in addition to its 
tragic death  toll in Ottoman Anatolia, led approximately 200–300,000 
refugees to flee to the Caucasus and Iran.14 Starting from the early weeks 
of 1916, Tsarist forces gained the upper hand through a general offen-
sive, from the Black Sea to the Bingöl region, aimed at crushing the 
Ottoman Third Army. The scorched earth policy ruthlessly implemented 
by the commander of the Third Army, Mahmut Kâmil Pasha, did not 
prevent the fall of the key city of Erzurum by mid-February. This gave 
the Russians strategic access to the Anatolian plateau, threatening central 
parts of the Ottoman Empire.15 On 18 April 1916, the port of Trabzon fell 
to the Russians. Their furthest advance was to the cities of Bayburt and 
Erzincan, which they conquered in August.16 Russia was now in control 
of vast stretches of land across the Eastern Ottoman provinces.

Those conquests came at a time when, from a wider perspective, the 
Tsarist Empire was weakened by two years of conflict, with major setbacks 
experienced on the Western front. The management of Eastern Anatolia 
was entrusted to the viceroy of the Caucasus, Grand Duke Nikolai 
Nikolaevich, who was also in charge of military operations in the region.  
On 5 (18 in the Julian Calendar) June 1916, Nicholas II signed ‘Rules 
for the Temporary Administration of Turkish Areas Occupied by the 
Right of War’, laying out the form of a local administration that carefully 
sought to avoid any decision as to the final status of the region. Tsarist 
administrators were wary of demands for a mass return of Armenian 
refugees to their homeland and would only tolerate limited forms of local 
self-government.17 In addition to the tragic humanitarian situation on the 
ground, this reluctance might also be explained by the negotiations that 
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Foreign Minister Sazonov was pursuing with the French and the British 
concerning the partitioning of Ottoman lands in the Middle East. Their 
exchanges of notes in April and May 1916 on the creation of an autono-
mous Armenian territory show that this remained a moot point.18	

News of the February Revolution (23–28 February/8–13 March 1917) 
quickly reached the Caucasus. After initial efforts to maintain public 
order for military reasons, Nikolai Nikolaevich stepped down after the 
Provisional Government decided to abolish the viceroyalty and create 
a Special Transcaucasian Committee (Osobiy zakavkazskiy komitet, or 
Ozakom) on 5 (18) March, a hotchpotch of political figures that was soon 
under pressure from the local Soviets.19 All over the Caucasus and the 
occupied territories of Anatolia and Northern Iran, the revolution evoked 
considerable interest, and local populations eagerly added their voices 
to a chorus of critique of Tsarism that also spoke widely of underly-
ing arguments about the traditional hierarchy between national groups, 
imperialism and social justice.20 However, the deepening economic crisis 
and the political powerlessness of the Provisional Government led con-
nections with Petrograd to unravel as early as the summer of that year. 
The Ozakom, Caucasian military staff and regional Soviets competed for 
power without succeeding in either restoring order or solving the press-
ing economic and food problems of the day.

By November 1917, the decisions of Ozakom were without effect. 
National political parties such as Armenian Dashnaks, Georgian 
Mensheviks and Azeri Musavatists were gaining in influence and con-
stituted so-called national councils in order to better represent their 
interests.21 In the days that followed the Bolshevik Revolution, on 5 (18) 
December 1917, the Armistice of Erzincan was signed. On the ‘Russian’ 
side, the treaty was actually signed by the Caucasian Military Command 
and by the Transcaucasian Commissariat, a new institution that replaced 
the Ozakom and that refused to acknowledge the Bolshevik takeover 
in Petrograd. The Commissariat was no longer an emanation of cen-
tral Russian institutions. Its composition gave more power to the three 
national parties and their key political figures (such as the Mensheviks 
E. Gegechkori and A. Chkhenkeli, the Dashnaks G. Ter-Gazarian and A. 
Ohandjanian, and the Musavatists M. Djafarov and Kh. Melik-Aslanov). 
It did not, however, lay claim to full independence, calling instead on the 
Russian Constituent Assembly to establish the constitutional basis of a 
democratic Russian polity, demonstrating the difficulty of building new 
sources of legitimacy in the borderlands.
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Central Powers and the Elusive Quest for a Regional Order

When the Bolshevik Revolution erupted, Ottoman leaders were facing 
defeat to British forces in the Near East. Following the loss of Jerusalem 
at the end of December 1917, the perspective of regaining a modicum of 
military prestige by taking advantage of Russia’s weakening appealed to 
the Minister of War Enver Pasha. With the Russian army in trouble due 
to the political and economic collapse of the region, an outflow of Slavic 
soldiers leaving the Caucasian front for their home regions, and uncer-
tainty surrounding political power in Transcaucasia, Enver and General 
Vehip Pasha decided to launch a general offensive.22 In diplomatic cir-
cles, the purported aim of this expedition was to defend Muslims in 
Eastern Anatolian occupied territories and the Caucasus against mass 
violence.23 On 12 February 1918, Ottoman forces moved eastward and 
quickly entered Erzincan, sending shockwaves across the region and 
leading the Transcaucasian Commissariat to call for a ceasefire, in vain.24

The following weeks saw a succession of Ottoman victories. The cap-
ture of Batumi, on 14 April, was met with euphoria in the press. The 
famous journalist Yunus Nadi hailed the ‘Recapture of Batumi’ (Batum’un 
İstirdâdı), and Enver Pasha toured the Black Sea coast to celebrate the 
reintegration of the ‘three provinces’ (Elviye-i Selâse) lost in 1878.25 As 
far as the Caucasus was concerned, the success of the Ottoman eastward 
campaign opened the way for a first round of peace negotiations. The 
settlement was necessarily conceived under the tutelage of the Porte, 
which enjoyed a few weeks as the regional hegemon, with Germany 
intervening as a go-between and moderator between Istanbul and local 
political forces.

In a tense context, a peace conference began in Trabzon in mid-March 
1918, followed by another in Batumi in May 1918.26 While Trabzon 
had been suggested as a neutral ground for negotiation by the new 
Transcaucasian Assembly – the Seim – by the time the conference began, 
more than ten days after the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, the circumstances had 
been significantly transformed. The negotiations were focused on the 
European borderlands with Russia, but Article 4 of the treaty provided 
for the retrocession of eastern Anatolia as well as the Kars and Batum 
provinces to the Ottomans.27 In this regard, Transcaucasian politicians 
were trapped in a quandary due to their continuing loyalty to the idea 
of restoring a Russian democratic polity. Many of these politicians, such 
as the head of the delegation, Akaki Chkhenkeli (1874–1959), had been 
engaged in the struggle of social democracy against Tsarism, had trained 
in Russian law and politics, and could not seriously envision the pos-
sibility of full independence in the early weeks of 1918. If Transcaucasia 
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did not proclaim its independence, Ottoman Prime Minister Talât Pasha 
argued, it should be bound by the clauses of Brest-Litovsk and allow 
unimpeded access to the Ottoman forces that were marching into the 
region.28 The Ottomans clearly made instrumental use of the contradic-
tions exposed by the Brest-Litovsk Treaty, which reflected the hesitation 
of Caucasian leaders to abandon the imperial framework altogether.

For that reason, negotiations between the Transcaucasian delega-
tion and the Ottomans were tightly connected to an internal struggle 
that emerged in the region over the nature of this de facto polity. The 
members of the Transcaucasian delegation were arguing as much among 
themselves as with the Ottomans. Chkhenkeli, its head, had to deal with 
43 members and, if technical staff was included, a delegation of over a 
hundred.29 In Trabzon, the Ottomans quipped that the Transcaucasian 
side was ‘too small if it represented the entire population of the country, 
but too big if it was supposed to be one delegation’.30 While several 
members drew on skills in law, languages, geography and demograph-
ics, they often pursued personal aims, as demonstrated by Azerbaijani 
leader Mehmed Emin Rasulzade, who used his connections in the 
Ottoman Empire and Persia as well as his political background in the 
Musavat Party to rise to the chairmanship of the Azerbaijani National 
Assembly. Halil Bey, Minister of Justice and head of the Ottoman del-
egation in Batumi, adopted a harsh line towards his counterparts, and 
Ottoman military successes intensified the pressure on Transcaucasian 
statesmen. On 22 April, faced with an existential military threat, the 
Transcaucasian Seim finally proclaimed the independence of the region 
as a Transcaucasian Democratic Federative Republic, with the support 
of the region’s main political forces. Noe Zhordania, the leader of the 
Georgian Social Democratic Party, captured the uncertainties of this turn 
in his speech ‘On the Independence of Transcaucasia’, where he lamented 
the failure to establish a democratic Russia comprising the Caucasus.31

This independence was itself short-lived, since domestic tensions grew 
between nationalist forces, leading to unrest and a growing political 
stalemate. The Transcaucasian delegation lacked unity, and individual 
members tried to negotiate separate clauses with the Ottomans, as dem-
onstrated by Nikolay Chkheidze’s efforts to reach a secret deal on Batumi, 
notwithstanding his position as Chairman of the Seim.32 Confronted 
with the impossibility of bringing the negotiations to a close due to new 
Ottoman demands, Georgian leaders were the first to look to the prospect 
of establishing a national government under German protection. They 
pursued side talks with General von Lossow, the German delegate at 
the conference, which emboldened Georgian statesmen.33 On 26 May 
1918, the Georgian National Council declared Georgia’s independence, 
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followed by the Muslim Council and, more reluctantly, by Armenians, 
who made a claim to self-government while carefully avoiding the word 
‘independence’.34 The territorial claims of these republics remained 
unclear: Azerbaijan was founded without a capital and the declaration 
referred only to ‘Eastern and Southern Transcaucasia’, while all three had 
to face local attempts at establishing other authorities.35

Peace Treaties ‘Alaturca’

On 4 June 1918, bilateral peace treaties were signed between the Ottoman 
Empire and the three republics, providing for the settlement of interstate 
borders, as well as exchanges of prisoners of war, terms of trade, cus-
toms duties and minority and religious matters.36 Despite the collapse of 
the Transcaucasian Federative Republic, the vision of the Caucasus as a 
buffer zone made up of client states remained popular among Ottoman 
military and civilian leaders.37 After years of marginality within the 
European state system, they could finally assert their own regional order, 
centred on the Empire itself. Thanks to a German military and economic 
presence, Georgia was slightly less exposed to Ottoman power, while 
Azerbaijan and Armenia were, each for different reasons, under strong 
Ottoman influence and enjoyed only limited sovereignty.38 In Azerbaijan, 
the Ottomans effectively undertook full-fledged state-building, sup-
ported by Azerbaijani émigrés returning home after years of exile 
abroad, such as Ahmet Ağaoğlu, an intellectual and journalist living 
in Istanbul since 1910, who became a political advisor to the Ottoman 
Supreme Command and to Azeri leaders.39 Ottoman military, economic, 
educational and political support was an essential and coveted part of the 
early Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan, a fact that has continued to this 
day to be much propagandized in public uses of history in both Turkey 
and Azerbaijan.40

By contrast, the Armenian government faced the daunting prospect 
of becoming a rump state and an Ottoman satellite, a particularly grim 
prospect given the harsh legacy of the preceding years. In what was a 
clear sign of its inferior status, Armenia was forced to accept a right of 
free passage for Ottoman troops until the end of the war and was pre-
vented from establishing diplomatic relations with countries that were 
at war with the Ottomans.41 The need to salvage what might remain 
of Armenian sovereignty in this context was illustrated by the addi-
tional negotiations held in the border city of Alexandropol (Giumri), 
in June–July 1918. General Kâzım Karabekir supervised the conference, 
which was mainly dedicated to economic relations, border security and 
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the issue of Armenian refugees.42 The Armenian negotiators, headed by 
General Ter Akopov, were put under constant pressure by their inter-
locutors. Ottoman Turkish was made the main language of the negotia-
tions, removing Russian and French to the background, with Armenian 
entirely set aside. The threat of military action was always present, as the 
Ottomans frequently complained about bandit attacks along the border 
and suggested the possibility of armed reprisals.43 Most importantly, the 
Ottomans categorically opposed the prospect of a return of Armenian ref-
ugees to Eastern Anatolia. The Republic of Armenia argued that it could 
not even feed a population in the former Yerevan province, which had 
tripled in the preceding years, and offered an agreement on the mutual 
rights of Muslim and Armenian minorities. But Karabekir was adamant 
that the only way to stabilize the region was an exchange of minorities, 
and he refused to consider the admission of Armenian refugees back to 
their homelands.44

These additional negotiations outlined what a pax ottomanica could 
look like, even though it was never fully implemented. It was, in many 
regards, quite similar to what had been achieved by imperial hegemons 
in the nineteenth century and included all the elements of superiority 
and legitimacy, notably financial help and humanitarian relief, as dem-
onstrated by grain shipments to Armenia in summer 1918.45 In order to 
legitimate the reintegration of the Elviye-i Selâse, the Ottomans held a 
provincial referendum, in which an overwhelming majority were said 
to have voted to return to Ottoman rule. Quite similarly, in the very last 
weeks of their participation in the war, the Ottomans decided to organize 
a conference in Istanbul to discuss further regional issues concerning the 
Caucasus, which brought delegates of the three Transcaucasian republics 
to the Turkish capital. While Azerbaijani leaders were keen to empha-
size their autonomy, Armenian delegates tried to reach out to Ottoman 
and Ottoman Armenian public opinion to improve their situation with 
respect to borders, refugees and trade, as evidenced by the attention paid 
by the press in the lead-up to the conference.46 The tools and practices of 
Ottoman peacemaking in 1918 thus had significant similarities with the 
features of the general war settlement in the hands of the Allies.

Levels of Conflict and Negotiation

The circumstances of Ottoman surrender under the terms of the Moudros 
Armistice (30 October 1918) abruptly altered the balance of power in the 
region, and the retreat of Ottoman forces created a military and political 
vacuum. Overburdened by other commitments in the Balkans and the 
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Middle East, Entente forces did not effectively fill this vacuum in the fol-
lowing weeks. Curzon’s trouble in understanding the regional situation 
in spring 1919 partially reflected the confusion that reigned among the 
local representatives of the Allied powers, as conflicts flared up all over 
the region. While tensions were already visible among Armenians and 
Turkish-speaking populations in Eastern Transcaucasia, war suddenly 
erupted between Georgia and Armenia over the strategic border district 
of Lori, which was crossed by the Tbilisi-Alexandropol railroad. The dis-
trict had been subject to competing claims by the Georgian and Armenian 
national councils since June 1918, but Ottoman soldiers had initially pre-
empted the conflict by occupying the district.47 As the Ottoman military 
started to depart the area, on 18 October 1918, Armenians and Georgians 
vied for control over the Sanain train station, and tensions mounted. 
Efforts to bring about a multilateral initiative to solve the crisis failed, 
and outright hostilities flared up in December. Solving this conflict by 
dividing the disputed area and creating a buffer zone between the two 
states would be one of the Entente’s first actions in the Caucasus, bring-
ing about a ceasefire on 31 December.48

Facing a highly unstable regional situation, Entente governments did 
not enjoy a significant military foothold in the Caucasus. Great Britain, the 
most directly involved power due to its presence in Persia, established a 
military presence at the two extremities of the Caucasian Isthmus, in 
Baku and Batumi, securing these two ports against unexpected threats. 
In late 1918, General Thomson, who was in command of the region, had 
fifteen battalions at his disposal. The French presence was limited to the 
military mission headed by Colonel Chardigny (1873–1951), who found 
it hard to compete with British influence given France’s limited interests 
in the region, in contrast to the Levant.49 Chardigny’s mission provided 
military expertise to Georgian and Armenian forces and had sections 
devoted to health issues and propaganda.50 Italy also entertained hopes 
of gaining a foothold in a region where it had significant economic and 
commercial interests. The British War Council even voted on 9 April 
1919 to leave Transcaucasia to Italy, despite diplomatic concerns that ‘the 
Italians [would] not be able to cope with the very difficult situation’. The 
Gabba military mission, touring Transcaucasia in May 1919, duly noted 
that considerable means would have to be invested in order to control 
and stabilize the region. But the fall of the Orlando government at the end 
of June suspended any idea of an Italian ‘protectorate’ over the region.51

A major asset of the Entente in regulating regional relations was 
control over access to the Peace Conference in Paris, demonstrating 
the still very hierarchical nature of the new international system.52 The 
representation of Armenian interests was facilitated by an international 
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mobilization in favour of reforms in the Ottoman Empire that had 
begun in the late nineteenth century, as well as support for Armenians 
during the genocide. Boghos Nubar Pasha (1851–1930), a member of the 
Ottoman-Egyptian Armenian elite and founder of the Union Générale 
Arménienne de Bienfaisance (UGAB), had since 1912 headed an Armenian 
National Delegation and was able to use his international recognition 
to approach the Conference. The main issue was coordination between 
Nubar, who spoke mainly for Armenians living in Ottoman lands, and 
Avetis Aharonian (1866–1948), the head of a delegation representing 
the Republic of Armenia.53 While Aharonian was instructed to claim six 
former Ottoman vilayets and a corridor to the Black Sea, Nubar defended 
the creation of an Armenia from the Caucasus to Cilicia.54 Other delega-
tions, however, struggled even to reach the Conference, due to French 
and British reluctance to accept them at the negotiating table as legitimate 
governments. On 2 March 1919, the representatives of the Don, Kuban, 
North Caucasus and Azerbaijan republics protested against the ‘scarcely 
understandable’ grounds on which they were prevented from leaving 
Istanbul for France and being admitted to the conference.55

The interplay between levels of negotiation and action was a key factor 
in explaining the confusion that reigned in the region. Transcaucasian pol-
ities were simultaneously laying claims to a seat at the Peace Conference 
while struggling to make their way among the ruins of empire. The 
production of expert knowledge in cartography, statistics and political 
economy was a challenge for governments that lacked the very material 
basis of their daily work and that often produced contradictory claims.56 
In January 1919, the Azerbaijani Minister of Foreign Affairs, Fathali Khan 
Khoyski, asked his delegate to the conference, Ali Mardan Topchibashi, 
to send reference works on international law – but also on the geography 
and ethnography of the Caucasus – ‘from Europe’.57 In Tsarist times, the 
region was managed and developed as a whole, and the former provinces 
of the Caucasian viceroyalty were highly interdependent. Railroads, cus-
toms, waterworks and finances were regional prerogatives. Tbilisi was, 
by and large, the administrative and intellectual core of the region, while 
Baku rivalled it in economic and cultural terms. Yerevan, by comparison, 
was a squalid town, overflowing with refugees and with little capacity to 
take on a role as capital.58

Negotiating the material, financial and territorial legacy of Tsarism was 
a highly sensitive issue that required multilateral and bilateral efforts. 
These took place mainly in Tbilisi, where each government sent represent-
atives to take part in a Transcaucasian liquidation committee.59 On the face 
of it, the process resembled negotiations that took place in other regions 
affected by the collapse of empires, and in particular former Habsburg 
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lands, where technical issues related to material and immaterial assets 
led to innovative compromises.60 There was uncertainty surrounding the 
participants’ legal status as well as the demands of additional actors to 
have a say in the process – such as the Abkhazian National Council, which 
voted a resolution asserting its own claims to a portion of Transcaucasian 
assets.61 The liquidation of financial, customs and military institutions 
was particularly complicated, as was the resolution of monetary issues, 
and this panoply of problems was not to be fully resolved during the 
short period of independence. In this context, seasoned lawyers such as 
Georgian advisor Zurab Avalov and his Armenian and Azerbaijani coun-
terparts became interested in the possibility of using arbitration as a tool 
to defuse tensions.62 While it had been eclipsed during the war, arbitration 
had been a favoured tool of international negotiations during the Hague 
Conferences of 1899 and 1907, and its use was a way of demonstrating full 
adherence to modern diplomatic practices.63

As far as territorial conflicts were concerned, 1919 also saw a mix of 
local and interstate negotiations and Entente interventions. The ethnic and 
geographical diversity of the Caucasus limited the applicability of an exclu-
sively national approach to sovereignty. In 1917, out of a total of 1.78 million 
Armenians living in Transcaucasia – 22 per cent of its total population of 
7.5 million – significant communities could be found in Yerevan province 
(60 per cent of the local population), Elisavetpol (33 per cent), Kars (30 per 
cent), Tbilisi (28 per cent) and Baku (9 per cent), as well as smaller groups 
in other provinces.64 The case of Karabakh, a disputed region between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan, involved local politics, self-proclaimed regional 
governments and British interference. Armenians accounted for 70 per 
cent of the local population in the mountainous districts of Karabakh but 
were outnumbered in the lowlands.65 The British initially supported Baku 
in sending a governor general to Karabakh, Khosrov Bek Sultanov, but vio-
lence soon erupted in the region. Meanwhile, Nakhichevan and Zangezur, 
which were under Armenian rule, experienced inter-ethnic unrest, and US 
Colonel James Rhea was mandated by the Entente to help local elites sign 
a peace agreement.66 But each of these deals was precarious due to the lack 
of forces to implement them and to the multiple forms of social, religious 
and political identities on which the different states based their claims of 
sovereignty over territories and populations.

A Regional System between Europe and the Middle East

The experience of regional diplomacy was not limited to interactions 
between Transcaucasian governments and Western powers. Leaving 
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aside Turkey, where the beginning of the nationalist movement in Central 
Anatolia created considerable confusion, the Transcaucasian authorities 
also had to deal with another regional power: Iran. Officially neutral 
during the conflict, Iran was successively occupied by Russian, Ottoman 
and British forces.67 As the war drew to a close, the Iranian authorities 
grew wary of the new situation in the Caucasus. Of particular concern 
for them was the emergence of new states that did not fit into imperial 
patterns and that made novel claims to sovereignty. The creation of the 
Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan particularly irked Iranian newspa-
pers, which rejected the underlying irredentism of the name. Azerbaijan 
was, Tehran reminded all foreign powers in a note of protest, ‘a Persian 
province’ with direct connections to the crown – a reminder of the fact 
that heirs to the imperial throne had customarily spent their youth as the 
governors of Iranian Azerbaijan, in Tabriz.68 It could not be accepted, 
they complained, that ‘a newly formed state entity appearing at Iran’s 
very borders took the name’ of this province.69

The Iranians were not, however, idle bystanders in the disaggrega-
tion of Transcaucasia, and Prime Minister Vosugh Ed Dowleh developed 
a consistent policy aimed at obtaining reparations for war damages.70 
Some Iranian statesmen had been arguing since March 1918 that the state 
should take advantage of the political vacuum in the region to assert his-
torical rights to ‘Persian provinces in the Caucasus’ lost to Russian impe-
rialism in the nineteenth century. The Iranian ambassador in Istanbul, 
Arfa’ Ed Dowleh, a former consul general in Tbilisi and an expert on 
Russia, actively lobbied for Tehran to promote such claims. Adopting the 
logic of the right to self-determination, he suggested circulating petitions 
among local populations and mohajirin (i.e. Muslim exiles from Russian 
lands who had settled in Iran) in order to lay claims to parts of Yerevan 
and Elizavetpol provinces.71 In December 1918, a special committee of 
the Iranian Ministry of Foreign Affairs completed a study devoted to 
the claims that the country could present at the Peace Conference. Their 
‘maximal program’ demanded the restitution of all territories ceded since 
the Treaty of Turkmenchay.72

Those claims were presented as part of the general effort by Iranian 
elites to restore their country’s prestige and use the difficulties of the 
‘Northern bear’ to decrease their dependence on a foreign power that had 
established a quasi-protectorate over northern Iran after 1907. Territorial 
claims were just one aspect of this broader programme, which involved 
a critique of various extraterritorial rights and capitulations imposed on 
Iran since the nineteenth century that would continue to generate resent-
ment until their abolition by Reza Shah in 1927–28.73 Starting in late 1918, 
Iranian authorities started to consider terminating extraterritorial rights 
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for former Tsarist subjects from the Caucasus. The immediate justifica-
tion was that Transcaucasian states had officially seceded from Russia 
and should not inherit the privileges once granted to their motherland, 
as they were not a successor state. Interestingly enough, the first pro-
tests against these changes came in spring 1919 from the White Russian 
embassy in Tehran, whose head held on to the idea of a single Russian 
state and was intent on maintaining the legal fiction of extraterritorial-
ity for Caucasians.74 At the same time, Azerbaijan decided to send a 
delegation to Tehran, headed by Deputy Foreign Minister Adil Khan 
Ziyadkhanov, in order to improve bilateral relations.75

A third dimension of Iran’s growing role in the Caucasus during these 
years was the role played by Iranian authorities in mediating between 
conflicting sides, in particular concerning violence in the peripheral 
district of Nakhichevan. In late 1918, local Muslim elites appealed to 
authorities in Tabriz to help them in their conflict with the Armenians, 
and the Qajar heir offered to send two intermediaries – one Muslim and 
one Armenian – to negotiate a local truce.76 Requests for protection and 
delegations were not confined to Caucasian Muslims, as many Iran-born 
Armenians lived in the Caucasus and were hopeful that these mediations 
would succeed. Northern Iran, for its part, was heavily dependent on the 
possibility of maintaining commercial ties through the Caucasus and the 
Black Sea, as emphasized by the Consul General in Tbilisi, Moazzez Ed 
Dowleh.77 Economic interests played a significant role in these interven-
tions, but they were also motivated by the sense that there was some 
prospect that such mediations could lead to the recovery of lost lands. 
A few kilometres away from the border of Nakhichevan, the Khan of 
Maku openly called on Tehran to help local elites in order to promote the 
region’s reintegration into Iran. 78 In his pursuit of such policies, the Khan 
was increasingly at variance with the policy of the government, which 
considered that the fate of the district should be settled at the Paris Peace 
Conference. Contradictory strands of diplomacy and political influence 
were therefore pursued at multiple levels in Transcaucasian-Iranian 
relations, highlighting once again the state of flux in which the region 
continued to exist in 1919.

Belated Agreements

Starting from the summer of 1919, the prospect of British withdrawal and 
the impact of the Russian Civil War created stronger incentives for the 
consolidation of a regional order in the South Caucasus. The Caucasus 
Conference created during the Georgian-Armenian tensions of autumn 
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1918 continued to convene as a permanent negotiating body in Tbilisi and 
discuss military and diplomatic matters, in particular external threats. In 
spring 1919, General Denikin’s attacks on the Mountainous Republic of 
the Northern Caucasus were a particular source of concern. While Georgia 
and Azerbaijan strongly supported the Mountainous Republic, Armenia 
took a different stance, due to its geopolitical interests and its closeness 
with White forces, which did not threaten it directly. Georgian Defence 
Minister Noe Ramishvili nonetheless obtained from the Armenian dele-
gate a commitment to ‘benevolent neutrality’ in case of a military conflict 
against Denikin.79 The diplomatic activity of the Transcaucasian states, in 
the last months of 1919 and the early weeks of 1920, until the fall of the 
Democratic Republic of Azerbaijan to the Bolsheviks (April 1920), led to 
three kinds of attempts at building a regional order.

Still towering over the agenda was the hope of gaining official recog-
nition from the Entente powers. The Versailles Treaty did not specify 
the fate of former Russian territories, leaving the Caucasian republics to 
fend for themselves. While admission to the Peace Conference had been 
their main aim in the first half of 1919, recognition was now considered 
a key broader objective, in order to consolidate wobbling institutions. 
In January 1920, following the southward thrust of the Red Army, the 
Allied Supreme Council granted a first stage of recognition to the three 
Transcaucasian republics. But it was not until Azerbaijan and Armenia 
fell to Bolshevik aggression (in December 1920) that the Inter-Allied 
Conference decided to consider full recognition for Caucasian and Baltic 
states. Lloyd George and Aristide Briand favoured de jure recognition 
of Georgia, by now the only de facto independent state in the region. 
On 27 January 1921, Briand notified Evgeni Gegechkori, the Georgian 
Foreign Minister, about the recognition of his government, just a few 
weeks before it too was brought down by the combination of a military 
offensive and local insurrections.80

A second major objective was to consolidate a regional system of alli-
ance against external threats, in particular coming from the North, and 
to support new forms of interdependence. Georgian leaders, who still 
considered Tbilisi the natural capital of the Caucasus and who had not 
entirely abandoned the prospect of rebuilding some sort of Caucasian 
confederation, were eager to maintain coordination bodies. Relations 
between Tbilisi and Baku were particularly strategic, due to their over-
lapping geopolitical fears – protecting their northern border against side 
effects of the Russian Civil War – and economic interests – maintaining an 
east-west rail and oil connection that was the lifeline of the region during 
the entire period of independence. The mutual defence pact between the 
two countries signed on 16 June 1919, in anticipation of attacks by White 
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forces, was typical of this close relationship.81 Armenian-Azerbaijani 
antagonism nonetheless prevented attempts at closer coordination 
between the three Transcaucasian states until a preliminary agreement 
was reached between the two countries, during a conference held in 
Tbilisi in December 1919. The conference noted the need for confidence-
building measures between Transcaucasian states, and their close inter-
dependence with respect to the issue of Western recognition.82

A third major trend was the attempt to establish closer relations with 
Iran. In the highly volatile context of 1919–20, and despite the above-
mentioned frictions with Tehran, relations with Iran were an important 
structural factor, although obscured by relations with European powers. 
Iranian authorities were also eager to strengthen these relations in order 
to better protect Iranians living in the Caucasus and their commercial 
interests. On 21 September 1919, the Iranian Consul General in Tbilisi 
alerted his government to the need to enter into more intense rela-
tions with Transcaucasian states and restore Iran’s former influence.83 
Azerbaijani authorities had already sent a diplomatic mission to Iran in 
early 1919 in order to foster friendly relations.84 After months of hesita-
tion, the Iranian government decided to send an extraordinary embassy. 
The role was entrusted to Seyyed Zia-al-din Tabataba’i, a seasoned 
anglophile and connoisseur of Russia and the Caucasus, who left Iran in 
November and started in Baku what was intended to be a Transcaucasian 
tour.85 Receiving a warm welcome from Azerbaijani authorities and the 
local Iranian community, the delegation tried for more than two months 
to resolve all of the pending issues in bilateral relations. In extracting 
concessions from Baku, Tabataba’i and his delegation were helped by the 
Bolshevik denunciation of Tsarist imperialism and the concessions forced 
upon Qajar Iran. References to Communism were far from innocent, 
however, as the Red Army accumulated successes in the Civil War and 
posed an increasing threat to the three Transcaucasian states, which had 
never been recognized by the Bolsheviks.

Conclusion

All across Central Europe, the demise of empire at the end of the First 
World War threatened social and political institutions, leading to deep 
confusion and turmoil. In the Caucasus, the fall of Tsarism actually 
revealed that despite the nationalism that they routinely professed many 
Transcaucasian politicians and statesmen were reluctant to abandon a 
shared destiny with Russia. As successive revolutions and coups under-
mined plans for a united democratic Russia, the quest for alternatives 
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involved both local actors and foreign powers, starting with the Ottoman 
intervention in the region in 1918. Sliding into ‘coerced’ independence, 
the history of Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan is far from the heroic nar-
rative that was widely presented on the occasion of the recent centenary 
of the ‘first independences’.

Trapped between empires in crisis, the South Caucasian republics 
experienced a state of economic chaos, territorial uncertainty and partial 
sovereignty, due to their lack of infrastructural power. The very channels 
of intergovernmental relations had to be set up from scratch and were 
always subject to debate. The tools of Western diplomacy and interna-
tional law, including such innovations of the late nineteenth century as 
arbitration, were viewed with great interest, in a practical effort to solve 
disputed issues and an eye to convincing Western leaders of the respect-
ability of the new governments. Arbitration allowed for a blurring of cus-
tomary distinctions between public and private interests and bypassed 
the sensitive issues that would have arisen from a strictly diplomatic 
approach to the Transcaucasian negotiations.

