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One Vision – Many Approaches

For centuries, philosophers and statesmen had dreamed of 
constructing inter-state systems or international frameworks 
to promote harmony and preserve peace amongst potentially 
antagonistic states. But it took the four long years of appalling 
waste and senseless slaughter on the battlefields of the First 
World War before such dreams were translated into reality, 
and the construction of a League of Nations was catapulted 
to the top of the peace agenda in January 1919.

Looking back to the immediate aftermath of the war, 
it is clear that the international environment of 1919–20 
could not have been less auspicious for the birth of the 
world’s first truly international organisation. The impact 
of the First World War was far-reaching and long-lasting; 
much of the damage was immediately visible, such as the 
sudden end of four great empires, massive financial indebt-
edness amongst nations, the outbreak of revolutions and of 
serious social unrest not just in Europe but across the globe, 
and not least the obvious physical damage in the shape of 
the scarred battlegrounds and devastated regions of France 
and Belgium.
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But many historians also argue that the prolonged conflict 
had profound social, economic and political effects which 
persisted for decades, and that it was only in the 1990s that 
Western societies began fully to recover from the shock of 
the First World War.1 However, precisely because of the enor-
mous damage that the war had caused, it was imperative that 
a League of Nations was constructed as quickly as possible. 
Its establishment would be one of the few tangible gains of the 
war, serving as a symbol of hope for millions of bereaved fami-
lies, displaced individuals and fleeing refugees that their sacri-
fices had not been in vain, and that the end of the First World 
War would truly bring about lasting peace amongst nations.

Whilst the war was undoubtedly the most important cata-
lyst in the establishment of the League of Nations, there were 
a number of significant developments in the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries which high-
lighted the need for an interna-
tional body which could broker 
agreements between states 
on specific issues or on prob-
lems which were proving par-
ticularly difficult to solve. The 
scientific and technological revo-
lution which gathered pace in the 
second half of the 19th century 
created the need for a network of 
international agreements, all of 
which required central co-ordi-
nation, to oversee world-wide 

postal deliveries, lay cables and link telegraph systems and 
regulate major waterways, amongst other things. Over 300 
international conferences were held to discuss such issues as 

Since the early 1600s, many 
thinkers had put forward ideas 
and schemes aimed at regulating 
affairs between countries, by the 
adoption of agreed rules of 
procedure or by utilising some 
form of mediation or arbitration 
which would minimise the chance 
of the outbreak of war. The 
writings of the 17th-century Dutch 
jurist Grotius, and the 18th-
century philosophers Rousseau 
and Kant were particularly 
influential in the development of 
ideas about how to achieve an 
orderly and peaceful universe.
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sanitation, police regulations, patents, copyrights, the stand-
ardisation of weights and measures, agricultural and com-
mercial issues, and the establishment and operation of the 
International Red Cross.2 The spread of free trade around 
the globe and the opening up of markets led to an increase 
in the numbers of commercial treaties between states, and 
to the provision of informal mechanisms through which dis-
putes could be arbitrated.

The use of arbitration to resolve disputes, not just of a 
non-political nature but increasingly intractable political 
issues, grew markedly at the end of the 19th century and in 
the first decade of the 20th. The United States and Britain 
were able to resolve a number of differences fairly amicably 
after the American Civil War, most notably the claims arising 
out of the damage inflicted during that conflict by the Con-
federate warship Alabama, built in the shipyards of Birken-
head, which the British Prime Minister Herbert Gladstone 
agreed to settle through arbitration in 1871. Between 1899 
and 1903, some 20 governments signed arbitral agreements; 
and by 1914, 100 arbitration treaties were in force.3 The use of 
arbitration treaties as a valuable means of resolving potential 
disputes between states was very strongly advocated in the 
United States, and the US Secretary of State from 1905–8, 
Elihu Root, who had enjoyed a distinguished legal career, 
was responsible for concluding some 40 reciprocal arbitra-
tion treaties which eventually covered 24 countries. However, 
it had become very clear before 1914 that the process of 
arbitration had its limitations. It could deal effectively with 
disputes arising from legal issues or misunderstandings relat-
ing to treaty provisions, but Root’s agreements could not 
extend to matters involving national honour, vital interest or 
independence. The American Senate took a close interest in 
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negotiations, and insisted on the right to approve, in each 
case, the agreement on which particular issues were to be the 
subject of arbitration. And while informed opinion in the 
United States continued to favour the use of arbitration to 
resolve international disputes, the United States Government, 
in the early years of the 20th century, refused to submit three 

outstanding controversies to arbi-
tral settlement, two relating to 
Panama and one to an ongoing 
dispute with Mexico.4

The limits of arbitration as 
a means of resolving disputes 
between nations were high-
lighted very graphically under 
the US Presidency of William 
Howard Taft, who took office in 
1908. Like Root, he had enjoyed 
a distinguished judicial career, 
and in his new position he was 
keen to further the idea of world 
peace through the process of 
arbitration. His ultimate goal 
was to help to establish ‘an arbi-
tral court whose jurisdiction 

should be increased ultimately to include all possible disputes 
of an international character’ and he proceeded to negotiate 
treaties with Canada, Britain and France in which the parties 
would arbitrate all justiciable disputes. While the negotia-
tions with Canada eventually failed, a more serious obsta-
cle was the insistence of the American Senate that disputes 
arising from issues such as immigration, state indebtedness 
and the Monroe Doctrine could not be included.

