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4

Conciliation or Coercion? The 
Development of the League in the 
1920s

In the absence of the United States, it fell to Britain and 
France, with the help of the League Council’s other two per-
manent members, Japan and Italy, to develop the potential of 
the League and to work together to build up its effectiveness 
in preventing and in settling international disputes. Unfor-
tunately, however, while Italian and Japanese leaders were 
intent on consolidating and where possible extending their 
own territorial and colonial interests, Britain and France 
held diametrically opposing views on how to secure interna-
tional peace in the aftermath of the First World War. While 
French leaders were obsessed with the need to secure Brit-
ain’s assistance in a strict enforcement of the peace settle-
ment to counter what they believed would be an inevitable 
future German bid for European supremacy, British leaders 
were looking to appease short-term German grievances, to 
assist the new Weimar regime to secure economic recovery – 
which would be of direct economic benefit to Britain – and 
to welcome her as a Great Power into the League of Nations 
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as soon as possible. Indeed, many British political leaders 
in the early 1920s, including the Foreign Secretary Lord 
Curzon, saw French military power, rather than disarmed 
Germany, as the major short-term threat to the achievement 
of European stability. As Salvador de Madariaga, the head of 
the League Secretariat’s Disarmament Section in the 1920s, 
noted so acutely, ‘it is not altogether impossible to bring the 
French and the British to see eye to eye – only their eyes are 
so different’.1

The failure of the United States to take up League mem-
bership widened the gulf between Britain and France. While 
British governments were now concerned to minimise League 
obligations and to proceed by way of conciliation and media-
tion to try to resolve the myriad of post-war territorial and 
political disputes and to remain on cordial terms with the 
United States, French governments looked to the League to 
provide additional levels of military security and guarantees 
against future German aggression. Following US non-ratifi-
cation of the Treaty and membership of the League, and the 
automatic lapsing of Britain’s guarantee, which was tied to 
America’s offer of assistance, France was left with no Rhine 
frontier, no prospect of American assistance against a future 
German attack, and no certainty of British help either. In 
these changed circumstances, with a declining population 
of 39 million (as against Germany’s 66 million), with heavy 
war debts and facing high costs of repair for the war damage 
her northern industrial regions had suffered, French diplo-
macy now focused on the strictest possible enforcement of 
the Treaty of Versailles, the disarmament of Germany and 
her exclusion from the League for the forseeable future. This 
was combined with the construction of a network of East 
European allies, including Poland and Czechoslovakia, and 
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the ‘Little Entente’ powers of Romania, Czechoslovakia and 
Yugoslavia, and a policy in the League of strengthening the 
very guarantee and sanctions articles which the British gov-
ernment was seeking to weaken.

Thus while British delegates at Geneva from 1920 argued 
consistently for a more flexible and consultative League, their 
French counterparts, with support from their East European 
allies, sought to plug what they described as alarming ‘gaps’ 
in the guarantee and sanctions articles of the Covenant, and 
to obtain from member states cast-iron assurances about 
the levels of assistance they would provide in the event of 
hostilities breaking out in the future. While no British gov-
ernment would contemplate supporting any strengthening 
of existing League machinery with the United States, Russia 
and Germany outside the League, all French governments 
worked to prevent any revision of treaties or serious attempts 
at disarmament. The result at Geneva, until the mid 1920s, 
was complete deadlock; all the two major powers succeeded 
in doing was to thwart each other’s policy initiatives and 
to immobilise the League’s peacekeeping mechanisms. As 
Salvador de Madariaga recalled in his memoirs, ‘everything 
went on as if, for lack of any common adversary, France and 
Britain had chosen the League as the arena in which to fight 
each other’.2

We have already seen in Chapter 2 how the British Govern-
ment sought to weaken Article 10 of the League Covenant, 
which contained the undertaking of its members to respect 
and to preserve each others’ territorial integrity and politi-
cal independence against attack, and to balance it with an 
additional article which would facilitate peaceful interna-
tional change and the re-consideration of peace treaties after 
a number of years.3 Indeed, the Canadian government had 
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pressed at Paris for Article 10 to be ‘struck out or materially 
amended’ but Woodrow Wilson would not countenance such 
a move, which he regarded as an attack on the very heart of 
the League itself. Nonetheless, the Canadian delegates told 
their fellow British Empire delegates at Paris that their objec-
tion to Article 10 was that it threw an unfair burden on coun-
tries which derived the least benefit from it, and that ‘it would 
be Canadian policy to seek alteration of Article 10 later’.4

At the League Assemblies of 1920 and 1921, Canada pro-
posed the removal of Article 10. In response, a committee 
of jurists examined the article intensively, and in due course 
reported back to the Assembly that the article merely con-
tained ‘the governing principle to which all members of the 
League subscribe’ and that members were ‘not obliged to take 
part in any military action’. In the light of this interpretation, 
Canada sought to amend Article 10 in 1922, rather than press 
for its removal, asking the League Council to take into account 
political and geographical circumstances of member states 
in giving their advice on how members’ obligations under 
Article 10 should be fulfilled. Canada also sought agreement 
that a member should not have to engage ‘in any active war 
without the consent of its parliament, legislature or other rep-
resentative body’. In 1923, these two proposed amendments 
to Article 10 were submitted to the Assembly as an ‘interpre-
tive resolution’, and were supported by the League’s major 
powers, but many east European states abstained, and Persia 
voted against the resolution. As a result, Article 10 stayed in 
the Covenant, but it was clear that many League members 
supported Canada’s flexible interpretation of the nature of 
members’ obligations under the Article. As the chairman of 
the British League of Nations Union, Gilbert Murray, wrote 
in the	Daily	News	in February 1923, ‘the obligation in Article 
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10 is at once too widespread for any prudent nation to accept, 
and too vague for any prudent nation to bank upon. As the 
Covenant now stands, no nation would be really safe in acting 
on the supposition that, if it were suddenly attacked, the rest 
of the League would send armies to defend it.’