Ironically enough, it was a legacy of the Tsarist period – personal con-
nections and affinities  –  that often helped maintain workable relations 
between leaders, who had shared similar experiences in the Russian 
Duma, in exile or in clandestinity. At the same time, the Caucasus became 
a venue for multilevel diplomacy, as numerous conferences were con-
vened to resolve the urgent questions of the day: at the local level, in the 
face of violence and border conflicts, often featuring the presence of Allied 
representatives; at the regional level, in a series of multilateral and bilat-
eral conferences; and at an international level, despite limited interest in 
the region at the Peace Conference in Paris and among the Entente powers.
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Chapter 8

Longing for Greatness
Brazil at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919

Thomas Fischer

For many years, the vast majority of accounts of the Paris Peace Conference 
of 1919 foregrounded Europe and its role at the event, largely leaving the 
representatives of other continents out of the frame altogether. There 
was good reason for this, considering that the Allies were seeking to put 
an end to hostilities that had their starting point in Europe. However, 
since it was a matter of overcoming a worldwide conflict, and due to the 
participation of officially invited delegations, informal representatives, 
observers and journalists from Latin America, Asia, the Middle East and 
Africa, recent revisions have sought to deconstruct the predominantly 
Eurocentric perspective. Among others, Eckart Conze and Jörn Leonhard 
have set a new standard in this regard in their monographs by drawing 
on a range of non-European sources.1 Previous research mostly ignored 
the ideas and actions of Latin American representatives. Much like the 
dominant Big Four at the peace conference, who showed little to no inter-
est in the concerns of their non-European counterparts, historiography 
had long paid no attention to participants viewed as ‘lesser countries’. 
For example, Margaret MacMillan’s 2003 bestseller Paris 1919: Six Months 
That Changed the World contains just three entries on Latin America in its 
twenty-five-page index.2

In the following analysis, I argue that from an area studies perspective, 
Latin America’s role in the negotiations in the French capital was more 
than just a mere footnote of history. It took nearly one hundred years for 
historiography from and about this region of the world to acknowledge 
this and revisit this chapter of history in the light of the global turn. 
Although Latin America was not a central theatre of the First World War 
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and remained largely at the margin of military actions, as Stefan Rinke 
convincingly pointed out in his overview, the region was very much 
involved in the war due to its close ties with both Europe and the United 
States.3 With regard to the effects, the war may be interpreted as a global-
historical watershed that was also felt deeply in the region.4 Previous, 
predominantly national historiography has frequently mentioned the 
formal end of the war as marked by the Paris Peace Conference, to 
which Latin American states sent a number of delegations  –  with the 
political-diplomatic processes and their results referred to in peace and 
conflict research as ‘peacemaking’. But very little consideration has been 
given to the deeper significance of this for Latin American history. Thus, 
research on Latin America’s role at the Paris Peace Conference, and the 
Conference’s meaning for this world region, is only at its beginnings. 
While I have previously dealt with Central American and Caribbean 
representatives at the Paris Peace Conference elsewhere,5 in this chapter 
the focus is placed on Brazil’s performance – its ideas, and the roles of its 
representatives and the impact of their actions.

Brazil as a Research Subject

Brazil’s starting position was quite different from those of the small 
Central American and Caribbean states. Much like other South American 
states, geopolitics played a different role for Brazil due to its distance from 
the United States, which made it less susceptible to US interventionism.6 
Brazil was the largest state in South America in terms of land area, with 
a population of about 24.5 million and an export volume surpassed only 
by that of Argentina. At the end of the war, more than a third of the 
country’s exports went to the United States. Coffee made up the largest 
share of these exports; in fact, Brazil supplied the world market with over 
50 per cent of total global demand.7 Unlike the rest of Latin America, the 
republican tradition in Brazil did not reach very far back. It was only 
in 1889 that the military had intervened and initiated a transition away 
from the monarchic system, clearing the way for a newly founded federal 
republic. In what historiography later referred to as the Old Republic, 
an aristocratic-oligarchic political culture developed. Local politics were 
intertwined with national politics through clientelistic practices that tied 
together the local, regional and national political levels, in a structure 
known as coronelismo.8 The armed forces were also a significant factor. In 
particular, they played an important role in suppressing social, political 
and regionalist uprisings and gradually securing the country’s external 
borders. The army was also an important vehicle for social mobility.9  
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The abolition of slavery in 1888, along with increasing European migra-
tion to Brazil, contributed to rapid social change, which nevertheless 
did not dismantle the traditional hierarchies and political structures. 
Continued internal colonization and urbanization processes were related 
to these dynamics.10 These collisions between innovation and rigidity led 
to conflicts caused by social and ethnic tensions. In 1917, these conflicts 
escalated and ultimately erupted into a general strike triggered by anar-
chist forces. The first uprising took place in the new and rapidly growing 
economic centre of São Paulo. A year later, another took place in the 
capital Rio de Janeiro.11 These conditions specific to the Brazilian context 
must be considered in order to understand the country’s international 
role and actions at the end of the First World War.

To date, only three scholarly publications based on primary sources 
have dealt with Brazil’s performance at the Paris Peace Conference. One 
is Michael Streeter’s hastily written biography of the main Brazilian 
delegate Epitácio Pessoa,12 which is largely based on the evaluation 
of diplomatic material from Pessoa’s extensive estate, much of which 
was published, as well as the previous biography of Pessoa written by 
his daughter.13 Streeter looks in some detail at Pessoa’s presence and 
activities at the Paris Peace Conference in chapters 5 and 6. In his opin-
ion, Pessoa’s appointment as head of the Brazilian delegation was by no 
means an obvious and irrefutably compelling choice. In fact, Pessoa was 
at the time considered an outsider on foreign policy issues. His assign-
ment, Streeter argues, can be seen as the result of a specific constellation 
of different historical factors. Eugênio Vargas Garcia also wrote about 
the Brazilian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference, making use of 
roughly the same material as Streeter, thus leading him to adopt a similar 
focus on Pessoa.14 He uses a traditional approach in diplomatic history to 
examine the negotiation of pending material issues from the war, as well 
as Pessoa’s role as the head of the Brazilian delegation in the drafting of 
the League of Nations Covenant. Vargas Garcia emphasizes that Pessoa 
was a reliable supporter of US president Woodrow Wilson. In return 
for his support, however, Pessoa demanded concessions from Wilson 
with regard to Brazil’s commercial interests. The third study, by Marcelo 
Mangini Dias, deals with the delegation member Pandiá Calógeras. Dias 
essentially follows the themes and theses previously addressed with 
regard to Pessoa. A special feature of this text is the access that the 
author had to Calógeras’ diary, and thus to a different perspective on 
events – one, however, that Dias does not explore to its full extent.15

Although my study builds on previous research, I aim to take an 
approach that differs from these attempts to understand Brazilian foreign 
policy by describing the process and issues through the lens of individual 
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delegation members. Instead, I analyse Brazilian action, which was lim-
ited by the design and agenda of the Conference, taking into considera-
tion the context of the First Republic elite and its ideas about Brazil’s place 
in the world. This approach implies exploring not only the traditional 
diplomatic material but also essays and articles published in the press as 
well as visual sources. I therefore aim to reconstruct the interplay between 
imaginaries, ideas and representations in the media, on the one side, and 
concrete actions, on the other. The approach chosen here is in many ways 
indebted to global history, the new cultural history, and the so-called 
‘practice turn’ in the history of international relations.16 In the next sec-
tion, I discuss Brazilian elites’ ideas and imaginative horizons with regard 
to international politics. Afterwards, I touch upon the political, economic, 
social and cultural effects of the First World War and the crucial question 
of whether Brazil should have maintained its neutrality or declared war 
or actively entered into it. I then go on to examine Brazil’s admission to 
the Paris Peace Conference and the criteria that were used to select the 
members of the delegation. This is followed by an account of the priorities 
set by the delegation in Paris, as well as some concluding remarks.

On the Self-Positioning of Brazilian Elites in the World

Stanley Hilton, in an essay published in 1980, interpreted the Brazilian 
performance both at the Paris Peace Conference and in international 
relations post-Versailles more broadly as being driven by an explicitly 
realist view of the world.17 According to Hilton, this meant that decision-
makers in Rio perceived the world as a hierarchically structured system 
characterized by constant struggles for privileged positions and power. 
In this sense, Brazilian elites saw the First World War and later the Paris 
Peace Conference as opportunities to strengthen their country’s own 
position in this power game. I largely agree with this thesis about the 
view from Rio. However, I would like to extend it with an argument 
that Brazil’s foreign policy actions were driven by the idea that Brazil 
deserved to count among the great powers. These elites considered their 
country’s diplomacy as serving the principles of greatness and of belong-
ing to the civilized nations. Although they had an aristocratic habitus, 
they were able to play along with Wilson’s discourse of the equality of 
all nations – when it served their purpose. In fact, they strove for equal-
ity with respect  to the nations at the top of the hierarchy while clearly 
distinguishing themselves from the lesser nations. They also knew how to 
make use of the omnipresent discourse of sovereignty at the Paris Peace 
Conference.18	
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A number of renowned representatives of the Brazilian diplomatic 
establishment, trained in international law (direito internacional), such 
as the Viscount of Rio Branco (José Maria da Silva Paranhos Júnior), 
Rui Barbosa, Joaquim Nabuco, Rodrigo Octávio de Langgaard Menezes, 
Domício da Gama and Gastão da Cunha, were also active writers and 
publishers. Rui Barbosa and Joaquim Nabuco were founding members 
of the Academia Brasileira das Letras, established in 1897. Rui Barbosa, 
Domício da Gama and Rodrigo Octávio de Langgaard Menezes even 
became presidents of this renowned institution. They constructed a nar-
rative according to which Brazil was in the midst of a transformation 
from a vast natural space into a civilized nation, which promised a great 
future to come. A destiny of ‘greatness’ and ‘civilization’ was manifested 
not least in the country’s territorial expansion, large population (which 
was increasing even more with European, Japanese and Lebanese immi-
gration), economic development (excellent prospects were guaranteed 
by vast mineral resources and immense land reserves), professionalized 
army and successful institution-building following positivist principles. 
In short, Brazil was a country in transition with enormous potential. In 
order to be able to fulfil this promise in an environment characterized by 
the rearmament and imperialism of powerful states, general guarantees 
of sovereignty were indispensable, in the opinion of the country’s lead-
ing groups. In 1907, Rui Barbosa, the head of the country’s delegation at 
the Hague Peace Conference, made clear demands for the equality of all 
states in international law on several different occasions. In this context, 
he suggested the establishment of a permanent International Court of 
Justice. The national sovereignty of each individual state deserved the 
same respect, he argued.19

In Latin America itself, however, Barbosa, like other Brazilian dip-
lomats, politicians and journalists, believed in a dividing line between 
civilized and less civilized, developed and less developed, and organ-
ized and less organized societies. From these criteria, Barbosa derived 
a hierarchy or scale both within and between states. According to this 
gradation, there were stronger and weaker actors, all of whom were 
allocated a certain position in the ranking according to their capacities. 
In this mixture, Brazil presented itself to the outside world as a power 
entitled to regional leadership. This paternalistic approach was perceived 
with scepticism not only by Brazil’s neighbour Argentina but also by 
various other South American countries. In addition, almost the entire 
elite in Brazil showed aristocratic and sometimes racist attitudes. On the 
‘inner front’, too, they believed themselves to be naturally entitled to 
leadership, perceiving themselves as a group set apart from the lower 
and middle classes, Indigenous people and Afro-Brazilians.
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Taking this ‘greatness’ as inspiration to take action, the country’s lead-
ing statesmen and diplomats developed a foreign policy based on pro-
fessional diplomacy. They acquired knowledge and skills in diplomatic 
practice not only within the Brazilian Foreign Ministry but also in other 
countries, which was subsequently handed down across many diplo-
matic generations. The precedent for professional diplomatic service was 
created and set above all by the Viscount of Rio Branco, who was foreign 
minister from 1902 to 1912, as well as Joaquim Nabuco, who was Brazil’s 
representative in Washington from 1905 to 1910. Paz e Concórdia (peace 
and concord) was Rio Branco’s foreign policy principle, which endured 
far beyond his time in office. A strategy of rapprochement with the United 
States was pursued, which manifested itself not least in Brazil’s com-
mitment to Pan-Americanism.20 Brazilian elites embraced the Monroe 
Doctrine and took it as an important guarantee for the development of a 
community of sovereign states on the American continent. Unlike many 
Hispano-American journalists, intellectuals, diplomats and politicians 
horrified by US interventionism, most Brazilian leaders avoided pub-
licly criticizing US unilateralism and military interventionism in Mexico, 
Central America and the Caribbean.21 Journalists, intellectuals and politi-
cians dreamed of a leadership role for Brazil in South America similar to 
that of the United States to the north.

Brazil in the First World War

Following the policy direction pursued by the United States, Brazil chose 
a policy of neutrality at the beginning of the hostilities in Europe. From 
the point of view of decision-makers, it was a sensible stance in order to 
keep all options open with regard to foreign trade; Brazil was not ready 
to simply lose Germany as a trading partner. The numerous urban media 
outlets initially followed and covered the events of the war in Europe 
as if they were happening too far away to seriously affect people from 
the American continent. Political cartoons often depicted the Brazilian 
public watching the violent action at a distance like spectators to a surreal 
drama. Nevertheless, given the massive crimes committed against the 
civilian population and attacks on symbolic buildings like the cathedral 
of Reims from September 1914 onwards, Brazilian people soon came to 
be deeply concerned about such atrocities.22 This was also due to the fact 
that the conflicts had offshoots in Brazil itself, because of German and 
Italian communities with their own press and schools. The diverging 
press coverage in these different communities, as well as direct transat-
lantic communication, led numerous young men to travel to their home 
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countries in order to support their countries of origin, thus suddenly 
making some of these countrymen enemies on European battlefields. 
This separated the German communities in particular from other immi-
grant groups, but also from the Brazilian population generally. To avoid 
adding fuel to the fire and guarantee peaceful coexistence within the 
country, neutrality, propagated in the whole of the American continent, 
thus seemed to be the best stance.

From 1916–17 onwards, however, due to the course the war had 
taken, the mood changed, and aliadófilos (pro-Allied voices) gained the 
upper hand in media representation.23 As a result, most journalists and 
politicians regarded France’s struggle as a morally legitimate defence of 
civilization as it stood up to the cruel German Empire. In 1916, the Liga 
Brasileira pelos Aliados (Brazilian League for the Allies) was formed 
under the leadership of Rui Barbosa and José Pereira de Graça Aranha. 
The followers of this movement claimed that remaining neutral was not 
an option: it was only possible to decide between law and justice, on the 
one hand (the Allies), and criminal action and bloody violence against 
civil society, on the other (the Central Powers). With this approach, they 
successfully managed to construct a narrative front in the media against 
the ‘German danger’. As a matter of fact, the media campaign proved so 
effective that German immigrants living in Brazil were now also seen as 
a threat.24

The casus belli occurred when the United States officially entered 
the war on the Allied side.25 Two causes were used to justify Brazil’s 
own declaration of war. First, the revenues from the Brazilian coffee 
in Hamburg, Bremen, Antwerp and Trieste, which was to be sold on 
behalf of the Federal State of São Paulo, were never received by their 
owners. Second, the expansion of submarine warfare exacerbated the 
problems of Brazilian foreign trade. German warships had already sunk 
the steamship Rio Branco off the English coast on 1 May 1915. When the 
Paraná was torpedoed by a German submarine off the coast of Cherbourg 
in early April 1917, this caused an enormous outcry in the press and 
among the aliadófilos.26 On 11 April 1917, the Venceslau Brás govern-
ment (1914–1918) finally broke off diplomatic relations with Germany. 
Subsequently, the foreign minister, Lauro Müller, who was of German 
heritage, was accused of being a germanófilo and replaced by Domício da 
Gama, who had been the Brazilian representative in Washington since 
1911. This adjustment of foreign policy personnel and ideology was justi-
fied not least by continental solidarity – although this primarily meant 
cooperation with the United States  –  and the Monroe Doctrine, which 
had originally been developed by the United States to ward off European 
intervention on the American continent.
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Figure 8.1. Woodrow Wilson and Venceslau Brás. Source: O Malho, no. 761,  
14 April 1917, public domain.
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The front page below, drawn by the famous Rio de Janeiro caricaturist 
Kalixto (Calixto Cordeiro) for the magazine O Malho, published in the 
Brazilian capital, pays tribute to Venceslau Brás as a junior partner stand-
ing side by side with the taller Wilson.27 They are referred to as ‘paladins’ 
and as such they are armed with a rapier. Moreover, they carry  –  as 
democratically elected representatives of their nations – a US flag and a 
Brazilian flag respectively. The female figure – ‘civilization’ personified 
as an allegory – is lightly dressed in white and seems unable to lend them 
any significant support; she anxiously wipes away her tears with the tails 
of the flags held by the two men. The grey civilians in the background 
welcome the alliance and ask for divine blessings ‘in this holy campaign’. 
The cover ties together national and foreign policy. It suggests that in 
stepping into armed war Brazil was at the same time entering into the 
‘big’ policy domain along with a great power  –  America. It portrays 
Wilson and Brás as showing the world how to fight for justice: in the 
name of honour, civilization and humanity.

The destruction of further ships by the German Imperial Navy and the 
outraged press coverage of these events were followed by the declaration 
of war against Germany, which was recommended by both houses of 
parliament on 26 October.28 Brazil perceived itself as the United States’ 
most loyal ally in South America. Brazil even contributed by sending 
combat troops, a marine division and medical personnel to Europe in 
1918, although they had little influence on the course or outcome of the 
war.29 When the Armistice was signed on 11 November 1918, it was 
praised by the Brazilian press. Most Brazilians saw themselves as part of 
an international alliance of the civilized, which was celebrating a moral 
triumph.30

Brazil as a Player at the Paris Peace Conference

Thanks to its loyalty to the United States in the First World War, as well as 
its demonstrated willingness to commit troops to the Allied cause, Brazil 
managed to become a player at the Paris Peace Conference. What was to 
be expected from the conference, and what might Brazil’s involvement 
look like? O Malho addressed both of these questions in its Christmas 
issue of 1918. The issue notably included a cartoon, again drawn by 
Kalixto, ironically titled ‘O Natal dos Alliados’ (The Allied Christmas). 
The image, against a light background, is predominantly red, black and 
grey, probably symbolizing the colours of the war. There is no blue, no 
yellow and no green. Gifts hang from a Christmas tree, planted in a large 
pot labelled ‘PAZ’ (peace). The Allies, marked with symbols of their 



Longing for Greatness� 201

nations, have plucked gifts from the tree. The United States is the only 
one represented by a concrete historical figure (Wilson): as the leader of 
the group, he has grabbed two suitcases full of ‘Honour and glory’, as 
well as dollars, the hard currency at the end of the war. Behind him is 
a bearded man in a knight’s costume; the treasure chest under his arm 
reminds us again that wars always have an important financial dimen-
sion. Britain, the traditional sea power, is symbolized by a pipe-smoking 
gentleman who has civilian ships under his arm and is also dragging two 
behind him. France, drawn as a woman with a Jacobin hat, has her arms 
around Alsace and another territory (probably Lorraine), depicted as 
girls (with almost adult faces). Belgium, another country whose civilian 
population suffered massive damage, is also depicted as a woman; she 
is hauling compensation packages and flowers (most likely poppies). 
Italy is striding away with Trento, Trieste and Friuli bursting out of its 
overflowing Christmas stocking. The man representing Brazil is in the 
middle of this happy community. Dressed in a black suit and top hat 
just like Wilson, he looks pleased not to have come away empty-handed. 
While he remains without material gifts, at least he functions, in the Rio 
Branco tradition, as the bearer of reason (juízo), with which civilization is 
to be restored. 

This picture was published at Christmas time, which is the Christian 
festival of love; what is captured here, however, are not gifts of love but 
the spoils of war, divided among the winning Allies. Invisible Russia 
seems to have been excluded from this event. But the big losers in this 
zero-sum game are the equally absent vanquished Central Powers, who 
have suffered territorial losses and been forced to make compensations 
for material damages. A flabbergasted male figure in light-coloured cloth-
ing, shorts and a pith helmet sits with a gaping mouth and wide eyes in 
front of an open calabash looking like a damaged globe, from which 
flies are emerging as if from Pandora’s box. Is this figure, now in civilian 
clothes, harmless Germany? In Brazil, the expression ‘comer mosca’ (liter-
ally, ‘to eat flies’) means to miss an opportunity and to be outwitted. In 
any case, the image suggests a sustainable peace would certainly look 
different from this. Was Versailles, then, the place to arrive at the terms 
for a worldwide peace, or simply to assert particular interests? And was 
Brazil’s role in the negotiation processes of the Peace Conference really 
to represent juízo?

With regard to the Peace Conference, Brazilian foreign policy was 
to take a clear line that can be summarized in terms of three goals. The 
first was simply to be present as an actor – that is, to reach the threshold 
of the attention of the Big Four and the Supreme Council, who created 
the rules of the game. The second was to obtain material compensation 
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for economic war losses. The third and final goal was to participate in 
shaping the post-war world order, and to secure Brazil’s place in it. How 
successful, then, was Brazil in pursuing these goals?

Not all delegations were allowed to participate actively in the Paris 
Peace Conference. They were either invited by the Big Four, or they 
were not. These four major players reserved for themselves the right to 
take part in every conference body, while only the plenary sessions were 
open to all representatives who had been admitted to the Conference.31 
Delegations were only allowed to participate in the work of the individ-
ual committees if the countries they represented were directly affected 
by the matter that the committee was convened to address, or had a 
special interest in the topic.32 But it was not up to delegations themselves 
to determine whether they would be allowed to participate in a given 
committee. Segments of the Brazilian media were aware and very critical 
of these selection filters.33

Brazil was admitted to the Paris Peace Conference because the country 
had sufficiently demonstrated the main criterion: its pro-Allied stance. 
From the point of view of Foreign Minister Domício da Gama, participa-
tion in the conference was therefore consistent with the policy pursued 

Figure 8.2. The Allied Christmas. Source: O Malho, no. 849, 25 December 1918, 
public domain.
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during the war.34 Since hierarchies and rankings determined the size of 
the delegation, the Brazilian diplomatic apparatus now had to demon-
strate strength and ‘greatness’. It thus engaged in strenuous lobbying 
efforts at all levels. Foreign Minister da Gama fought for a delegation of 
four.35 Brazil’s government was concerned with prestige and recognition, 
as its Chargé A. De Ipanema Moreira in Washington made clear in a letter 
to Acting Secretary of State Frank Polk. He warned of ‘general disappoint-
ment’ in Brazil if the country’s wishes were not met. He wrote that ‘in the 
classification of power it must also be given a thought to the economic 
factor and future political interest’. He considered either a rejection or 
reduction of the delegation would represent a major setback: ‘Reduction 
would be humiliating and produce resentment prejudicial to the harmony 
of people and ideas in this particularly difficult moment.’36 This was the 
view of the Brazilian Foreign Office and its diplomatic staff, given the fact 
that the Paris Peace Conference was an arena of international politics in 
which future-defining battles were to be fought. Washington’s diplomatic 
representatives were inclined to reward Brazil’s efforts, and Polk recom-
mended fulfilling Brazil’s wishes. Brazil, he said, was ‘entitled to every 
consideration’ by virtue of its geographical size and loyalty.37 He signalled 
that this would pay off for the United States in Paris, as Brazil was well 
aware to whom it owed this success. Brazil was thus classified as a ‘bel-
ligerent power with particular (special) interests’, and eventually, despite 
French opposition, allowed three representatives, like Belgium and Serbia. 
The French press found the size of the Brazilian delegation inappropriate. 
Ultimately, the Brazilian Foreign Ministry was not entirely satisfied with 
this outcome and decided to dispatch four delegates to France anyway.

The Brazilian Delegation

Once the essential issue of participation was settled, the next step was 
to select the delegates and the head delegate. President Francisco de 
Paula Rodrigues Alves (1848–1919), who was confined to his bed due 
to the Spanish flu, communicated his preferences to Delfim Moreira da 
Costa Ribeiro, the vice president and provisional head of government, 
on 4 December 1918. He left no doubt that Brazil’s outstanding expert 
in international law, Rui Barbosa, was the best choice ‘by the general 
will of the nation’.38 But Rui Barbosa turned down the post – possibly 
because Foreign Minister da Gama himself had flirted with the idea of 
going for some time. Only now did the hour strike for Senator Epitácio 
Pessoa, who until this point had not been on anyone’s radar. Federal 
congressman João Pandiá Calógeras, minister plenipotentiary at Paris 
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Olinto Máximo de Magalhães, and Rio de Janeiro state congressman Raul 
Fernandes were also appointed as delegates. They were joined by experts 
in international law as well as two military officers.

The composition of the delegation came as a surprise to most observ-
ers. Pessoa was an outsider to foreign policy circles and issues.39 His 
regional origins and family background also did not work in his favour. 
He had grown up as an orphan on a fazenda in the north-eastern state 
of Paraiba but had then received the legal education typical of elites at 
a renowned university in Recife, the capital of the state of Pernambuco. 
Building on his social capital, he created a local network that set the stage 
for an amazing legal and political career. His contacts brought him to 
prominence at the national level, where he recommended himself for 
higher positions: he eventually became Minister of Justice, Justice of the 
Supreme Federal Tribunal, Attorney General of the Republic, and finally 
Senator. Although he had attended the Pan-American Conference in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1906 and had published on questions of international pri-
vate law and border conflicts, ultimately, at the time of his appointment, 
Pessoa was still much more a national politician than a diplomat with 
broad experience in international war and peace.

Pandiá Calógeras, the second delegate, also had little experience in 
international affairs. He first pursued a line of employment similar to 
that of his father, a Greek engineer in Minas Gerais who held various 
positions as a geologist. However, in the course of his career, he switched 
to politics and eventually became a federal deputy of Minas Gerais.40 
In 1914, he became the Minister of Agriculture, Trade and Industry at 
the national level, and in 1916 he went on to occupy the position of 
Minister of Finance. Calógeras published prolifically and widely on legal 
historical and financial matters. In some of his writings, he dealt with 
issues such as the border disputes over Guyana and Acre. Moreover, like 
Pessoa, he was a member of the Brazilian delegation to the Pan-American 
Conference in Rio. Unlike Pessoa, however, he had publicly pleaded for 
Brazil’s entry into the war. Raul Fernandes, the third Brazilian delegate 
dispatched to Paris,41 was raised on a rural estate in Rio de Janeiro. He 
studied law and social sciences in São Paulo and then became a lawyer 
and a long-term deputy at the national level, representing the state of Rio 
de Janeiro. Despite his career, he had little experience with foreign policy 
or international politics. The most professional Brazilian present in Paris 
in terms of diplomatic experience was the fourth delegate, Olinto Máximo 
de Magalhães.42 Magalhães had trained to become a medical doctor in 
Minas Gerais before becoming a state deputy. He eventually switched 
to diplomacy and represented Brazilian interests in various European 
countries (France, Austria-Hungary, Switzerland) and the United States. 
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During the First World War, Magalhães represented Brazil in France. He 
was appointed as a member of the Brazilian peace delegation due to his 
experience in negotiations involving border disputes, his language skills, 
his worldliness, and above all his knowledge of the diplomatic milieu. He 
was in frequent contact with the Quai d’Orsay and French negotiators. 
This was extremely helpful given Brazil’s conflict of material interests 
with France. Magalhães was in fact Pessoa’s substitute, and de facto chefe 
of the delegation, before Pessoa arrived in the French capital.

Looking at the delegation as a whole, it can be said that the major-
ity of the representatives that Brazil sent to Paris were nationally well-
connected politicians, rather than competent diplomats experienced 
in international affairs. In terms of diplomatic skills and international 
know-how, the most important Brazilian selection criteria seems to have 
been experience with Brazilian border conflict resolution, although this 
knowledge was not directly required of Brazilian delegates at the Paris 
conference. In the course of the conference, the politicians Pessoa and 
Calógeras, who were reasonably well known in Brazil, turned out to be 
the most important contacts for the Brazilian press. This relationship with 
Brazilian media seems to have been an important factor in their selection.

Finally, the Brazilian delegation was accompanied by a number of 
experts in international law and military affairs, as well as by secretar-
ies and secretarial staff.43 While the experts supported the delegates in 
their daily conference work with their knowledge and skills, the secretar-
ies and their staff were concerned with economic and financial issues. 
Rodrigo Octávio de Langgaard Menezes, from the state of São Paulo, 
who mainly kept a low profile and worked in the background, deserves 
special mention.44 He was the founder and first president of the Academia 
Brasileira de Letras and a professor of international law in Rio de Janeiro. 
He had demonstrated his expertise in this field in numerous publications 
on diverse topics. Menezes was an advisor to the government and had 
been sent on the strength of his professional competence and intellectual 
reputation to various international conferences. In Paris he also acted as 
a delegate at certain times. 

Alongside the military advisor Alfredo Malan D’Angrogne,45 the 
marine commander Armando César Burlamaqui was also sent to the 
conference,46 with their presence emphasizing Brazil’s ambitions as a 
rising power. In reality, however, neither of the two men played a sig-
nificant role at the conference, given that questions of Brazilian defence 
were not on the agenda of any of the Paris discussions. Last but not least, 
it should be mentioned that the wives and other family members of some 
delegates and staff accompanied the Brazilian mission, although they 
had no official duties.
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The delegation’s first challenge was to cross the ocean to Paris. With 
the exception of Olinto Máximo de Magalhães, who was already in the 
French capital with his team, and Pandiá Calógeras, who left earlier, the 
delegation arrived late.47 They did not check in at the Hôtel Plaza Athénée 
until 27 January, when the first plenary assembly was already over and 
many important decisions had been made. This was, of course, a very 
bad start, and certainly reduced the delegation’s chances of influencing 
the agenda of the Conference and the direction of the negotiations. They 
tried to make up for this setback by way of a charm offensive directed at 
Balfour, Clemenceau, Lloyd George, Orlando and Wilson – the statesmen 
they considered most influential.48 Nevertheless, the Brazilian delegation 
in Paris was at least noticeable in purely quantitative terms. Looking at the 
photograph below taken by the US Army, it is striking that all members, 
with the exception of Malan D’Angrogne, wore suits – white shirts and 
black ties. In their appearance, the Brazilian delegates resembled the male 

Figure 8.3. Members of the Brazilian delegation at the Paris Peace Conference. 
Seated from left to right: Armando César Burlamaqui, Pandiá Calógeras, 
Epitácio Pessoa, Rodrigo Octávio Langgaard Menezes and Alfredo Malan 
D’Angrogne. Instituto Histórico e Geográfico Brasileiro – IHGB, archive Epitácio 
Pessoa, 55IP1300.
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European bourgeoisie far more than the representatives of the Arabian 
Commission or India.49 While the latter groups on certain occasions con-
sciously staged themselves in the traditional dress of their countries and 
used this cultural branding to set themselves apart from the prevailing 
Western-dominated universal dress code, the Brazilian delegates, who 
were of European descent, emphasized their likeness to, and equality 
with, the European and US delegates in their way of dressing. For this 
group, it was more important to use their visual appearance to under-
score their ties to European counterparts50 than to other non-European 
representatives and thereby possibly demonstrate connections with the 
Global South. Like most of the delegates from the English dominions, 
they tried to match the (visual) behaviour and role expectations of the 
majority at the Peace Conference.