MonRoe DocTRine
This was a policy introduced by 
the United States in 1823 under 
President James Monroe which 
stated that further efforts by 
european governments to 
colonise land or interfere with 
states in the American 
hemisphere would be resisted, by 
force if necessary. The Monroe 
Doctrine specified that in return 
for no further colonisation by 
european countries on the 
American continent, the United 
States would not interfere with 
existing european colonies or in 
the internal affairs of european 
states. The impact of the policy, 
for the ensuing 150 years, was to 
ensure the United States’ 
domination of the Western 
Hemisphere.
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Leading Republicans such as the former President Theo-
dore Roosevelt and Senator Henry Cabot Lodge expressed 
their strong view that there were circumstances in which the 
United States would choose to fight over differences with 
other states, rather than resort to arbitration or negotia-
tion. In the end, the Senate approved a reservation excluding 
certain types of disputes from consideration by the projected 
arbitration treaties, before approving their conclusion. In a 
telling comment, anticipating the later problems which arose 
in the United States over ratification of the League Covenant, 
a United States internationalist observed in 1912 that ‘we 
cannot enter into international agreements and at the same 
time maintain intact in every respect what is called sovereign 
power or senatorial prerogative’.5

The first Hague Conference, held in 1899, boosted calls for 
an international arbitral tribunal or world Supreme Court. 
Convened by Tsar Nicholas II of Russia primarily to discuss 
means of limiting, and if possible reducing, the growth of 
armaments between nations, the 26 states which attended, 
(which included mainly European states, but also the United 
States, Mexico and five Asian countries) were also tasked to 
examine how best to advance the pacific settlement of disputes. 
There was general agreement on what the rules of arbitration 
should be, and that a Permanent Court of Arbitration should 
be set up, but in practice this only amounted to the establish-
ment of a panel of judges who would be willing to resolve dis-
putes through arbitration if any were to be submitted to them. 
The ‘Court’ would have no power to enforce decrees, though 
it was given administrative machinery to provide a permanent 
framework for any tribunals which might be required, and 
each state would retain full sovereignty to decide whether they 
wished to avail themselves of the service or not.
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The final convention adopted by the Hague Conference 
also included a provision for the appointment of ‘Interna-
tional Commissions of Enquiry’ which might help to resolve 
disputes arising not from matters of national honour or of 
vital interest but involving differences of opinion on points 
of fact. Five years later, this diplomatic mechanism proved 
invaluable in resolving the ‘Dogger Bank’ incident during 
which the Russian fleet, on its way to fight Japan in the Far 
East, fired on some British fishing vessels, having mistaken 
them for enemy ships.6

Thus it appeared that a promising start had been made. 
Four cases were brought before the Hague Arbitration Court 
in the first few years of the 20th century, and many interna-
tionalists hoped that further such gatherings at the Hague 
might crystallise into ‘a permanent and recognised advisory 
Congress of Nations’. One Congressman, Richard Bartholdt, 
even suggested the members of such a body should agree to 
respect each other’s ‘territorial and political integrity’, and 
that armed forces of the nations represented should be at the 
service of the Congress to enforce any decree which the Hague 
Court might issue in accordance with treaties of arbitration.7 

The annual meeting of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, a 
body established in 1889 to enable members of parliaments 
and assemblies from different countries to meet regularly, rec-
ommended in 1905 that a further Hague Conference should 
be held, and raised the possibility of a reorganised Inter-Par-
liamentary Union becoming a representative arm of a Hague 
Conference which would meet on a regular basis. In 1907, a 
second Hague Conference was convened, a much bigger gath-
ering than the first, with 256 delegates from 44 countries. But 
the greater number of countries represented made it more, 
not less, difficult to reach agreement on issues such as general 
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treaties of arbitration or the establishment of a more perma-
nent Court of International Justice, since all decisions had to 
be unanimous. Some discussions on the rules of warfare and 
on questions of neutral rights did result in general agreement, 
but disagreements on how to select the judges prevented any 
progress on the establishment of a Permanent Court of Inter-
national Justice. While there were hopes that a further Hague 
Conference might be called, the international climate in the 
years leading up to 1914 made this increasingly unlikely.

