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The League and Disarmament

One of the League’s most important challenges – seen by 
many people in the aftermath of the First World War as being 
the defining test of League success or failure – was to bring 
about a reduction of the armaments of its members. There 
was a widespread perception in the 1920s that an arms build-
up before 1914 had been one of the prime causes of the First 
World War, and that, in the words of Edward Grey, the man 
who had been British Foreign Secretary before 1914, ‘great 
armaments lead inevitably to war … the enormous growth of 
armaments in Europe, the sense of insecurity and fear caused 
by them – it was these that made war inevitable’.1 And once the 
war had started, new weapons technology such as rapid-firing 
guns, long-range heavy artillery, the first tanks, submersible 
vessels and aircraft had caused enormous physical damage 
and millions of deaths, not just of combatants but of civilians 
too. On top of this, the use of poison gas reinforced the fear of 
a new kind of warfare in the future – in which civilians could 
be targeted from the air or by mechanised ground forces, and 
in which navies could be attacked by new, powerful subma-
rines. Thus there was strong popular pressure at the end of the 
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war on national leaders to take action both to reduce levels of 
armaments and to place restrictions on the use of the more 
lethal new weapons.

The fourth of Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points had 
called for ‘adequate guarantees given and taken that national 
armaments will be reduced to the lowest point consistent with 
domestic safety’. At Paris, the peacemakers agreed on strin-
gent disarmament provisions to be applied to Germany, limit-
ing her armed forces to 100,000, her navy to a small number 
of specified categories of ships, and forbidding the posses-
sion or use in future of submarines, naval or military aircraft, 
tanks or heavy artillery. The preamble to these disarmament 
provisions stated that Germany was to observe them ‘in order 
to render possible the initiation of a general limitation of the 
armaments of all nations’. In response to German objections 
about various aspects of the Treaty of Versailles, the Allied 
and Associated Powers made it clear that ‘their requirements 
in regard to German armaments were not made solely with 
the object of rendering it impossible for Germany to resume 
her policy of military aggression. They are also the first step 
towards that general reduction and limitation of armaments 
which they seek to bring about as one of the most fruitful 
preventives of war, and which it will be one of the first duties 
of the League of Nations to promote’.2

Article 8 of the League Covenant thus made it clear that 
the maintenance of peace ‘requires the reduction of national 
armaments to the lowest point consistent with national safety 
and the enforcement by common action of international obli-
gations’ and obliged the League Council to formulate plans for 
reduction for member states to consider and act upon, taking 
account of the ‘geographical situation and circumstances 
of each State’. Plans were to be reconsidered and revised at 
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least every ten years and, once in place, limits of armaments 
which had been fixed were not to be exceeded without the 
concurrence of the Council. League members were also to 
interchange ‘full and frank information as to the scale of 
their armaments, their military, naval and air programmes 
and the condition of such of their industries as are adaptable 
to warlike purposes’, and the Council was to advise on ways in 
which the manufacture by private enterprise of munitions and 
war implements could be prevented in the future.

These were in outline very ambitious goals, which would 
inevitably prove to be almost impossible to achieve in the dif-
ficult economic and political climate of the 1920s. But the fact 
that they were contained in Article 8 of the Covenant, imme-
diately after the clauses establishing the structures and proce-
dures of the new body, testifies to the enormous significance 
which was attached to them. As Salvador de Madariaga, 
head of the League Secretariat’s disarmament section, noted: 
‘Disarmament may therefore be considered as the first task 
entrusted to the League by the drafters of its charter.’ 3 But the 
League Council could not impose limitations on its members, 
it could only make suggestions and take advice from a per-
manent commission of military experts from member states, 
which was to be established, under Article 9, to put forward 
recommendations in relation to arms limitation and to mili-
tary, naval and air questions generally. And it soon became 
clear that military experts and government officials did not 
believe that arms limitation could easily be achieved, or 
that, if pursued, it would inevitably enhance national secu-
rity and help to promote international peace. Cecil’s scath-
ing condemnation of the members of the permanent League 
commission, that they did ‘what their professional superiors 
at home desired, and that was almost invariably that they 
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should do nothing themselves and if possible prevent anyone 
else from doing anything’4 may have reflected his own frustra-
tion with the slow pace of progress after 1920, but it failed 
to acknowledge the genuine and intractable difficulties which 
inevitably hampered the pursuit of multilateral arms limita-
tion agreements.