While the Canadians were seeking to limit the obligations 
that might arise under Article 10, the British government 
was exploring the possibilities of 
Article 19. Facing mounting criti-
cism in Britain in the summer 
of 1919 over what seemed to 
many liberal-minded people 
to be a punitive and vindictive 
peace treaty, Lloyd George had 
made frequent references to the 
League’s ability to ‘remedy … 
repair and … redress’.5 Within 
a year of the signing of the Treaty of Versailles, Curzon 
referred in the House of Lords to the possibility, and even the 
necessity at some stage, of its revision. He told his officials 
in the Foreign Office that ‘revision will come about partly 
by the force of events, partly by the action of bodies such as 
the League of Nations to whom appeal will increasingly be 
addressed for its rectification’.6 Unfortunately, however, the 
League’s powers in this regard proved to be extremely limited. 
Article 19 merely allowed the League Assembly to ‘advise the 
reconsideration by Members of the League of treaties which 
have become inapplicable and the consideration of inter-
national conditions whose continuance might endanger the 
peace of the world’.

But advice offered could, of course, be rejected, particu-
larly if it could only be suggested and not enforced. Just as 

‘As the Covenant now 
stands, no nation would 
be really safe in acting on 
the supposition that, if it 
were suddenly attacked, 
the rest of the League 
would send armies to 
defend it.’
gilbert murray, 1923
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the British government sought flexibility and realism in the 
interpretation of Article 10, so the French government and 
her East European allies were unwilling to contemplate any 
treaty revision in Europe until they felt more secure. And 
outside Europe, of course, treaty revision could have an 
adverse effect on the Empires and the overseas trade of both 
Britain and France, if it was applied to treaties such as those 
between Britain and Egypt, or the treaties concluded in the 
19th century between European powers and the Chinese impe-
rial government. Many League members had special interests 
or spheres of influence they feared could be jeopardised if 
Article 19 could be readily called into play, and thus early 
hopes of the effective operation of the Article were dashed.

It was invoked just once, by Bolivia, which had a territo-
rial dispute with Chile in 1920. The League Assembly asked 
three jurists, members of the Assembly, ‘to give their joint 
opinion on the powers of the Assembly under Article 19’. The 
opinion, solemnly delivered, killed off any lingering hopes 
about the efficacy of the Article. The collective view of the 
jurists was that the Assembly could only offer advice under 
the article ‘in cases where treaties have become inapplicable-
that is to say, when the state of affairs existing at the moment 
of their conclusion has subsequently undergone … such 
radical changes that their application has ceased to be rea-
sonably possible, or in cases of the existence of international 
conditions, whose continuance might endanger the peace of 
the world … The Assembly would have to ascertain, if a case 
arose, whether one of these conditions did in point of fact 
exist.’ Thus the Assembly could find itself in the position of 
having to take advice on whether it could offer advice under 
the article! Not surprisingly, after 1921, nothing further was 
heard about Article 19 at Geneva.7
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If Articles 10 and 19 proved to be virtually impossible to 
enforce, how effective would the proposals be which empow-
ered the League to resolve disputes peacefully? It was over 
Articles 12 to 17, which outlined a set of rules for prevent-
ing and settling disputes, that Britain and France disagreed 
most strongly. On the one hand, British policy-makers did 
not believe that all disputes could be prevented, but that 
the League machinery would at least ‘delay the outbreak of 
war and secure full and open discussion of the causes of the 
quarrel’. That delay would then give ‘public opinion, prop-
erly organised and properly applied … an opportunity of set-
tling the dispute’.8 The assumption was that delay would cool 
tempers rather than inflame them, that facts could be estab-
lished which would show clearly that one party to a dispute 
was in the right and the other in the wrong, and that public 
opinion would exert pressure on the ‘guilty’ party, and not on 
the ‘innocent’ one, even if its own government was the one 
condemned by the League Council.

Such optimistic assumptions were not shared by the French 
government. Their experience over the past 50 or so years did 
not suggest that wars were the result of accident and misjudge-
ment. They believed that wars were waged as part of a delib-
erate design by one country seeking to extend its influence, or 
by another in self-defence. Despite the horrifying experience 
of the First World War, they took the view that there would 
continue to be leaders who would seek to use war as an instru-
ment of national diplomacy and who would plan to regain 
lost territories or expand existing ones, by armed force if nec-
essary. French leaders had had experience of how ‘facts’ could 
be twisted; they did not believe that exhaustive investigations 
would result in impartial reports, and they feared that long 
before such reports had been compiled, let alone unanimously 
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agreed to, a member state – probably France – could have 
been invaded and militarily defeated. Nor were they sanguine 
that, if this happened, all other League members would auto-
matically rush to their assistance, or that international public 
opinion, however strongly expressed, would prevail upon the 
invader to withdraw. Indeed, the British government accepted 
that if the League Council could not agree on the merits of a 
dispute, the parties would be free to fight it out. This would 
allow a skilful national leader to disguise his hostile inten-
tions sufficiently adroitly to hoodwink some members of the 
League Council, lull them into a false sense of security, and 
then unleash a strong military attack on another state, who 
would have been prevented during the previous nine months 
from building up military strength for fear of the Council 
declaring them the aggressor.

Not surprisingly, therefore, the French government was 
alarmed by how little protection the League was likely to offer 
it. Its own scheme for a League with economic and military 
force at its disposal had been rejected at Paris; it was now left 
with a set of provisions for the prevention and peaceful settle-
ment of disputes which relegated sanctions to a subordinate 
position and left them flexible in operation. Therefore, after 
1919 the French government worked to construct a network 
of alliances which would come into operation as soon as one 
of the parties involved was attacked, and not after the League 
Council had met and deliberated on how to deal with the 
aggression. And they demanded that the provisions of Arti-
cles 12 to 17 be tightened up, so that lack of unanimity on 
the part of the League Council could not prevent a solution 
from being enforced, and so that the sanctions outlined in 
Article 16 could be fully signed up to by all members, with 
plans drawn up to enable the League to act speedily to compel 
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members to submit to its jurisdiction. The absence of the 
United States from the League made French leaders even more 
insistent on the importance of strengthening the machinery 
of the League.