Nonetheless, influential figures in the United States 
remained convinced that arbitration offered the most promis-
ing means of resolving international disputes and promoting 
world peace. Ex-President Theodore Roosevelt emphasised to 
the Nobel Committee, in 1910, the importance of arbitration 
treaties and of strengthening the Hague Court. He believed 
the Great Powers ‘should form a League of Peace to keep peace 
amongst themselves and prevent it being broken by others’.8

The wealthy American industrialist, Andrew Carnegie, 
returning to his native Scotland in 1905 to address the stu-
dents of St Andrews who had elected him as Rector, called for 
a League of Peace to try to stop 
wars. Two years later he used the 
phrase ‘League of Nations’ to 
describe an international entity 
which could call on an interna-
tional force similar to that which 
quelled the Boxer Uprising in 
China in 1900.9 In 1910, Carn-
egie used some of his considerable wealth to set up the Carn-
egie Endowment for International Peace with a $10 million 
endowment and Elihu Root as its first president. He and 
many other United States internationalists tried to advance 

‘[The Great Powers] should 
form a League of Peace to 
keep peace amongst 
themselves and prevent it 
being broken by others.’
former president theodore 
roosevelt, 1910
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the use of arbitration by the Hague mechanism, and to rein-
force President Taft’s efforts to persuade the United States 
government to submit disputes to arbitral processes. William 
Jennings Bryan, President Woodrow Wilson’s first Secretary 
of State, followed a somewhat different course after 1913, 
promoting a series of bilateral treaties aimed to resolve any 
disputes that might arise between the signatories by resort 
to a standing International Commission of Enquiry, and by 
using ‘cooling off periods’. The treaty signatories pledged 
themselves not to go to war for a period of 12 months, during 
which time investigations could take place and attempts be 
made to deal with the problem through arbitration. Bryan 
claimed to have used this approach successfully many years 
previously to resolve labour disputes, and was convinced that 
a ‘cooling-off period’ of twelve months would allow tempers 
to calm and would facilitate peaceful negotiations. Within 
a year, over 20 treaties had been negotiated, with countries 
which included Britain and France. Significantly, however, the 
German government refused to follow suit.10

In the years before 1914, especially on the European main-
land, there was markedly less confidence in the possible effi-
cacy of arbitration, or of ‘cooling off’ processes, and growing 
pessimism about the ability of any international mechanisms 
to resolve inter-state disputes. In 19th-century Europe, the 
leading powers attempted to resolve conflicts, particularly 
amongst smaller powers, by working collaboratively through 
the Congress system or ‘Concert of Europe’, established after 
the Vienna settlement of 1815 at the end of the Napoleonic 
wars. Meeting periodically to deal with problems of mutual 
concern, the major powers in Europe came together on a 
number of occasions during the 19th century to deal with 
sudden diplomatic crises or to settle thorny and contested 
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issues. The ‘Concert of Europe’ successfully adjudicated on 
claims arising from the European ‘scramble for Africa’ in 
the 1870s and early 1880s, and spent much time and energy 
trying to resolve or to limit a number of contentious territo-
rial disputes in eastern and south-eastern Europe arising from 
the inexorable decline of the Ottoman Empire. However, the 
system could only work if individual states took the lead in 
convening a meeting to resolve or to head off a crisis, and the 
other major powers were prepared to respond. There was no 
machinery to compel states to attend or to ensure that meet-
ings were held at regular intervals.

As Europe became dangerously divided between two Great 
Power ‘blocs’ in the early years of the 20th century, and as levels 
of military preparedness and of armaments rose alarmingly, 
willingness to submit disputes and grievances to a conference 
of powers declined. The outbreak of two Balkan Wars, fuel-
ling Serbian nationalism and posing a serious threat to the 
stability of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, was followed by a 
conference at which the major European powers exerted pres-
sure over the belligerent Balkan states to prevent them from 
engaging in further hostilities, and to stop themselves from 
being dragged into the series of conflicts. But the assassina-
tion of the Austrian Crown Prince Franz Ferdinand in Sara-
jevo in June 1914 triggered a sequence of events which proved 
far more difficult to contain.

As war clouds gathered, the British government, through 
its Foreign Secretary Edward Grey, desperately tried to 
convene a conference of the leading European powers to try 
to resolve the crisis, but could not persuade the German or 
Austro-Hungarian governments to attend. In early August, 
1914, a large number of European powers found themselves 
instead drawn into a war which lasted for much longer and 
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cost far more in both human and material resources than 
anyone had imagined to be possible in 1914. And as the war 
escalated, Grey and the British government became ever more 
convinced that the First World War would not have broken 
out had there been an international body in existence in 1914 
which could have compelled states to submit their disputes 
for discussion and potential resolution according to a set of 
agreed procedures.