In terms of (white) skin colour, too, the Brazilian delegation was 
similar to the European, US and Dominion delegates. This was no mere 
coincidence: Brazilian elites saw this as an act of presenting themselves 
as a civilized nation,51 set apart from the povo (people) with subaltern 
European or Mestizo, Indigenous or Afro-Brazilian backgrounds, dress 
habits and skin colours.

Material Goals

In terms of material accomplishments, the first of the Brazilian delegation’s 
goals concerned coffee from the state of São Paulo located in Antwerp, 
Bremen, Hamburg and Trieste that had been sold at the outbreak of the 
war, with the revenue deposited in the banking house of S. Bleichröder 
in Berlin. The Brazilian government now demanded guarantees from the 
German state that the money would be reimbursed, along with 5 per cent 
interest. This reimbursement was to be paid at the mark’s rate of exchange 
of the day of deposit. Brazil did not succeed in becoming a member of the 
Financial Commission, where this issue was to be dealt with. But the US 
delegation took it upon itself to deal with this case, backing the Brazilian 
demand. The German delegation subsequently made it clear that the 
sale of the Brazilian coffee had been voluntary, with the agreement of 
Brazilian representatives, not compulsory. Moreover, they underscored 
that Germany had not denied its obligation to pay. However, as the 
payment had never reached São Paulo, in the end Germany was forced to 
give in to Brazil’s demands. In this way, it was then written into Article 
263 of the Treaty of Versailles.52

The Financial Commission also sought a solution to the question of 
forty-five German ships that Brazil had seized in its ports in 1917 and 
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handed over to the mostly state-owned Lloyd Brasileiro, which incor-
porated them into its mercantile fleet. This made Lloyd Brasileiro a sig-
nificant shipping company. However, the biggest ship, Hapag Lloyd’s 
Blücher, was placed at the disposal of France. Others were eventually 
used, in addition to their mercantile purpose, to control the large Brazilian 
coast. The Brazilian government insisted on keeping the boats, in spite of 
the problematic legal situation regarding their ownership. In the tough 
negotiations, the Brazilian delegation successfully overcame initial resist-
ance from the French delegation. The French intended to take over thirty 
of the forty-five German ships as war compensation. In the end, again 
with the help of the US delegation, the Brazilian representatives man-
aged to keep them.53

The fact that the US delegation supported Brazilian wishes was no 
coincidence. Pessoa had sought proximity to Wilson from the beginning. 
He repeatedly succeeded in making a case for his wishes to the president 
of the United States and his influential advisor, Edward Mandell House. 
He established contact with Wilson before the negotiations over the ship 
and the coffee payments had begun, in the commission charged with 
drafting the Covenant of the League of Nations. The United States’ for-
eign policy establishment and diplomatic apparatus had already adopted 
a pro-Brazilian stance before the Conference began, thanks to Brazilian 
foreign policy during the war, as well as da Gama’s vigorous lobbying.

The Brazilian media recorded quite favourably that the delegation 
had achieved its major material goals. Whenever there was a Brazilian 
success to be reported, Pessoa knew how to use the good news in order 
to cultivate a good image back at home. He regularly informed the local 
press and news agencies about the progress of the negotiations and pre-
sented himself as a broker in the service of the Brazilian economic elite. 
In contrast, at the time practically nothing was said in the press about 
the work of the other delegation members, and notably that of Raul 
Fernandes, the best-informed Brazilian when it came to economic issues. 
When President Alves died while the delegation was crossing the ocean 
to Europe, a successor had to be elected. Usually, the political leader-
ship of the economically and demographically strongest federal states, 
São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais, determined the choice of a 
candidate hailing from one of these states, who was then usually elected. 
Not least because of these informal agreements, the bahiano Rui Barbosa 
had already run for office three times without success. But this time the 
homens publicos of the convenção nacional did not come to an agreement on 
a candidate from one of these states, allowing Pessoa, despite his disad-
vantage as a nordestino, to be placed on the electoral list in his absence. 
With this elite agreement, much of the initially rather sceptical media 
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swayed to his side. Enjoying the support of a comfortable majority in São 
Paulo and Minas Gerais as well as from that of his network, he finally 
won the ballot of 13 April 1919, while his famous and eloquent opponent, 
Rui Barbosa, who unlike Pessoa ran a real election campaign, was once 
again unlucky in his fourth attempt.

Drafting the Covenant of the League of Nations

The third goal of the Brazilian delegation was to secure as the largest 
South American country a role in shaping the post-war international 
order that was commensurate with the self-image of the country’s elites. 
In Pandiá Calógeras’ words, this meant nothing other than the idea that 
Versailles should serve as ‘a door that opens wide for our entrance as 
a Great Power in World Politics’.54 Equality with those at the top of 
the international hierarchy and therefore demarcation and separation 
from the small and weak states was the Brazilian principle. In order to 
reach this goal, the great powers had to be convinced of Brazil’s rightful 
place among them, Calógeras explained in another diary entry.55 Many 
members of the Brazilian elite thought like the Brazilian delegate. They 
claimed primacy, the leading position in South America, and they even 
wished Brazil to serve as a representative of the other states of Latin 
America. At a banquet, Calógeras underscored that while Brazil was 
indeed strongly shaped by Europe (to the extent that he described the 
country as ‘Europe transplanted to America’), from a ‘sentimental and 
intellectual point of view’, ‘as [a rising nation in] economic and political 
[terms] we are ourselves … a young and new nation, full of energies’.56 
While acknowledging the historical ties between Europe and Brazil (as 
well as to other countries on the continent), he also insisted on the former 
colonies’ right of self-determination. Like the other Brazilian delegates, 
he did not reflect on European and world peace. This was a task left to 
the Big Four.

The place for negotiating and deciding on the principles of the post-
war world was the commission devoted to drawing up the plans for 
the future League of Nations. On 25 January 1919, the plenary assem-
bly of all delegates approved the establishment of such a commission, 
which would meet under the direction of the US president in the office of 
Colonel House, in the Hotel Crillon. Brazil obtained membership in this 
body by means of the argument that they were acting as the spokesman 
for an entire world region, with Wilson’s support. The countries that 
Brazil purported to represent were not asked whether they wanted to 
be represented by its delegates. In addition to Brazil, this commission 
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consisted of two representatives each from the principal powers: the 
United States, Great Britain, France, Italy and Japan, as well as one del-
egate each from Serbia, China, Portugal and Belgium. Due to resentment 
among the excluded countries, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Greece and 
Romania were subsequently granted the right to send a representative.

The head of the Brazilian delegation, who represented his country 
at the League Commission, was hopelessly under-qualified in terms of 
technical competence to participate in drafting the Covenant that was 
to govern the international post-war world order. It was probably wise, 
therefore, that he maintained his silence for the most part and simply 
supported the position of the United States. In any case, the representa-
tives of the smaller and weaker states had very little say at the meetings 
of the commission.57 They had to leave matters in the hands of the US 
chairman Wilson, Colonel House, the British representatives (the states-
man Lord Robert Cecil and the South African General Jan Christiaan 
Smuts), and the French delegates (the international law expert Ferdinand 
Larnaude and the politician Léon Bourgeois). The so-called ‘Cecil-Miller 
proposal’ served as the starting point for the work on the Covenant. On 
14 February, Wilson read the first draft to the Assembly and commented 
on individual articles. On that day, he uttered the famous sentence: ‘A 
living thing is born.’58 The revision process then took place from 22 March 
to 11 April. The complete League of Nations Covenant was inserted into 
the Treaty of Versailles. The delegates, with Calógeras as the Brazilian 
representative, signed it on 28 June.

A month earlier, Latin American delegates had organized a banquet 
in honour of Epitácio Pessoa, the now newly elected Brazilian president. 
Wilson, who attended the occasion along with Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing and General Tasker H. Bliss, gave a brief address in which he 
reiterated his interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine as the foundation of 
inter-American relations. Pessoa, in turn, emphasized Brazilian attach-
ment to Pan-American solidarity, peace, law, justice, labour, order and 
concord. These principles, he declared, were the eternal foundations 
of sustainable balance in the world.59 But the inclusion of the Monroe 
Doctrine in the League of Nations Covenant, which on Wilson’s reading 
was supposed to be the foundation of Pan-American cooperation, was 
controversial in Latin America. First, many critics suspected a contradic-
tion with the intended universalism of the League, since it was defined in 
the Covenant as a ‘regional understanding’. The use of the word ‘regional’ 
could be read as meaning that the American continent should remain 
untouched by the League. This would contradict the global reach and 
universal approach of the League. Second, in addition to the Wilsonian 
interpretation of the doctrine, there was another possible reading derived 
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from the so-called ‘Roosevelt Corollary’. Theodore Roosevelt had invoked 
the Monroe Doctrine in order to legitimize US military interventionism 
in the Caribbean basin. The validity of the Wilsonian Monroe Doctrine 
was thus by no means uncontroversial and required, at the least, further 
clarification. Despite these differences in opinion, Pessoa saw no need 
to raise these questions in the commission. He simply ignored the grave 
concerns of his Central American and Caribbean, and even some French, 
colleagues. In an interview on his way back to Brazil, in the United States, 
he explained his view. He pointed out that Brazil had been the first 
Latin American country to make the US-American doctrine its own. Any 
problems of interpretation could be cleared up, he said.60 Given Pessoa’s 
silence, the Honduran delegate Policarpo Bonilla made a move in the 
final plenary session to clarify the meaning of the Monroe Doctrine. But 
no such discussions took place. The staff who prepared the assembly did 
not even consider it appropriate to have an authorized translation of the 
Honduran’s motion made from the Spanish original.61

The Brazilian delegation’s position regarding the Japanese proposal 
to insert an amendment into the Treaty of Versailles abolishing racial 
discrimination, which turned into a debate on universal racial equality, 
was also reserved.62 Representatives of the colonial powers found this 
advance highly inconvenient. That the Brazilian delegation chose to not 
make any statements or comments in favour of the suggested amendment 
was rather astonishing, considering that the country had recently explic-
itly welcomed Japanese immigrants in the bilateral agreement of 1907 
after Japan’s victorious war against Russia. It might thus be assumed that 
racial equality was an accepted principle in Brazil. But Pessoa commented 
in this regard only that while the country he represented had managed to 
integrate different immigrant groups at earlier times, it was now unable 
to receive Japanese immigration ‘in any numbers’.63 Rui Barbosa’s elec-
tion campaign took advantage of the ambiguous position of Pessoa and 
the Brazilian delegation regarding the racial equality proposal in order to 
organize demonstrations in various cities against Pessoa in the fight for 
the presidency.64

The only issue that Pessoa strongly advocated in the commission con-
cerned Brazilian representation on the Council of the League of Nations.65 
The Council was designed by the principal victors of the war as an exclu-
sive body. Legitimized by their central role in the war, they designed 
the Covenant to establish a permanent seat on the Council for the main 
powers. The ‘others’ were to be represented by a few non-permanent 
members. The fact that Pessoa was unable to achieve equality with the 
‘Principal Powers’ for his country deeply displeased him. However, he 
had no choice but to accept it whilst continuing his fight for at least a seat 
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among the non-permanent members of the Council. He was ultimately 
successful in his cause. Wilson, Clemenceau and Lloyd George acknowl-
edged Brazil’s clear commitment to the Allied, although they also shared 
the opinion that the country had not sacrificed as much as, for example, 
the Dominions, and that it may even have entered the war simply for 
opportunist reasons. They thought they had made sufficient concessions 
to Brazil by explicitly designating the country in the League of Nations 
Covenant as a non-permanent member of the Council, on the strength 
of House’s view of the country ‘as the greatest of … all [Latin American 
countries] in resources and in population, and in recognition of her early 
and frank assistance to the Allies during the war, plus her traditional 
friendship with the United States’.66 Other than the recognized Principal 
Powers, only Spain, Belgium and Greece were accorded this status. The 
Chinese delegates achieved nothing ‘because it was held that the country 
did not enjoy a responsible government’.67 Belgium’s temporary repre-
sentation on the Council was to be understood as a means of securing 
reparations for the destruction caused by the war. The decision in favour 
of Greece was not made due to sympathetic feeling towards the people 
of the country but as compensation for the much-appreciated work done 
in the commission by Greek Prime Minister Eleftherios Venizelos. Spain 
obtained its non-permanent status because of its huge territory; it was 
the only country to represent the large community of Spanish-speaking 
countries on the League Council.

The fact that Brazil was now the only Latin American country on 
the Council – albeit with no guarantee of permanence – was, as might 
be expected, by no means an uncontroversial matter in Latin America. 
After all, the existence of a Latin American bloc with Brazil as its natural 
leader was more a question of wishful thinking of some US and Brazilian 
decision-makers and journalists than an accepted reality among these 
nations. But it was precisely this reading that circulated in Brazil. The 
newspaper Noite, for instance, titled a report ‘Brazil Leader of the Small 
Nations’.68 Pessoa echoed the same sentiment when he told Agence Havas 
that Brazil ‘should and will defend those powers whose interests are lim-
ited’ when he announced his presidential candidacy. He also wanted to 
attend a meeting of Latin American representatives ‘in order to assemble 
the demands/claims [reivindicações] of the Americas, as a whole’. But 
once again, it was the narrative of being more than other Latin American 
countries, rather than a commitment to smaller nations, that drove him 
(as well as other Brazilian delegates): ‘Brazil comes first, right after the 
Big Five’, he emphasized proudly.69 Indeed, he took every opportunity 
to point out Brazil’s rightful place in the new world order and take credit 
for his role in its ascent to this position, as established by the Covenant.  
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On the occasion of the opening of the Brazilian Congress, he underscored 
the ‘high distinction for our country’ represented by the outcome of the 
Paris Peace Conference.70 The Brazilian press adopted this rhetoric.71 
Domício da Gama also expressed satisfaction with Brazil’s performance 
in Paris, which he considered outstanding.72 However, there were also 
criticisms. Some accused Pessoa of complete submission to the United 
States and the lack of a true sense of a sustainable world peace with better 
guarantees for the self-determination of all sovereign states. The reported 
commitment of the chefe of the delegation to the small and weak states 
was interpreted by his critics as a brazen instrumentalization meant to 
put Brazil at the head of the Latin American countries.73

Conclusion

The above analysis has shown some of the insights that can be gained by 
reconstructing the intertwinement of local and universal spaces, and the 
interaction of different actors involved. If we wish to take seriously the 
global dynamic of the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, we must shift away 
from a Eurocentric perspective that focuses primarily on the thinking and 
the actions of representatives of strong states and that treats actors from 
Asia, Africa or Latin America as residual forces. In this respect, research has 
made great progress in recent years. Even the countries of Latin America, of 
which only Brazil intervened (albeit in small ways) in the war, have come 
into focus. When examining small or, as in the Brazilian case, large but less 
consolidated and influential states, the central point is not the country’s 
impact on the Peace Conference. As far as researching Brazil’s role is con-
cerned, the questions of how decision-makers, diplomats and journalists 
perceived the Conference, what ideas they were driven by, how they tried 
to position themselves, and what they achieved, are all of great interest.

My case study has shown that there was not only a clear hierarchy in 
the Brazilian delegation, with Pessoa as its visible head, but also an over-
reaching mission of stating and demonstrating national ‘greatness’ and 
having that ‘greatness’, and the country’s material and symbolic claims 
more broadly, recognized by others. In short, Brazilian elites aspired to 
finally complete a decades-long quest  –  first within the Pan-American 
context, then at the Hague Conferences – at Paris, which they saw as a 
global stage where the nation could present itself to other nations. Any 
Brazilian ambitions that went beyond the economy, trade and national 
prestige were not discernible in the performance of the Brazilian delega-
tion. Such a debate around the post-war architecture only began with the 
ratification process of the League of Nations Covenant.
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While Brazilian delegates at the Paris Conference were not able to deci-
sively influence the rules of the game when it came to rearranging and 
hierarchizing power relations, they at least succeeded in winning a place 
on the commission that drafted the Covenant of the League of Nations. 
This success was made possible by efficient lobbying. That commission 
was the place where (the otherwise silent) Pessoa finally managed to get 
Brazil explicitly assigned a seat on the League Council. This was seen in 
Brazil as a confirmation by the ‘principal powers’ of the country’s claim 
to be an emerging power in the post-war order. However, since the fact 
that the seat not being a permanent one was tantamount to relegation to 
second-tier power status, from the Brazilian perspective this was merely 
an intermediate step.

Compared to other Latin American countries, Brazil had a unique 
position at Versailles, not only in terms of participation in the League 
Commission but also in terms of its number of delegates. The Brazilian 
delegates assumed that they were entitled to represent Latin America. 
This was a fatal misjudgement, as would later become very apparent 
in the disputes over Brazil’s role on the League Council and in other 
policy areas.74 The Peace Conference also made it clear that the US State 
Department and the US delegation in Paris (sometimes) had an open ear 
to their allies’ wishes; Brazilian diplomacy recognized this and knew 
how to take advantage of it .

In conclusion, it can be stated that from Brazil’s point of view the Paris 
Peace Conference was a relatively successful debut in world politics. At 
the same time, it also became apparent that Brazilian elites continued to 
struggle with cooperation with smaller Latin American countries as they 
had in earlier times, in the Pan-American context. Incidentally, these 
reservations towards Hispano-America were shared by many European 
representatives, who were yet to be faced with the need to learn to take 
this large group of delegates in the League of Nations seriously.
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Chapter 9

Washington of the World, Vatican 
of the East
Imagining Istanbul in a New Global Order

Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş

At the turn of the 20th century, Istanbul had become one of the most com-
plex and ambiguous cities of the world: one million inhabitants, only half 
of whom were Muslims; the capital of an empire, but entirely subservient 
to European politics, trade, and finance; a paragon of modernity in many 
ways, yet at the same time deeply entrenched in tradition. 

—Edhem Eldem, ‘Istanbul (Byzantium; Constantinople)’

The capital of first the Byzantine and then the Ottoman Empire, Istanbul, 
with its significant location between three seas and two continents, 
was a major trade hub, an imperial power centre and a multicultural 
mosaic, with a population including Muslim Turks and Kurds, Arabs, 
Jews, Armenians, Rum and foreigners of all trades and origins. From 
the eighteenth century, growing cultural exchange with Western Europe 
started to leave its mark on the city. During the Ottoman reform period in 
the nineteenth century, the influence of modern ideas, Western govern-
ments and economic ties in the city further intensified. Now, however, 
against the background of increasingly unequal power relations and the 
infamous ‘Eastern Question’, Istanbul and the Ottoman Empire more 
generally became targets of European imperial ambitions.

Drawing on the above description by Turkish historian Edhem Eldem, 
one could say that Istanbul stood at the crossroads between being an 
imperial metropolis  –  the seat of the Sultan’s sovereign power  –  and 
being a cosmopolis,1 in which certain domains of state governance came 
under the influence of foreign governments and stakeholders. At the turn 
of the twentieth century, the city was permeated by a network of institu-
tions that were dominated by Westerners (and their mostly non-Muslim 
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Ottoman associates) and that undermined Ottoman sovereignty in certain 
domains, such as consular courts, the Supreme Council of Health and the 
Ottoman Public Debt Administration.

At the Paris Peace Conference in 1919–20, the future of the defeated 
Ottoman Empire and particularly the status of Istanbul – now occupied 
by British, French and Italian forces – gave the peacemakers serious head-
aches. What to make of a city that was entangled in the vested interests of 
various foreign governments, and whose location on the Bosporus Strait 
was of international importance? How to handle a cosmopolis that was 
still the Ottoman capital, the seat of the Caliphate (and thus, at least in 
theory, important to Muslims around the world), while also being home 
to a large Christian population and the Ecumenical Patriarch, leading the 
Greek government to claim it in the name of a revived Byzantine Empire? 
Should ‘the Turk’ be forced to withdraw from the city and ‘entirely wiped 
out of Europe’, as many demanded?2 Could Istanbul then be turned into 
an international city, maybe even become the future seat of the League 
of Nations – the global equivalent of the District of Columbia, as some 
imagined?

In confronting Istanbul’s heterogeneous population and complicated 
trans-regional relations, the peacemakers in Paris faced typical dilem-
mas of post-war planning. And yet among all the cities for which the 
Allies made special arrangements, including Danzig and Fiume, Istanbul 
was arguably the most complex in terms of its global importance and 
political entanglements. Finding a consistent solution for the city posed 
a challenge but also a unique opportunity. The weakness of the Sultan’s 
government and the starkly colonial attitude of the Western powers made 
Constantinople a mental laboratory for the international city of the future.

The internationalist visions of Istanbul that flourished after the war are 
the main subject of this chapter. The principal studies on Turkey in the 
post-war negotiations provide detailed accounts of the various proposed 
partition plans for the Ottoman Empire.3 They also portray the Allied 
occupation of Istanbul (1918–1923),4 the formation of Turkish-Muslim 
underground resistance and the ensuing War of Independence (culmi-
nating in the revision of the Treaty of Sèvres) as well as the recovery of 
sovereignty at the Lausanne Conference in 1923.5 Existing accounts also 
describe different proposals regarding Istanbul, but they have certain 
limitations. For one, they focus almost exclusively on high politics and 
the plans proposed by the Allied governments. Moreover, they look at 
the topic mainly through the prism of realpolitik. This is not to deny that 
strategic interests lay at the heart of all of the proposed schemes. But they 
were equally informed by certain ideologies and normative conceptions 
of the future international order.
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In this chapter, I use archival sources and published memoranda to 
reconstruct different plans for Istanbul formulated by people outside 
Allied government circles – from the heads of an American expert com-
mission, Henry Churchill King and Charles R. Crane, to the League of 
Nations General Secretary Eric Drummond, the prominent international-
ist David Davies, and W. G. Middleton Edwards, a British businessman 
and resident of Istanbul. In various ways, they all imagined that the solu-
tion for Istanbul was internationalism and the creation of an international 
city.

Taking a closer look at each of their imaginaries, I ask how their visions 
of cosmopolitan order related to broader visions of global order. What 
were the ideological underpinnings of their internationalist schemes? 
And how did they deal with the main challenge, the diversity and spa-
tial ambiguity of a cosmopolis that did not fit easily into the principles 
that guided post-war planning in other cases: namely nationality, self-
determination and mandate colonialism? In tackling these questions, this 
chapter contributes to a body of scholarship that stresses the relevance 
of spatial arrangements discussed during the ‘Paris moment’ that tran-
scended the dominant paradigm of national sovereignty.6

An Internationalized Cosmopolis Before and After 
the First World War

One of the first to imagine the transformation of Istanbul into an inter-
national city was the Scottish lawyer and co-founder of the Institute 
of International Law, James Lorimer.7 In a lecture at the University of 
Edinburgh in 1876, he argued that Istanbul should be denationalized and 
devoted ‘to international purposes’.8 A ‘joint occupation of Constantinople 
by the European Powers’, he argued, should put an end to Turkish rule 
and make the city the ‘common property of civilised mankind’ (which 
for him meant Western mankind only). This rather drastic take on the 
‘Eastern Question’ was at once pragmatic, idealistic and deeply chau-
vinistic. Lorimer recommended shared rule to forestall future conflicts 
between the Great Powers. At the same time, being an early proponent 
of the political unification of Europe, he envisioned Istanbul as the future 
seat of a European parliament. Because of its ‘cosmopolitan character’ 
and strategic importance, which made it ‘the key of Europe to Asia, and 
of Asia to Europe’, the city, in Lorimer’s eyes, was fit to become a future 
centre of internationalism. As for the future of the Ottomans, Lorimer 
argued that only civilized nations could rightfully claim sovereignty. The 
Turks, ‘bankrupt as they are of every quality of nation’, he explained, 
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could not count as such, and Westerners should ‘make of the Turk all that 
a civilised man can ever make of a barbarian – namely, a pupil’.

In an age of colonialism and imperialism, international law and inter-
nationalist agendas often perpetuated the supremacist hierarchies of the 
time.9 The Ottoman Empire was an interesting case. Formally accepted 
as a sovereign state and since 1856 a member of the Concert of Europe, 
the Sultan’s government actively sought to participate in international 
cooperation in line with its modernization efforts. On the other hand, the 
Empire’s dwindling power made it a target for European imperialism 
and the undermining of its sovereignty through Western-run interna-
tional bodies and treaties.10

If one were to walk through Istanbul in the late nineteenth century, 
one could observe this ambivalence as if under a magnifying glass. The 
tensions between modernization, traditionalist currents and Western 
influence were manifest in the cityscape  –  as were the traces of inter-
nationalization. Galata and Pera were the quarters that, ‘transformed 
by Westernization, stood for the new international order’.11 Pera was 
home not only to many European-style hotels, galleries and shopping 
arcades but also to foreign schools, embassies and consular courts, which 
protected the extraterritorial legal privileges granted to foreigners and 
their Ottoman intermediaries through the Capitulations.12 In Galata, the 
Ottoman Bank opened its doors in 1856. An Ottoman-British-French joint 
venture run by a European board and its chiefly non-Muslim admin-
istrative staff, the bank was de facto an international body assisting 
the capitalist opening of the Ottoman Empire.13 Not far from the bank, 
next to the Underground Mosque, was the main bureau of the Supreme 
Council of Health. This organization and its mainly European members 
were in control of health checks and quarantine at Ottoman ports, giving 
them a certain degree of control over ship traffic and making it, in the 
eyes of critical Turkish observers, a kind of public health Capitulation.14 
Across from Galata and Pera, separated by the Golden Horn, lay old 
Istanbul with its bazaars and medieval palaces and mosques. The fact 
that in 1856 Sultan Abdülmecid I moved his residency from there to 
the new Dolmabahçe palace, with its shining Europeanized architectural 
splendour, was of obvious symbolic importance. So was the building of 
the Ottoman Public Debt Administration in 1881 in the middle of the old 
governmental district. As a state agency that was in fact an international 
body, it gave European creditors considerable influence over Ottoman 
economic and financial affairs.15

Istanbul’s network of imperialistic international institutions came with a 
specific social fabric. Foreign merchants, diplomats and other expatriates – 
drawn together by their shared sense of class, exterritorial privileges and 



224� Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş

professed superiority as members of ‘European civilization’ in an ‘outpost 
of progress’ – formed a community of ‘cosmopolitan imperialists’.16 But 
the First World War disturbed international life in the cosmopolis. The 
expatriate community broke up; as foreigners from the Allied countries 
and the Central Powers antagonized each other, ‘enemy aliens’ had to 
leave the Ottoman Empire, and the Young Turk government took action 
against imperialistic international structures by unilaterally abolishing the 
Capitulations upon the Ottoman entry into the war in 1914.17

After the First World War, the Allies tried to restore previous inter-
national structures in Istanbul. Their ambassadors, representatives and 
businessmen returned together with soldiers, navy vessels and High 
Commissioners to occupy the city in November and December 1918, long 
before the official declaration of occupation in March 1920. The Sultan’s 
government tried to be cooperative and persuade the Allies to respect the 
country’s sovereignty. Many Muslims and Turks in the city felt shocked 
and humiliated. The occupiers kept their distance from the urban Muslim 
elite, associating instead with ‘the cosmopolitan elements of Istanbul’.18 
Meanwhile, the Supreme Council of Health and the Ottoman Public Debt 
Administration (together with the Ottoman Bank) continued their work 
in the interest of Western governments and stakeholders. The Allies 
also de facto reinstated the extraterritorial legal privileges previously 
guaranteed through the Capitulations.19 Moreover, they pushed for a 
new international regime over the strategically vital Turkish Straits. For 
geographical reasons alone, any scheme to internationalize the Bosporus 
had to address the question of Istanbul as well.

In retrospect, James Lorimer’s call for a joint European occupation 
and denationalization of Istanbul had foreshadowed the post-war situa-
tion. The Allies, together with many public voices,20 even used the same 
legitimation discourse as Lorimer: namely, the paternalistic and pejora-
tive rationale that the Turks were uncivilized and not fit to govern a 
cosmopolitan society that included Christian minorities and foreigners.21 
This discourse was echoed on the ground. Members of the British High 
Commission in Istanbul, witnessing Christian refugees flocking into the 
city, perceived Istanbul as a ‘microcosm of the misery’22 that they thought 
necessarily resulted from Ottoman-Muslim rule. Biases blended together 
with humanitarian concerns for Christians, particularly the Armenians, 
who had been deported and murdered under the Young Turk regime. 
Since the nineteenth century, the fate of Christian minorities together 
with supposed Turkish ‘backwardness’ had served to justify European 
interventionism in the Ottoman Empire.23

Unlike Lorimer, however, the British, French, Italian and American 
delegations at the Peace Conference were undecided about the future 
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status of the city and Ottoman sovereignty. They agreed only that unre-
stricted Turkish control over the city was undesirable and that the Greek 
government’s claim on the city did not deserve serious consideration. 
In June 1919, both the French premier Georges Clemenceau and the 
American president Woodrow Wilson signalled readiness to adopt the 
original plan of British premier Lloyd George and his entourage, who 
wanted to expel ‘the Turk’ from Istanbul and Europe. This suggestion 
came up several times – as, however, did objections that the expulsion 
of the Sultan-Caliph might trigger unrest among Muslims in the British 
and French colonies. As a result, British Foreign Secretary Lord Curzon 
proposed a compromise dubbed the ‘Vatican proposal’. Based on a stun-
ningly simplistic comparison between Islam and the Catholic Church, it 
suggested the internationalization of Istanbul and the transferral of the 
Turkish capital to Anatolia, while allowing the Sultan-Caliph  –  in his 
spiritual function – to reside in Istanbul like the Pope in Rome.24

What is striking about the different schemes is that basically all relied 
on modes of joint administration, internationalization or a League man-
date. No party, though, was eager to shoulder the burden of such a man-
date under the League of Nations, nor did they want any other power to 
have sole unchecked control.25 Instead, all the powers wished to secure 
and extend the city’s internationalized character, which so conveniently 
served their economic and political interests. They could agree on no 
practical solution. Not only did they fear Muslim protests and growing 
national resistance in Anatolia, which led them to seek better terms with 
the Sultan’s government. They also struggled with spatial arrangements 
that would compel them to adjust their own sovereign power to supra-
national responsibility or even a form of international sovereignty.26 On 
the one hand, the Allies seemed, as James Lorimer had demanded dec-
ades before, ‘sensible of the inadequacy of that conception [i.e. national 
sovereignty] when brought to bear on cosmopolitan interests’.27 On the 
other hand, they were hesitant about ‘transcending the conception of 
nationality’, as Lorimer had urged. After all, national sovereignty was the 
guiding principle of the Paris order.28

On the road to Sèvres, the Allies dropped the plan to internation-
alize the entire city of Istanbul and decided to go with an extended 
status quo ante. The peace treaty allowed the Ottomans to keep their 
capital while undercutting Ottoman sovereignty in economic, health 
and other domains (and threatening to change the status of Istanbul if 
Turkey did not adhere to the terms of the treaty). Meanwhile, while the 
Allies were rather conservative on supranational responsibility and full 
internationalization, a number of nongovernmental actors embraced the 
idea. The most elaborate and utopian schemes for how to turn Istanbul 
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into an international city were devised not by the Allied delegations but 
by American and British internationalists and private individuals, who 
articulated their visions of cosmopolitan order during the highly public 
Paris moment.

A New Constantinopolitan State under  
an American Mandate?