As we have already seen, the effect of the withdrawal of 
the United States from the League had the opposite effect on 
British leaders – it made them believe that only a flexible and 
consultative League could now have any hope of operating 
effectively. Military and naval sanctions, unless the United 
States tacitly supported them, would be out of the question. 
The United States could well challenge a naval blockade or an 
attempt by a League naval force to search neutral ships on the 
high seas. Even economic sanctions, if effective, would run 
the risk of meeting military opposition. As General George 
Cockerill of the British War Office had pointed out already in 
late 1918, the use of the economic weapon would be ‘wholly 
inconsistent with the present concept of neutrality. The adop-
tion of such a weapon involves a relation between the nations 
employing it which is in reality … an offensive and defensive 
alliance, an alliance of peoples … who, having realised that 
international peace is their highest interest, are prepared in 
the last resort … to take up arms together in its cause’.9 There 
could be no doubt that the absence of the United States from 
the League would make the employment of such an economic 
weapon extremely dangerous for Britain, from both an eco-
nomic and military standpoint.

British fears were shared by the Scandinavian members of 
the League, who were alarmed by the wording of Article 16, 
with its emphasis on member states undertaking to imple-
ment certain economic measures immediately upon breach 
of the covenants in Articles 12, 13 and 15 by an offending 
member state. Their wartime experience had left them feeling 
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geographically and militarily exposed, not as a result of direct 
aggression against them, but through being subjected to pres-
sures by the opposed belligerents. They wanted to reduce 
their obligations under the Covenant and thereby minimise 
their chances of being militarily threatened by being forced 
to take part in economic sanctions and blockades.

At the first League Assembly meeting in 1920, therefore, 
a Scandinavian proposal was put forward, to amend Article 
16 to provide that, in the event of sanctions, members’ mili-
tary and geographical situations should be taken into con-
sideration in framing the Council’s recommendations, and 
that those states who did not vote for sanctions should not be 
expected to apply them. The British Government was alarmed 
at the potential dangers in this proposal, since it would under-
mine the mutual support of League members which enabled 
minor states to participate in an economic blockade without 
encountering serious risk of retaliation by powerful neigh-
bours. On the other hand, the absence of the United States 
from the League made the objective of Article 16, to prevent 
all commercial dealings between a state which had broken 
the Covenant and any other state whether a member of the 
League or not, extremely difficult if not impossible for the 
League, with its current membership, to achieve.

In response to the proposal, the League Council set up an 
International Blockade Committee to examine the wording 
and consider the application of Article 16. Representatives 
from Britain, France, the Netherlands, Norway, Switzerland 
and Cuba deliberated exhaustively on the issues raised and 
reported back to the 1921 Assembly. Their report acknowl-
edged that a very rigid application of Article 16 might place 
League members in very difficult situations. It therefore pro-
posed graduated economic sanctions, increasing in severity if 
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the offending state remained recalcitrant, and the amendment 
of certain parts of Article 16. The 1921 League Assembly 
therefore proposed four amendments to Article 16, and out-
lined 19 resolutions which should ‘constitute guidance to the 
Council and members of the League in connection with the 
application of Article 16’. The suggested changes and guide-
lines were an attempt to reconcile members’ rights to decide 
for themselves whether or not a breach of the Covenant had 
occurred with the duty of the Council to draw up joint eco-
nomic action once a breach had been established. They also 
counselled that the measures to be prescribed should be ‘of 
increased stringency’, starting with the breaking-off of diplo-
matic relations. It was not possible to decide in advance and 
in detail what economic, commercial or financial measures 
could be taken in cases which might arise.10

Britain, and many other countries, accepted the amend-
ments to Article 16. France, however, refused to follow suit, 
and so the amendments were left on the table, not formally 
adopted and yet furnishing a clear indication of the way in 
which many League members would interpret and carry out 
their obligations if the need arose. Indeed, as we shall see, in 
1935 they were adopted as guiding directives when the League 
decided to apply economic sanctions against Italy. But in the 
early 1920s, the failure to adopt the amendments underlined 
once again the wide gulf which existed between British and 
French conceptions of how the League should operate; how it 
could most effectively secure international peace in the future, 
and resolve potentially dangerous conflicts. Where the two 
major powers were willing to work together to resolve territo-
rial disputes, the League could operate effectively to impose a 
solution, but when they were in disagreement, League mecha-
nisms simply could not work.
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Three European disputes, between 1921 and 1925, illus-
trate this very clearly. In 1921, Yugoslavian troops occupied 
northern areas of Albania. Britain alerted the League to the 
situation under Article 11, and in his telegram to the Secre-
tary-General, Lloyd George even hinted that economic sanc-
tions might be necessary to force the Yugoslavian troops to 
withdraw. Ten days later, when the League Council met to 
deal with the crisis, the troops had been withdrawn, and the 
Yugoslav government agreed formally to respect the Albanian 
frontiers which had recently been defined by the Conference 
of Ambassadors. Again in 1925, when Greek troops invaded 
Bulgaria, the Council met quickly to deal with the dispute 
and the Italian representative suggested the imposition of 
economic sanctions against Greece. The British Cabinet also 
authorised Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain to agree to 
a joint naval demonstration off Piraeus if Greek troops were 
not withdrawn, and the French government endorsed a tough 
stance. The firm resolve and clearly-expressed intentions of 
the Council were sufficient to persuade the Greek government 
to withdraw its troops, and the dispute was settled without 
the need for the League to resort to force.11 On both occa-
sions, Britain and France worked together in an area of Europe 
whose instability had contributed so much to the outbreak of 
war in 1914 and where it was crucial that the League should be 
seen to be able to act firmly and decisively. The Yugoslav and 
Greek coastlines were vulnerable to naval pressure, and their 
populations to economic sanctions. Therefore threats could 
be made in the expectation that further action would follow if 
necessary. In neither case did it prove to be necessary.