A number of influential individuals close to the Liberal 
Government shared this view. Viscount Bryce, who had been 
a Liberal MP for 27 years before serving as Ambassador to 
the United States between 1907 and 1913, and a group of like-
minded international pacifists, who included the Cambridge 
historian and writer Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson and the 
Liberal MP Sir Willoughby Dickinson, met regularly after the 
outbreak of the war to discuss and try to formulate a set of 
principles on which an international body to preserve peace 
between nations might be based. As the war intensified and 
resulted in increasing numbers of casualties, the group, in 
February 1915, produced a set of ‘Proposals for the Avoid-
ance of War’. They advocated that an international court of 
justice or the Hague Court of Arbitration should deal with 
justiciable disputes. A ‘Council of Conciliation’ should con-
sider all other disputes. While this took place, the affected 
states should agree not to resort to war within a year, or 
within six months after an award or report from the interna-
tional body. All the other signatory powers should take sanc-
tions of an economic or more ‘forcible’ kind against a state 
failing to abide by these agreements. The Council could take 
action if peace was threatened in any way, even if the parties 
most directly involved did not refer their quarrels to it, and it 
could also propose programmes of disarmament.11
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As the British Ambassador to the United States, Bryce 
had forged close links with Presidents Roosevelt and Taft, 
and with Secretaries of State Root and Bryan. The ideas of 
his group were quickly circulated around the 60 or more 
peace groups which existed in the United States at the out-
break of the war. Some of these, such as the American Peace 
Society and the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 
believed that the most promising route to secure international 
peace lay through the adoption of judicial processes such as 
arbitral courts and a determined push towards the codifica-
tion of international law which states would agree to observe. 
Other groups, however, felt that concerted political pressure 
was also required to maintain peace amongst sovereign states. 
In 1915, around 300 leading peace campaigners, meeting at 
Philadelphia, agreed to a series of proposals which were very 
much influenced both by the Bryan treaties and by the pro-
posals of the Bryce group.

A League was to be established of all the great nations and 
some medium-sized powers, to ensure that they submitted 
justiciable disputes to a judicial tribunal and non-justiciable 
disputes to a Council of Conciliation, for ‘hearing, consider-
ation and recommendation’. Force, either economic or mili-
tary, would be used by League members to compel states to 
submit any disputes to the appropriate body. But the League 
would also encourage the rule of law to spread by holding 
conferences from time to time to formulate and to codify the 
rules of international law. A new organisation, the ‘League 
to Enforce Peace’, was set up to campaign nationwide and 
further afield on the basis of these proposals, designed, as 
one of its leading advocates said, to establish a League 
which could ‘compel enquiry before nations are allowed to 
fight’.12 For the next three years, League campaigners worked 
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tirelessly to spread their ideas across the United States, and to 
bring their influence to bear particularly on Senators, whose 
role would be decisive in supporting or rejecting any United 
States bid to join a new international body. Would Senators, 
especially Republican ones, support the concept of a League 
which could commit the United States to war, and which 
might allow European powers to interfere in the affairs of 
Central and South America? Clearly, the role and functions 
of such a League, and the potential actions the United States 
might be asked to carry out as a member of it, were bound to 
arouse considerable controversy in a country whose involve-
ment in international diplomacy had been so limited before 
1914. Accordingly, supporters of the peace programme of the 

League to Enforce Peace worked 
hard to distribute their leaflets 
and to explain them to their 
fellow citizens across the United 
States. By early 1917, they had 
distributed over a million copies 
of League literature.13 They were 
particularly keen to press their 
ideas on Woodrow Wilson who, 

before taking office as President in 1913, had been a member 
of the American Peace Society and a supporter of Taft’s 
arbitration treaties. The outbreak of war in Europe in 1914 
confirmed to Wilson how bankrupt European diplomacy had 
become, because it lacked any organised machinery for inter-
national co-operation.

Soon after, Wilson wrote to his brother-in-law that ‘there 
must be an association of the nations, all bound together for 
the protection of the integrity of each, so that any one nation 
breaking from this bond will bring upon herself war; that is 

Thomas Woodrow Wilson 
(1856–1924), a Democrat, was 
elected as the 28th President of 
the United States in 1912, and 
re-elected narrowly in 1916. He 
was an academic, previously 
President of Princeton University 
and Governor of new Jersey. He 
won the nobel Peace Prize in 1919.
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to say, punishment, automatically’.14 In December, 1914, he 
and his close friend and advisor Colonel Edward M House 
started to draft a scheme in which the republics of North and 
South America would agree on a form of international co-
operation to preserve peace ‘which in itself would serve as a 
model for the European nations’ when the fighting stopped. 
The basis of the scheme was that the states involved agreed 
to guarantee each others’ ‘politi-
cal independence under repub-
lican forms of government’ and 
territorial integrity. Negotiations 
were begun with three South 
American states with the aim of 
concluding a Pan-American Pact 
along these lines, but the scheme 
ran into difficulties.15 Nonethe-
less, Wilson was now convinced 
that the agreement of states to 
offer guarantees of political independence and territorial 
integrity to fellow members could form the core of a scheme 
of international co-operation.