In June 1919, the so-called ‘King-Crane Commission’ travelled to the 
Ottoman Empire on behalf of the US government. Handpicked by 
Woodrow Wilson, the delegation was led by the Protestant theologian 
and academic Henry Churchill King along with Charles R. Crane, a 
wealthy entrepreneur and foreign policy lobbyist with a keen interest 
in the Middle East. They were tasked with evaluating the situation and 
coming up with suggestions regarding the future territorial order in the 
Ottoman regions. The final report they submitted to the Peace Conference 
in August 1919 has often been described as unrealistic. Two main rea-
sons are given for this judgement. The first is that the report failed to 
have an impact on the peace treaties; the second that its far-fetched 
recommendations – among them the proposal to put both Armenia and 
Anatolia under a US mandate – were based more on Wilsonian idealism 
and an American sense of mission than an understanding of the com-
plexities on the ground.29 Their basic approach was to identify peoples 
that they assumed could form separate nations in the future and assign 
them mandate territories.30 Evidently, this would not work for the case of 
cosmopolitan Istanbul. Thus the commission came up with the proposal 
to separate the city, together with the Straits, from Turkey and make 
them an international territory. Instead of the Ottoman capital, Istanbul 
would be part of a new ‘Constantinopolitan State’.

The region, the commission explained, was of ‘great international 
interest’, whereas ‘Turkey is simply not conceivably equal to a great 
world responsibility’. Such a ‘markedly cosmopolitan city’ was better 
off in international hands than under Turkish rule, and ‘the larger world 
interests must prevail’.31 This normative assessment was clearly informed 
by the evolutionist thinking of the time, according to which non-Western 
polities such as the Ottoman Empire were not modern and advanced 
enough to govern cosmopolitan Istanbul. According to the report, a per-
manent solution putting Istanbul under international control would be 
in everyone’s interests. The ‘common people of Turkey’, too, the report 
stated paternalistically, would be happier in the long term if they were 
freed from Istanbul and ‘outreaching imperialism’.
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The commission recommended that the Constantinopolitan State be 
permanently administered through a single mandatory, which would 
be directly responsible to the League and disinterested enough to act as 
trustee for international interests. Besides guaranteeing good govern-
ment and peaceful coexistence in the city, the mandatory and the League 
would secure the free passage of ships and commerce through the Straits, 
as well as the end of imperialistic ‘intrigue’ and the Eastern Question. 
In maybe the most literal example of the ‘city upon a hill’ mindset in 
foreign policy (Istanbul was nicknamed ‘seven hills’ in Turkish), the com-
mission nominated the United States as the most suitable candidate for 
this task, adding that Americans could make Istanbul a second ‘District 
of Columbia’, a place with a flourishing cosmopolitan cultural sphere 
where both Muslim and non-Muslim educational and spiritual life could 
thrive.

For all its US-centric hegemonic zeal and naivety, the commission was 
aware that the idea of internationalizing Istanbul would ‘be unwelcome 
to most Turks’. And Muslim Ottomans were indeed united in protest 
against any scheme to separate the city: the Sultan’s government itself; 
organized protesters in Istanbul; the Turkish National Movement around 
Mustafa Kemal (Atatürk), which defined the recovery of Istanbul from 
the Allied occupiers as one of its key goals; and petitioners appearing 
at the Peace Conference, like the former Ottoman ambassador Mehmet 
Şerif, who argued that separating Istanbul would mean ‘to cut away from 
the body of Turkey … its very heart’.32 The general idea of an American 
mandate, on the other hand, appealed at least to some Ottoman liberal-
nationalist politicians and intellectuals, who viewed a unified mandate 
over Turkey and Istanbul as the lesser evil compared to partition. This 
group, the so-called ‘Turkish Wilsonian League’, shared the Wilsonian 
ideals of progress and a liberal world order – as well as its paternalis-
tic implications. A US mandate for a fixed ‘period of instruction’, the 
group declared in a letter to Woodrow Wilson in December 1918, could 
help Turkey govern its ‘different peoples and complex problems’33 and 
develop into a modern nation state. While conceding that they were 
not yet fit to govern their own cosmopolitan society, they also strongly 
insisted that they did not desire ‘a tutelage which would limit … ultimate 
independence’ but a kind of assistance under the condition of national 
sovereignty. The fact that basically all Muslim Ottomans and Turks 
insisted on national sovereignty and territorial integrity with regard to 
Istanbul did not keep planners and peacemakers in Europe from indulg-
ing in internationalist visions.
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Istanbul – The League of Nation’s First Own Territory?

The League of Nations was a key component in many of the propos-
als for Istanbul that were on the negotiating table in Paris. How did 
the League’s own administration react to them? After the League had 
taken up its provisional work in Sunderland House in London in April 
1919, it was no longer just a passive element in the settlements but an 
institution with its own minds and voices. In December 1919, its first 
Secretary-General, the former member of the British Foreign Office Eric 
Drummond, met for lunch with British Secretary of State for India Edwin 
Montagu, who expressed great concern over the question of Istanbul. As 
he told Drummond, his government was about to convince Clemenceau 
that the Sultan-Caliph should be expelled from Istanbul and the city, 
together with the Straits, placed under the control of France, Great Britain 
and Italy. Such a decision, Montagu feared, could provoke protest and 
insurrections among Muslim populations across the British Empire.

Returning from his lunch meeting, Drummond figured out a solution. 
In letters to the members of the British peace delegation, he proposed that 
‘Constantinople, and sufficient territory round it, should become a Free 
City and placed under the protection of the League of Nations’.34 This 
international city-state, Drummond explained, could be governed by a 
mixed commission of five members, two Muslim and the other three – if 
the Allies insisted – British, French and Italian.

This solution, Drummond explained, would guarantee ‘that the Turk 
should no longer be allowed to remain in Europe’ (a goal that Drummond 
himself explicitly shared) without provoking global Muslim backlash. 
Because both India and Persia were already League members, ‘it could, 
with justice, be asserted that they had an equal share with other members 
of the League in the administration and protection of Constantinople, 
and could make their voices heard on behalf of Moslem opinion’.35 This 
reasoning shows that the administrative head of the League was seek-
ing to consolidate imperial interests with his mission of creating a new 
international organization of global reach.36

But Drummond and his close staff members, who also supported the 
plan to end Ottoman rule in Europe, were not mere proxies of Empire. 
Rather, they saw the chance to maximize the League’s capacity for 
international governance while limiting the authority of single powers, 
including Great Britain. This is underlined by a brief exchange between 
Drummond and Eric Colban, the Norwegian director of the League’s 
Administrative Commissions and Minorities Section. Both men agreed 
that under ideal circumstances the mixed commission would have no 
seats reserved for the Great Powers but consist of members elected by 
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the League Council who would feel ‘responsibility toward the League’37 
instead of only following ‘the interests and instruction of their govern-
ments’.38 It would be no less of a mistake to deem this idea anti-impe-
rialist. Colban stressed that most seats on the Council belonged to the 
Great Powers in any case, providing ‘the most absolute guarantee of their 
interests’.39 The League staff suggested that imperial interests could be 
maintained within a new form of international governance.

Writing back from Paris, British diplomat Harold Nicolson, who had 
read Drummond’s proposal with great interest, remarked that ‘if the 
policy of turning the Turk out of Europe prevails’ in the negotiations, 
this would likely lead to a point ‘in which the whole responsibility is 
thrown in some form or another upon the League’.40 But if that hap-
pened, could the League of Nations, an international organization, really 
take on sovereignty over a territory? Because of this doubt, Nicolson 
advised Drummond to speak of the League’s ‘protection’ of, rather than 
‘sovereignty’ over, Istanbul.41 For the next two weeks, internal discus-
sions among the Secretariat staff in Sunderland House continued. Eager 
to push his plan, Drummond and his team sought to justify the idea that 
the League – and not the Allied states – should exercise sovereignty over 
the city.42

This was quite a radical approach. To be sure, internationalized 
territorial administration had occurred before 1919: for example, the 
International Settlement of Shanghai (1863), the International Squadron 
for Crete (1897), or the Anglo-French condominium of New Hebrides 
(1906). Those arrangements, however, had all been multinational in 
nature; the territories were jointly administered by small groups of states. 
The Paris order marked the beginning of ‘a new era of territorial admin-
istration’43 as the League began to directly administer certain territories. 
Those cases differed from the mandates (including the so-called ‘A’ man-
dates in the Middle East), where the League’s influence was indirect and 
the mandatory powers had full governing authority.

At the time when Drummond wrote his proposal for Istanbul, only the 
former German Territory of the Saar Basin stood already under the direct 
authority of the League in this way. The Treaty of Versailles had charged 
the League with installing a commission that would administer the 
region for fifteen years before returning it to Germany. In Drummond’s 
eyes, the Saar Basin offered a potential model for Istanbul and the Straits. 
The director of the League’s Legal Section, the Dutch international law 
expert Joost Adriaan van Hamel, dismissed the comparison with the Saar 
Territory, which formally still belonged to Germany, particularly because 
‘it might be somewhat dangerous to allow the Turk even a shadowy right 
to sovereignty’.44 He and Drummond also rejected other models such as 



230� Carolin Liebisch-Gümüş

the New Hebrides on the grounds that they implied ‘the co-sovereignty 
of the combined nations’.45 What they wanted was direct League control 
over a territory without any national sovereignty.

Responding to Nicolson’s doubts as to whether international 
law would allow the League to exercise sovereignty over a territory, 
Drummond reasoned that, during the fifteen-year League Mandate 
over the Saar, ‘if sovereignty exists, it is in the hands of the Governing 
[League] Commission’. He further argued that ‘the Treaty of Peace has 
created a new international legal conception – namely, a territory over 
which there is no sovereignty; and if this is so, I do not see why the 
analogy should not be extended to the Constantinople territory’.46 Van 
Hamel supported Drummond’s position that ‘“[i]nternational” in this 
case should express the exclusion of national sovereignty’.47 He com-
pared Istanbul’s future status to that of the Danube River. Since 1856, the 
waterways had been administered as an ‘international unit’48 by a special 
international organization.

It is hard to overlook the drastic implications of this comparison. It 
was one thing to place shipping traffic under a regime but a very dif-
ferent thing to consider a similar technocratic arrangement for a city49 
whose numerous inhabitants included male Ottoman citizens with the 
constitutional right to vote. In his original proposal, Drummond had 
suggested the establishment of a free city-state. Danzig later became such 
a free city under the League of Nations, which meant it had local elec-
tions and a parliament. No such possibility was considered for Istanbul, 
as Drummond hastily withdrew his original proposal after Nicolson 
questioned ‘whether, in view of the racial difficulties, it would be pos-
sible to make Constantinople and the Straits into an independent State’.50 
Adopting Nicolson’s anti-republican, paternalistic approach, Drummond 
decided to replace the words ‘free city’ with ‘international territory’ in 
the sense of the Danube.51

Istanbul and the Straits should become, in Drummond’s own words, 
a territory ‘under the protection of most of the nations of the world’.52 
With no local autonomy and all sovereignty shifted to the League, 
Drummond’s Istanbul could hardly have been called a protectorate in the 
sense of Danzig or the Saar Basin. Instead, the city’s inhabitants would 
have been subject to foreign rule by an international body. Reminiscent of 
James Lorimer’s ‘denationalisation of Constantinople’, the idea implied 
nothing less than making Istanbul the League’s first own dependent ter-
ritory, and thus creating a form of full international sovereignty.53

The proposal was indeed radical  –  too radical for the taste of the 
British and French governments. Although it remained hypothetical, it 
provides us with telling insights into the League Secretariat’s approach 
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to cosmopolitanism and international governance. Recent scholarship on 
the League of Nations has pointed to the fact that the League’s colonial 
heritage was not limited to the mandate system.54 The case of Istanbul 
illustrates that the Secretariat members conceived of international 
governance as a way to secure the power interests of the old imperial 
powers. One might object that they did so for pragmatic reasons, while 
their actual ideal was a neutral commission acting only on behalf of the 
League. This ideal, however, not only rested on the policy of ‘turning the 
Turk out of Europe’ and seizing the Ottoman capital. It also came with 
the paternalistic assumption that cosmopolitanism was too complex for 
the local population to govern by themselves and that it was necessary to 
plan instead for a kind of international technocratic regime.

Istanbul – The Seat of the League of Nations?

Ottoman residents in Istanbul reading the newspaper Hâdisat on Sunday 
9 February 1919 probably gazed with some surprise at the headline: 
‘Important News: Istanbul the Centre of the League of Nations?’55 It was 
the fourth week of the Peace Conference in Paris, and neither the future 
existence and location of the League nor the fate of Istanbul had yet taken 
clear shape. There were many rumours and plenty of room for imagina-
tion. According to Hâdisat, a British politician had suggested that Istanbul 
would make a good site for the League of Nations, especially due to its 
location ‘in the middle between Europe, Asia, and Africa’.56

He was not alone in thinking so. The idea popped up repeatedly over 
the course of the peacemaking process in both British and American 
political circles.57 The American political commentator George D. Herron 
(himself strongly in favour of Geneva as the League’s seat) noted with 
dismay that there were in Paris ‘strong influences at work to locate it at 
Constantinople’.58 Whereas Wilson favoured Geneva from early on, and 
his closest advisor, Colonel House, favoured Lausanne, other members of 
the American delegation supposedly preferred Istanbul.59 The idea did not 
gain a serious foothold in either the British or the US delegation, though, 
and soon the choice was between Geneva and Brussels. Of further interest 
here, however, are two figures who were particularly enthusiastic about 
the idea of Istanbul becoming the centre of the international order even 
though decision-makers in Paris showed little interest in it: the British lib-
eral politician David Davies and the British entrepreneur W.G. Middleton 
Edwards. In memoranda and letters, they sketched quite detailed plans.

Nobody was as persistent and detailed in his lobbying for the choice 
of Istanbul as the seat of the League of Nations as David Davies. A liberal 
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member of the House of Commons and an ardent supporter of Wilson 
and liberal internationalism, he participated in the British League of 
Nations Union and endowed the first chair for International Relations in 
Great Britain in honour of Wilson at Aberystwyth University in 1919.60 In 
the same year, he wrote numerous newspaper articles and even a booklet 
with images and a map illustrating his view ‘that Constantinople should 
be internationalized, and as a permanent freehold of the world should 
become the permanent headquarters of the League’. It would belong to 
no single state, ‘just as Washington’61 was the US capital and ‘[j]ust as 
[the District of] Columbia was allotted to the United States as a whole’.62 
Davies enjoyed prominent support in Great Britain. He gathered a group 
of journalists and politicians, among them the Conservative MP Samuel 
Hoare, the historian and former intelligence chief John Buchan, and the 
leftist editor of the Daily Mail Henry Hamilton Fyfe, who all publicly 
embraced Davies’ arguments.

Some of his arguments were of a practical nature. Like the peace-
makers in Paris, Davies thought that Istanbul’s ‘magnificent strategical 
position’63 formed a potential peril to peace, hence neither a too powerful 
state, that is a European power, nor a weak state like the Ottoman govern-
ment should control the city single-handedly. Davies, being a maximalist 
internationalist who advocated that the League should have a physical 
policing force, turned the dilemma into virtue by suggesting that such a 
global peacekeeping force should be located right where potential wars 
could arise – close to the Straits and the ‘cradle of war’64 on the Balkans. 
The city’s geographical location also appealed to him for another reason. 
If delegations from America, Europe and all over the world had to travel 
to Istanbul on a regular basis, this ‘would greatly stimulate the develop-
ments of routes by air, land, and sea’. Again reflecting a maximalist, 
almost futuristic take on internationalism, he stressed the opportunity of 
‘testing the transportation progress of the era, which should ensure that 
the question of distance becomes a matter of secondary importance’.65

Davies’ main argument, however, was cultural. The city as he saw 
it was a ‘meeting place of East and West’,66 a historical and spiritual 
centre of both Christianity and Islam. If Geneva (or Brussels, Versailles 
or Strasbourg) was chosen as the League capital, ‘it might be said that 
the League had been established only for the convenience of the Western 
powers’,67 with fatal consequences for its recognition outside the West. 
Instead, it should ‘find its home where it will give the utmost benefit to 
the nations as a whole’ and provide ‘the same opportunities for progress’ 
for all.68 And it is in fact striking that many of those in favour of choosing 
Geneva pointed not only to the city’s track record in humanitarian inter-
nationalism and the Red Cross Movement but also to its symbolic role 
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in a Western intellectual tradition. Writing to Woodrow Wilson, Herron 
highlighted that it was ‘out of this city that both religious liberty and 
political democracy have gone forth to the world’.69 And, appealing to 
Wilson’s Christian ideals and American exceptionalism, he added that as 
the home of Calvin and Rousseau, Geneva was basically the cradle of both 
Puritanism and the Declaration of Independence. In comparison, Davies’ 
proposal appeared less Eurocentric. The choice of Istanbul, he wrote, ‘will 
impress Eastern peoples that the League is a World institution – not an 
alliance of Western powers’.70 Muslims in particular could be satisfied, he 
added with regard to British fears of pan-Islamism, as the League ‘would 
be housed within a mile or two of the palace of the Sultan, Commander 
of the Faithful’.71

If most of the options were too European, and others (Davies men-
tioned Jerusalem) ‘too Eastern in character’, Istanbul, with its ‘interna-
tional character’,72 seemed an ideal fit. Clearly, it was the strong influence 
of Europeans and international bodies that made the city appear less 
Eastern, and thus more qualified for international governance, in Davies’ 
eyes. As uncompromisingly internationalist as his proposal undoubtedly 
was, it was neither egalitarian nor non-partisan. Instead of reading it 
simply as an idealistic pledge for global unity, then, we might see it as a 
prescient attempt to secure Western influence in a changing global order. 
Like other intellectuals of the interwar period, most prominently Arnold 
Toynbee and Oswald Spengler, Davies was convinced that the West was 
in decline and ‘the East will play a more important part in the evolution 
of the World during the next hundred years than the West’.73 Instead 
of falling into cultural pessimism, Davies believed in liberal progress, 
seeing the ‘opportunity to demonstrate to our children our faith and our 
foresight’74 by including the so-called ‘East’ in the Western project of 
creating a liberal world order.

Having read Davies’ proposal with great excitement, the British busi-
nessman W.G. Middleton Edwards became another ardent supporter of 
the idea. He prepared a memorandum that he sent to influential British 
and American personalities at the Peace Conference. In his opinion, it was 
time to think big and anticipate the far future, in which the nation states 
making up the current system could merge to form the ‘United States of 
the World’.75 He envisioned Istanbul as the seat of a world government, a 
‘World District of Columbia’76 – a comparison also used by Davies and the 
King-Crane Commission. ‘I see in my mind’s eye’, Middleton Edwards 
wrote, ‘the Executive [of the League] consisting of almost a city, dealing 
actively in matters we do not at the present moment dream of as subjects 
for world consideration’.77 Middleton Edwards shared most of Davies’ 
arguments, with a few exceptions. He did not like Davies stressing the 
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strategic position of Istanbul for international policing, as he himself was 
hoping (‘somewhat utopian’, he admitted) ‘that the League will mean no 
defence anywhere and that respect for the Law will dominate’.78

The main difference between the two, however, was that Middleton 
Edwards had an insider’s view. Born in Istanbul to British parents, he 
had graduated from two of the city’s foreign elite schools before follow-
ing in the footsteps of his father, who had come to Istanbul as a ship-
building expert and advisor for the Ottoman government. After the war, 
Middleton Edwards continued working in Istanbul as an entrepreneur in 
the naval industry and a member of the British Chamber of Commerce.79 
When he thought about the transformation of Istanbul into an interna-
tional city, then, he imagined the city he himself would want to live and 
do business in. It is thus no surprise that he recommended that its citizens 
should enjoy complete economic freedom, minimal trade taxes and the 
right to political participation.

What he had in mind was the creation of a free city state. The citizens 
of the independent ‘Republic of Constantinople’, as he called it, would 
all be people who had lived in the city for a minimum of ten years. They 
would elect a president, who would then be nominated by the executive 
body of the League of Nations. A Chamber of Deputies would form the 
legislative assembly, and its seats would be allocated in proportion to the 
presence of different nationalities in the city: ten seats for Turks, eight for 
Greeks, seven for Armenians, five for Jews, five for each nationality from 
the Balkans, four for Americans, British, French, Germans and so forth. 
The official language would be French, ‘unless it is possible to adopt 
Esperanto’.80 There would be no fortifications around the city, and no 
munitions would be kept there, but a US police force would recruit and 
train local policemen over the next ten years.

Unlike the delegations in Paris, in particular the British and French, 
who devised schemes for mandates and joint control in accordance with 
their own imperial interests, Davies and Middleton Edwards stressed that 
they wanted the city to be a freehold: ‘an area entirely free from any pos-
sibility of political ambition of an imperialistic character’,81 as Middleton 
Edwards put it. Both were more determined to reject European imperial-
ist claims than Eric Drummond and his fellow Secretariat members. Their 
schemes, utopian and internationalist as they were, were nevertheless 
biased towards and driven by Western hegemony. In comparison to 
Davies or Drummond, Middleton Edwards’ plan may have been more 
democratic in the sense that it envisaged local self-government, but it too 
pursued a basic imperialistic premise: the idea that Westerners would 
decide who was worthy of sovereignty and who was not. Middleton 
Edwards shared the widespread conviction that Turkey had proven 
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‘her distinct inability to govern alien peoples’,82 and had therefore lost 
the right to govern a cosmopolitan entity that included minorities and 
Westerners like himself. The fact that he suggested that the League could 
reside in the Dolmabahçe Palace, at that time still the residence of Sultan 
Mehmed VI, underlines his disdain for Ottoman sovereignty.

Similarly, Davies wrote in The Times in October 1919 that the city and 
the Straits should become ‘international soil’, as the ‘city is the hot-bed 
of [international] intrigue merely because it is the Turkish metropolis. 
When the Turk is cast out the intrigue will go with him’.83 This statement 
contradicted an earlier memorandum in which he had argued that the 
League’s seat should be located outside the old city centre and harmoni-
ously coexist with the Sultanate. He may have adapted his plan to make it 
more appealing to Lloyd George and Curzon, who still insisted on ending 
Turkish rule at the Bosporus and in Europe. The sources suggest, though, 
that Davies was anything but a defender of Ottoman sovereignty. In his 
memorandum he had cited James Lorimer, who clearly demanded that 
the city be taken from the ‘barbaric’ Turks. Moreover, in 1921, months 
after the Treaty of Sèvres had stipulated that Istanbul would remain the 
Ottoman capital, and in face of strong resistance in Turkey against any 
infringement of national sovereignty, Davies and the British League of 
Nations Union argued in favour of the Vatican proposal.84

Conclusion: ‘Whose Cosmopolitanism?’

None of the internationalist visions for Istanbul presented in this contri-
bution ever materialized.85 The city became neither a mandate territory 
nor a free city state or an international territory under League sover-
eignty, nor, of course, the seat of the League. Those far-fetched plans and 
utopias scarcely received any support at all from the Allied governments. 
My point is that they matter nonetheless. Although they took only the 
form of short-lived thought experiments and paperwork, they provide 
us with unique insights into conceptions of international governance and 
sovereignty in the Paris moment.

Research on the Versailles order has stressed that the nation-state 
principle and national sovereignty were the overarching paradigm of 
political reordering after the First World War.86 The fact that the Paris 
Conference also introduced a new type of internationalized governance, 
the mandate system, is but a case in point. It shows that even the impe-
rial powers themselves had to account for the nationality paradigm by 
adopting mandates in lieu of colonies, and thus commit to self-rule at 
least as a theoretical long-term goal. There is therefore good reason to 
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maintain, as Marcus Payk does, that within the nationality-based Paris 
order, ‘supra- and multinational forms of organization’, as in Danzig and 
the Saar Basin, were fundamentally ‘alien to the system’.87 This, it would 
seem, is even more true for the kind of full international sovereignty 
suggested for Istanbul by the different actors in this chapter: the King-
Crane Commission, Drummond and his League colleagues, Davies, and 
Middleton Edwards.

On the other hand, as Glenda Sluga stresses, national sovereignty was 
never monolithic or absolute, and since the nineteenth century it has 
evolved alongside conceptions and practices of internationalized sover-
eignty.88 The historiography on international territorial administration 
supports this view,89 as does the history of the late Ottoman Empire, 
in which internationalization, used as a tool to undermine national 
sovereignty, played a crucial role. As so many have pointed out, the 
Paris Peace Conference transformed an imperial world order into an 
order based on nation states. Ideas and practices of international(ized) 
sovereignty, however, were alien to neither the old nor the new system. 
After the First World War, a new form of territorial governance directly 
through the League of Nations emerged. Its goal was to settle claims 
on ‘disputed or strategically important regions’,90 such as Danzig, the 
Saar Basin or  –  hypothetically  –  Istanbul. While these are all cases of 
forced international administration,91 this chapter has underlined the 
importance of differentiation. The proposed internationalization of 
Istanbul was based on a specific legitimizing discourse implying that 
the governance of cosmopolitanism was an international concern, and a 
task too demanding to be taken on by a government seen as backward 
by Western standards. In addition to this discourse, the future status 
of Istanbul was also conceptualized differently, and in particular more 
illiberally, than international administration in the German borderlands. 
It was thought to be permanent, with national sovereignty completely 
abrogated and no local political participation (except, to some extent, 
in Middleton Edwards’ proposal). While claiming to pursue objective 
and cosmopolitan ends, these internationalists were shaped by the tradi-
tion of nineteenth-century imperialist internationalism. By showing how 
they devised ways to replace national imperial control with international 
administration while maintaining Western hegemony and interests, the 
chapter contributes to a body of research underlining the imperialist 
legacy of liberal internationalism beyond the well-known case of the 
mandate system.92

Furthermore, the chapter throws a different light on the role of Wilsonian 
national self-determination during the Paris moment. The peacemakers’ 
recognition of self-determination and sovereignty is commonly seen as 
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emancipation from a previously dependent or colonized status. The Peace 
Conference’s assignment of national self-determination to the ‘Turkish 
portions of the present Ottoman Empire’,93 on the contrary, was more of 
a degradation, linked to the argument that Turks could only legitimately 
determine their own fate, and not that of cosmopolitan communities. In 
the euphemistic wording of the King-Crane Commission report, freeing 
the Turks from the burden of Istanbul would leave Turkey ‘at liberty to 
devote itself to the welfare of its own citizens [i.e. Turks/Muslims]’.94

This chapter has focused on the perspective of Western planners 
and internationalists. Muslims and Turks are largely absent precisely 
because they were deliberately marginalized in the schemes discussed 
here. The chapter thus ends with a brief change of perspective and what 
can only be loose remarks on some of the Ottoman-Turkish responses to 
the question of Istanbul. As mentioned above, Muslim Ottomans from 
various political camps resisted and protested any plan to detach and 
internationalize the city. Many evoked Wilson’s Fourteen Points and 
stressed the alleged Turkishness of the capital to make their own case for 
national self-determination and sovereignty. Some countered the peace 
planners’ emphasis on the city’s cosmopolitanism and international 
importance by stressing a different kind of cosmopolitanism: referring 
to Istanbul’s role as the seat of the Caliphate, they mobilized pan-Islamic 
solidarity networks to increase pressure on the Allies. After the Lausanne 
Conference 1922/23 confirmed the new Turkish state’s sovereignty and 
territorial integrity in Anatolia, pan-Islamism lost its relevance for the 
secular state leadership, who abolished the Caliphate soon after. As a 
symbol of their break with the Ottoman past and of the new national 
identity, the government chose Ankara, not Istanbul, as the capital of 
the Republic of Turkey. Not only was Istanbul strongly associated with 
Ottoman-Islamic heritage; it also stood for the intertwined histories of 
ethnoreligious diversity and European imperialistic outreach, and thus 
for two sides of a cosmopolitanism that the new nationalist government 
strongly opposed.
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Notes
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Chapter 10

Cultural Modernity, Political Maturity 
and Modern Womanhood
Soumay Tcheng’s Feminist Diplomacy at the Paris 
Peace Conference

Mona L. Siegel

Sometime in late 1919, the British newspaper the Daily Mail published a 
lavish book titled The Peace Conference in Pictures: undoubtedly one of the 
first commemorative retrospectives on the historic negotiations that had 
unfolded in Paris at the end of the First World War. Boasting sixty-one 
pages of black-and-white photographs, all taken by Daily Mail photojour-
nalist Victor Console, the book offers a gripping visual representation 
of the people and places that commanded the world’s attention for the 
first six months of 1919. Allied generals in polished boots, Arab attachés 
astride camels, and an Indian maharaja appear in its pages. So too do 
a group of Greek guards standing attentively in tasselled shoes, and 
two Polish peasants bundled warmly in fur caps. Most of all, the book 
portrays dozens of Allied diplomats: men in starched collars and neckties 
who came to Paris in the winter of 1919 to remake the world.1

What the book contains little of in its otherwise panoramic snapshot 
of the Peace Conference is women. A mere handful of female faces can 
be discerned among the sea of statesmen. Two typists pose with hands 
on their machines, a female translator stands with the members of the 
Labour Commission, and a trio of Alsatian girls celebrate the Festival of 
St. Joan of Arc. A few wives appear dutifully at their husbands’ sides, 
while the British-born Queen Marie of Romania is caught in conversation 
with the Belgian king. As far as women go, that is about it. All, that is, 
but for one last enigmatic figure staring determinedly out from the top 
of page four (Figure 10.1). With a hat tipped fashionably on her head and 
shoulders covered by a fur stole, the female subject of this portrait – the 
only woman pictured alone in the entire book  –  stands out from the 
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crowd in almost every imaginable way. Not only is she female but she 
is also young and Chinese. ‘Mlle. Chang’, the caption reads, ‘a Chinese 
revolutionary, once condemned to death, who came to lay her views 
before the Peace Conference’.2 Who was this woman who has all but 
disappeared from historical accounts of 1919?

Soumay Tcheng (given name Zheng Yuxiu, married name Madame 
Wei Tao-ming) was indeed a revolutionary who helped topple the Qing 
dynasty.3 She was also a bomb-smuggler, a would-be assassin, a law stu-
dent, a feminist and, most remarkable of all, an official delegate to the Paris 
Peace Conference: the only Allied woman sent to the French capital with 
such authoritative credentials behind her name. Although Victor Console 
had no way of knowing it as he focused his lens on her serious gaze in 
April 1919, Soumay Tcheng was poised to make history. Two months after 
this photo was taken, Tcheng would engineer a dramatic, eleventh-hour 
confrontation with Lu Zhengxiang, China’s chief delegate to the Peace 
Conference, to prevent her country from signing the Versailles Treaty.

Tcheng’s actions in defence of her nation in 1919 had dramatic diplo-
matic ramifications for the nascent Chinese republic. They also signalled 
a much broader movement of global female activism catalysed by the 
Paris Peace Conference. Tcheng was one of dozens of feminists who trav-
elled to the French capital – and one of thousands of women who congre-
gated, petitioned and protested around the world – boldly insisting that 
a peace settlement could be neither just nor enduring unless it was built 
with women’s active collaboration. Like Tcheng, these women believed 
that the peacemakers could not build a stable world rooted in national 
self-determination if they did not attend to the equally pressing need of 

Figure 10.1. Victor Console, The Peace Conference in 
Pictures (Paris: The Continental Daily Mail, 1919),  
p. 4, public domain.
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guaranteeing women’s right to individual self-determination within the 
constituent nations of the international community.

China’s perilous position in the peace negotiations, we will see here, 
forced Tcheng to put her feminist ambitions on the back burner in 
the spring of 1919, but even as she championed her nation’s interests, 
Tcheng’s commitment to women’s equality never wavered. Through her 
unconventional diplomacy on behalf of her nation at the Paris Peace 
Conference, Tcheng firmly wed China’s claim to sovereignty to female 
emancipation. Once back home in China, moreover, Tcheng would inject 
feminist concerns into the heart of the May Fourth Movement and the 
Nationalist Republic it nurtured. In tandem with women from across 
North America, Europe, Asia and the Middle East, Tcheng seized upon 
the promise of the 1919 peace negotiations to demand that male states-
men welcome women as equal partners in the construction of a just and 
peaceful world.