The situation was markedly different in the late summer 
of 1923, when an Italian official working as part of an offi-
cial delegation delimiting the Greek–Albanian frontier on 
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behalf of the Conference of Ambassadors was murdered. 
It was a remote area, and there was no clear evidence to 
suggest whether the murderers were Greek or Albanian, or 
of a completely different nationality; nonetheless, Mussolini 
immediately addressed an ultimatum to the Greek govern-
ment demanding apologies, a Greek enquiry into the circum-
stances of the crime in the presence of the Italian military 
attaché to be completed within five days, and the execution of 
all guilty parties. Furthermore, Greece was to pay a penalty 
of 50 million lire – about half a million pounds sterling – to 
Italy. While Greece agreed to many of the Italian demands, it 
refused Italian participation in an enquiry, and refused also 
to pay the financial penalty unless the enquiry revealed that 
a Greek was involved in the murder, in which case the Greek 
government was prepared to offer compensation to the fam-
ilies of those murdered. If Italy was not satisfied with this 
response, Greece would submit the dispute to the League and 
would accept its decisions.

The Italian response was to send troops to seize the Med-
iterranean island of Corfu, as a demonstration of Italy’s 
resolve to exact due reparation from Greece. In response, 
the Greek government appealed to both the League and to 
the Conference of Ambassadors for help to regain Corfu 
and agreed to abide by any conditions either body might 
impose on Greece, provided Italian troops were forced to 
leave the island. The appeal to the two bodies gave Mus-
solini the opportunity to play off one against the other and 
to challenge the competence of the League to take action, 
on the grounds that the dispute had arisen out of issues 
solely within the jurisdiction of the Conference of Ambas-
sadors. However, the League Assembly was about to convene 
in Geneva, and the mood was strong amongst the arriving 
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delegates that the League needed to act firmly in the face of 
such blatant Italian aggression.

As Lord Robert Cecil, Britain’s principal League delegate, 
wrote to Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin on 1 September: ‘It 
is life and death for the League, and we must bring the Ital-
ians to reason even if it requires a League blockade to do so.’ 

12 Even Curzon, who had hitherto championed a consulta-
tive rather than coercive League, 
emphasised to Cecil his desire to 
‘support the League on the first 
occasion on which a small power 
has appealed to it against the 
high-handed action of a Great 
Power. I do not know what the 
attitude of the other members of 
the Council will be if faced with 

the defiance of the Council by one of its powerful members. 
But you may rely upon the support of His Majesty’s Gov-
ernment in upholding the Covenant.’ And to Baldwin, on 
holiday in Aix-les-Bains in France, Curzon telegraphed: 
‘Italy’s conduct is violent and inexcusable. And if we do not 
back up the appeal to the League, that institution may as well 
shut its doors.’ 13

At Geneva, therefore, Cecil took the lead in urging the 
League Council to examine the dispute, and to take the nec-
essary steps to settle it. But not only did he face the obstruc-
tion of the Italian representatives, who described the British 
delegation to Mussolini as ‘hostile and cold’, he also met with 
less overt but more insidious obstruction from the French del-
egates. They made it clear that the French government was 
not keen to engage in strong action against Italy, or even to 
admit that the League had competence in the Corfu Crisis. 

‘Italy’s conduct is violent 
and inexcusable. And if we 
do not back up the appeal 
to the League, that 
institution may as well 
shut its doors.’
lord curzon to cecil, 
1 september 1923
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Since the beginning of 1923, the French had been embroiled 
in an occupation of the Ruhr in an attempt to seize repara-
tions due from Germany. This aggressive action had been 
condemned by the British, and voices had been raised sug-
gesting that Britain should refer the crisis to the League for 
settlement. The Italians had stood firmly by the French, resist-
ing calls to put reparations or treaty breaches onto League 
agendas, and now they sought the assistance of the French 
government in keeping their Corfu occupation away from 
serious examination and action by the League Council.

By 4 September, Cecil was informing Curzon that the 
French representatives ‘are unfortunately not behaving quite 
straightly’ and that Poincaré, the French Prime Minister, 
was ‘encouraging the Italians to resist’. There was a general 
French desire ‘to find some way of saving the Italian face’, and 
Cecil’s suggestion to the French delegation of the possibility 
of a joint Anglo-French naval demonstration off the coast of 
Corfu to force Italian evacuation of the island was ‘received 
coldly by the French’. Meanwhile, the Italians were threat-
ening to withdraw from the League if the dispute was not 
handed over to the Conference of Ambassadors to settle.14

By the end of the first week of September, anti-Italian 
feeling at Geneva was growing very strong, especially amongst 
the representatives of smaller League powers. But in the face of 
tacit French collusion with Italy to challenge the competence 
of the League to deal with the crisis, what measures could be 
taken by the League Council? In London, the Treasury was 
very pessimistic about the impact of economic sanctions, with 
the United States out of the League and France clearly not 
prepared to support such measures. If they were invoked, the 
biggest loser might well be Britain, because of the damage to 
her own worldwide trade. Meanwhile, the Admiralty advised 
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the British government that a blockade, to be effective, would 
necessitate a declaration of war on Italy, the concentration of 
the British fleet in Mediterranean waters to contain or destroy 
the Italian fleet, and the creation of large anti-submarine, 
minesweeping and other auxiliary forces to deal with Italian 
submarines and minelaying. They concluded that ‘in time, a 
close blockade of the Italian coast could no doubt be achieved, 
but the magnitude of the operation should not be lost sight 
of  …’. Meanwhile, the British Mediterranean fleet was 
‘holding a watching brief in the Near East’ against Turkey, 
and was not in a position to take immediate and serious meas-
ures against the Italian navy.15 In view of British economic and 
naval vulnerability in the Mediterranean and the continuing 
Italian intransigence towards the League, which had covert 
French support, the British government reluctantly decided to 
switch its approach from a League solution to an agreement 
brokered by the Conference of Ambassadors, as long as this 
included the Italian evacuation of Corfu.