Wilson agreed to address the first annual meeting of sup-
porters of the League to Enforce Peace in Washington in May 
1916. While he spoke in generalities and avoided making any 
detailed commitments, he took the opportunity to commit 
the United States to help create a League of Nations at the 
end of the war, and talked of the need to respect the territo-
rial and political integrity of nations, and to prevent future 
conflicts by forming an international association in which the 
United States would be a member. He thus became the first 
head of government to declare firmly in favour of a League 
of Nations, and this avowed support for the establishment of 

‘There must be an 
association of the nations, 
all bound together for the 
protection of the integrity 
of each, so that any one 
nation breaking from this 
bond will bring upon 
herself war; that is to say, 
punishment, automatically.’
woodrow wilson, 1914
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a new international body was an important theme in his suc-
cessful re-election campaign later in the year.

Woodrow Wilson’s strong advocacy of a League was 
enthusiastically received not just in the United States but also 
in Britain, where, by 1916, many groups were campaigning to 
gain support for schemes which they hoped would prevent the 
carnage of the First World War from ever happening again. 
The British League of Nations Society had been formed in 
1915, with many of its founder members influenced by the 
proposals of the Bryce group, while the Union for Demo-
cratic Control was formed early in the war to press for open 
diplomacy and for parliamentary control of foreign policy. 
Its members supported Wilson’s ideas, but felt that they 
would not be successfully implemented until diplomacy had 
been brought under full democratic control. Trade unionists 
and members of the Labour Party were also influenced by 
Wilson’s vision, but believed that a League should represent 
people, not governments. The Labour Party’s representative 
in the War Cabinet in the later stages of the war, George 
Barnes, agreed with Wilson’s idea of a League based on guar-
antees of political independence and territorial integrity, but 
thought that it would also need an international army and 
supranational powers over member states if wars were to be 
prevented. The writer H G Wells’ League was also firmly in 
control of armies, air forces and armament industries, while 
that of the economist J A Hobson was to have wide powers of 
intervention in economic matters and the ability to draw on 
the economic resources and armed forces of League members 
for the enforcement of its decisions.

A more limited League was proposed by Leonard Woolf 
in the 1916 Fabian Society publication International	Govern-
ment. He argued that while ‘the rule that every dispute in 
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which negotiation has failed must come before either a tri-
bunal or a Conference will be the pivot of the international 
system’, sovereign states would agree to be bound by confer-
ence or tribunal decisions only ‘where the decision would not 
affect the independence or territorial integrity, or would not 
require an alteration in the internal laws of the State’. Woolf 
was scathing about the likelihood of any more ambitious 
approach being successful, writing ‘It is hardly practical, in 
the present condition of the world, to discuss the possibility 
of anything like a permanent international police force … We 
are only just feeling about for an International Authority, and 
all that we can hope for at this stage is that the nations will 
agree upon and declare what methods the Authority has the 
right to use in order to enforce those fundamental obligations 
upon which this system of international society rests’.16

By the beginning of 1917, the territorial spread of 
the fighting and the complexity on the Allied side of co- 
ordinating military action, enforcing a strong blockade 
against the Central Powers, and distributing amongst them-
selves vital but scarce resources, had both shown the pos-
sibilities of more extended international co-operation and 
revealed potential weapons against recalcitrant powers. In 
May 1915 Lord Robert Cecil, the third son of former Con-
servative Prime Minister the Marquis of Salisbury, joined the 
first coalition government of the war, as Under-Secretary of 
State for Foreign Affairs with particular responsibility for 
overseeing the Allied blockade. He was both shocked by 
the devastation which the First World War was causing and 
struck by the possibilities of concerted international eco-
nomic action. In the autumn of 1916, he presented to the 
Cabinet a Memorandum	on	Proposals	 for	Diminishing	 the	
Occasion	of 	Future	Wars. 
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While Cecil supported the ideas of the Bryce group for an 
international organisation based on a clear set of rules agreed 
by its members, the events of June and July 1914 had shown 
him that ‘no machinery exists to force unwilling Powers to 
agree to a conference and await its decision … If, however, 

an instrument could be found 
which would exert considerable 
pressure on a recalcitrant Power 
without causing excessive risk 
to the Powers using it, a solution 
of the difficulty might perhaps 
be found. I believe that in block-
ade as developed in this war such 
an instrument exists. No doubt 
for its full effect an overwhelm-
ing naval power is requisite. But 
much could be done even by 
overwhelming financial power, 
and with the two combined no 
modern State could ultimately 
resist its pressure’.17