From Revolutionary to Diplomat

Born in 1891, Soumay Tcheng began paving the path that would eventu-
ally lead to Paris early in life. A self-described ‘problem child’ grow-
ing up in a very wealthy Mandarin family in the southern port city of 
Guangzhou, Tcheng staged her first major rebellion around the age of six, 
when her grandmother attempted to bind her feet to prepare her for a life 
of domesticity. Tcheng wanted nothing of it. Tearing off the bandages, 
the young girl screamed until her grandmother relented.4 The showdown 
was a prelude of things to come. As a teenager, Tcheng would refuse 
an arranged marriage because her intended husband did not approve 
of ‘modern, educated women’.5 Tcheng’s actions heaped dishonour on 
her family, and to save face, her father, an official in the Manchu court 
in Beijing, packed her off to an American missionary school in Tianjin. 
Tcheng was delighted. She began to learn English and ‘applied (herself)’, 
she says, ‘to diligently acquiring some knowledge of the modern world’.6

Where did the young Chinese woman acquire her defiant streak? Later 
in life, Tcheng would attribute her rebelliousness to her mother, a woman 
who suffered visibly from the customs that severely constricted the life 
choices of so many elite Chinese women in the late Qing dynasty: lack 
of formal education, limited mobility due to bound feet and inability to 
choose her own husband. Tcheng’s earliest memories were of sitting on 
her mother’s lap listening to the story of Hua Mulan, China’s legendary 
woman warrior who disguised herself as a man to replace her father on 
the battlefield, winning glory for her nation and honour for her family. 



250� Mona L. Siegel

‘I never grew tired of hearing about her’, Tcheng would later recall, ‘and 
begged for the story over and over again’. As an adult, Tcheng would 
view the story as ‘a projection of the dreams [my mother] held originally 
for herself and later gave to me’.7

Tcheng’s early rebelliousness transformed into revolutionary fervour in 
Tianjin, a city known for its undercurrent of political dissent. There, Tcheng 
learned of Dr Sun Yat-sen’s Revolutionary Alliance (Tongmenghui), 
which was plotting to overthrow the inept Manchu regime. During a 
brief stay in Japan in 1905, Tcheng swore herself to the republican cause 
and returned home to establish her father’s home in Beijing as a secret 
revolutionary headquarters.8 In the years that followed, southern China 
rose up in revolt, and Tcheng’s revolutionary cell, the ‘Dare to Die’ unit, 
was ordered to prepare for a final confrontation with the imperial govern-
ment in Beijing. Heeding the call, Tcheng volunteered to smuggle bombs 
from the coast to the capital city. For three months, twice a week, Tcheng 
travelled the train route from Tianjin to Beijing, carrying suitcases loaded 
with explosives. In mid-February 1912, the Dowager Empress formally 
abdicated the throne, and Sun Yat-sen recognized Chinese premier Yuan 
Shikai (who claimed to be the only person capable of unifying the coun-
try) as provisional president of a new Republic of China.9

Tcheng was unable to enjoy victory for long. One of the first acts 
of Yuan Shikai’s provisional government was to disband the women’s 
armies that fought in the revolution.10 Soon after, the new national par-
liament announced that women would not be allowed to vote or hold 
elected office.11 In the spring and summer of 1912, Tcheng joined Tang 
Qunying and other Chinese feminists in demanding the parliament rec-
ognize women’s political rights. In one famous incident, having been 
denied entry to the parliament building, the women smashed window-
panes and staged an hours-long protest outside, demanding female suf-
frage, but the provisional government held firm.12 Returning to Tianjin, 
Tcheng founded a fortnightly women’s newspaper in which she con-
tinued to advocate for women’s rights as well as to denounce Yuan’s 
autocratic government.13 Yuan tried to buy her off, and when that failed, 
he issued orders for her execution: information relayed to Tcheng quietly 
by a family friend.14 To get her out of harm’s way, in late 1913, Tcheng’s 
parents put her on a ship bound for France.15

A Chinese Woman in Paris

Tcheng’s chosen destination was not serendipitous. In 1912, in addi-
tion to publishing articles in the feminist and republican press, Tcheng 
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had enrolled in a study group for young Chinese women interested in 
pursuing an education in France.16 ‘Before I even touched foot on shore’, 
Tcheng recalls, ‘I was a most ardent Francophile. To me, France was the 
mother and progenitor of everything I believed in: the words Liberté, 
Egalité, Fraternité, were wonderful living ideas, not just cold letters 
engraved in stone over a classic doorway; and I felt an emotional kinship 
with the French whose grandfathers had given their lives in the cause of 
freedom.’17 Her initial months in France were difficult ones. ‘I was very 
lonely’, Tcheng would later confess. She struggled to learn the language, 
and she was shocked to discover that many French people saw her more 
‘as a savage than an equal’.18 Tcheng suffered from such overt displays 
of cultural racism, though she would eventually learn to manipulate 
Western stereotypes about the East to serve her own ends. In the mean-
time, her unconquerable spirit began to work its magic on the French. 
Within a year she began to pick up the rudiments of the language, and 
her home became a lively gathering space for overseas Chinese and a 
growing circle of French and American friends.19

Just as Tcheng began to acclimate to her life abroad, however, Europe 
erupted in war. Later in life, she would remember soldiers bidding fare-
well to their loved ones at the train station and Parisian taxi drivers 
ferrying soldiers to the front. Undaunted by the conflict, in 1915 she 
entered the Sorbonne to study law.20 An ardent supporter of the Allied 
cause, Tcheng began addressing public meetings advocating that China 
join France, Britain and (later) the United States in the fight against the 
Central Powers. In late 1916, Tcheng paused her studies to return home to 
recruit Chinese labourers to come to France’s aid. Ultimately, some 
140,000 Chinese men would heed the call.21 Back in Paris in August the 
following year, she addressed a mass meeting at the Sorbonne, convened 
to celebrate China’s declaration of war. Tcheng was proud, she told the 
audience, to see China array itself ‘against the enemies of democracy and 
freedom’.22

When news of the 11 November Armistice reached Asia, the Chinese 
people were elated. Having helped the Allies to secure victory, China 
would now have a seat at the peace table and, they hoped, finally achieve 
Great Power status. Specifically, China hoped to recover Shandong, a 
wealthy coastal province to the southeast of Beijing, which the Germans 
had claimed as a territorial concession in the late nineteenth century and 
to which the Japanese had laid claim during the war.23

These goals were complicated by China’s own internal divisions. Yuan 
Shikai had died of natural causes in 1916, and China had broken into a 
series of competing warlord states, with two main centres of power. In 
Beijing, the northern government claimed to be the legitimate ruling body, 
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while Sun Yat-sen’s Nationalist Party (now known as the Guomindang) 
established a competing government in the south. In order to advance 
China’s interests in Paris, the two governments agreed to nominate a 
single slate of delegates to the Peace Conference. Foreign Minister Lu 
Zhengxiang, appointed by the Beijing government, would serve as the 
chief delegate. He and four other plenipotentiaries, including the Chinese 
ambassador to the United States, V.K. Wellington Koo (Gu Weijun), were 
joined by some sixty official attachés tasked with helping the delegation 
achieve its goals. Tcheng, who was in southern China at war’s end, was 
appointed to this elite list by the Nationalist government in Guangzhou. 
Charged with serving as a press liaison as well as with representing 
Chinese women at the Peace Conference, Tcheng prepared to return to 
France as an official representative of her party and state.24

Tcheng hurriedly packed her bags and left for Europe via Vancouver, 
Seattle and New York, and finally by steamer across the Atlantic. From 
the moment she arrived in North America on 4 March 1919, Tcheng 
embraced the media spotlight. Western journalists returned the favour, 
singing the praises of the vivacious spokeswoman whom they touted 
as a ‘one of the most brilliant and highly-educated girls that ever came 
out of China’.25 Speaking to reporters, Tcheng drove home the message 
that China had freed itself from Manchu rule in the Revolution of 1911, 
had allied itself on the side of democracy during the war, and was now 
prepared to take its place among the Great Powers. Western journalists 
made note of her feminist credentials. She is ‘almost a Chinese suffra-
gette’, the Vancouver Daily World declared.26

In these and other interviews in North America, Tcheng rehearsed 
rhetorical strategies that would become an integral part of her diplomacy 
abroad. She described China as a nation awakening from the dark ages 
of Manchu rule. She insisted the Chinese people were peace-loving and 
on the verge of establishing a unified democracy. Finally, and most sig-
nificantly, Tcheng began sharing her life story to serve nationalist ends. 
Western journalists described her youthful rebellion in colourful detail 
and drew parallels between Tcheng’s political awakening and China’s 
own. ‘For a Chinese woman to be fitted for public service abroad, and 
to undertake such a journey independently, may seem a small matter’, 
concluded one particularly popular story, which ran in dozens of news-
papers across North America, ‘but after all, it is a milestone toward mod-
ernism in the progress of an ancient race’.27 Pleased at the attention she 
garnered and encouraged by her ‘pleasant experience with the American 
press’, Tcheng boarded a ship in New York and crossed the Atlantic to 
fulfil her mandate as a member of China’s peace delegation.28
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Rosebush Gun Diplomacy

Tcheng arrived in Paris on 6 April 1919, and again Western journal-
ists were on hand to greet her at the station. The French newspaper 
Excelsior hailed Tcheng as a ‘Chinese Feminist and Sincere Francophile’ 
and guessed that she had returned to France to collaborate with Western 
suffragists, who had been actively lobbying for female representation 
in the peace negotiations.29 Le Petit Parisien offered a slightly different 
suggestion: Tcheng had come to join forces with a ‘feminist peace group’, 
most likely referring to the large group of feminist peace activists, led by 
the American future Nobel Peace Prize winner Jane Addams, who were 
convening in Zürich to lay out women’s vision of an equitable peace.30 
American journalists continued to keep tabs on China’s ‘Revolutionette’ 
in Europe too. ‘One of the most popular misses in Paris today’, one 
syndicated story proclaimed, ‘is Mademoiselle Tcheng’, who has come to 
Paris to ‘aid world feminists in presenting women’s claims to the peace 
congress’.31 Tcheng too told reporters that feminist questions were 
‘uppermost in her mind’, but no sooner had she unpacked her bags 
than news began to leak that the Supreme Council planned to award 
China’s Shandong Province to Japan.32 Putting matters of women’s rights 
temporarily aside, Tcheng sprang to the aid of her beleaguered country.

Despite Allied sympathy for China’s position at the Peace Conference, 
when it came to the fate of Shandong, matters of realpolitik won out 
over moral principles. When Japan entered the First World War in 1914, 
one of its first moves had been to seize Shandong from the Germans 
and strong-arm Yuan Shikai’s government into recognizing the legiti-
macy of the Japanese occupation.33 At the Peace Conference, China’s 
delegates argued that their government had only signed away rights to 
Shandong  under duress. Woodrow Wilson, who abhorred secret trea-
ties  and was wary of Japanese imperialism, was inclined to agree. In 
early April, however, Wilson had rejected Japan’s proposal to include 
a clause in the Covenant of the League of Nations prohibiting member 
states from discriminating on the basis of race. The Japanese were 
incensed, and Wilson feared alienating them further. On 30 April 1919, he 
announced the Supreme Council’s decision to recognize Japanese rights 
to Shandong.34	

News of the Allies’ betrayal hit Beijing like a bombshell. On 4 May 
1919, university students poured into the streets of the northern capi-
tal in angry demonstrations. The May Fourth Incident, as the protests 
would collectively be called, quickly spread to other cities and to Chinese 
abroad, where intellectuals and workers joined with students to express 
their dismay and to demand that the Chinese delegation reject the peace 



254� Mona L. Siegel

treaty.35 It was a pivotal moment in China’s evolution as a modern, inde-
pendent state.36

In the meantime, in Paris, the news that Shandong would be granted 
to the Japanese propelled China’s female delegate into action. On May 
4, while students were gathering in Beijing, Tcheng began meeting with 
overseas Chinese students and workers to devise a response. Organized 
as the ‘Chinese Society for the Promotion of International Peace’, the 
group decided to approach the leaders of the major powers to demand 
China be treated fairly in the peace negotiations. On May 9, the same 
group, along with members of the Chinese delegation, staged a public 
protest in Paris attended by over five hundred people. At the meeting, 
Western journalists reported, ‘Miss Tcheng, a well-known feminist’ 
addressed the crowd and ‘severely criticized’ the decision on Shandong. 
China, she insisted, could not sign a treaty that offered only a ‘dark 
future’ for her people.37

The question of whether to endorse the Versailles Treaty consumed 
the Chinese delegation right up until the signing ceremony on 28 June 
1919. The May Fourth protests demonstrated clear public opposition, and 
most of the Chinese delegation was opposed to signing as well, but chief 
plenipotentiary Lu Zhengxiang refused to commit to a course of action 
without official instructions from Beijing. Such orders never came. Lu 
was torn, and on 27 June, on the eve of the signing ceremony, he disap-
peared from Paris entirely.38

When Tcheng and her group of Chinese students and workers in Paris 
got word of Lu’s disappearance, they feared the worst, convinced that 
the chief delegate had slipped out of the capital to travel to the sign-
ing ceremony unimpeded by angry protestors. Such concerns were only 
amplified when Tcheng learned from a fellow delegate’s wife that Lu 
had taken up temporary residence in the western suburb of St. Cloud, 
conveniently located on the road between Paris and Versailles. Leaving 
word for the others to follow as quickly as possible, Tcheng and a friend 
took a taxi straight to St. Cloud, determined to track down the errant 
chief delegate.39

The two co-conspirators found the address without a problem, but Lu 
refused to open the door. By nightfall, several hundred Chinese students 
and workers had joined them. The restless group was milling around 
the  garden outside the residence when an automobile drove up carry-
ing the secretary to the Chinese delegation: an older man who dashed 
from  the car to the house with a ‘bulging brief-case under his arm’. 
Sensing trouble, Tcheng and the others agreed that they needed to get 
their hands on the documents he carried. In an act worthy of her child-
hood heroine, Hua Mulan, Tcheng ‘armed’ herself in defence of her nation 
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by snapping a branch off a nearby rosebush and rubbing it in the dirt 
until it resembled a firearm. When the secretary finally emerged from the 
house, Tcheng ‘stepped out of the shadows in front of him and pointed 
(her) rosebush gun right at him’.40 Years later, Chinese plenipotentiary 
Wellington Koo, who was at the St. Cloud residence that evening, would 
describe the secretary’s alarming experience as he attempted to leave the 
house: ‘Two or three minutes after he left he rushed back in looking pale. 
He told the Foreign Minister that he had been attacked in the garden. … 
The crowd closed in on him … they threatened to kill him, and one of 
the members, a girl student actually pointed a pistol at him through her 
overcoat pocket.’ The ‘girl’ in question, Koo said, was Soumay Tcheng.41

Tcheng and her co-conspirators stood vigil in the garden through the 
night. Around 10:00 the next morning, Lu agreed to hear them out. ‘We 
stated our case’, Tcheng would later write, ‘and as usual, I fear I did 
a good deal of the talking’. As the hour of the signing ceremony drew 
near, Tcheng recalls, ‘Mr. (Lu) still sat – a crumpled and sulky figure in a 
chair, with us firing verbal ammunition at him from all sides. … The hour 
came and went. Mr. (Lu) did not go to Versailles.’ On 28 June 1919, China 
became the only Allied country to refuse to sign the Versailles Treaty, 
in part due to the determination of the nation’s female peace delegate, 
Soumay Tcheng.42

Flapper Diplomacy

As an official delegate to the Peace Conference, Tcheng rose up in a spir-
ited defence of China’s right to national self-determination and played a 
central role in a pivotal moment in her nation’s history, but what about 
the feminist issues that Tcheng hoped to champion when she first stepped 
off the train in Paris? Tcheng would tell reporters later in 1919 that she 
‘gave up all idea of doing anything for the women of China as soon as 
the [Shandong] award was made to Japan’.43 It is true that pressing dip-
lomatic concerns drew Tcheng away from the various feminist initiatives 
she might have contributed to in Europe that spring. But in direct and 
indirect ways, Tcheng’s unconventional diplomacy of 1919 was deeply 
informed by her feminist commitments and foretold a future dedicated 
to championing women’s equality.

The Nationalist government specifically charged Tcheng with two 
seemingly distinct responsibilities at the Peace Conference: serving as 
a media liaison and representing Chinese women. In fact, Tcheng com-
bined the two roles by using her own image to cement the idea – both at 
home and abroad – that emancipated womanhood was central to China’s 
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emergence as a modern state. As an appointed representative of her 
nation, Tcheng quickly came to realize the fascination that she evoked 
among a Western population culturally conditioned to see Chinese 
women as submissive and subjugated: one sign among many, they 
thought, of the politically immature state of ‘the Orient’. Tcheng sought 
to undo such stereotypes. By promoting herself as the embodiment of 
modern China, she firmly linked her nation’s political maturity to female 
emancipation.

The effectiveness of this strategy is strikingly apparent in the interview 
that Tcheng granted to the Daily Mail in April 1919, almost certainly at 
the time that Victor Console snapped the photograph that would appear 
in The Peace Conference in Pictures. Andrée Viollis, the French reporter 
who interviewed Tcheng for the Daily Mail, was a feminist herself, a pio-
neering journalist and intrepid New Woman.44 Despite her cosmopolitan 
background, however, Viollis was dumbfounded when she met Tcheng, 
and she crafted her amazement into the lead paragraph for the article: 
‘Confess it’, she began. ‘What do you know – what do most of us – know 
of China?’ Poetry, light opera, polychrome figures on vases, she wrote, all 
evoke images of ‘ladies dressed in glowing silks with curved-up eyes, long 
pointed nails, and painfully small, mutilated feet’. Some are even prone 
to view China as ‘barbarous’, but such old-fashioned thinking, Viollis 
warned, ‘is not only ridiculous; it may, it will, become a serious danger’.45

In both North America and in Europe in 1919, Tcheng artfully fash-
ioned her dress, mannerisms and linguistic skills to embody Chinese 
modernity for a Western audience. Her style was anything but acciden-
tal. ‘Miss Tcheng’, stated the Vancouver Daily World, ‘does not dream of 
wearing her oriental costume of silk trousers and loose jacket. Her hair 
is done in a strictly modern new world fashion and her clothing bears 
the stamp of Paris dressmakers’.46 Knee-length skirts, transparent stock-
ings, bare arms and bobbed hair were all the unofficial uniform of the 
Modern Woman, and Tcheng wore them well. Dozens of French, British 
and American newspapers published photos of Tcheng, and almost all 
commented on her choice of fashion. In December 1919, for example, 
the New York Times printed a head-to-toe picture of Tcheng, claiming to 
depict the Chinese attaché in her first ‘Occidental Costume’ (Figure 10.2). 
A decade later, when Tcheng would return to France and the United 
States on another diplomatic mission, multiple American newspapers 
would publish a close-up photograph of the Chinese envoy in bobbed 
hair, declaring, ‘Here is Mlle. Soume Tcheng, typical representative of the 
modern Chinese flapper’ (Figure 10.3).47 Articles on Tcheng’s diplomacy 
moved seamlessly from discussing her disappointment with the peace 
negotiations to describing her ‘modern European garb’.48
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Figure 10.2. Portrait of 
Soumay Tcheng in the New 
York Times, 14 December 
1919, public domain. 



258� Mona L. Siegel

Granted, newspapers often commented on women’s clothing in the 
early twentieth century, regardless of the wearer’s ethnicity or country 
of origin. What was unique in Tcheng’s case was journalists’ tendency 
to equate Tcheng’s style with the cultural and political evolution of an 
entire nation. In her April 1919 Daily Mail article, Viollis made this equa-
tion explicit. ‘Yesterday’, Viollis wrote, ‘while Mlle. Cheng, wearing a 
dainty Parisian dress, her dark lustrous eyes glowing with sincerity in 
her delicate ivory face, was talking to me, now in French and now in 
English, about her mission to Paris and all the peace problems, young 
China stood suddenly revealed to me with its great possibilities, its aims, 

Figure 10.3. Portrait of Soumay Tcheng 
in the Honolulu Star Bulletin, 15 June 
1928, public domain.
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its ideals’.49 In adopting the demeanour of New Womanhood, Tcheng 
promoted herself as the personification of a modern, liberated nation 
that was ready to emerge as a Great Power in the international arena. 
The French newspaper Le Figaro captured the effect in a 1920 article 
proclaiming that Tcheng ‘incarnates the modern soul of her country’.50 
Throughout her many years in the West, including several more as a 
law student in France in the 1920s, an official diplomatic visit to Europe 
at the behest of the Nationalist government in 1928, and a stint as the 
wife of the Chinese ambassador to the United States during the Second 
World War, Tcheng embraced self-presentation as a diplomatic tool; her 
clothing, style and deportment were always a studied reflection of her 
feminist and nationalist ideals.51 In associating cultural modernity, politi-
cal maturity and liberated womanhood, Tcheng worked simultaneously 
to advance the interests of China as a sovereign nation and of Chinese 
women as citizens deserving of civil and political rights.

Feminism and Nationalism

If the Shandong question overrode all other concerns for Tcheng in 
Paris in 1919, women’s rights were never far from her mind. Indeed, 
for Tcheng, like for many other women from the colonized world in the 
early twentieth century, feminism and nationalism appeared as two sides 
of the same coin. In Asia and the Middle East, women battled simul-
taneously for sovereignty on multiple fronts: they fought for national 
emancipation from Western and imperial subjugation even as they pur-
sued personal emancipation from discriminatory customs and laws.52 To 
Tcheng, working to safeguard Chinese democracy and sovereignty was 
the surest means of advancing women’s status in society and securing 
their political rights.

Tcheng was already drawing this link in interviews with American 
journalists on her way home from Paris in late 1919. In a widely syndi-
cated article that first appeared in the New York Tribune, Tcheng asserted, 
‘Chinese women believe that the greatest handicap they have to face is 
the Japanese military influence in China.’ In making this claim, Tcheng 
bolstered the Chinese delegation’s case for Shandong and tied women’s 
interests directly to the establishment of a peaceful, united and autono-
mous republican state. Tcheng elaborated: ‘All over my country women 
are working for the progress of the republic. I am sure that when the time 
comes for a woman to take her place in the Chinese Parliament, there will 
be no opposition to her on the score that she is a woman.’53 Less than a 
decade later, Tcheng would fulfil her own prophecy, becoming a member 
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of the Nationalist government’s provisional parliament (Legislative 
Yuan).54 From this post, Tcheng would find herself in an unparalleled 
position to translate Chinese feminist objectives directly into concrete 
law.

Tcheng’s feminist commitments became even more central to her 
activism after the 1919 Peace Conference. In 1920, Tcheng toured China 
giving lectures about her experiences in Paris. In these speeches, Tcheng 
drew a direct link between China’s emergence as a global power and 
female emancipation. At one such public engagement in Chongqing, 
for example, Tcheng ‘dwelt on the war and the Peace Conference, the 
part that the new China must play in world affairs, and [emphasized] 
the important role of women[,] who must have every opportunity for 
education if they were to exercise their rights’.55 Such speeches found a 
receptive audience. When Tcheng returned to France in 1921 to continue 
her legal education, she was accompanied by twenty young Chinese 
female wards determined to pursue advanced educational opportunities 
in France.56 ‘Today’, reported the French paper L’Illustration, ‘by welcom-
ing and guiding … her sisters from the Far East’, Tcheng ‘is consecrating 
her lively intelligence and tireless activity to a peaceful mission that 
serves her ideas as a renovator of Chinese feminism’ (Figure 10.4).57

In 1925, the Sorbonne awarded Tcheng a doctorate in law, making her 
the first Chinese woman to earn such a degree. Tcheng’s achievement 
was heralded around the world. ‘The scene was historic’, enthused the 
American magazine Good Housekeeping.58 Feminists in Egypt agreed, run-
ning a picture of Tcheng in her graduation robes in their monthly peri-
odical L’Egyptienne under the caption ‘[T]he great female figures of the 
Orient’.59 With degree in hand, Tcheng returned home the following year 
and set up a legal practice in Shanghai with her Sorbonne classmate (and 
future husband) Wei Tao-ming. In so doing, Tcheng became China’s first 
practising female lawyer, representing women in some of the nation’s 
first modern divorce proceedings. ‘I was rather pleased’, Tcheng would 
remember, ‘because I felt that it was an opportunity to start helping the 
many unhappy Chinese women in their struggle for freedom’.60

In 1928, after the Guomindang secured control over the whole of China, 
Tcheng married Wei Tao-ming and accepted a position on the Supreme 
Tribunal of Shanghai, making her China’s first female judge. Soon 
after,  Tcheng left the court to return to the United States and Europe 
for several months as a government emissary, sent abroad to reassure 
the West of the purported liberal and democratic intentions of the new 
Chinese Nationalist regime. The French government hailed her return, 
bestowing upon her its highest civilian award, the Légion d’honneur, 
for her work promoting Sino-French relations.61 French journalists also 
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Figure 10.4. Portrait of Soumay Tcheng in L’Illustration, 19 February 1921, public 
domain.



262� Mona L. Siegel

welcomed back China’s ‘charming diplomat’, although one reporter 
could not help but point out the irony of the French government’s extend-
ing a warm welcome to the ‘ultra-modern Madame Soumé Tcheng’ even 
as it continued to deny French women political rights.62 Tcheng had in 
fact supported French suffragists in their campaign for the vote during 
her student days in Paris.63 Now back in France, she used her celebrity 
to draw attention to Chinese women’s emancipation since the end of the 
Qing dynasty. ‘I wonder’, Tcheng said during one speaking engagement 
in Nice, ‘if the world realized that women revolted in China at the same 
time as the political revolution took place. … Men and women started to 
overthrow existing conditions at the same time and the result was that 
the women found themselves in a position of equality which otherwise 
would have taken them years to reach’.64

Americans were equally eager to welcome Tcheng as she passed 
through the United States again on her return trip to China. Upon arriv-
ing in San Francisco on 4 July 1928, Tcheng and her travel companions 
(including her husband) were greeted by enthusiastic crowds, ‘who led 
their guests in an impromptu celebration and parade up Market Street’.65 
‘Even in the land of age-old customs’, another journalist covering her 
visit reported, ‘the ranks of the dominant male are being broken by 
the feminist revolt’.66 Back in China, Tcheng was approached by the 
Nationalist government to see if she would accept a position as Chinese 
ambassador to France. ‘It would have been a great honor to be the first 
Chinese woman to represent her country in such an important European 
post’, she would later write. But by then, Tcheng had an ailing mother to 
take care of, and she declined.67

Tcheng’s decision to remain in China after 1928 proved fortunate, for 
it was followed by an appointment to the Nationalist government’s pro-
visional parliament, the Legislative Yuan. In this capacity, Tcheng was 
tapped to serve on a five-member commission charged with drafting a 
new Chinese Civil Code. ‘My advice was chiefly sought where women’s 
rights were concerned’, she would later recount. ‘I always fought for 
equality.’68 The resulting Republican Civil Code, which recognized equal 
inheritance rights between brothers and sisters, endowed married women 
in China with full legal capacity, allowed them free choice in selection of 
a marriage partner, and codified their right to control their own property, 
represented, in many respects, the culmination of Tcheng’s battle for 
women’s self-determination, which had been inherent in her fight for 
national self-determination ever since the 1919 Peace Conference.69

Civil rights crucial to Chinese women’s equality and happiness thus 
became entrenched in the Nationalist period and have been sustained 
ever since, regardless of whether the Nationalists or the Communists 
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were in power.70 China’s Tutelage Constitution of 1931 promised women 
full political rights as well, although the Nationalists delayed holding 
democratic elections in the 1930s, and the Japanese invasion of China in 
1937 led to the suspension of many constitutional rights.71 The Second 
World War put further democratic reform on hold indefinitely.

Tcheng, for her part, would enjoy one more diplomatic stint, this time 
in the more traditionally gendered role of ambassador’s wife, when 
her husband, Wei Tao-ming, was appointed to represent China, first in 
Vichy, France, and then in Washington DC in the middle of the Second 
World War. Once again, Tcheng found herself in the position of defend-
ing China against Japanese militarism, this time in the company of a 
powerful American ally. In interviews with American journalists in the 
mid-1940s, Tcheng harkened back to the warnings she had issued about 
Japanese designs on China as a peace delegate in 1919. She also lever-
aged her diplomatic experience to call for a substantive role for women 
in international policymaking after 1945. ‘Women’, she insisted, ‘should 
play a large part in the writing of the peace after the war’.72 ‘Having seen 
one world peace conference in action’, one journalist reported, ‘Mme. 
Wei is keenly anxious that women shall be represented at the next peace 
table’.73 As the lone female diplomat at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, 
Tcheng was severely limited in her ability to act on feminist concerns. A 
quarter century and another bloody world war later, she hoped that 
female peacemakers would no longer be an anomaly and their interests 
would help shape the world to come.