Lord Cecil accordingly switched his efforts to ensure that 
the two bodies kept in close touch with each other and that 
the Conference of Ambassadors was sent up-to-date minutes 
of Council proceedings and proposals for settlement. The 
spotlight shifted to Paris, where after endless meetings and 
protracted negotiations, which the British delegate Lord 
Crewe described as ‘exceedingly troublesome’, the Confer-
ence of Ambassadors managed to secure agreement that the 
Italians would evacuate Corfu at the end of September, pro-
vided that the Greek government paid the Italians 50 million 
lire if the murderers of Tellini, the Italian official, were not 
apprehended. The crisis was over, but the manner of its con-
clusion raised serious issues about the authority and work-
ings of the League.
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While the British Prime Minister took a sanguine view, 
telling the Imperial Conference the next month that ‘had the 
League not existed and acted as it did a resort to arms would 
almost inevitably have taken place’, and his Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, Neville Chamberlain, suggested that ‘if there had 
been no League, Corfu would never have been evacuated’, 
others were more alarmed. Cecil’s view was that ‘the events 
of the last two weeks have  … 
gravely impaired the general 
confidence that the obligations 
of the Covenant will be legally 
accepted and carried out’ and 
League Secretary-General Eric 
Drummond believed that the 
crisis had ‘weakened the moral 
authority of the Council … the 
authority of the League has been 
challenged in a sphere precisely 
that for which it was created and 
… this challenge has brought 
into question the fundamental 
principles which lie at the root of the new world order estab-
lished by the League’.16

The Corfu Crisis had clearly demonstrated that while the 
threat of sanctions might be effective against small powers 
in certain areas, it was unlikely to work effectively against 
Great Powers who were determined and militarily prepared. 
Furthermore, unless the other Great Powers, and especially 
Britain and France, were willing to work closely together 
to resolve disputes involving fellow Council members, and 
to take joint economic and, if necessary, naval or military 
action, the League could not exercise its authority in an 

‘ … The authority of the 
League has been 
challenged in a sphere 
precisely that for which it 
was created and … this 
challenge has brought into 
question the fundamental 
principles which lie at the 
root of the new world 
order established by the 
League.’
eric drummond, 14 september 
1923
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effective way. This was a lesson not lost on Lord Cecil, who 
was well aware that the League could only be successful if 
Britain and France were prepared to work together at Geneva 
to resolve their differences.

As one of the major architects of the League, Cecil had 
been a commanding figure at League Assemblies since 1920, 
though, at General Smuts’ invitation, as a representative of 
South Africa. Cecil had resigned from the British government 
in November 1918, largely as a result of his personal dislike of 
Lloyd George, and this gave him a wide degree of latitude to 
express his personal opinions and to operate freely at Geneva. 
Already in 1922, he was searching for ways to promote closer 
relations between Britain and France. His suggested method 
was to tighten up the Covenant in some way, provided that 
the security generated would result in armament limitation, 
thus making the French feel less exposed and less nervous 
about the so-called ‘gaps’ in the Covenant and at the same 
time making the League a more authoritative international 
body. Cecil accepted that this approach might increase the 
possibility of coercive League action, but believed that the 
benefits – disarmament and a more amenable French govern-
ment – would be worth the risks.

In the summer of 1922, Cecil was instrumental in drawing 
up a set of proposals linking security with disarmament, 
which he cast in the form of a treaty. Its most notable feature 
was that the signatory powers would pledge themselves to go 
to the assistance of any of their number who was attacked, 
providing that that country had carried out any armament 
limitation agreed by the signatory powers under the terms of 
the treaty. However, the obligation of assistance was only to 
apply to the continent in which the signatory power was situ-
ated, the treaty was to be an addition to the Covenant, and 
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any non-members of the League could adhere to it. Cecil dis-
cussed his proposals with close friends in the British League 
of Nations Union and circulated them widely amongst fellow 
politicians, Geneva delegates and government officials.

The British Admiralty and War Office were scathing about 
whether signatories would in practice act in good faith and 
honour their commitments, and dismissed the regional limi-
tation as unworkable. All they saw was a whole host of extra 
potential obligations and military or naval burdens, for no 
tangible gain. Foreign Office officials, though more sympa-
thetic, suggested that Britain’s approach to Cecil’s proposal 
should be ‘one of mild approval and benevolence, coupled 
with a determination to shelve any such proposals sine	die 
[without fixing a day for future action]’.17 Press comment was 
more favourable, finding Cecil’s ideas interesting and worth 
following up, though The	Times wondered whether the time 
was yet ripe for the discussion of such a scheme, in view of 
the ‘suspicion and mistrust and territorial uncertainties that 
are the sequel to war’.18

After much discussion and some amendment at the 1922 
League Assembly, Cecil’s proposals were embodied in a Res-
olution passed by the Assembly and sent for comment to 
the governments of all League members. Half did not reply, 
including the British government, whose service departments 
predictably found the proposals in the Resolution premature 
and dangerous. Many governments agreed with Britain that 
the Resolution went too far, but others, such as the French 
government and its Eastern European allies, argued that a 
general treaty could not provide the security that they required 
and would need to be supplemented by special treaties which 
provided for immediate joint action according to prearranged 
plans worked out by the relevant military authorities working 
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together. A member of the French military establishment, 
Colonel Edouard Réquin, tried to bridge the gap by linking a 
scheme of guarantees with disarmament, though not surpris-
ingly, the emphasis in his proposals was firmly on the general 
and regional guarantees to be concluded. Only when exposed 
states were satisfied that help would be forthcoming in a crisis 
would they make suggestions as to what reduction of arma-
ments they could accept.