With the formation of the 
Lloyd George government in late 
1916, Cecil’s cousin, the former 
Conservative Prime Minister 
Arthur Balfour, was appointed 
Foreign Secretary. In 1917, Cecil 
persuaded him to set up a com-

mittee under the distinguished international lawyer Lord Phil-
limore to examine all the proposals for a League of Nations 
which had by then been advocated and to formulate a prac-
ticable scheme. The Phillimore Committee, comprising, in 

‘No machinery exists to 
force unwilling Powers to 
agree to a conference and 
await its decision … If, 
however, an instrument 
could be found which 
would exert considerable 
pressure on a recalcitrant 
Power without causing 
excessive risk to the 
Powers using it, a solution 
of the difficulty might 
perhaps be found. I 
believe that in blockade as 
developed in this war such 
an instrument exists … 
much could be done even 
by overwhelming financial 
power, and with the two 
combined no modern State 
could ultimately resist its 
pressure.’
lord robert cecil, 1916
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addition to its chairman, three prominent members of the 
Foreign Office and three historians, two of whom were spe-
cialists in naval history, held a number of meetings, surveyed 
the considerable literature which by then had been produced 
on the subject of post-war international organisation and 
proceeded to issue an interim report, followed by the final 
Phillimore Report, in the first half of 1918. Their concep-
tion was of an institutionalised and expanded Concert of 
Europe, an international body which would meet on a regular 
basis and whose members would agree not to resort to war 
without first submitting any dispute to arbitration or enquiry 
by a conference of fellow states and waiting for a report to 
be produced. The Phillimore Report did not outlaw war. Its 
proposals were designed to enforce a delay in a crisis, while 
tempers cooled and the matters in dispute could be examined 
dispassionately. If the members who considered the issues 
could not agree on a solution, or if they were able to issue 
a report which was duly considered and then rejected by the 
aggrieved power, then war could be waged after an interval 
of some months. The members of the Phillimore Committee 
did not believe that it was possible to prevent all wars, but 
what their proposals were designed to do was to limit con-
flicts and minimise their spread. Like Grey, they believed that 
had it been possible to force the European powers to attend 
a conference in the weeks before August 1914, a war involv-
ing all the European Great Powers would not have broken 
out. The Phillimore Report agreed with Cecil on the need 
for economic and then military sanctions to be brought into 
play, but only against an individual power which refused to 
abide by the agreed procedures, and resorted to war without 
waiting for the requisite period of time.18

In 1918 the French also set up an official committee to study 
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proposals for a post-war international body, headed by a dis-
tinguished French Senator and long-time peace campaigner, 
Leon Bourgeois. Bourgeois was France’s chief representative 
at both of the pre-war Hague Conferences, pushing strongly 
for the establishment of a permanent Court of Arbitration. 
Now he turned his attention to the construction of an inter-
national body which would be equipped to stop nations from 
resorting to war in the future. Whereas Lord Phillimore’s 
League relied on processes of conciliation and of delay, the 
French organisation proposed a range of diplomatic, legal, 
economic and military sanctions to compel member states to 
abide by its decisions. Military action could be undertaken 
either by forces supplied by member states, or by an interna-
tional force with a permanent international staff based at the 
League’s headquarters, whose job would be to ‘deal with eve-
rything relating to the organisation of the joint forces and the 
eventual conduct of military operations’. It would also have 
the task of ‘inspecting international forces and armaments 
in agreement with the military authorities of each State, and 
of proposing any improvements it may deem necessary…’.19 
Clearly, French experience since the mid 19th century led 
Bourgeois’s commission to the view that only armed forces 
acting resolutely at the behest of an international body would 
be able to prevent the outbreak of war in the future.

While high-ranking politicians and government officials in 
Britain and France were researching and formulating relatively 
detailed schemes for a League, no similar work was undertaken 
by the State Department or by officials in government circles 
in the United States. Yet United States entry into the war on 
the Allied side in April 1917 had greatly raised the profile of 
the League enterprise, with President Wilson as its strongest 
advocate. His energies were focused not so much on winning 
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the war but on the shape of the peace settlement after it which 
he would take the lead in drawing up. That a League would be 
created, and that its construction would be one of the main 
tasks of a peace conference, was a certainty once the United 
States entered the war. But what sort of body it would be 
was much less clear, because Wilson was reluctant to become 
involved in discussions of detail at this stage. He told House 
that he considered it extremely important for the League to 
‘grow and not be made; … we must begin with solemn cov-
enants, covering mutual guarantees of political independence 
and territorial integrity’ and the League would then develop 
in authority as cases arose. The problem facing Wilson was 
of course clear. The American Senate ‘would never ratify any 
treaty which put the forces of the United States at the disposal 
of any such group or body… Why begin at the impossible end 
when there is a possible end and it is feasible to plant a system 
which will slowly but surely ripen into fruition?’ 20