Sir Eyre Crowe, a senior official in the British Foreign 
Office, had made it clear to Lord Cecil already in 1916 that 
disarmament, though ‘an attractive proposition’ raised 
almost ‘insuperable difficulties’ in practice. Arms limitation 
could be carried out in different ways, he argued in a powerful 
memorandum, but each approach involved serious technical 
problems. Furthermore, not all the signatories to armaments 
conventions would observe them with the same scrupulous 
honesty, which would put deceitful nations at a consider-
able advantage. It would be difficult to find a fair basis on 
which to construct schemes, since ‘the existing proportionate 
distribution of force is the outcome of history, of past wars 
and territorial arrangements … At every given moment there 
are States who hope to retrieve past errors and misfortunes, 
and who strive to build upon stronger foundations the power 
of their nations … To perpetuate indefinitely the conditions 
prevailing at a given time would mean not only that no State 
whose power has hitherto been weak relatively to others may 
hope to get stronger, but that a definite order or hierarchy 
must be recognised, in which each State is fated to occupy a 
fixed place.’ If States were not willing to accept that outcome, 
then on what basis could standards of armed strength for 
various countries be worked out? Certainly, unless all the 
world’s leading military and naval powers were involved in 
schemes of armament limitation, disarmament could prove 
very dangerous to those who undertook it.5
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The international instability which followed the conclu-
sion of the First World War, and the failure of the United 
States and of the new Bolshevik regime in Russia to endorse 
the peace settlement or to join the League of Nations, com-
pounded the problems inherent in the pursuit of disarma-
ment. France and her East European allies, convinced that 
Germany would challenge and try to overturn the provisions 
of the Versailles Treaty sooner rather than later, and fearful 
of the territorial ambitions of Bolshevik Russia, argued that 
their national security requirements necessitated the main-
tenance of large armies for the next few years at least. The 
British government, whilst willing to make drastic cuts in 
military expenditure, had a huge Empire after 1920 which 
necessitated a strong navy to protect imperial lines of com-
munication and to deal with potential challenges from the 
world’s second and third largest naval powers, the United 
States and Japan. In the absence of the United States, Russia 
and Germany from Geneva, it would be very difficult for 
the League to initiate any meaningful disarmament negotia-
tions, even if the experts serving on its armaments bodies 
came up with approaches which might deal with the range 
of complex technical issues involved. For at the heart of 
disarmament lay considerations of national security and 
of political relations amongst the major powers, and unless 
these could be resolved, arms limitation agreements would 
be difficult to conclude. And yet the war-weary populations 
of the League’s member states expected disarmament to be 
vigorously pursued as a principal means of securing inter-
national peace.

At the first League Assembly, a Disarmament Commit-
tee was established to advise the Assembly members on how 
to proceed. It cautioned that ‘a comprehensive scheme of 
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disarmament based on a thorough feeling of trust and secu-
rity as between nation and nation, cannot be looked for at 
once’. There could be no real arms reductions before the ex-
enemy states had disarmed, the League had established some 
control mechanisms to check that treaty agreements were 
being observed, and had also agreed a basis for collaboration 
with the Great Powers who were not League members. Mean-
while, member states should not exceed their existing levels 
of armaments and in due course a ‘proportionate and simul-
taneous reduction’ in armaments or military budgets would 
follow. Finally, members would agree to a ‘comprehensive 
reduction of armaments under the supervision of the League 
to the lowest figure compatible with national security’.6

To assist the League’s permanent commission of military 
experts with this programme of work, the first Assembly 
established a Temporary Mixed Commission on Armaments 
(TMC), which was to consist of independent civilian experts 
who might be politicians, economists, businessmen or labour 
leaders but who were to take a broad view of disarmament 
and to put forward ideas on how to advance its cause. Whilst 
the French and British governments were not happy with the 
establishment of the TMC, and Sir Eyre Crowe dismissed its 
members as ‘absolutely irresponsible amateurs’,7 it was the 
individuals who were appointed to serve on this body who, in 
the next few years, came up with a range of different schemes 
designed to promote disarmament.