In the summer of 1923, Cecil and Réquin worked together 
and helped to produce a single text which embodied the 
principle of a general treaty entered into by all contracting 
powers, who could, if they wanted, form defensive groups 
under certain fixed conditions. The scheme outlined in this 
text was referred to as the draft treaty of mutual assistance, 
and was considered at the 1923 League Assembly. By this time, 
Britain had a Conservative government which, since May, 
had been led by Stanley Baldwin, and Baldwin immediately 
appointed Lord Cecil to the Cabinet post of Lord Privy Seal 
with responsibility for League of Nations affairs. Cecil thus 
found himself at Geneva in September 1923 in an extremely 
difficult position, trying to seek Assembly approval for a draft 
treaty of mutual assistance to which his own government 
entertained the strongest possible objections. The Assembly, 
as we have already seen, was dominated by the Corfu Crisis, 
which inevitably raised a number of issues about League obli-
gations and the extent to which states would meet them in 
future crises. Thus the draft treaty was not endorsed by the 
Assembly, but it was agreed that it should be submitted to all 
member governments for their scrutiny and opinions, as well 
as to non-League powers.

Opposition to the draft treaty came, not surprisingly, from 
the three major non-League members – the United States, 
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Russia and Germany. France and Italy, however, were gener-
ally supportive, as were Poland, Czechoslovakia, Belgium, the 
Baltic states and Finland. But Britain’s was the decisive voice 
– and by the time the treaty came to be considered in Britain, 
Baldwin’s government had lost a general election, and a new 
minority Labour administration under Ramsay MacDon-
ald had taken office. Those on the left of the Labour Party 
opposed the whole idea of promoting disarmament by guar-
anteeing security, arguing that security could only be achieved 
through disarmament. MacDonald had considerable sympa-
thy with this viewpoint, and with a further argument of those 
across the party spectrum, that the draft treaty would stere-
otype the territorial settlement in Europe and would prevent 
any revision of the Treaty of Versailles. The Committee of 
Imperial Defence, which MacDonald authorised to examine 
the treaty, came up with a raft of objections to it, including 
the almost unlimited naval, military and air commitments 
which Britain would have to shoulder under the treaty and 
which would necessitate an increase, not a decrease, in arma-
ments, and the likelihood that defensive agreements con-
cluded under the draft scheme would degenerate into systems 
of alliances of the kind which had provoked the outbreak 
of the First World War. Britain’s rejection of the treaty was 
echoed by the British Dominions, and though Latin Ameri-
can countries for the most part did not furnish a reply to the 
League, they in fact shared the views of the British Domin-
ions that the treaty would increase their commitments and so 
reduce, rather than enhance, their security. The Scandinavian 
members and the Netherlands were also unhappy about the 
draft treaty, and despite the fact that 16 members accepted it 
in principle, including France, Italy and Japan, the treaty was 
effectively dead.
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But the problem of French insecurity remained, and Mac-
Donald was fully aware that he could not make progress 
in terms of pacifying Europe, and resolving the problems 
arising from the Ruhr occupation and the collapse of the 
German currency unless he could forge a close and construc-
tive working relationship with the new French Prime Minis-
ter Edouard Herriot, a socialist who had recently replaced 
the hard-line Poincaré. MacDonald’s first priorities were to 
resolve economic problems and to conclude a stable repara-
tions agreement; but he promised Herriot that once these 
had been tackled, he was willing to try to find some way of 
addressing French fears about a future German attack. Both 
MacDonald and Herriot agreed to attend the 1924 League 
Assembly and became the first leaders of their countries to 
appear at Geneva.

But what could MacDonald offer to Herriot, and what 
new approach could he put before the assembled League del-
egates? According to his diary: ‘The newspapers had been 
announcing that I was to make a great pronouncement – and 
I had nothing prepared … I talked the situation over with 
some friends, went home to my hotel, and put down a few 
points. Herriot suggested a consultation but I thought that 
would be a mistake. It was time for candid declarations and 
plain speaking.’ 19

Accordingly, in his address to delegates, MacDonald 
declared that military alliances would not bring about secu-
rity, that the League must be enlarged to include Germany and 
Russia, and that the main problem facing League members 
was the problem of national security in relation to national 
armaments. The solution could only lie in arbitration – peace 
itself could only be secured by a proper system of arbitration. 
Meanwhile, Articles 10, 13, and 16 of the Covenant ‘might 
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well form themselves into a charter of peace if we would 
only apply them and fill them out’. A League policy should 
be developed to ‘give security and reduce armaments’.20 
MacDonald’s speech was very warmly received, though the 
Sunday	Times of 7 September commented that his address 
consisted largely of ‘platitudes, and the exposition of certain 
vague principles which met with very general acceptance’.

The next day, Herriot addressed the Assembly and agreed 
with MacDonald about the importance of arbitration. His 
suggestion was that a refusal to arbitrate could be regarded as 
a definition of aggression, and that an advance towards peace 
could be made by building on the three bases of arbitration, 
security and disarmament.

An Anglo-French Resolution of 6 September called for a 
disarmament conference to be held as soon as possible and 
the examination by the relevant Assembly committees of the 
questions of security and reduction of armaments, and of the 
provisions of the Covenant relating to the peaceful settlement 
of disputes and to arbitration procedures. With his obligation 
to Herriot discharged, and his words of wisdom delivered, 
MacDonald returned to London, leaving British and French 
delegates to work with their Geneva colleagues to turn sooth-
ing generalities into precise and workable commitments.