And so, rather than entrusting the State Department with 
the investigation and advancement of the League project, 
Wilson asked Colonel House to develop a feasible scheme, as 
part of his consideration of United States post-war confer-
ence policies. House had the benefit of reading not just the 
final draft of the scheme for an international body published 
by the League to Enforce Peace in January 1918, but also the 
Phillimore and Bourgeois Reports. However, he was well 
aware that the French scheme would raise almost impossible 
constitutional problems for the United States and that Wil-
son’s view was that in a post-war world of democratic Great 
Powers, the moral pressure of world public opinion would be 
a powerful enough weapon against aggression. If it failed, the 
hope was that the economic sanctions which were proving so 
effective against the Central Powers would act as a forceful 
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PReSiDenT WilSon’S FoURTeen PoinTS, 8 JAnUARy 1918

The program of the world’s peace, therefore, is our program; and that 
program, the only possible program, as we see it, is this:

i. open covenants of peace, openly arrived at, after which there shall be 
no private international understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall 
proceed always frankly and in the public view.

ii. Absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas, outside territorial 
waters, alike in peace and in war, except as the seas may be closed in 
whole or in part by international action for the enforcement of 
international covenants.

iii. The removal, so far as possible, of all economic barriers and the 
establishment of an equality of trade conditions among all the nations 
consenting to the peace and associating themselves for its maintenance.

iV. Adequate guarantees given and taken that national armaments will be 
reduced to the lowest point consistent with domestic safety.

V. A free, open-minded, and absolutely impartial adjustment of all 
colonial claims, based upon a strict observance of the principle that in 
determining all such questions of sovereignty the interests of the 
populations concerned must have equal weight with the equitable claims 
of the government whose title is to be determined.

Vi. The evacuation of all Russian territory and such a settlement of all 
questions affecting Russia as will secure the best and freest cooperation 
of the other nations of the world in obtaining for her an unhampered and 
unembarrassed opportunity for the independent determination of her 
own political development and national policy and assure her of a 
sincere welcome into the society of free nations under institutions of her 
own choosing; and, more than a welcome, assistance also of every kind 
that she may need and may herself desire. The treatment accorded 
Russia by her sister nations in the months to come will be the acid test 
of their good will, of their comprehension of her needs as distinguished 
from their own interests, and of their intelligent and unselfish sympathy.

Vii. Belgium, the whole world will agree, must be evacuated and restored, 
without any attempt to limit the sovereignty which she enjoys in common 
with all other free nations. no other single act will serve as this will 
serve to restore confidence among the nations in the laws which they 
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have themselves set and determined for the government of their 
relations with one another. Without this healing act the whole structure 
and validity of international law is forever impaired.

Viii. All French territory should be freed and the invaded portions 
restored, and the wrong done to France by Prussia in 1871 in the matter 
of Alsace-lorraine, which has unsettled the peace of the world for nearly 
fifty years, should be righted, in order that peace may once more be 
made secure in the interest of all.

iX. A readjustment of the frontiers of italy should be effected along 
clearly recognizable lines of nationality.

X. The peoples of Austria-Hungary, whose place among the nations we 
wish to see safeguarded and assured, should be accorded the freest 
opportunity to autonomous development.

Xi. Rumania, Serbia, and Montenegro should be evacuated; occupied 
territories restored; Serbia accorded free and secure access to the sea; 
and the relations of the several Balkan states to one another determined 
by friendly counsel along historically established lines of allegiance and 
nationality; and international guarantees of the political and economic 
independence and territorial integrity of the several Balkan states 
should be entered into.

Xii. The Turkish portion of the present ottoman empire should be 
assured a secure sovereignty, but the other nationalities which are now 
under Turkish rule should be assured an undoubted security of life and 
an absolutely unmolested opportunity of autonomous development, and 
the Dardanelles should be permanently opened as a free passage to the 
ships and commerce of all nations under international guarantees.

Xiii. An independent Polish state should be erected which should include 
the territories inhabited by indisputably Polish populations, which should 
be assured a free and secure access to the sea, and whose political and 
economic independence and territorial integrity should be guaranteed by 
international covenant.

XiV. A general association of nations must be formed under specific 
covenants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political 
independence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.
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back-up. The British proposals, on the other hand, did not go 
far enough for Wilson.