Two prominent British members were Lord Robert Cecil 
and a former Liberal MP Lord Esher, who was a close confi-
dant of the British Royal Family and an expert on issues of 
British imperial defence. Esher agreed to serve on the TMC 
on condition that ‘a vigorous attempt is to be made to come 
to grips with the two questions of disarmament on land, and 
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the limitation of private armament production’,8 and it did 
not take him long to launch a purposeful initiative.

In February 1922 he submitted a series of propositions to 
the TMC, the main one being that, following the naval prec-
edent set at the Washington Conference of 1921–2, the size 
of standing armies in peace time should be restricted by ratio 
on a numerical basis. Taking 30,000 men of all ranks as the 
unit (military and air forces only), he proposed that European 
states should have a fixed ratio of military strength, putting 
France at 6, Italy and Poland at 4, and Britain, Greece, Yugo-
slavia, Czechoslovakia, the Netherlands, Spain and Romania 
at 3.9 He also proposed that the material of war should be 
limited by fixing budgetary appropriations for each state. 
How practicable Esher considered his proposals to be is not 
clear – he described them as ‘drastic’, and wrote to Cecil 
in August 1922 that they were put forward ‘to show that a 
scheme of disarmament could be practically handled if the 
good will was there’.10 But even as a starting-point for dis-
cussion his proposals aroused considerable opposition and 
resentment, and were attacked as being rash and premature by 
member states, like France, Belgium and Poland, who argued 
that until the threats to their national security had been effec-
tively addressed, they were not in a position to endorse such 
an approach. Technical objections were also raised by the 
Permanent Advisory Commission (PAC: the body established 
under Article 9 of the Covenant to give advice to the Council 
and Assembly on military, naval and air issues) about the 
inadequacy of Esher’s mathematical approach, which made 
no allowances for variations between one unit and another on 
grounds of quality of soldiers – whether conscript or long-
service – equipment, or budget allocation.11 Both the PAC and 
the TMC rejected Esher’s plan, and agreed instead to pursue 
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Lord Cecil’s alternative approach of linking disarmament 
with the search for security, which, as we noted in the previ-
ous chapter, resulted in the Draft Treaty of Mutual Assistance 
and the Geneva Protocol.12

Meanwhile the TMC considered some of the other tasks 
which Article 8 of the Covenant had identified as being 
important for members to pursue – the regulation of the 
global arms traffic, the private manufacture of armaments 
and the exchange of ‘full and frank information’ by member 
states on their levels of armaments, military, naval, and air 
programmes, and the condition of their war industries. Here 
again, progress was painfully slow.

All the major powers had signed a Convention for the Control 
of the Trade in Arms and Ammunition at St. Germain-en-Laye 
in September 1919, and though this had not been organised 
under the auspices of the League, it seemed a promising first 
step to achieving global arms regulation. However, the United 
States refused to ratify the Convention because it would have 
greatly reduced American exports to South America as well 
as undercutting the domestic arms industry. The other major 
powers followed America’s lead, and so the League drew up a 
new draft arms traffic convention, formally separate from the 
League, to secure American adherence.