This was no easy task, given that at least one of the British 
delegates, Mrs Helena Swanwick, had been described as 
‘not only a Pacifist but an absolutist of the most unbending, 
uncompromising kind’ and that the leader of the delegation, 
Lord Parmoor, had deep pacifist convictions. But a Protocol 
was drawn up which did include the possibility of military 
sanctions against covenant-breaking states, though Mrs Swan-
wick was consoled by the fact that the Protocol declared ‘all 
war to be a crime … it developed the system of arbitration … 
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aggression was defined … and … it required to be preceded by 
a successful Disarmament Conference’.21 The intention of the 
Protocol was to make it impossible for any dispute which might 
arise to be left open. It was either to be dealt with by the Perma-
nent Court of International Justice, if it were deemed to be a 
justiciable issue, or by the League Council. If Council members 
were divided over the merits of the case, arbitrators would be 
appointed to decide the issues and member states would have to 
abide by their recommendations. Thus the Protocol provided 
for compulsory arbitration, and if states did not submit their 
disputes, or refused to accept the final recommendations, they 
were to be deemed the aggressor and to be subject to economic 
and military measures by member states, in so far as their geo-
graphical position and condition of armaments enabled them 
to contribute. But before it came into force, a disarmament 
conference was to be convened at Geneva to agree a general 
programme of arms reductions and limitations.

The Protocol was agreed by the League Assembly at the 
beginning of October, and immediately signed by ten coun-
tries, including France and her East European allies. It was sent 
off to member state governments, and predictably received 
strong hostility and antagonism in Britain from the Service 
departments and from Foreign Office officials. But before it 
could be considered in detail, Britain was plunged into yet 
another general election, as the Labour Government faced 
defeat in the House of Commons over its policies towards 
Bolshevik Russia. During the course of the election cam-
paign, the Geneva Protocol was widely used by Conservative 
candidates to damn their opponents and newspapers which 
supported the Conservatives ran a lively campaign against 
it. The most extreme was the Daily	Express	which told its 
readers two weeks before the election that ‘Great Britain has 
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… parted under the Protocol with the control of her Fleet if 
a Socialist government is returned to power at the polls’, and 
two days later, on 15 October, declared that ‘every vote given 
for the Socialists is a vote for robbing Britain of her Fleet and 
handing it over to foreigners’.

The Conservatives won the election, and Stanley Baldwin 
was once again installed as Prime Minister. Back came Lord 
Cecil, this time as Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, 
but again in charge of League of Nations issues. But he now 
faced a Foreign Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, who was 
determined to keep foreign affairs in his own hands, and a 
Cabinet which was strongly opposed to the Geneva Protocol 
and to what they saw as its unacceptable binding commit-
ments imposing additional military burdens. Chamberlain 
was extremely sympathetic to French concerns about secu-
rity and about future German aggression, but he soon came 
to the view that the Protocol would hinder, rather than help, 
his efforts to deal with these concerns. The United States 
was hostile to it, the British Dominions disliked it, and even 
the French government was asking for a bilateral treaty with 
Britain to operate within the aegis of the Protocol.

Once again, the British government rejected an attempt to 
strengthen the Covenant and to make its provisions operate in 
a more binding way. But again a British Foreign Secretary was 
left with the problem of how to deal with French insecurity 
which was blocking progress towards European pacification 
and towards disarmament. Chamberlain favoured an alliance 
with France, but many of his Cabinet colleagues were strongly 
against such a proposal. They were much more interested in 
a German proposal which had been received in January from 
Berlin that Germany should conclude security pacts with 
France and Belgium which would include provisions for the 
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continuing demilitarisation of the Rhineland and arbitration 
treaties covering both eastern and western frontiers. They 
authorised Chamberlain to go to Geneva and, while reject-
ing the Protocol, give support to Germany’s overture for a 
quadrilateral agreement of mutual security between Britain, 
France, Belgium and Germany, though only in very general 
terms. Accordingly, on 12 March, Chamberlain told the 
League Council that the British Government saw ‘insuper-
able objections to signing and ratifying the Protocol’ because 
of its provisions for compulsory arbitration and its addition 
of obligations to ‘liabilities already incurred without taking 
stock of the extent to which the machinery of the Cove-
nant has already been weakened by the non-membership of 
certain great states’. In Britain’s view, the Protocol destroyed 
the balance of the Covenant and altered its spirit, suggest-
ing that ‘the vital business of the League is not so much to 
promote friendly co-operation and reasoned harmony … as 
to preserve peace by organising war’. The more sensible way 
to promote feelings of security would be to make ‘special 
arrangements in order to meet special needs … by knitting 
together the nations most intimately concerned, and whose 
differences might lead to a renewal of strife, by means of trea-
ties framed with the sole object of maintaining, as between 
themselves, an unbroken peace’.22

Chamberlain’s speech was greeted with dismay by France 
and her East European allies, but with qualified approval 
on the part of the Scandinavian and Dutch governments. 
Back in Britain, the press was generally supportive of the 
new approach which Chamberlain had hinted at, but some 
Cabinet colleagues still needed a lot of persuasion that 
Britain should involve herself at all directly in guaranteeing 
west European frontiers. However, with strong support from 
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the Prime Minister, Baldwin, and the head of the Foreign 
Office, Sir Eyre Crowe, Chamberlain was authorised by the 
Cabinet on 20 March to announce in the House of Commons 
that Britain would work with France, Germany and Belgium 
to conclude some arrangement ‘providing for a mutual guar-
antee of security of the frontiers between Germany on the 
one hand and Belgium and France on the other’. Chamber-
lain had persuaded his Cabinet colleagues that ‘if we refused 
to enter into any such arrangement and reverted to a policy 
of isolation, the only result would be an aggravation of the 
existing unrest on the continent of Europe, leading ultimately 
to a fresh war’.23 Many months of long and detailed negotia-
tions followed, but in October 1925, the Locarno Pact was 
concluded along the lines suggested by the Cabinet, with both 
Britain and Italy acting as guarantors.

Whereas the Geneva Protocol had epitomised the French 
desire for a strong, coercive League, Locarno revealed just how 
flexible the British government now desired the League to be. 
In some respects, Locarno had the appearance of a regional 
pact of the kind the French government had wished to promote 
within the framework of the Protocol. The frontiers of Western 
Europe were affirmed by France, Belgium and Germany, and 
guaranteed by Britain and Italy. There were provisions for secu-
rity against aggression and for arbitration. However, no such 
guarantees were entered into in respect of Germany’s eastern 
frontiers. Instead of resting snugly within a well-ordered 
framework, the Locarno settlement stood out as a supplement 
to an ambiguous Covenant, and furthermore, one that relied 
very heavily on the good faith of the parties involved. For since 
Britain guaranteed France against German attack, and at the 
same time Germany against a French attack, it was impossible 
for the War Office to make any concrete plans.