Conclusion: Soumay Tcheng and the Advent of 
Global Feminism

Tcheng’s remarkable career as a revolutionary, diplomat, lawyer, 
judge and legislator made her anything but a typical woman of her 
generation, in China or anywhere in the world. Western journal-
ists struggled to find language to describe her. ‘Soumay Tcheng is a 
torch, an oriflamme  –  anything you like that is sufficiently moving 
and colorful –  in women’s break for freedom’, ventured one California 
paper.74 Few women past or present seemed her match. Joan of Arc 
sprang to the mind of one Montana reporter, who wrote, ‘[Tcheng] was 
driven by a power akin to that which drove the Maid of Orleans to fight 
for France.’75 The Chinese drew different analogies. To the Secretary to 
the Chinese Consulate in New York, Tcheng’s 1919 diplomacy earned her 
a place among China’s pantheon of women warriors, dating back to the 
legendary Hua Mulan.76	
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Such a comparison would have pleased Tcheng; yet, in most respects, 
China’s female peace delegate foreshadowed women’s political future 
far more than she reflected their mythical past. In simultaneously 
demanding national self-determination for her country and individual 
self-determination for her sex at the Paris Peace Conference, Tcheng 
helped both launch and inspire a wave of anti-colonial feminism in the 
Global South, the effects of which were already being felt across Asia and 
the Middle East in 1919. In that year, catalysed by the Peace Conference, 
women participated actively in nationwide anticolonial revolts in Egypt 
and Korea, voicing demands for national sovereignty and democratic 
governance.77 At the same time, Indian feminists were pushing their way 
into the halls of parliament in London to demand women’s suffrage 
along with expansive rights to Home Rule in the British Raj.78 In the 
years after 1919, Soumay Tcheng became something of icon, celebrated 
not only in Europe, the United States and Egypt but also in Indochina, 
where, in 1927, nationalist Phan Boi Chau called for Annamite schoolgirls 
to be taught about Tcheng’s life to encourage them to challenge both 
traditional gender roles and French colonial rule.79

Nor was Tcheng alone in promoting women’s rights in the French 
capital at the end of the First World War. Western feminists worked 
tirelessly throughout the winter and spring of 1919 to bring women’s 
demands before the plenipotentiaries. In dozens of meetings with male 
diplomats, and in two hard-won hearings before the League of Nations 
Commission and the Labour Commission, Western suffragists repeatedly 
warned world leaders that an enduring peace could not be built to the 
exclusion of half of humanity. In separate conferences that year in Paris, 
Zürich and Washington DC, Pan-Africanist, pacifist and labour feminists 
issued their own urgent appeals, calling for peace terms that explicitly 
recognized the fundamental humanity and equality of all people, regard-
less of sex, race, class or nationality. In 1919, such pleas generally fell 
on deaf ears, but for Soumay Tcheng and other feminists from around 
the world who seized the international stage during the Paris Peace 
Conference – and who proceeded to build thriving national, international 
and transnational movements in the decades that followed –  they also 
served as a clarion call for ongoing feminist activism and for a radically 
reimagined diplomatic agenda firmly rooted in democracy and human 
rights.80
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Chapter 11

A Conference for Africa?
Racialization and the New World Order in 1919

Emmanuelle Sibeud

In 1919, the African-American sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois and the 
Senegalese deputy Blaise Diagne organized a ‘Pan-African Congress for 
the protection of the natives of Africa and of peoples of African origin’, to 
take place from 19 to 21 February in Paris. It brought together fifty-seven 
delegates representing fifteen states and colonies in Africa.1 The purpose 
was to gather ‘people of colour, subjects or citizens of all the major coun-
tries of the world’ for ‘a demonstration of the union of the black race and 
a demonstration through which this race would set out its demands in 
the League of Nations’.2 The congress revived the Pan-African move-
ment, which had been at a standstill since the London conference in 
1900, but Du Bois failed to submit its – very moderate – resolutions to the 
Paris Peace Conference. The four Pan-African Congresses that followed 
from 1921 to 1927 were marginalized, and echoing events in Africa were 
severely repressed. The 1919 Pan-African Congress was thus one of the 
unfortunate incarnations of the ambiguities of the ‘Wilsonian moment’.3

However, it is important to go beyond the complementary and 
inverted narratives presenting the Congress as either a visionary initia-
tive that was doomed to failure or as a cynical concession that was used 
to disguise the ongoing redistribution of the former German colonies and 
parts of the Ottoman Empire among the colonial powers.4 Many works 
on the history of international law and global institutions during the 
interwar period highlight just how complex and challenging to manage 
were the mutual adjustments between logics of imperial rule and inter-
national order.5 Using the same approach of subjecting the participants’ 
initiatives to a careful critical review, this chapter aims to demonstrate 
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that the debates on Africa and colonization were not settled in advance 
in 1919, and that the delegates to the Pan-African had good reasons 
for being eager to attend. The organization of a subsidiary conference 
devoted to colonialism in Africa was a possibility in 1919, and its aban-
donment contributed in itself to the construction of the new world order. 
This resulted in the marginalization of those who presented themselves 
as the ‘civilized Negroes’.6 Revisiting the debates of 1919 on Africa and 
colonization offers us an opportunity to analyse the silent convergence 
between the new world order and the ‘color line’ that Du Bois, in particu-
lar, had denounced and relentlessly fought since the turn of the century.7 
As indicated by the full title of the February 1919 congress, these debates 
were based on a more consensual objective: determining what protec-
tions should be accorded to colonial subjects who were relegated to the 
generic default category of ‘natives’ or ‘native races’.8 Since the 1880s, the 
rhetoric of ‘protecting the natives’ had once again become the basic jus-
tification for colonial expansion. The Covenant of the League of Nations 
followed in this line with its reference to the ‘sacred trust of civilization’.9 
The meaning and the principles of such a trust nevertheless continued 
to be hotly debated in 1919. The colonial powers used the peace negotia-
tions to present the philanthropic provisions contained in the 1885 Berlin 
Act and the 1890 Brussels Act as useless and humiliating ‘international 
servitudes’.10 Yet the revision of the two acts was not enough to close the 
debates opened by initiatives that had multiplied since 1903 to develop 
a ‘code of laws for the international protection of natives’. The war had 
partly reshuffled the deck, bringing new credibility in the eyes of impe-
rial authorities to some aspiring protectors of natives and their potential 
protégés. To shed light on this change, this chapter will focus on three 
of these figures, including John H. Harris, the British secretary of the 
influential Anti-Slavery and Aborigines’ Protection Society (AS&APS), 
along with Du Bois and Diagne. In 1919, the time had come for each of 
these men to renegotiate his place in the metropole and in relation to the 
new international institutions. They met with highly unequal success, 
and the rapidly widening gap between them showed that the terms of the 
new world order were indeed cast in black and white.

‘International Servitude’ versus the International Status 
of Africa

The nine demands presented by the 1919 Pan-African Congress were 
actually very restrained. They merely set out some general principles, 
calling on the colonial powers to draft a ‘code of law for the international 
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protection of natives’. A year before, in January 1918, Du Bois had sent 
Clemenceau a much more radical proposal: to create an independent state 
in central Africa, placed ‘under International guarantees and control’ 
and entrusted to ‘Negro’ elites.11 The possibility that African Americans 
could return to Africa to bring ‘civilization’ had been a recurring theme 
since the early nineteenth century. Moreover, plans to reorganize central 
Africa by transferring colonial territories from one metropolis to another 
experienced a significant revival in the years leading up to the First 
World War. Replacing Belgian and Portuguese rule was presented as the 
solution to the criminal exploitation and slavery of the populations of the 
Congo Basin and Angola, with Germany presented as the ideal candidate 
for this transfer.12 In 1918, in contrast, the atrocities that Germany was 
charged with in its colonies justified the stance that they were not to be 
returned.13 But the status of Central Africa remained unclear. Since the 
Berlin Conference, the area known as the ‘Conventional Basin of the 
Congo’, though divided into French, Portuguese and Belgian colonies, 
was theoretically an area of free trade and movement. From 1908 to 
1913, the cumbersome transformation of the Congo Free State into the 
Belgian colony of the Congo embodied the tensions between colonial and 
international logics. The Congo Free State was created in 1885 by bilateral 
agreements signed on the sidelines of the Berlin Conference, and the 
Belgians had to request that each signatory power accept its new national 
status, with Great Britain deferring its ratification until 1913 and carefully 
monitoring the implementation of reforms on the ground through a tight 
consular network.14

In the summer of 1919, the revision of the Berlin and Brussels Acts 
somewhat clumsily sought to undo this singular set of arrangements 
in the centre of the continent, freeing the colonial powers present in 
this part of Africa from the ‘international servitudes’ that infringed their 
‘sovereign rights’ with philanthropic provisions – provisions that, they 
claimed, humiliatingly challenged and undermined their ability to prop-
erly manage territories and populations.15 The question of the oversight 
in the Berlin and Brussels Acts was raised as early as April 1916 by the 
Bureau Français d’Etudes Economiques and was quickly settled at the 
legal level.16 As some of the signatory powers remained neutral, both 
acts were suspended and their revision postponed till the end of the war. 
Beginning in 1917, Belgium and France sought to establish a preliminary 
agreement. They were obsessed with defending ‘the freedom of action 
necessary for the sovereign powers in Central Africa’,17 taking a revan-
chist approach to the scandals of the pre-war period. The British refused 
to join these discussions, emphasizing their untimely nature. The British 
disapproval of French and Belgian eagerness also underlined by contrast 
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the continuity that Britain sought to maintain between British colonial 
rule and the future mandates system.18

Yet this initial distance from the negotiations did not prevent Britain 
from contributing to the revision of summer 1919, nor from arguing that 
colonial subjects’ freedom of conscience and religion should be made 
conditional on respect for ‘public order and security’ – a principle whose 
vague definition allowed the exercise of this right to be drastically limited.19

This logic, generally defensive and repressive towards colonial pop-
ulations, produced a text in which the conditions for the concessions 
of land for economic exploitation were of greater importance than the 
(unchanged) philanthropic provisions. These provisions had never had 
any practical content for colonial subjects, since only ‘Christian mission-
aries, scientists, and explorers’ or ‘religious, scientific, or charitable insti-
tutions, and undertakings’ could, either before or after 1919, invoke them 
as grounds for consular protection from their state.20 However, the main 
weakness of the text lay elsewhere. Cloaked in their status as victims, the 
Belgians, with the tactical support of the French and the British, refused 
to allow Germany, or any other state that was not a signatory to the Berlin 
and Brussels Acts, to sign the Saint-Germain-en-Laye Convention. While 
signatories of the initial acts could not be excluded from the new treaty, 
the explicit intent was to prevent any scrutiny from states that did not 
have colonies in that part of Africa. Yet as Article 23 of the Covenant of 
the League of Nations provided for equal treatment for all member states 
with regard to trade and movement, this restriction was contrary to the 
new international rules. As early as July 1920, Switzerland, which had 
not signed the Berlin and Brussels Acts, protested in the name of Article 
23.21 The dispute was provisionally resolved in 1922 by bilateral agree-
ments, but it highlighted the profound contradiction between the new 
international order and the logic of colonial empires, with their rejection 
of ‘international servitudes’.

Congresses and Races

Two reactions to the first discussions on the revision of the Berlin and 
Brussels Acts from the French side showed that it was difficult to pre-
dict the outcome of this process in advance. In September 1917, the 
Governor General of French West Africa, Joost van Vollenhoven, pro-
posed an ambitious project to redefine the international status of Africa. 
He called for the creation of an Anglo-French federation in West Africa. 
The proposal was intended to definitively defuse any conflict of interest 
between Great Britain and France, suppressing Liberian independence 
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and redistributing central Africa among all of the colonial powers. This 
included Germany, dismissing the ‘mad notion [folle idée]’ of excluding 
the country from the African continent.22 Africa would thus become the 
quintessential object of European and white supremacy. In January 1918, 
President Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech rejected this type of settle-
ment, but the invention in 1919 of the category of ‘peoples not yet able 
to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern 
world’23 justified discrimination that surreptitiously maintained this logic 
of colonial and racial supremacy. In a more pragmatic and preoccupied 
fashion, Paul Cambon, the influential French ambassador in London, 
warned that the revision of the Berlin and Brussels Acts inappropriately 
revived debates over pre-war scandals and, in particular, the project of 
organizing a second Berlin conference.24

This possibility had already been suggested to all the signatories of the 
Berlin Act by the British Foreign Office in 1903. The House of Commons 
then called on the Foreign Office to act, spurred on by the accusations 
of missionaries settled in the Congo Free State and confirmed by the 
Casement Report on abuses there written by the British consul in Boma. 
This was obviously a ploy, and the networks that orchestrated the scan-
dal did not miss their mark. Between 1903 and 1917, they mobilized 
other resources to organize half a dozen conferences, mostly of modest 
size, to discuss colonization, the fate of Africa and Africans, or both at 
the same time. In 1907, a Nationalities and Subject Races Committee 
met for the first time in The Hague, in conjunction with the Second 
Peace Conference, and again in London in 1910 and 1914. Although its 
title suggested that specific populations or races were destined to be 
subjected to colonization, it did not yet establish the explicit distinc-
tion between established nations and ‘peoples not yet able to stand by 
[i.e. govern] themselves’, which crystallized in 1919. In 1911, the First 
Universal Races Congress, organized in London by Gustav Spiller, a 
psychologist of Hungarian origin, with the support of the philosopher 
Felix Adler and British anthropologists, more explicitly challenged the 
‘color line’.25 The over two thousand luminaries of colour who attended, 
from at least fifty different countries and colonies, represented a striking, 
globalized embodiment of Du Bois’ notion of the ‘talented tenth’ in the 
United States. With this phrase coined in 1903, Du Bois called for this 
African-American intellectual elite to take a leadership role in the fight 
for equality in the United States and elsewhere.

Scheduled for Paris in 1915, the second Races Congress never took place, 
but the unannounced success of the first immediately sparked rival ini-
tiatives. In 1912, the African-American pedagogue Booker T. Washington 
convened an ‘International Conference on the Negro’ at his Tuskegee 
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Institute in Alabama with a view to exporting his model of gradual and 
deferential integration through labour to the colonies in Africa.26 It was 
attended by a handful of West Africans who belonged to the small intel-
ligentsia of British African subjects well connected both to London and 
across the Atlantic to Black universities in the United States. As the evolu-
tion of the land laws in West Africa in the 1910s threatened to deprive 
most local elites of their estates and their function as intermediaries with 
European investors, this intelligentsia took the lead in protest movements, 
putting the reform of colonial policies on the imperial agenda. In 1913, the 
Lagos auxiliary of the AS&APS sent a delegation to London to address the 
newly created West African Lands Commission, which the parent organi-
zation escorted to this hearing despite disapproving of its presence.27 All 
of these events underlined the search, and indeed the competition, for 
new forms of championship on behalf of Native people within the colonial 
empires, on the trans-imperial and international scale.

The war momentarily silenced these initiatives, without making them 
entirely disappear, and even offered them new opportunities. In July 
1917, the AS&APS was able to convene a conference – albeit with attend-
ance limited to its patrons and parliamentary supporters – on the future 
of the populations of the former German colonies. The society asked that 
those populations be consulted on the matter and hastened to offer its 
services to act as their representatives on the strength of the knowledge of 
Africans acquired before the war by its secretaries John and Alice Harris. 
The pair had been missionaries in the Congo Free State for ten years and 
had gone on an extensive tour of Africa for the organization in 1911–12. 
The conference was authorized by the Foreign Office and the Colonial 
Office, which intended to use this unofficial channel to influence the 
debates in Britain and among the Allies. Once the Armistice was signed 
in November 1918, there was every reason to hope that the time for more 
congresses had arrived and that it could finally lead to a conference that 
would meet if not the expectations of colonial subjects themselves at least 
the expectations of those who presented themselves as their protectors.

The War of the Protectors of the Natives

New networks devoted to the ‘protection of natives’ were formed in 
Europe in the decade before 1914. In 1909, two British philanthropic 
societies founded in the 1830s amalgamated to become the AS&APS. 
In France, the Ligue des Droits de l’Homme (LDH) also claimed the 
role of imperial watchman. Within the two empires, these associations 
encouraged the formation of auxiliary organizations in the colonies that 
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would be open to local elites, particularly in West Africa. The Bureau 
International pour la Défense des Indigènes, or ‘International Office for 
the Protection of Native Races’, was established in Geneva in 1913 to 
coordinate these various initiatives.28 In 1914, the restructuring had just 
been completed, and the aspiring ‘protectors’ of ‘natives’ had only just 
begun to assert their mediation skills on behalf of their ostensible proté-
gés, who were able to act without them and who themselves played the 
role of protectors within their own societies. The war was a severe test for 
these new imperial networks, depriving them of their youngest members 
and monopolizing both public and private generosity. However, it also 
allowed potential new ‘protectors’ to find a place in this still-open game.

The AS&APS continued its struggle in southern Africa, where it 
defended the native populations of Southern Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) 
against the encroachments of the British South African Company while 
supporting the creation of native reserves in the Union of South Africa.29 It 
thus adapted to the growing influence of the Dominions within the British 
Empire, as they took control of the German colonies in the Pacific and 
southwest Africa and demanded that they become Class C mandates, to 
be administered as ‘integral parts’ of the territory of the mandatory power. 
In 1916, the AS&APS exhausted its financial reserves, and its members 
argued over what name to use to register it with the authorities, a new 
obligation spurred on by the war, as societies needed to be officially regis-
tered. The executive committee wanted to make its mission of ‘protection’ 
more explicit but hesitated over how to refer to those who were to be pro-
tected: the ‘coloured races’ or ‘aborigines’ (i.e. ‘natives’)? The second term, 
vaguer and broader in scope, was rejected by the few West Africans the 
society managed to consult on the issue, and it had already been banned 
from administrative documents in India as insulting.30 Inertia nonetheless 
prevailed, along with the refusal to drop the mention of the anti-slavery 
movement and its reference to the abolitionist struggle.

In October 1916, the secretary of the AS&APS, John H. Harris, cre-
ated an assistance committee for South African workers who had been 
sent to France as sappers (not combatants, due to racial segregation). 
This initiative drew enough funds from Liverpool’s trading houses, the 
usual sponsors of the AS&APS, to restore its finances and allow Harris to 
become its full-time salaried secretary once again.31 The assistance com-
mittee demonstrated the society’s ability to supervise indigenous people 
living in the metropole; Harris logically sought to extend this role after 
the war by proposing to host African students but was unsuccessful, as 
West African networks raised the funds necessary to purchase a hotel in 
London first. Accordingly, the war enabled AS&APS to practically dem-
onstrate its usefulness for the empire with regard to Africans settled in the 
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metropole. The society maintained its ties to interlocutors in the British 
colonies in western Africa, but they too became subjects to be monitored 
rather than potential partners. Its good offices at the 1917 conference were 
again called upon in 1921. The draft Class B mandates that the AS&APS 
submitted to the League’s Permanent Mandates Commission helped to 
clarify the debate by embodying the threat of inopportune interference 
from international opinion. This initiative, undertaken in collaboration 
with the British delegation and the director of the Mandates Section of 
the League Secretariat, William Rappard, settled it into a comfortable 
position among the associations gravitating around the Section and the 
Commission.32 By 1927 the AS&APS was able to disband its West African 
branches without notice, on the grounds that ‘the system of having auxil-
iary bodies established in the West African Colonies in the interests of the 
native peoples, has not proved so effective or useful in promoting [our] 
work as had been hoped’.33

The situation in France was more confused. Because other associations 
did not survive the war, the LDH got increasingly involved. In 1917, the 
LDH devoted part of its annual congress to the question of the granting 
of political rights to Algerians, continuing the debates at its 1913 congress 
against the perpetuation of the repressive indigénat system in the French 
colony. In 1921, it set up a Colonial Commission, which extended the 
discussion to all colonial subjects and supported the demands of soldiers 
from the colonies who were still stationed in France for a change of 
status. Yet its members were deeply divided on the issue. Some believed 
that the individual obtention of French citizenship impeded the construc-
tion of indigenous citizenships, and thereby contravened the right of 
self-determination. Félicien Challaye, who played a crucial role in the 
renewal of French networks for the ‘protection of natives’ in the 1910s, 
was part of the commission. He was clearly caught between supporting 
the soldiers from the colonies, his brief involvement with the Communist 
Party, and his integration into the circles of experts consulted by the 
Ministry of the Colonies. In late 1916, he had been demobilized and was 
sent by the Parliamentary Committee and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
on missions in Indochina, Japan and Korea, countries he had already 
visited in 1899–1900 on a world travel fellowship awarded to him by 
the Albert Kahn Foundation.34 In 1918, his report was incorporated into 
the documentation compiled by the Commission d’étude des questions 
coloniales posées par la guerre, created in February 1918 to define the 
colonial claims that France would submit to the Paris Peace Conference. 
The war thus set in motion a reorganization of the unofficial and offi-
cial networks for the ‘protection’ of ‘natives’, which was quickly and 
efficiently disrupted by the political ascent of Blaise Diagne.
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Diagne’s initial election as MP in 1914 was contested on the grounds 
that neither he nor his constituents in the Four Communes of Senegal 
who had maintained their ‘statut personnel musulman’ (‘personal Muslim 
status’)35 were French citizens –  the colonial administration considered 
the two statuses incompatible. Diagne made use of the context of the 
war to settle the issue definitively.36 In 1915, he obtained the approval 
of the first law establishing the incorporation of soldiers from the Four 
Communes into metropolitan regiments, rather than with the tirailleurs 
sénégalais. The following year, in the name of this commitment, he pro-
posed a second law confirming the citizenship of the inhabitants of the 
Four Communes, which was also passed.

On the strength of these legislative successes, Diagne played a leading 
role in parliament and its Commission des Affaires Etrangères et des 
Colonies (Commission on Foreign Affairs and the Colonies). In January 
1918, Clemenceau appointed Diagne Commissaire de la République, 
entrusting him with the – reputedly impossible – mission of recruiting 
an additional 57,000 more soldiers in French West Africa. The previous 
large-scale recruitment operations, in 1916, had led to widespread rebel-
lion. Travelling at the head of a grand caravan, Diagne toured French 
West Africa from February to June 1918 and returned with 77,000 recruits. 
His recruitment methods varied little from established French colonial 
practices;37 on the political front, however, the mission was a deliber-
ate disruption of them. Diagne had set out to demonstrate that he had 
the power to reform local administrative practices and that colonization 
was compatible with racial equality. He had demanded and obtained a 
higher rank than the Governor General, who played a supporting role 
in the recruitment drive, as well as the right to dismiss violent or locally 
contested European civil servants, which he exercised. He was escorted 
by the only four African army officers in French West Africa and brought 
back the first African soldiers on leave, entrusting them with spread-
ing the message of the mission locally, much to the alarm of the local 
administration.

This set piece in black and white stood in calculated contrast to the 
racial segregation that had been rapidly taking over in the colonies since 
the start of the century. But Diagne’s objective was not assimilation for 
all  –  on the contrary, maintaining the hierarchy between citizens and 
colonial subjects was part of his strategy. Seeking to take advantage of the 
relations of patronage between the inhabitants of the Four Communes 
and Senegalese elites and, since 1895, with elites from throughout French 
West Africa who came to Dakar for schooling, Diagne was looking to 
position himself as the protector of all French colonial subjects in Africa. 
This meant building upon pre-existing networks to which aspiring 
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protectors in the metropole had at best only limited access. Soldiers and 
workers displaced from the West African colonies to the metropole were 
the first to be drawn into his protective net, and the renewal of his role 
as high commissioner in 1919 suggested that he could expand this role to 
the level of the empire and continue it after the war.

Du Bois’ position in 1919 was much more fragile. He travelled as a 
journalist to Paris, without waiting for the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) to be given permission to 
send a representative. At the request of the US delegation, a close watch 
was kept over his moves throughout his stay, despite the fact that from 
the very beginning of US involvement in the war he had encouraged 
African Americans to join the army, even though its segregated structure 
confined them to ancillary, generally non-combatant roles. Indeed, one 
of the objectives of his stay was to gather documentation demonstrating 
the abilities and bravery of African-American soldiers, in the hope of 
transforming the war into a civic experience and achievement that would 
help to end segregation. When soldiers returned to the United States, 
they were met instead with increasing numbers of lynchings directed at 
quelling any demand for acknowledgement.

In 1915, Du Bois published an analysis of the causes of the war in the 
prestigious Atlantic Monthly, highlighting its ‘African roots’. He argued 
that the colonial exploitation of African societies had reinforced capital-
ism and racism by ensuring that ‘the “Color Line” … [paid] dividends’ 
and by broadening the distribution of the ‘spoils of trade-empire’ to 
white workers. Colonization thus gave rise to endless conflicts between 
colonial powers over those spoils, and a ‘new democratic despotism’.38 
Hence the need to escape from this doubly harmful logic through peace 
negotiations, by urgently convening the first world congress of repre-
sentatives of Black elites throughout the world as well as organizations 
devoted to advancing the cause of Black rights and interests, to discuss 
the question of their situation in the world and their place within the new 
world order.39 As secretary of the first Pan-African Conference in 1900, 
emblematic personality of the 1911 Universal Races Congress, co-founder 
of the most influential association for the defence of African-American 
populations in the United States, and editor of its increasingly influential 
magazine, The Crisis, Du Bois was a well-connected figure. He thus had 
many contacts, some of which he shared with Harris but which Diagne 
and the Black members of French parliament who constituted the organ-
izing committee of the 1919 Pan-African Congress lacked. In practice, 
attendance at the Congress was limited to personalities invited to the 
Peace Conference, or capable of inviting themselves to it like Du Bois, 
but it echoed demands emanating from well beyond these elitist circles. 
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Du Bois, the AS&APS and Lord Balfour, all corresponded, for example, 
with the National Association of Loyal Negroes, created by West Indian 
migrant workers in Panama.40 It called for the creation of an independent 
Black state in Central Africa and the consultation of all African popula-
tions on how best to govern them. And it represented the diasporas 
of subjects who, while essential to the European empires, had suffered 
particularly harshly under regimes of racial segregation since the begin-
ning of the twentieth century, and who expected a great deal from the 
new world order promised by the Peace Conference. While Du Bois was 
unsuccessful in leveraging the war to loosen the regime of segregation 
in his own country, he embodied the exciting yet vague internationalism 
that had kindled these expectations, which prove even more difficult to 
suppress than the international servitudes of the Berlin and Brussels Acts.

Conclusion: New World Order and Racialization in 1919

Contrary to its depiction in the following years in colonial propaganda 
and by the imperial political police forces organized or reinforced in 
the period, the 1919 Pan-African Congress did not in fact represent an 
attempt to radically challenge colonial domination and its racial  –  and 
indeed racist  –  unity. Rather, it was one of the logical end points of 
the reformist dynamics that emerged in the decade preceding the war 
around repeated colonial scandals, and as such represented a judicious 
answer to the multiple questions that the end of the war either raised or 
required to be formulated in new terms. It was also intended to create 
a convergence of all the ‘protectors’ of the ‘native races’, though Harris 
was missing because he was not authorized to go to Paris. Although his 
absence did not affect the content of the resolutions, it was indicative of 
the strategy used to dismiss the debates, some of their participants, and 
the roles as mediators that they proposed to take on. While Panama’s 
‘Loyal Negroes’ were too far away to make their voices heard, the war 
brought many colonial subjects into the metropoles as soldiers and 
workers, obliging the imperial centres to recognize their contribution in 
one way or another. The difficulty in defining and organizing a positive 
protection of colonial subjects was not a practical one: the networks of 
aspiring protectors were quickly reorganizing and already offering their 
arbitration. The difficulty was instead a deeply political one. During the 
war, the colonial empire-states had considerably expanded their obliga-
tions and domains of intervention in favour of citizens in the metropole. 
That which Du Bois denounced in 1915 as ‘the astonishing doctrine of 
the natural inferiority of most men to the few’41 became a functional 



A Conference for Africa?� 281

requirement to deny these political and social rights to the vast majority 
of their colonial subjects.

It would be a caricature to present the manifest racialization of 
European societies during the First World War as the result of a cyni-
cal choice imposed from above. The process was much broader and 
more diffuse. In France, for example, racial segregation was normalized 
around the example of African soldiers, who were treated in separate 
hospitals where nurses were banned and, when sent to warmer climes 
during the cold winter months to pre-empt disease (a practice known as 
‘hivernage’), were confined to camps away from the civilian population. 
This held even more strongly for colonial and Chinese labourers, who 
were also kept apart from other workers, underpaid and assigned the 
most arduous and gruelling tasks. The ‘color line’ was enforced only 
‘behind the lines’, with the trenches symbolically spared, as Tyler Stovall 
has shown.42 In Britain, racial riots flared up in the very first years of the 
1920s, during the post-war recession, killing Indian and Caribbean sailors 
who had previously been accepted in metropolitan ports. These events 
reinforced the identification of white British workers with the ‘white 
race’ over any common identity as workers. This identification had been 
institutionalized through ‘white labourism’ since 1914, when a massive 
demonstration was held in London in solidarity with the white miners of 
South Africa, who were calling for a reinforcement of legal discrimina-
tion against black miners.43 This continuity also highlights the previously 
mentioned success of the assistance committee for South African workers 
created by Harris in 1916, who argued that his initiative to help workers 
of colour on the imperial periphery was a way of fulfilling the promise 
not to import colonial workers to replace white workers in the metropole. 
At the 1919 Pan-African Congress, Du Bois and Diagne made precisely 
the opposite pledge, to move towards racial equality through what one of 
their few high-profile supporters, the Belgian jurist and internationalist 
Paul Otlet, described as an ‘effort towards elevation starting from the 
most inferior elements of our humanity’.44

And it is for precisely this reason that the Pan-African Congress of 
1919 became a key, negative element of the new world order, to the 
detriment of its organizers and, even more, its potential beneficiaries. 
In this order, race served as a silent determining criterion for exclusion 
from the law and the international community. In this context, the logic 
of integration defended by Du Bois and Diagne, however cautious, was 
nonetheless seen as dangerously subversive.
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Chapter 12

Woodrow Wilson and His Domestic 
Critics
The United States and the World Order after  
the Great War

Manfred Berg

When the United States entered the Great War in April 1917, President 
Woodrow Wilson’s vision of a new international order predicated upon 
the equality of all nations, the right to national self-determination, free 
trade, democracy and collective security guaranteed by a League of 
Nations was transmuted from a seemingly utopian idea into a blueprint 
for peacemaking. In November 1918, all belligerents accepted Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points of 8 January 1918 as the basis for peace negotiations. 
Hopes for a ‘Wilsonian Peace’ inspired war-weary Europeans as well as 
colonial subjects across the globe. When the president arrived in Europe 
in December 1918, huge crowds greeted him like a messiah. Alas, at the 
end of the Paris Peace Conference, victors and vanquished alike were 
deeply disappointed with the Treaty of Versailles. At home, disenchanted 
internationalists condemned the League of Nations as a new Holy 
Alliance, while traditional American nationalists opposed membership 
in the League as a betrayal of the time-honoured principles of US foreign 
relations and a conspiracy against American sovereignty. Eventually, 
the US Senate failed to ratify the Treaty, and the United States never 
joined the League. By repudiating the new world order devised by their 
own president, Americans abandoned their new role as a world leader 
and thus paved the way for a second world war – exactly as Wilson had 
predicted when he implored Americans that failing to join the League 
would ‘break the heart of the world’.1

This, in a nutshell, is the popular narrative of Woodrow Wilson’s 
‘tragic failure’. It was shaped first by Wilson’s contemporary admir-
ers and later by foreign policymakers and scholars, who championed 
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America’s mission to create a liberal-democratic world order. Contrary 
to his image as a ‘crusading idealist’, Arthur S. Link famously argued, 
Wilson was inspired by a ‘higher realism’ because he understood that 
America’s leadership in world affairs served the best interests of both 
mankind and the United States. In this view, the president’s domestic 
opponents appear as parochial isolationists and selfish partisans who 
sabotaged Wilson’s visionary plan for a reform of world politics.2 In 
contrast, Wilson’s realist critics have depicted him as a self-righteous 
ideologue who lacked a deeper understanding of the pluralism and inter-
dependence of the modern world, and who left Americans with a peril-
ous legacy of moral crusading and militaristic interventionism.3 New 
Left scholars have interpreted Wilson’s foreign policies as an attempt 
to expand American capitalism and shield liberal-democratic capital-
ism against the threat of revolution.4 It is no exaggeration to say that 
Woodrow Wilson is one of the most controversial American presidents. 
Scholars have disagreed over virtually every aspect of his personality, 
his policies, his legacies and especially his ideas for world order. In this 
chapter, I will shift the focus to Wilson’s domestic critics on both the left 
and the right and examine the question of whether they had alternative 
ideas for world order and America’s place in it. The debate over the 
League of Nations, I argue, was in essence a contest between competing 
varieties of American nationalism, which entailed different implications 
for America’s role in the world.

The Treaty Fight: Internationalism versus Nationalism?