He thought they lacked ‘teeth’ because they did not 
include the mutual exchange of territorial guarantees which, 
in Wilson’s view, had to constitute the irreducible minimum 
core of any post-war international organisation. He had 
already made this clear in the Fourteen Points, a peace pro-
gramme outlined in a speech to the United States Congress in 
January 1918, which famously called for the establishment of 
a ‘general association of nations … under specific covenants 
for the purposes of affording mutual guarantees of politi-
cal independence and territorial integrity to great and small 
states alike’. Significantly, in a speech delivered in London 
three days earlier, the British Prime Minister David Lloyd 
George had outlined the task of ‘some future organisation 
after the war’ in much more general terms to be ‘to limit the 
burden of armaments and diminish the probability of war’.21

In the summer of 1918, House set to work with the help 
of David Hunter Miller, who was the law partner of his son-
in-law, and on 16 July 1918 he produced for Wilson ‘Sugges-
tions for a Covenant of a League of Nations’. His proposals 
were based on the relatively cautious schemes of the League 
to Enforce Peace and the Phillimore Committee, but inevita-
bly he also included a provision that the Contracting Parties 
would ‘unite in several guarantees to each other of their terri-
torial integrity and political independence’. However, House 
was alert to the dangers which Cecil and others in Britain 
had already recognised in this approach, since he added that 
the guarantee scheme would be subject to ‘such territorial 
modifications, if any, as may become necessary in the future’. 
House’s Suggestions also included the principle that ‘any war 
or threat of war is a matter of concern to the League’ and that 
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signatory states should disarm ‘to the lowest point consistent 
with safety’, with a disarmament plan being drawn up by a 
delegate conference which would only bind those states who 
expressly accepted it. The League should have a permanent 
secretariat, and a permanent international court of 15 judges 
who would consider cases submitted to it.22

With the exception of the international court, Wilson 
incorporated House’s main proposals into his own first 
draft of a League Covenant. At the same time, House’s diary 
reveals that in early August the two men decided that Wilson 
should insist at the peace table that a League be incorporated 
into the peace treaty and not left as a separate entity. Within 
two months, the Germans were signifying to the American 
President their willingness to sue for peace on the basis of 
his Fourteen Points, thus ensuring that the plans of Wilson 
and House would take centre stage in the ensuing peace 
negotiations. At the same time, however, in the United States 
Wilson was facing the run-up to the mid-term elections, and 
his appeal to the American people to return a Democratic 
majority to Congress and thus enable him to ‘speak with full 
and undivided authority’ at the forthcoming Peace Confer-
ence was attacked by political opponents as being unaccept-
ably partisan and was decisively rejected. Whereas before the 
election, the Democratic Party had been in control of both 
Houses, after November the Republicans enjoyed a consid-
erable majority in the House of Representatives and, most 
crucially, a tiny majority of two in the Senate.23

With his political credibility therefore badly damaged, but 
his political resolve stronger than ever, Wilson left the United 
States on 5 December to head up the peace negotiations in 
Europe in person, the first President ever to leave his country 
to undertake such an ambitious mission. The United States 
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delegates he chose to accompany him included, apart from 
Colonel House, his Secretary of State Robert Lansing and 
General Tasker Bliss, who was the American permanent mili-
tary representative at the Supreme War Council and had been 

US Army Chief of Staff until May 
1918. Significantly, none of them 
had been actively involved in the 
American internationalist move-
ment and there was no place for 
a leading Republican representa-
tive who might have been able to 
feed back information to his party 
about the progress of the peace 

negotiations or exercise influence in later Senate discussions.
On arrival in Europe, Wilson received a rapturous recep-

tion from the crowds who flocked to see him in France, Italy 
and Britain. They cheered his declarations that open diplo-
macy was replacing secret diplomacy, and that the diplomacy 
of peoples was replacing the diplomacy of cabinets. Inevita-
bly, the Allied leaders, David Lloyd George, Georges Clem-
enceau and Vittorio Orlando did not share the enthusiasm of 
their electorates, and were determined to try to wrest the dip-
lomatic and political initiative from Wilson in the run-up to 
the opening of peace negotiations. As his main press advisor, 
Ray Stannard Baker, noted in his diary on 14 December, the 
struggle would be a fierce and difficult one for the President. 
‘The masses are with him to a man, but he is going to have 
the struggle of his life with these ugly old forces of reaction 
– sly, greedy, and devilishly clever.’ 24 In the next chapter, we 
shall see how this struggle manifested itself in terms of the 
establishment of a League of Nations.

‘The masses are with him 
[Wilson] to a man, but he 
is going to have the 
struggle of his life with 
these ugly old forces of 
reaction – sly, greedy, and 
devilishly clever.’
ray stannard baker, 1918
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