Henig, Ruth. The League of Nations : League of Nations, Haus Publishing, 2010. ProQuest Ebook
         Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=3038291.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-21 12:21:52.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

0.
 H

au
s 

P
ub

lis
hi

ng
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



The League of NaTioNs

104

Furthermore, Britain was a party to arbitration treaties 
covering Germany’s western frontiers but not her eastern 
ones – what did this imply about the extent of Britain’s com-
mitment to her League obligations in Eastern Europe? What 
would be the situation if a dispute flared up on Germany’s 
eastern border with Poland or Czechoslovakia, and fighting 
broke out in Western Europe as a result? Would Britain inter-
vene? Could she in practice limit her continental liabilities to 
Western Europe, and how did such attempts to ‘cordon off’ 
danger zones square with Britain’s League obligations? Cham-
berlain’s view was that the Locarno agreements strengthened 
the League, because they contained the important provision 
that Germany should join the League, and he envisaged that 
this would in the future enable British, French and German 
leaders to resolve their differences through direct discussions 
at Geneva, and possibly conclude further Locarno-type agree-
ments covering eastern and south-eastern Europe.

It was indeed the case that for the next three years, with 
Germany in the League, Chamberlain, Briand and the new 
German leader Gustav Stresemann worked extremely closely 
together, both at Geneva and elsewhere, to resolve a range of 
problems and to give leadership to League members. But the 
underlying tensions and uncertainties persisted. At Locarno, 
Britain had given notice that it regarded aggression in western 
Europe in a very different light from potential conflict in 
Eastern Europe, and as the American historian Sally Marks 
observes: ‘Locarno was widely interpreted as a green light for 
Germany in the east.’ 24 The British Dominions were given the 
option of signing up to the Locarno agreements, but none of 
them did, which raised serious questions about British impe-
rial defence commitments and the extent of the Dominions’ 
support for military engagements in Europe. France had 
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secured the British guarantee of her western frontiers which 
she had sought since 1919, but at the cost of weakening the 
territorial settlement in the east of Europe and of allowing 
Germany into the League, where she could press at Geneva 
for a general revision of the Versailles Treaty, and for member 
states to enter into the stringent arms limitation agreements 
to which they had committed themselves at Paris in 1919.

A recent historian of the League, Fred Northedge, con-
cluded that Locarno was ‘totally at variance with the League 
system and went far to destroy it’.25 This is perhaps a rather 
harsh verdict. But what Locarno did was to reaffirm the dia-
metrically opposed views Britain and France had of the main 
roles of the League, with France pressing for it to co-ordinate 
collective action and get member states to specify in advance 
how and in what ways they would counter aggression, and 
Britain wanting it to function as a flexible and consultative 
addition to more conventional diplomatic machinery. In the 
immediate aftermath of the Locarno settlement, these differ-
ences were pushed to the background. Once Germany had 
taken her place on the League Council in the autumn of 1926, 
the League seemed to acquire a new lease of life, and began in 
earnest to pursue disarmament and the possibility of conclud-
ing further limited security pacts. Even Russia and the United 
States were drawn in to the disarmament discussions, and this 
seemed to suggest the beginning of a new era of co-operation 
between the world’s Great Powers, despite their ideological 
differences and the antagonism Russia and the United States 
had hitherto displayed towards League activities. In 1927, the 
United States agreed to a French proposal that she should sign 
an arbitration treaty modelled on Locarno, and the resulting 
Kellogg-Briand Pact, signed in 1928, appeared to bring the 
United States closer to Geneva. The signatories to the Pact 
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agreed to renounce war as an instrument of national policy, 
and to settle disputes only through peaceful means. The fact 
that both the United States and Russia signed it appeared to 
confirm the growing optimism that enduring international 
peace, safeguarded by the League and by the Kellogg-Briand 
Pact, was finally being achieved.

But, like Locarno, the Kellogg-Briand Pact raised as many 
questions as it solved. It had no enforcement mechanism, 
and indeed, was harshly but accurately described by one 
American senator as an ‘international kiss’.26 States might 
have renounced war in general terms, but Secretary of State 
Kellogg made it clear that ‘every nation alone is competent 
to decide whether circumstances require recourse to war in 
self-defence’,27 a view shared by the British government. Thus 
states might resort to military action under the banner of 
self-defence which would be in conflict with their obligations 
under the League Covenant. Instead of bringing the United 
States closer to Geneva, the Pact emphasised the differences 
in approach between this growing global power and League 
members, and further exacerbated divisions between Britain 
and France. There were attempts at Geneva to reconcile the 
provisions of the Pact and of the Covenant, but little of sub-
stance materialised.

In the late 1920s, there was a palpable feeling amongst 
ordinary people across Europe that the League was becom-
ing strong enough to prevent future conflicts. By the end 
of 1927, the French League Society had more than 120,000 
members in 600 branches. By 1932, the British League of 
Nations Union had nearly a million subscribing members.28 
Both governments paid lip-service to the importance of their 
League obligations and repeatedly emphasised the priority 
they accorded to League membership, and to working with 
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other great and smaller powers at Geneva. But in private, 
ministers and their officials were uncomfortably aware of the 
limitations of the League, and of how little it could actu-
ally achieve in terms of effective economic or military action 
against a major power, particularly in the absence of clear 
Franco-British agreement about how it should operate. As we 
shall see in the next chapter, its capacity to promote disar-
mament was also proving to be extremely limited. This gap 
between what people believed the League would be able to 
achieve, and what, in practice, it was actually able to deliver 
was alarmingly wide by the end of the 1920s. The onset of the 
Depression only served to further weaken the League’s capac-
ity for effective action and to engender widespread public dis-
illusion towards it.
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