Historians have exhaustively studied the struggle over the ratification of 
the League of Nations Covenant in the United States Senate, known as 
‘the Treaty fight’ or ‘the League fight’.5 Most scholars agree that Wilson 
killed his own brainchild by refusing to compromise with his arch-enemy 
Henry Cabot Lodge, chairman of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
and leader of the Republican opposition, who insisted on binding res-
ervations that the League must not supersede American sovereignty 
and the constitutional prerogatives of Congress, including the right to 
declare war. Twice, in November 1919 and in March 1920, Wilson loy-
alists, who rejected all modifications of the treaty, joined forces with 
the so-called ‘irreconcilables’, who opposed joining the League under 
any circumstances. On the second ballot, ratification with reservations 
fell short of the necessary two-thirds majority by only seven votes. In 
both Senate votes, roughly 80 per cent of senators voted for ratification 
either with or without reservations. However, because the Wilsonians 
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and the reservationists were unable to agree on a common position, the 
small minority of irreconcilables, which included a mere sixteen senators, 
eventually triumphed. In retrospect, the failure of the League Covenant 
in the Senate may thus be seen as a historic accident mainly caused 
by Wilson’s intransigence. The president’s inflexibility was exacerbated 
by the severe stroke he suffered in early October 1919. Confined to his 
sickbed for months, Wilson was temporarily incommunicado and unable 
to discharge his duties. ‘He should not have remained in office’, writes 
his otherwise friendly biographer John Milton Cooper. ‘If he had not, the 
League fight would have turned out differently, and the nation and the 
world would have been better off.’6

Undoubtedly, Wilson’s dogmatism and stubbornness played a key 
role in frustrating a possible compromise. However, focusing on the 
president’s personality distracts attention away from the essential politi-
cal differences over America’s proper international role that separated 
Wilson and his critics. To begin with, the president’s commitment to 
having the United States take a leading role in a new League of Nations 
and accept responsibility for world peace within a system of collective 
security represented a sharp break with America’s hallowed tradition of 
non-alignment going back to George Washington’s Farewell Address of 
1796 and the Monroe Doctrine of 1823. Wilson claimed that joining the 
League was the logical consequence of American tradition and history, 
but his opponents strongly disagreed. Senator William Borah of Idaho, 
the leader of the irreconcilables, condemned the League as ‘the most 
radical departure from our policies … that has been proposed at any time 
since our government was established’. In its 1920 electoral platform, the 
Republican Party attacked Wilson for his ‘unnecessary and unjustifiable’ 
repudiation of ‘the time-honored policies … declared by Washington, 
Jefferson, and Monroe’.7

Wilson’s critics raised numerous objections against the peace treaty, 
but the core of the controversy was Article 10 of the League Covenant, 
which read: ‘The Members of the League undertake to respect and pre-
serve as against external aggression the territorial integrity and existing 
political independence of all Members of the League. In case of any such 
aggression or in case of any threat or danger of such aggression the 
Council shall advise upon the means by which this obligation shall be 
fulfilled.’ Senator Borah feared that this clause would commit the United 
States to send ‘our boys to fight throughout the world by order of the 
League’. The reservationists wanted clarification that the United States 
would accept no military obligations unless Congress consented in each 
individual instance. Wilson denied that Article 10 entailed an automatic 
military alliance but insisted that without it the League ‘would be hardly 



290� Manfred Berg

more than an influential debating society’.8 Wilson scholars agree that 
replacing the old balance of power system with a system of collective 
security was the key tenet of the president’s precept for world order.

The president’s Republican antagonists, alleging that he was prepared 
to subordinate US sovereignty to an international organization, defined 
the controversy as a contest between internationalism and national-
ism. In the early twentieth century, the term nationalism still had a 
positive connotation and was often used as a synonym for patriotism 
and Americanism. In the summer of 1918, former President Theodore 
Roosevelt, a leading Republican voice on foreign policy until his unex-
pected death in January 1919, sharply rebuked his successor’s proposal 
for a League of Nations: ‘We are not internationalists. We are American 
nationalists. … To substitute internationalism for nationalism means to 
do away with patriotism.’ In June 1920, Henry Cabot Lodge kicked off the 
Republican presidential campaign with the demand: ‘We must be now 
and forever for Americanism and nationalism, and against international-
ism.’ And the GOP’s presidential nominee, Senator Warren G. Harding, 
promised to ‘hold the heritage of American nationalism unimpaired and 
unsurrendered’.9

In contrast, Wilson and his supporters saw themselves as internation-
alists in the sense that they advocated American leadership in a collective 
effort to reform the international system and to bring about world peace. 
However, framing the ‘Treaty Fight’ as an ideological contest between 
‘internationalism versus nationalism’ is misleading because all of the 
protagonists in the controversy were staunch nationalists who firmly 
believed in American exceptionalism and America’s historical mission 
of progress. In fact, the League fight pitted two competing varieties of 
American nationalism against each other. On one side was the traditional 
belief that America’s mission was to lead by moral example without 
interfering with the quarrels of the Old World, on the other the new creed 
that the nation’s ideals and interests necessitated the active promotion of 
democracy worldwide. In the course of the twentieth century, this latter 
variety of universalizing nationalism became so closely associated with 
the twenty-eighth president that it is frequently termed Wilsonianism. 
In its Wilsonian version, argues the political scientist Tony Smith, 
‘American nationalism is thus transmuted from being parochially self-
interested into being universal in its concerns.  … American patriotism 
thus becomes a form of internationalism.’10 In contrast, its detractors see 
Wilsonianism  as an imperious and ultimately futile project to remake 
the world in the American image, or simply as an ideological disguise for 
US hegemony.	
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Beyond Isolationism: Progressive Internationalists, 
Irreconcilables, Atlanticists

Unfortunately, the key terms that have shaped the debate over Wilson’s 
foreign policy have remained elusive and contested. This includes 
‘isolationism’, a label that Wilson’s supporters tried to pin on the 
opponents of the League of Nations. Although few historians consider 
it a useful analytical concept, it has nevertheless retained traction in 
American political discourse.11 Indeed, on a closer look, the front lines 
in the Treaty fight become blurred. There were ‘internationalist’ critics 
of the League of Nations who agreed with its ‘isolationist’ opponents on 
many issues. The political forces that supported Wilson’s call for a new 
world order in one way or another ranged from ‘progressive internation-
alists’ on the left to moderate Republicans on the right.12 Moreover, it is 
no coincidence that historians continue to disagree over Wilson’s goals, 
as well as over the ideological content of Wilsonianism, since Wilson 
himself remained exceedingly vague not only on the details of his peace 
programme but also on his ideas for collective security and a new world 
order.

A prime example is his famous demand in his war message of April 
1917: ‘The world must be made safe for democracy.’ Was Wilson really 
revealing that America was launching a crusade to spread democracy 
across the globe, or was he merely calling for an international order 
in which democracy and self-government could thrive, as John Milton 
Cooper has suggested? During the war, the president insisted: ‘I am 
not fighting for democracy except for the peoples that want it.’ At the 
same time, however, he kept asserting that peace and democracy were 
inextricably linked. The root causes of war were autocratic rule and secret 
diplomacy (self-governed nations would never wage wars of aggres-
sion); hence ‘a steadfast concert for peace can never be maintained except 
by a partnership of democratic nations’.13

Wilson envisioned the League of Nations as an association of, pref-
erably, democratic nation states committed to upholding world peace. 
In the view of his adversaries, however, he dodged the key issue of 
how the League could attain that noble dream. Article 10, the president 
told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, was ‘a moral, not a legal, 
obligation  … binding in conscience only, not in law’, yet hastened to 
add that the article to him constituted ‘the very backbone of the whole 
covenant’. Perhaps these words reflected Wilson’s aversion to legalism 
and his Presbyterian faith in the moral force of covenants, but his critics 
surely had a point in arguing that such an interpretation would leave 
every member of the League free to ignore its obligations at will.14
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Wilson may have believed that Article 10, backed by the Great Powers 
represented in the League of Nations Council, would deter all potential 
aggressors and thus be self-executing. But how inclusive was Wilson’s 
idea of collective security? Since Germany was excluded from the 
League and, according to the president, would have ‘to pass through 
a probationary period before being admitted’,15 in the eyes of many 
progressive internationalists  –  a term coined by the historian Thomas 
Knock for a loose non-partisan coalition of agrarian populists, social 
reformers, moderate  socialists, pacifists, anti-imperialists and women’s 
rights advocates –  the League looked very much like a continuation of 
America’s wartime alliance. Progressive internationalists shared the 
president’s conviction that America must lead in bringing about world 
peace and reforming a corrupt system of power politics. After the out-
break of war in August 1914, they had called for strict neutrality and 
American mediation; in the 1916 elections they had rallied behind the 
president and his party’s slogan: ‘He kept us out of war!’. When Wilson 
declared war on Germany anyway, many pacifists broke ranks with him 
and subsequently became targets of government repression. Other pro-
gressive internationalists continued their support because they hoped 
that Wilson’s ‘new diplomacy’, enshrined in the Fourteen Points and the 
League of Nations, could secure peace, disarmament, social progress and 
self-determination for all nations.16

When the terms of the peace treaty and the content of the League 
Covenant became publicly known in the spring of 1919, leading voices 
in the progressive camp expressed shock and disbelief. Instead of a 
Wilsonian peace, the New Republic thundered, the peace conference had 
created ‘an inhuman monster in the spirit of the traditional diplomacy 
of Europe’. Many of Wilson’s erstwhile supporters chastened him for 
having betrayed his Fourteen Points and imposed a vindictive peace on 
Germany that would saddle the new democracy in Berlin with unbearable 
burdens. The League Covenant, wrote the sociologist Thorstein Veblen, 
was ‘an instrument of realpolitik, created in the spirit of nineteenth cen-
tury imperialism’. To its critics on the left, the League was a ‘new Holy 
Alliance’, and Article 10 would commit the United States to defending an 
untenable status quo in Europe as well as the colonial empires of Britain 
and France. They insisted that America must have no part in such a 
scheme. An American retreat, the New Republic reasoned, would force the 
Allies to revise the treaty. Once the European victor powers had come to 
their senses, the United States could join and lead a true ‘League of Free 
Nations’.17

At first glance, the progressive internationalists look more Wilsonian 
in their commitment to the ideals of international peace, justice and 
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democracy than Woodrow Wilson himself. On a closer look, however, 
it becomes clear that their concept of reforming world order was deeply 
rooted in the ‘exemplarist’ variety of American exceptionalism. When the 
principles of internationalism foundered on the rocks of realpolitik, they 
opted for retreat in order to preserve America’s moral authority. That 
many progressive internationalists came to similar conclusions about the 
League as Wilson’s isolationist foes was no coincidence. Indeed, the most 
prominent irreconcilable senators, including William Borah (R-ID), Hiram 
Johnson (R-CA), Robert La Follette (R-WI) and George Norris (R-NE), 
were pro-labour progressives, anti-militarists and anti-imperialists who 
believed that keeping America at peace was a condition for reform at 
home. Like the progressive internationalists, they had favoured strict 
neutrality before April 1917. They had either voted against Wilson’s 
declaration of war or distanced themselves from the president’s rhetoric 
about fighting for the liberation of mankind. ‘I join no crusade. I seek or 
accept no alliances … I make war alone for my countrymen and their 
rights, for my country and its honor’, William Borah insisted.18

Not surprisingly, the irreconcilables’ indictment of the League and 
Article 10 partly echoed the arguments of the progressive international-
ists. According to Robert La Follette, whose home state of Wisconsin was 
home to many German-Americans, the League was a victors’ alliance and 
the peace treaty ‘a spoils-grabbing compact of greed and hate’ aimed at 
keeping Germany down. By joining the League, America would tie itself 
to the strategic interests of the Allies; it would have to raise a large stand-
ing army and turn into a permanent war state, which would destroy 
freedom and democracy at home. Borah warned against committing ‘this 
Republic to a scheme of world control based upon force’. Instead, America 
must preserve its ability to lead ‘by precept and example, through influ-
ence and counsel … in the world struggle for free government’.19

Unlike the progressive internationalists, who were willing to join a 
‘true’ League of Nations, the irreconcilables opposed the very idea of col-
lective security as repugnant to American tradition and national interest. 
Their exemplarist outlook was based on a belief in unfettered national 
sovereignty, which often took on a xenophobic and conspiratorial tone. 
Borah saw the League as ‘a deliberate attempt to sell our country to 
the domination of foreign powers’ and claimed that it would force the 
United States to admit large numbers of Asian immigrants. Borah, 
writes the historian Christopher Nichols, distinguished himself as ‘the 
foremost spokesman for a new nationalistic, populist, and unilateralist 
isolationism that became the archetype for opposition to the world order 
that President Wilson hoped to establish’. Actually, the Idaho senator 
would most likely have contested that there was anything new about 
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his nationalism or his conception of world order. Borah subscribed to 
what he labelled ‘the foreign policy of George Washington and James 
Monroe, undiluted and unemasculated’. He wanted to restore America 
as a neutral hemispheric power and argued that it could only retain its 
exceptional character by staying out of European quarrels. Like most 
isolationists, Borah did not believe that war could ever be abolished, but 
he firmly believed that the United States should stay out of war unless 
its national interest was directly threatened. Nichols points out that the 
isolationist worldview reflects deep-seated American ideals of local self-
government and states’ rights. Americans who distrusted a powerful 
federal government certainly had no taste for world government.20

It has often been said that isolationism never meant disengagement 
from cultural and commercial intercourse with the world. Still, isola-
tionists insisted that America’s autonomy, sovereignty and freedom of 
action must always enjoy precedence over its foreign entanglements. 
Sovereignty and freedom of action were also the major concerns of 
Wilson’s Republican opponents, who made their consent to the League 
conditional on explicit reservations. ‘We insist’, Henry Cabot Lodge pro-
claimed, ‘that we shall be the judges, and the only judges, as to the preser-
vation of our rights, our sovereignty, our safety, and our independence’. 
There was nothing selfish about such reservations, Lodge explained; in 
fact, America owed it to the world ‘to say precisely what we will do and 
exactly what we will not do’. Lodge took strong exception to what he 
saw as Wilson’s attempt ‘to establish a monopoly of idealism’. ‘Our first 
ideal’, he insisted, ‘is our country, and we see her in the future, as in the 
past, giving service to all her people and to the world. … [S]he should 
continue to render that service of her own free will’.21

In contrast to the isolationist wing of their party, Republican lead-
ers such as Lodge, former presidents Theodore Roosevelt and William 
Howard Taft, as well as former Secretary of State Elihu Root, had no 
doubt that America was and must be a great power with global interests. 
Around the turn of the twentieth century they had been the architects 
of America’s turn towards imperialism. The commercial and security 
interests of the United States necessitated its participation in the con-
cert of great powers, preferably in close cooperation with Great Britain. 
After the outbreak of the Great War, these ‘Atlanticists’, as historian Ross 
Kennedy calls them, favoured vigorous support of the Western Allies and 
detested Wilson’s pursuit of neutrality. Republican hawks like Roosevelt 
and Lodge saluted the declaration of war against Germany but sharply 
distanced themselves from Wilson’s internationalist rhetoric. War should 
be waged only in defence of national interest and national honour. ‘I am 
not voting for war in name of democracy. … [I]t is none of our business 
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what type of government any nation on this earth may choose to have’, 
declared conservative Republican Senator Warren G. Harding.22

The Republican establishment was not opposed to a League of Nations 
in principle but envisioned it as an institution that would mediate in 
international conflicts, albeit without coercive power or binding obliga-
tions for its members. Wilson’s League seemed to fritter away US sov-
ereignty, freedom of action and hegemony in the western hemisphere. 
Without ironclad reservations, it would bind America to ‘the interests 
and quarrels of other nations’, Lodge warned. Basically, Lodge and the 
so-called ‘strong reservationists’ looked at world order from a realist 
perspective. International politics meant the pursuit of national interest 
and the rivalry of great powers. As ardent American nationalists, they 
took America’s moral superiority for granted but harboured no ambi-
tions to actively spread the American model across the globe. Rather, in 
Lodge’s view, the United States’ interests, ideals and culture tied it into ‘a 
good understanding of all English-speaking peoples’ and to the security 
of Great Britain.23

Because they viewed Germany as the most dangerous among potential 
aggressors, the Republican mainstream had no qualms about the punitive 
clauses of the Versailles Treaty. In fact, many of the Republicans most 
inclined to join the League of Nations – the ‘mild reservationists’ – argued 
that America must not desert its wartime allies and had a stake in a system 
of collective security, provided that its commitments were carefully cir-
cumscribed. In March 1919, former president Taft, a leading figure in the 
bipartisan League to Enforce Peace and a supporter of international arbi-
tration, had even spoken alongside Wilson at a public rally. Historians 
therefore see Wilson’s refusal to accommodate the internationalist wing 
of the Republican Party as a major blunder that led to the ultimate defeat 
of the League in the US Senate.24

Conclusion

In retrospect, it may seem difficult to comprehend why Wilson and 
his Republican opponents failed to reach a compromise. They shared 
a deep faith in American exceptionalism and Anglo-Saxon civiliza-
tion, as well as the conviction that the Versailles Treaty justly punished 
Germany for its aggression against world peace. Moreover, Wilson, 
contrary to his crusader image, did not advocate an American mission 
to police or democratize the world. His concept of collective security 
entailed military force only as a last resort. The issue was not whether 
America had global interests and responsibilities but whether it should 
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exert international leadership within a multilateral framework. Wilson 
believed that in a world thrown into turmoil by the Great War America’s 
national interest was to lead in establishing a liberal world order. This 
meant the United States would have to accept new security commitments 
beyond the Americas and abide by the rules of international organiza-
tions.	

Apart from the progressive internationalists, who rejected the League 
of Nations because it failed to live up to their internationalist ideals, 
Wilson’s domestic critics took issue with what they perceived as the 
president’s radical departure from America’s time-tested tradition of 
non-alignment and unilateralism. The irreconcilables were opposed to 
any participation whatsoever in an international system of collective 
security; the reservationists would only accept the United States’ entry 
into such a system if it retained complete freedom of action. For Wilson, 
any reservations to Article 10 were anathema because, as he explained 
to one of his key supporters shortly before the Senate vote of March 
1920, they would ‘cut the very heart and life out of the Covenant itself’ 
and reduce it to ‘a futile scrap of paper, as ineffective in operation as 
the agreement between Belgium and Germany which the Germans vio-
lated in 1914’. Only if America was unequivocally committed to Article 
10 could it become an effective instrument to prevent war. In contrast, 
the reservations proposed by his opponents would ‘perpetuate the old 
order  … the juggling of provinces, the old balances of power, and the 
inevitable wars attendant upon these things’. Moreover, the president 
was convinced that his antagonists did not seek reservations but the 
complete nullification of the League Covenant.25

Rather than pursuing legislative compromise, Wilson embarked on 
a national speaking tour, firmly convinced that the American people 
backed him and that his opponents in the Senate did not represent the 
true will of their constituents. In 1920, the ailing president hoped that he 
might be able to turn the upcoming elections into a popular referendum 
on the League of Nations and even considered seeking an unprecedented 
third term.26 In reality, it is very doubtful if Wilsonian internationalism 
ever had a solid domestic base in American politics and among American 
voters. Arguably, a majority of Americans would have favoured ratifica-
tion with reservations in early 1919. However, when the Republicans 
promised them a ‘return to normalcy’ in the 1920 electoral campaign, 
voters gave them a landslide victory, among other reasons because 
Wilsonian internationalism represented the very opposite of normalcy. 
Although Wilson was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in December 1920, 
the outgoing president was deeply unpopular among the American 
public, including many of his erstwhile supporters. There can be little 
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doubt that Woodrow Wilson, although his name no longer appeared on 
the ballot, was the real loser of the elections in 1920.27

In his public espousals of the League of Nations, Wilson insisted that 
rather than a break with the nation’s foreign policy tradition of non-
alignment and freedom of action, US participation in the League was 
fully in accordance with ‘American principles, American policies’.28 In 
reality, most of his contemporaries, whether or not they favoured joining 
the League, viewed Wilson’s proposals as a radical experiment that they 
would not have contemplated before the outbreak of the Great War. 
Wilsonian internationalism was a response to the unprecedented crisis 
that the war represented; its failure reflected not only widespread disil-
lusionment among Americans with both the war and the ensuing peace 
but also its feeble roots in American political culture. The historian Frank 
Ninkovich even calls Wilsonianism ‘an eccentric and ephemeral creed, an 
aberrant episode in the history of US foreign relations’.29

Ninkovich may overstate his case, but once we understand the 
exceptional and contingent position of Wilsonianism in the history of 
US foreign relations, the consequences of its failure look less dramatic. 
Even if the Senate had voted to join the League with reservations, US 
foreign policy in the 1920s would not have been much different from 
the limited engagement pursued by the Republican Harding, Coolidge 
and Hoover administrations.30 Backed by a broad consensus, Republican 
foreign policymakers tried to stabilize Europe by financial and economic 
means but refused to accept any commitments to collective security or 
enforcement of the Versailles Treaty.31 In the early thirties, this approach 
collapsed under the burden of the Great Depression. Given the popular-
ity of isolationism before Pearl Harbor, it is doubtful whether American 
membership could have enabled the League to stand up to the aggressor 
states.

US foreign policymakers and opinion leaders only embraced multilat-
eral internationalism after the Second World War, albeit in highly selec-
tive ways that ensured American dominance. When American leaders 
at the end of the Cold War sought to perpetuate ‘the unipolar moment’, 
they acted on the premise that world order should be based either on an 
American-dominated system of collective security, as President George 
H.W. Bush proposed in 1989, or on unilateral American domination, 
which President George W. Bush pursued in the wake of the terrorist 
attacks of 11 September 2001. As Ross Kennedy observes, the notion of 
the United States being one player in a multipolar system of peer com-
petitors was absent from American foreign policy discourse in Wilson’s 
time and has remained absent until today.32 President Barack Obama, it is 
often said, employed Wilsonian rhetoric while trying to reduce American 
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global security commitments.33 President Donald Trump responded 
to the problems of overstretch by espousing an assertive, even aggres-
sive, unilateralism. Although Trump’s conduct of foreign policy often 
appeared unpredictable, his ‘America First’ slogan echoed the isolationist, 
anti-Wilsonian tradition of the early twentieth century, albeit without the 
redeeming features for which historians have credited the isolationists of 
old.34 Trump touted a xenophobic and conspiratorial nationalism but did 
not care about America’s moral prestige. His isolationist instincts were not 
matched by a progressive domestic agenda. His unilateralism was erratic 
and opportunistic and lacked a sense of the limits of American power. 
President Joseph R. Biden has worked hard to restore US leadership and 
credibility, but the future direction of US foreign policy remains an open 
question. America, it seems, has yet to find its response to the emergence of 
a multipolar world that it can no longer dominate but also cannot ignore.
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Chapter 13

The Paris Moment
Experiences of War and Challenges of Peace, 1919–20

Eckart Conze

On 5 June 1919, exactly 100 years before the opening of the colloquium at 
the German Historical Institute in Paris in 2019 that led to this volume, 
the Paris Peace Conference was in a state of considerable anxiety.1 In the 
Council of Four, Poland was vigorously resisting the principle that the 
inclusion of particular regions in either Germany or Poland be deter-
mined by referendum, as well as raising further, far-reaching territorial 
claims of its own, on all of its borders. Alongside the Poles, in addition, 
the representatives of Czechoslovakia, Romania and Yugoslavia were 
vehemently protesting any attempt to restrict their military strength. And 
from the German delegation came defiant signals that it would sign no 
treaty that apportioned the blame for the war  –  Kriegsschuld, or war 
guilt – solely to Germany.2 Woodrow Wilson had already been haunted 
by the prospect that the peace conference would become ‘a tragedy of 
disappointment’ during his crossing of the Atlantic in December 1918. It 
now seemed that his fears would come true. As the President remarked 
on that day: ‘I wish I could take an optimistic view, but I can’t, for there 
is nothing in the situation to warrant it.’3

Disappointment and disillusionment were not restricted to the nego-
tiating rooms of Paris, however. Across the world, an appreciable shift 
in mood occurred during the spring of 1919. Developments in China can 
serve as an example. In Beijing on 4 May 1919, hundreds of mostly young 
Chinese gathered in front of the Tiananmen Gate and embarked on a 
protest march through the districts that housed government buildings 
and the embassies of the Western powers. Though the demonstrations 
were initially peaceful, riots soon broke out. Embassy buildings were 
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pelted with stones and incendiary devices, while Western diplomats 
were attacked. Nor was the protest restricted to Beijing; it soon spread 
throughout the country, and it was even taken up by Chinese in Europe 
and North America, especially students. Western media reported exten-
sively on these disturbances, including the banners the protesters carried 
with them: ‘Give us back Qingdao!’; ‘Boycott Japanese goods!’; ‘Protect 
our land!’; ‘China to the Chinese!’; ‘Down with the traitors!’.4

What had happened? A few days earlier, at the end of April 1919, the 
Supreme Council of the Paris Peace Conference – the four Western powers 
and Japan – had made a fateful decision on the destiny of the Shandong 
Peninsula. This region of Kiautschou and its fertile Yellow River hinter-
land had been a German lease before the war. Now, however, the Council 
had decided not to return it to China but to put it under Japanese rule. An 
angry and disappointed outcry was the result. The principal target was 
the American President Woodrow Wilson, who before 1919 had been 
revered like a saint in China. Now a leaflet of the Shanghai Student Union 
said that the Chinese were waiting ‘for the dawn of this new Messiah; but 
no sun rose for China. Even the cradle of the nation was stolen’.5

Not for the first or last time an illusion had been destroyed at the Paris 
Conference. The consequences were enormous. The broad-based, nation-
wide protest that took only a few days to form in China was directed 
not only against the Shandong decision but against the policy of the 
West in general. Once again, and in keeping with the overall trend of 
nineteenth-century imperialist politics, China had been humbled. It had 
been humbled by Japan, and above all by the West, without which Tokyo 
would not have been able to prevail in Paris. But this time more and more 
voices were raised to say that China had to defend itself. As one Chinese 
student later recalled: 

When the news of the Paris Peace Conference finally reached us we were 
greatly shocked. We at once awoke to the fact that foreign nations were still 
selfish and militaristic and that they were all great liars. I remember that 
in the evening of May 2nd very few of us slept. I and a group of my friends 
talked almost the whole night. We came to the conclusion that … we could no 
longer depend upon the principles of any so-called great leader like Woodrow 
Wilson. … We couldn’t help feel that we must struggle!6

The protests did not abate. Indeed, they gave birth to a national move-
ment, a reactive, anti-Western Chinese nationalism that spanned regional, 
cultural and social divisions. In fact, despite their policies in China, Western 
nations had long been viewed there as role models, as points of political, 
social and cultural orientation. But after the Paris Conference, this seemed 
inconceivable. In the spring of 1919, the idea of a Western-capitalist 
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modernity imported directly to China experienced a shattering, perhaps 
irrecoverable loss of meaning and credibility.7 And among the conse-
quences of this profound disappointment over Western imperialist capi-
talism and its power politics was also the rise of Communism in China. 
The Chinese Communist Party was founded in June 1921 in Shanghai, 
with the support of the Comintern. For the young Mao Zedong, who was 
25 years old at the time, the significance of the events of 1919 went far 
beyond China. ‘India’, he wrote, ‘has earned herself a clown wearing a 
flaming red turban as representative to the Peace Conference’ – that is, the 
Maharaja of Bikaner, a member of the British Empire delegation – but ‘the 
demands of the Indian people have not been granted’. Korea also ‘bewails 
the loss of its independence … but it was simply ignored by the Peace 
Conference. So much for national self-determination!’.8 The profound 
humiliation experienced by China in 1919 in Paris is not only of historical 
significance; it has become deeply ingrained in the collective memory of 
the Chinese. Its effects can still be felt today.

But the major powers’ dealings with China, and their consequences, 
also point to the global nature of developments in Paris. The First World 
War was a global war, followed by a global peace agreement. This made 
the Paris Conference a world historical moment in the truest sense of the 
word – and in 1919 made Paris into the capital of the world. As the French 
philosopher and poet Paul Valéry wrote, ‘there are no more local ques-
tions, there are no more questions that are settled because they are settled 
at one point’.9 Paris was the centre point, the Conference an expression 
of global connectivity. Everything seemed connected; everything could 
be and indeed was somehow related to everything else. Global interac-
tions and interdependencies determined the Paris negotiations and the 
thoughts and actions of the key actors, whether these actors belonged 
to the official delegations or whether they tried, from the outside, to 
influence the deliberations and decisions in keeping with their goals and 
interests – mostly without success, though not necessarily without effect.

However, globality did not constitute a unitary, closed-loop context of 
action or sense of purpose among the actors. Rather, it was multifaceted 
and differentiated. It was profoundly influenced by local interests and 
sensitivities resulting from local or regional constellations and problems. 
Furthermore, one of the consequences of this globality and complexity 
was ignorance and uncertainty on the part of decision-makers about the 
connections between cause and effect. This could lead to unanticipated 
outcomes. It also illustrates how enormously complicated the Paris nego-
tiations were. Indeed, the record of the conference reveals the extent to 
which this complex globality contributed to the overburdening of the 
delegates, as well as to the inconsistency and incoherence of some of 
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their decisions. These were not propitious conditions for engineering 
a widespread acceptance of, or satisfaction with, the subsequent peace 
agreement.

Wilsonian Moment – Global Moment – Paris Moment

The important expression the ‘Wilsonian moment’ (Erez Manela) only 
partially encapsulates these global dynamics and global complexities. 
The primary aim of this metaphor is to capture the interaction of, on the 
one hand, American universalism and universal American war propa-
ganda and, on the other, the resulting efforts towards independence and 
autonomy both within and beyond Europe. But the ‘Wilsonian moment’ 
was joined by other ‘moments’ that have been discussed in recent years 
in connection with the First World War and the challenge of constructing 
a post-war global order, such as the ‘Leninian moment’, the ‘Pan-Islamic 
moment’ or the ‘Kemalist moment’.10 Each of these terms stands for a 
particular narrative, a particular ideological orientation, which exercised 
a key influence on the peace negotiations in Paris. But what distinguishes 
Paris in 1919 is the simultaneity of these different political goals and 
ideas of global order, which were birthed and sustained by the First 
World War and its end. In 1919, Paris became the focal point for these 
different ‘moments’. Against this background, we can also speak of a 
‘Paris moment’11 in and of itself: the unique situation at the end of the 
First World War in which different hopes, expectations and visions influ-
enced the dynamics of global order and global reorganization, as well as 
the situation in which these politically and ideologically different hopes, 
expectations and visions came face to face. Paris 1919 was not only a 
global event, then, but a ‘global moment’.12 The negotiations, decisions 
and conflicts in Paris had a worldwide resonance. At the same time, 
global forces and actors had an impact on Paris and were brought into the 
same context through the ‘notion of an interconnected future’.13

From a historiographical point of view, the metaphor of the moment is 
highly attractive. It expresses the interplay of different lines of develop-
ment but also of different ideas or expectations in a historical event. But 
there are also dangers inherent to the idea of the moment: the danger 
of giving priority to events over long-term developments; the danger 
of implying that different lines of development led inevitably towards 
singular events. This can result in teleological narratives, and it can also 
lead all too easily to narratives that take a single point in time and space 
as their point of origin – in this case, Paris in 1919. Such narratives can 
causally derive all manner of later developments from that one point; 
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some of them, in the case of the Paris Conference, reaching into the 
present day. George F. Kennan’s overused characterization of the First 
World War as the ‘seminal catastrophe’ of the twentieth century provides 
an obvious point of comparison here.14

Such a treatment in terms of globality and global connectivity, how-
ever, does not yet fully capture the dynamics, problems and conflicts 
of the peace negotiations of 1919–20. The universalism of the American 
idea of a liberal-capitalist order and the universally articulated impera-
tive of a national right to self-determination do not suffice to explain 
developments in China, India, Poland or Germany. From an analytical 
point of view, it is essential to combine universality and particularity, to 
ask how universal ideas or claims were perceived in particular contexts. 
How did universal concepts unfold in national contexts? How were they 
perceived in national societies, and what effects did they have? Wilson 
clearly became a truly global phenomenon. But this does not explain 
what the references to the American president or the United States meant 
in different contexts, what these concepts were aimed at, or what political 
interests or motives they were joined to or mobilized by. The same applies 
to the universal claims of Leninist Communism, whose effects are not 
adequately explained simply with reference to the internationalism of the 
‘world revolution’. Under certain conditions and against the backdrop of 
imperial rule, Communism could function as an anti-imperialist ideology 
of liberation. At the same time, and particularly within industrial socie-
ties, it was first and foremost an ideology of class struggle.

Nevertheless, the dynamics of the Peace Conference and of the peace 
treaties were determined by the tremendous expectations that had built 
up in the war years, and to which the war had contributed. In this light, 
the ‘Paris moment’ was also the situation where these expectations, 
which had been fostered and shaped in war, had to be transformed into 
concrete regulations for peace, and for the creation of a peaceful and 
stable international order. The same was true of the war aims of the bel-
ligerent powers, the victors as well as the losers.

Of course, every great peace conference and peace treaty of the modern 
age  –  from the Peace of Westphalia to the Peace of Utrecht and the 
Congress of Vienna – was faced with the task not only of ending a long 
war but also of establishing a new and stable order. But no peace agree-
ment before 1919 was the focal point for such elevated, divergent and 
contradictory expectations. The Peace Conference could never do justice 
to the complexity birthed by these expectations. This complexity over-
whelmed not only the politicians in Paris but also armies of consultants 
and experts. Added to this was the need to reorganize the world not just 
in the closed corridors of power but also before the eyes of an expectant 
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global public. The actors involved were under constant observation and, 
even more, constant pressure, a pressure from which they could not free 
themselves. This pressure was felt particularly keenly by the representa-
tives of democratic states. Foreign and domestic policy exercised a mutual 
influence on each other, and they stood in continuous interdependence.

A key component of the pressure bearing down on the actors in Paris 
was generated by the experience of the war itself. The First World War 
had been a cruel, four-and-a-half-year long conflagration, characterized 
by mass destruction and millions of victims. There were no historical 
precedents for making peace after total war. Indeed, all prior historical 
experiences ran contrary to this requirement. On the one hand, even 
during the war, mass death and suffering had already produced a wide-
spread desire for peace. In exhausted, war-torn societies that had been 
bled dry, an enormous yearning for peace had arisen, especially in the 
last years of the war. At the same time, however, a profound hatred 
had developed between the belligerent societies. This hatred, fuelled by 
war propaganda and increasingly desperate efforts at mobilization, had 
established itself in hearts and minds, and it was constantly recharged 
through continued suffering and dying. Nor did the war propaganda 
abate in 1918; it had anchored itself in countless minds, and its mental 
effects were not reversible from one day to the next. What Gerd Krumeich 
has called the ‘war in the minds’ – ‘Krieg in den Köpfen’15 – continued, con-
tributing inimitably to a collective emotionalization that barred the way 
to rational decision-making and negotiation. Indeed, there were constant, 
deliberate attempts to exploit these emotions. For months, the French 
urged the American president to visit the battlefields in north-eastern 
France, to get a sense of the devastation caused by the war, caused by 
the Germans. Wilson resisted because he did not want himself or his 
negotiating team to be emotionalized.16

Thus, a key influence on the peace agreement was exercised by feelings 
of hatred – a hatred nationalized above all between the European antago-
nists (especially France and Germany), and which was not mitigated by 
mourning. This was never likely to be a peace of reconciliation but rather 
a continuation of the war by other means – on all sides. The delegation 
of gueules cassées, a group of five veteran French soldiers with terrible 
wounds disfiguring their faces, who were presented in Versailles on 28 
June 1919, symbolized this hatred, which proved so deleterious to peace 
and reconciliation.17 They represented the French victims of the war and 
were intended not only to justify the harsh conditions of the peace treaty 
but also to inform a long-term policy aimed at security through domina-
tion and weakening rather than compensation and understanding. In this 
light, the peace conference and treaties were aspects of a longer-lasting 
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continuation of the war itself. The end of the war, and the effort to bring 
to an end the state of war, had begun before 18 January 1919, and it 
continued beyond 28 June 1919, when the Versailles Treaty was signed. 
In fact, the peace treaties were an attempt to freeze developments at a 
certain point in time; they were snapshots in a much longer process of 
tension between the end of the war and its continuation.

A New Order: Obstacles and Possibilities

For this reason, and despite the ongoing ‘war in the minds’, the trea-
ties contained opportunities for the loser states, and for the creation of 
a peaceful international order. To begin with, things could have been 
much worse, especially in the German case with respect to French ambi-
tions on the Rhine or British ideas of astronomical reparations. Moreover, 
however, the Treaty left Germany as a potential great power, though it 
certainly imposed harsh political, military and economic conditions. But 
Germany had the chance to get back on its feet – either co-operatively or 
once again through confrontation. For as harsh as the Treaty appeared in 
1919, it also held out to Germany the chance of a future recovery. Indeed, 
as an instrument of international politics, the Treaty of Versailles was 
quite flexible. To this day, it is still insinuated – and not only from the 
German side – that the Treaty embodied a targeted and deliberate system 
of stringent punishment. But such a system never existed in Paris. In fact, 
the Versailles Treaty and the other peace treaties resulted from a series of 
precarious compromises between the victors. This resulted in consider-
able scope for political action – including for the losers.18

For German politics in particular, the openness and flexibility of the 
treaty provided opportunities to move from a disempowering peace to a 
peace of understanding and cooperation, at least on the European level. 
But this did not depend only on Germany; it also required co-operation 
and understanding on the part of the victorious powers, especially France. 
As became evident during the occupation of the Ruhr in 1923, a policy of 
coercion and confrontation did not create long-term security. It also high-
lighted the importance of well-intentioned pressure from outside powers 
such as Great Britain and, even more important, the United States. After 
1923, and with Germany’s policy of confrontation also exhausted, these 
factors brought about the transition to the Locarno policy. Traditional 
security politics had been found wanting, for insecurity only seemed to 
intensify the more unilateral security was sought, especially when this 
was done with military considerations in mind and through military 
means. This led to the development of new forms and instruments of 
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international security, some of which were created as early as 1919 but 
which had since been developed and expanded into what Patrick Cohrs 
has termed a ‘hybrid security order’. These notably included collective 
security institutions, particularly the League of Nations, which flour-
ished during the second half of the 1920s; multilateral border treaties 
such as Locarno; and efforts to integrate international financial relations, 
including the questions of reparations and war debt, into a Euro-Atlantic 
security system.19 This too is what the ‘Paris moment’ stands for. Indeed, 
the cradle of this European-Atlantic security system lay in Paris, even 
though the American and British guarantees to France, signed together 
with the Versailles Treaty, never actually came into force.

But the principal problem of the peace agreement –  the widespread 
lack of acceptance it faced, on the part of both the losers and the 
victors – cannot be addressed by focusing solely on the German dimen-
sion and the specific conditions of the Treaty of Versailles. To be sure, 
these were of crucial importance.20 But if we look beyond Germany to the 
broader European and global context, then we are met with no shortage 
of other, broader criticisms of the peace treaties that were articulated by 
contemporaries. In fact, the gathering rejection of the peace settlement 
was linked to factors that extended well beyond the settlement itself.

Among these factors we must number the collapse of the multina-
tional Russian, Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman empires and the crea-
tion of independent nation states that was triggered by their dissolution. 
Especially in east-central and south-eastern Europe, the withering-away 
of the continental empires was compounded by the consequences of the 
war, which clearly placed a tremendous burden on the peace agreement. 
Hardly any of the problems faced by the three empires in the decades 
before the war were solved by the conclusion of the peace. Nor did the 
imperative towards national self-determination or policies of nationali-
zation provide a satisfactory solution to the question of the coexistence of 
different ethnic groups.

This much was already clear in Paris. As mentioned above, and to 
give only one example, on 5 June 1919, the focus of the Council of Four 
was Poland. The dominant concern was Polish territorial claims to 
Silesia, Pomerania, Lithuania and Galicia. British Prime Minister Lloyd 
George asked Polish Prime Minister Paderewski, ‘Does Poland claim 
all of Galicia?’. The reply was: ‘Poland wants to assure her autonomy.’ 
Clemenceau asked, ‘Do you or do you not claim Galicia?’ This time, 
Paderewski answered: ‘We claim it.’ This drew an angry reaction from 
Lloyd George, who was anything but a friend to the Poles: ‘It is impossi-
ble to draw ethnographic boundaries in these areas.’ This bad-tempered 
exchange pointed to the crux of the problem. As Lloyd George put it: 
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‘We liberated the Poles, the Czechoslovaks, the Yugoslavs, and today 
we have all the trouble in the world preventing them from oppressing 
other races.  … I have the warmest and most profound sympathy for 
small nations which are fighting for their independence, but I am seized 
with despair when I see them more imperialistic than the great nations 
themselves.’21

After the formal end of the war, there was an intensification of ethnic 
conflicts and the problems associated with ethnic minorities. The new 
east-central and south-east European order was based on the idea of an 
ethnically homogenous nation state. The triumph of this model contributed 
to a continuity – indeed, to an increase – of conflict and violence, to wars, 
civil wars, pogroms and expulsions. A genocidal potential was part of 
these dynamics from the beginning. The old empires had at least provided 
stability and had successfully contained – at least to some extent – national, 
ethnic, religious and cultural tensions and conflicts.22 Generally speaking, 
however, the newly emerging or newly created nation states were neither 
able nor willing to assume the ordering and balancing functions that the 
old empires had provided. The new states often had unsettled and weak 
institutions, and they understood themselves primarily as the representa-
tives of particular ethnic or cultural identities. This tended to aggravate 
rather than dampen inner and inter-state tensions and conflicts – and it 
certainly did not eliminate them. For these reasons, the years after 1919 
saw an eruption of violence in what Omer Bartov and Eric Weitz have 
referred to as the ‘shatterzone of empires’.23 This unrestrained violence 
was a key contribution to the quick transformation of the young democra-
cies of the continent into authoritarian regimes that based their rule on 
violence and repression. Of the new democracies founded after 1918, only 
Czechoslovakia survived until 1939, when the state and its democracy was 
destroyed by Nazi Germany. The statehood that flourished under such 
conditions remained precarious and spatially limited, and there emerged 
areas remote from state power and in some cases entirely removed from 
it, in which violence could scarcely be contained.

There has long been a perception – again, not just in Germany – that 
the Paris treaties, especially the Treaty of Versailles, not only constituted 
a ‘dictated peace’ (‘Diktatfrieden’) but also a ‘peace of violence’. However, 
this perception has obscured the fact that the Paris Conference and the 
resulting treaties also represented an attempt to achieve ‘peace through 
justice’, as Marcus Payk has recently shown in an important study.24 
Indeed, the negotiations and the peace agreements are full of references 
to the law, to legality, to justice and to the combination of law – including 
international law  –  and politics. These linkages had intensified in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, and they arguably reached their 
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apotheosis in Paris. But what did this legalization of politics – and this 
politicization of the law – really mean for the peace agreement of 1919? 
Did it constitute a successful attempt to make peace based on clear legal 
principles? Or was the law, as the normative basis of the international 
order, damaged by the peace treaty because the losers in particular per-
ceived it merely as a weapon in the hands of the victors?25

During the war, the rise of international law, not least in the form of 
international humanitarian law, created expectations that influenced the 
conclusion of the peace. German breaches of international law, from the 
violation of Belgian neutrality in 1914 to the use of poison gas, were not 
only used to justify the Allied campaign but contributed to its moral 
escalation – indeed, to its idealization. This war, the argument went, was 
being fought for the restoration of the rule of law and – inevitably – for 
the punishment of the lawbreakers, for whom international treaties were 
obviously just ‘scraps of paper’.26 From this premise followed the crimi-
nalization of Germany. The German war was regarded as a violation of 
the law on multiple counts, a crime committed by the Germans and their 
allies (but mainly by the Germans). In Germany, this criminalization was 
perceived as a defamation, as was the inclusion of international criminal 
law provisions in the Versailles Treaty (Articles 227–30). As far as the 
Germans were concerned, this had nothing to do with the ‘just peace’ that 
they had hoped for, and in relation to which Woodrow Wilson’s name 
was constantly invoked.27

The legal imperative and obligation to observe treaties not only deter-
mined the peace agreement with Germany; they also helped to stabilize 
an international order centred around the legally mandated coexistence 
of individual and independent nation states, as set out in the Paris agree-
ments, including the League of Nations Covenant.28 The international 
community envisioned by the peacemakers was based on the idea of the 
coexistence of sovereign nations. Through mutual co-operation, these 
nations would create an international, legally secure, peaceful order. This 
claim, however, was valid only for the global North. The principled abil-
ity to create and maintain order was never even contemplated for much 
of Africa and Asia. In practice, ideas of sovereignty, self-determination 
and self-government  –  and the putative inability to implement these 
objectives  –  constituted a justification for the continuation of imperial 
politics and neo-colonialism, which found expression not least in the 
creation of the League mandates.29 Only a ‘civilized’ nation could be a 
sovereign nation. This conception was the foundation of the League of 
Nations’ internationalism. Internal nation building and state sovereignty 
were the prerequisite for internationalization, for recognition by the inter-
national community in the form of the League of Nations. Recent work 
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focusing on the example of Turkey has laid bare the interrelation of inter-
nationalization and internal nation building under Kemalist auspices. In 
Turkey, the struggle for sovereignty was directed against any form of 
outside determination or foreign rule (especially through League man-
dates) and also against the internal enemies of nation building – which 
in the Turkish  case meant the Kurds in particular. From the Turkish 
point of view, this ‘civilization through integration’ into a Turkish nation 
state was a central prerequisite for sovereignty as a basis of international 
recognition.30

Comparable dynamics were perceptible in the newly established states 
of eastern central and south-eastern Europe, whose claims to sovereignty 
were articulated not least in their policies towards minorities. These poli-
cies were guided by the double imperative of homogenization and ensur-
ing the non-intervention of external powers. This is one of the reasons 
why minority protection was anchored  –  more or less effectively  –  in 
bilateral minority protection treaties but not in the League of Nations 
charter. The latter would have entailed a restriction of sovereignty by 
leaving the door open to an external right to intervene.31

The same applied to Allied attempts to involve states such as 
Romania, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia in arms control regimes. As 
Yugoslavian delegate Milenko Vesnić observed in 1919, this was per-
ceived as an attempt to ‘diminish, if not to nullify, our rights of sover-
eignty’. The Serbian politician went on to say: ‘I must declare formally 
that one of the principal objectives for which we fought was to obtain 
for ourselves – small nations – the same sovereignty, the same political 
rights, the same legal situation, which has always been acknowledged 
for independent states since there has been any international law.’32 The 
more the League of Nations became associated with such regimes of pro-
tection or control, the more it appeared as a restriction on the sovereignty 
of the young nation states  –  with sovereignty increasingly understood 
as absolute autonomy of action. This was enormously damaging to the 
League’s legitimacy, and thus to its effectiveness.

Conclusion

In the perception of contemporaries, the Paris Conference was a moment 
of disillusionment and disappointment. The hopes and expectations that 
had arisen and accumulated during the war, and that had further intensi-
fied in the face of the experiences of suffering and dying on all sides, 
could not be fulfilled in Paris. The pressure of expectation was simply too 
high, the experience of the war too titanic. These factors overburdened 
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not only the peacemakers in Paris but also the societies of Europe and the 
world. A peaceful, stable international order could not arise in this way 
while the vision of a liberal, democratic peace was discredited.33 This 
left space for alternative ideas of order, Bolshevik or fascist, which owed 
their attractiveness and successes in no small part to the disappointed 
expectations of 1919.

And yet there was no direct route from 1919 to 1939 or, from the 
German perspective, from 1919 to 1933. Paris 1919 cannot be reduced 
to a prehistory of National Socialism or the Second World War. For the 
people of 1919, the future was open. They did not conceive of themselves 
as entering an ‘interwar period’, even if there were voices warning of a 
new war or, indeed, predicting it. As historians, we must take this into 
account: that neither the First World War nor the peace concluded at its 
end rendered inevitable what came after. Against this background and 
keeping this in mind, it is important to take a fresh look at Paris 1919 and 
the challenge of a new world order. Instead of limiting our agenda to the 
question of what went wrong, we should also try to identify forward-
looking approaches, ideas and solutions. What worked, what did not? 
For what reasons? And what do the answers mean for our present?

A century later, it sometimes seems as if the time after the First World 
War has drawn closer once again. After 1990, multipolarity replaced 
bipolarity in the international system. But multipolarity has not been 
accompanied by a rise of multilateralism. The opposite seems to be the 
case. On the anniversary of the Armistice of 11 November 1918, French 
President Emmanuel Macron, with explicit reference to the years after 
1919, spoke of the ‘old demons’ – of nationalism, of authoritarianism, of 
populism and identitarianism – once again emerging to threaten peace, 
freedom and democracy.34 He could have added unilateralism. This is 
how the past truly affects our present. This past is not finished, nor has it 
passed on. Rather, in the experience of violence and war, and in the hope 
for peace, it remains a part of our present.
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Notes

 1.	 This is a slightly revised version of my lecture at the opening of a colloquium at the 
German Historical Institute Paris in June 2019. My thanks go to Laurence Badel, Axel 
Dröber and Stefan Martens for their wonderful cooperation in planning and organ-
izing this event and this volume.

 2.	 Mantoux, Deliberations, vol. 2, 307–23.
 3.	 See Creel, The War, 163, and Mantoux, Deliberations, vol. 2, 312.
 4.	 See Vogelsang, Geschichte Chinas, 508, and Dillon, China, 177.
 5.	 Quoted in Manela, Wilsonian Moment, 188.
 6.	 Ibid., 186–87.
 7.	 See Dabringhaus, Geschichte Chinas, 66, and Vogelsang, Geschichte Chinas, 508–9.
 8.	 Quoted in Manela, Wilsonian Moment, 194.
 9.	 ‘[I]l n’y a plus de questions locales, il n’y a plus de questions finies pour être finies sur 

un point.’ Valéry, ‘De l’histoire’, in Regards, 65.
10.	 See Liebisch-Gümüş, Verflochtene Nationsbildung, and, for example, Marung, 

‘“Leninian Moment?”’, Hidvégi, ‘Der Erste Weltkrieg’ (‘Leninian moment’); Aydin, 
The Idea, 122–27 (‘Pan-Islamic moment’); Fernée, Enlightenment and Violence (‘Kemalist 
moment’).

11.	 The term is used, for example, in Herren, Rüesch and Sibille, Transcultural History, 1.
12.	 On the concept of ‘global moments’, see Conrad and Sachsenmaier, ‘Introduction’.
13.	 Ibid., 12–13.
14.	 Kennan, The Decline.
15.	 Krumeich, ‘Versailles 1919’.
16.	 See Conze, Die große Illusion, 184–85.
17.	 Audoin-Rouzeau, ‘Die Delegation’.
18.	 This seems to be the consensus in international historiography, including recent 

German books on the Versailles Treaty: Conze, Die große Illusion; Leonhard, Der über-
forderte Frieden; Schwabe, Versailles.

19.	 See Cohrs, The Unfinished Peace; Jackson, Beyond the Balance of Power.
20.	 See Conze, Die große Illusion, 276–382.
21.	 Mantoux, Deliberations, vol. 2, 312.
22.	 With regard to Austria-Hungary, recent historiography has relativized the older idea 

of the Habsburg empire as a ‘prison of nations’ (‘Völkergefängnis’), which dates back 
to national movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; see, for exam-
ple, Judson, The Habsburg Empire.

23.	 Bartov and Weitz, Shatterzone of Empires.
24.	 Payk, Frieden durch Recht?.
25.	 See Miloš Vec’s contribution to this volume.
26.	 In an encounter with Sir Edward Goschen, British ambassador on 4 August 1914, 

German Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg called the Treaty of London (London Protocol, 
1839), establishing Belgium’s neutrality a ‘scrap of paper’. See Hull, A Scrap of Paper, 
42.
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27.	 See Conze, Die große Illusion, 383–403.
28.	 See Payk, Frieden durch Recht, or Smith, Sovereignty.
29.	 See Pedersen, The Guardians.
30.	 See Liebisch-Gümüş, Verflochtene Nationsbildung, 241–398.
31.	 On the question of minority protection, see among others Fink, Defending the Rights of 

Others.
32.	 Mantoux, Deliberations, vol. 2, 315.
33.	 Schwabe, Versailles.
34.	 From the speech of the President of the Republic, Emmanuel Macron, at the interna-

tional ceremony marking the centenary of the Armistice of 11 November 1918 at the 
Arc de Triomphe, https://www.elysee.fr/emmanuel-macron/2018/11/12/discours-du-
president-de-la-republique-emmanuel-macron-a-la-ceremonie-internationale-du-cen​
tenaire-de-larmistice-du-11-novembre-1918-a-larc-de-triomphe. Retrieved February 
2022.
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Conclusion
Paris 1919: Perspectives and Boundaries of 
Internationalization

Laurence Badel, Eckart Conze and Axel Dröber

The state of today’s knowledge about the world in 1919 and the clear and 
vigorous desire expressed since the early 2000s by non-Western states to 
build an international order that is not defined by the dominant principles 
of the last two centuries have led historians to look, often with some anxi-
ety, for signs that the past may have been misinterpreted or neglected in 
previous readings of history. With the focus on the agentivity of hitherto 
minority or ignored actors, on world regions long treated as peripheral, 
and on temporalities other than those of the Western agenda, a major 
shift has taken place. Growing health and environmental concerns in our 
societies have led historians to reconsider the ways in which they were 
analysed and managed decades ago by the first international organiza-
tions and states.

The authors and editors of this book set out to revisit and reinterpret 
an international event, the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, about which so 
many books have already been written, aiming to shed light on major 
trends that had not been sufficiently highlighted and to assess the event 
anew while avoiding excessive presentism. While the studies in this book 
pay close attention to what was said at the Paris Conference, they also 
look at what was said and done at the same time by social actors outside 
the official sphere of negotiations. In this context of a century ago, new 
balances were established between politics and the law, between the public 
and private spheres, without spectacular initiatives but with far-reaching 
consequences. The timing of the Conference, which was partly shaped by 
the agenda of the President of the United States, coexisted with regional 
temporalities. But the fact that it was held in an old European diplomatic 

Paris 1919
Laurence Badel, Eckart Conze 
and Axel Dröber



Conclusion� 319

capital, Paris, confirms that the epicentre of international relations was still 
in the West.

The negotiations of 1919–20 confirmed both the judicialization of 
international relations and the transformation of global governance. The 
settlement of the conflict paved the way for a century marked by an 
intensifying trend towards the use of judicial proceedings to settle an 
expanding range of questions. Recourse to judicial arbitration by both 
state and social actors, and the increasingly frequent shift from the politi-
cal to the judicial arena in the handling of conflicts, certainly predated the 
conference. The United States played a central role in the nineteenth cen-
tury in establishing this alternative to diplomatic negotiations as a means 
of settling inter-state disputes. For their part, the Latin American states 
were very much at the forefront of this trend. The use of the courts was 
extended to emerging humanitarian law in armed conflicts. A Permanent 
Court of Arbitration was set up in The Hague in 1899, entrusting the 
settlement of inter-state conflicts to an international judicial body, whose 
prerogatives encroached on the sovereignty of states. The creation in 1922 
of a permanent Court of International Justice, which Brazil in particular 
had been calling for since the Second Hague Conference (1907), was part 
of this continuity.

But the Conference went further by introducing the recognition of 
the principle of international criminal justice. Article 227 of the Treaty of 
Versailles provides for the establishment of a tribunal to try the former 
Emperor Wilhelm II ‘for a supreme offence against international morality 
and the sanctity of treaties’. Articles 228 and 229 added that Germany 
was to hand over to the Allies those accused of war crimes to be tried 
by military tribunals set up by one or more of the Allied Powers. These 
provisions of the Treaty were not applied – Kaiser Wilhelm II was never 
tried, because the Netherlands refused to extradite him, and Germany 
refused to extradite its nationals – but the principle had become estab-
lished and was put into practice after 1945. Its recognition was based on a 
legitimizing principle: ‘international morality’. This principle paved the 
way for a process of moralizing the world, which was in part a continua-
tion of the civilizational discourse of the previous century, but which was 
intended to be backed by international criminal courts and international 
conventions.

The 1919 conference was also the time of the multiplication of private 
forms of transnational regulation, as shown by the negotiations on new 
wireless communications technologies. While the question of submarine 
cables was directly included in the Versailles negotiations, the standards 
for wireless telegraphy were drawn up by a group of military engi-
neers working autonomously on the fringes of the official negotiations. 
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Similarly, in the commercial sphere, states lost certain judicial preroga-
tives to the new International Chamber of Commerce (ICC), a private 
organization that set up an arbitration body for commercial disputes. 
Internal private arbitration to settle disputes between investors and trad-
ers on London-based markets had already been instituted in the 1870s. 
This practice served as a model for the new institution created in 1923. 
To a certain extent, the ICC’s creators bypassed states by establishing 
a direct relationship with high-ranking officials in the Economic and 
Financial Section of the League of Nations. The structures of international 
governance were thus transformed mezzo voce on the periphery of the 
conference, accentuating the work of undermining state sovereignty that 
the first administrative unions, like the International Telegraph Union 
(1865), had been carrying out since the mid-nineteenth century.

In the commercial sphere, Western states developed new skills to 
compensate for the shortcomings of business. Since the last third of the 
nineteenth century, they had increasingly entered into competition with 
companies on the terrain of information. The conduct of the war accentu-
ated this rivalry, driving states to build national systems of economic 
diplomacy built on the compilation and analysis of information about 
foreign markets. It also forced them to embark on an unprecedented pro-
cess of coordinating economic data, as embodied in the Monthly Bulletin 
of Statistics, which was taken over by the League of Nations in the 1920s. 
The journal’s reputation and popularity reflect the enduring importance 
of these figures, which helped to legitimize political decisions and also 
enabled certain states to aspire to the status of regional power. However, 
this cooperation remained limited to a restricted circle of states. Not 
all were able to compile high-quality information. The lack of specialist 
knowledge of statistics or cartography handicapped (aspiring) states that 
were seeking to legitimize their claims: in particular, this was very clearly 
the case of those in the Caucasus, on the eastern margins of Europe.

In the political sphere, inter-state rivalry to redefine the foundations of 
the international order was confined to a very limited group of Western 
states, as is well known. Following the departure of Japan’s representative 
from the Peace Conference, that order was reshaped diplomatically by the 
three major Western powers, on the basis of a Euro-Atlantic vision, which 
remained fundamentally hierarchical, and which in particular was based 
on a racial hierarchy whose terms had been developed in the nineteenth 
century in the context of European colonization. The move to enshrine 
the principle of racial equality failed, not so much because of the failure 
of the Japanese representative’s opportunistic proposal  –  whose main 
aim was to counter discrimination against Japanese migrant workers in 
the United States, not to seek a genuine universal equality – but because 
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of the Conference’s reluctance to recognize the legitimacy of a debate 
on the recognition of the rights of Africans and Afro-descendants as 
urged by the Pan-African Congress of February 1919. Nevertheless, there 
were strong signs that the Western vision of order was being challenged. 
Japan’s approach to multilateralism was historically very circumspect. 
Its policy in the 1930s later demonstrated its own distinctive interpreta-
tions and uses of the concepts of ‘universality’ and ‘cooperation’. On the 
other hand, Soumay Tcheng, one of the Chinese representatives at the 
Conference, gave the concept of ‘self-determination’ new content, differ-
ent from that of the Leninist or Wilsonian concepts. In her use, it (also) 
refers to the individual emancipation of women in societies that are still 
very male-dominated. Moreover, the assertion of the primacy of ‘national 
sovereignty’ did not prevent Westerners themselves from continuing to 
explore different notions of international sovereignty, following on those 
already experimented with in multinational form in imperial territories 
(Shanghai or Crete, for example). The idea of Istanbul as an international 
(or internationalized) city under the sovereignty of the League of Nations, 
following the example of the Saar Basin, was one of the bold projects that 
emerged around the dismantling of the Ottoman Empire.

In Paris, the Group of Four made attempts to reach agreement on a 
number of universal principles for settling the conflict, but the reality on 
the ground was often one of pragmatic regional accommodations. Brazil 
wanted to obtain from the Paris negotiators the universal recognition of 
its status as a great power and the leader of Latin America, which it had 
asserted on a regional scale at the Pan-American Conferences, without 
jeopardizing its observance of traditional diplomatic standards. But on 
the margins of Europe, in the context of the dismantling of the Russian 
Empire, the practices of the new republics of the Caucasus, which had 
fought for recognition as independent states, deviated in some respects 
from recognized norms. This is perceptible in linguistic usage. Just as 
German continued to be spoken in modern times in Baltic Europe and 
Italian on the eastern shore of the Adriatic, so Ottoman Turkish became 
the main language of regional negotiations, with Russian and French 
sidelined. More generally, the attempt to rebuild a non-Russian-centric 
regional order had to take into account imperatives and practices on 
multiple scales.

In the immediate aftermath of the war and in the early 1920s, the 
global venues for redefining the international order remained predomi-
nantly European, starting with Paris. In 1919, the city was once again 
hosting a major international diplomatic congress, after the one in 1856 
that had re-established its place on the international stage. In the mean-
time, it had become the seat of the first international organization: the 
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International Bureau of Weights and Measures was established under 
Article 1 of the Metre Convention of 1875. The subsequent choice of Spa, 
London, Genoa, Locarno, Lausanne and San Remo as the locations of 
international conferences confirmed the supremacy of European diplo-
matic capitals. The sole exception was Washington DC, where the return 
to peace between Spain and the United States was negotiated in 1898 
(although the treaty was signed in Paris). The east coast city became the 
venue for the October 1920 conference that brought together the four 
major telecommunications companies (Radio Corporation of America, 
CSF, Marconi and Telefunken). In 1921, it was the venue for the negotia-
tion of a peace settlement between the world’s major naval powers. On 
the other hand, the idea floated by a few political and economic leaders of 
making Istanbul the headquarters of the League of Nations, on the model 
of the District of Columbia, had no chance of succeeding in the face of 
Geneva’s pre-existing international know-how and support from Wilson. 
The real de-Westernization of diplomatic capitals did not come until the 
early 1970s, when Nairobi was chosen to host the headquarters of the 
United Nations Environment Programme.

The choice of Paris in 1919 was, among other things, the marker of a 
restricted, imperialist multilateralism, which continued until well after 
1945. At the end of the Cold War, the principles and standards of inter-
national order established by the Western Allies in the Atlantic Charter 
of 1941 extended to Eastern Europe and Russia in 1990 and prevailed in 
world affairs, perhaps for the last time, with the signing of the Charter of 
Paris for a New Europe. The Charter has been interpreted as the triumph 
of the principles of a Western order inherited in part from the nineteenth 
century but conceived above all as a response to the challenges of the 
post-First World War period. The Peace Conference and its long-term 
impact confirm, if confirmation were needed, its role as the matrix of the 
world order(s) that followed.

The fact remains that, a hundred years after the end of the phase 
opened by the Armistice of November 1918 and closed by the Lausanne 
Conference of 1923, the gulf between the Western world and the rest of 
the world is striking. Another short phase, which began with the new 
Paris Peace Forum in mid-November 2018 and was a vehicle for Western 
ambitions to renew multilateralism, was brutally buried by Russia’s 
invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 2022. The return of inter-state war in 
Europe is taking place against a backdrop of a revival of the arms race and 
unprecedented over-armament in the Asian region. While the fall of the 
Berlin Wall and the implosion of the USSR led to a reduction in military 
equipment in the early 1990s, ten years later the trend was reversed, with 
the West’s military technological superiority more sharply contested. The 
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multilateral framework, weakened by the revisionist behaviour of many 
countries and by heightened Sino-American rivalry, no longer plays 
its stabilizing and moderating role. The multilateral system’s ability to 
generate cooperative behaviour has greatly diminished. Tensions can 
no longer be eased through co-management by Western states alone. 
States that were on the periphery of international relations a century 
ago  –  China, India (which was still under British domination), Brazil, 
etc. – and those that have emerged since, such as the Gulf States and some 
African states that have become active on a regional scale, intend to play 
a full part in the new ordering of the world.
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