This was considered at a conference held in Geneva in May 
and June of 1925, attended by 44 countries, including the 
United States, Germany and Turkey. Eighteen states, includ-
ing the United States, Britain, France, Italy and Japan, signed 
the convention, but the conference discussions had revealed 
wide divisions between larger, arms-producing states and 
smaller states who were not able to produce their own arms 
and were concerned to ensure that their ability to buy arms 
from private manufacturers was not seriously restricted. 
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Though Britain, France and 11 other states eventually ratified 
the convention, this was one short of the number required to 
bring it into force.13

There were close links between the global arms trade 
and the private manufacture of armaments, and the League 
Assembly was particularly keen to see the latter controlled at 
national, or preferably international, level, if it could not be 
totally prohibited. But again there were arguments between 
the arms-producing states which were reluctant to reveal 
confidential details about the arms production and defence 
preparations taking place in their countries, and the smaller, 
non-producing states who urged that full publicity was 
required to accompany any convention on the supervision of 
private manufacture of armaments to ensure equality. By the 
end of the 1920s, little progress had been made and the major 
powers stalled further discussion by arguing that further 
progress depended on a general disarmament agreement.14

Greater success attended the Assembly’s efforts to outlaw 
chemical warfare, and particularly the use of gas, which 
had proved so devastating in the First World War. A special 
commission was set up in 1922 by the TMC to investigate 
the ‘probable effects of chemical discoveries in future wars’ 
and a report, which had taken on board the views of leading 
scientists from Europe and North America, warned League 
members in 1924 that ‘all nations should realise to the full the 
terrible nature of the danger which threatens them’. Britain, 
France, Italy, Japan and the United States had already agreed 
at the Washington Naval Conference of 1921–2 that the 
use of poison gas was illegal and that they would not use 
it between themselves; and at the 1925 Geneva Conference 
on the traffic in arms, delegates decided to seek an absolute 
ban on its use. This was extended to cover bacteriological 
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warfare, and the resulting Protocol for the Prohibition of the 
Use in War of Asphyxiating, Poisonous or Other Gases and 
of Bacteriological Methods of Warfare was unanimously 
adopted and signed by 30 states. Thirty-six states had rati-
fied it by the end of 1932, though not the United States, who 
finally ratified it only in 1975! Nonetheless, the protocol was 
a great success. Although it was violated by Italy in Abyssinia 
during 1935–6, it was for the most part observed, and poison 
gas was not used during the Second World War or for many 
decades afterwards.15

Facilitating the ‘full and frank’ exchange of information 
between member states proposed under Article 8 proved to be 
much more difficult to achieve. While members were willing to 
supply the League with details of troop numbers, war mate-
rial and national defence expenditure which were already in 
the public domain, they resisted any attempt to make them 
reveal sensitive information relating to mobilisation prepara-
tion or war plans, or to allow the Council to exercise any 
powers of supervision or of inspection over member states’ 
armaments levels. More promising was a proposal that the 
League should collect and publish data on each country from 
official and public sources, and in 1923 the League’s secre-
tariat presented to the Assembly a report on national defence 
expenditure in 17 countries. Clearly an annual report along 
these lines could to some extent fulfil members’ obligations 
to exchange information, albeit not fully or frankly, and the 
following year the secretariat produced an Armaments	Year-
Book which covered 37 countries. The Assembly approved of 
this as a ‘genuine step’ towards fulfilling members’ responsi-
bilities under Article 8, clause 6, and asked for publication to 
be on-going.

An Armaments	 Year	 Book was produced annually until 

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 12:23:27.

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

118

1938, covering over 60 countries, and accompanied by reports 
on the world traffic in arms contained in the League’s annual 
Statistical	Year-Book	of 	the	Trade	in	Arms	and	Ammunition.	
While Lord Cecil was scornful of all this endeavour, recall-
ing in his memoirs that it never went beyond ‘communicating 
to the League information that was already public property’, 
nonetheless the resulting data collections became important 
and well-respected reference sources.16

By the mid-1920s, attempts to advance disarmament by 
linking it to the creation of clearly-defined security agree-
ments such as the Draft Treaty of Mutual Assistance and 
the Geneva Protocol had failed. As negotiations between 
France and Germany for a Rhineland pact to be guaranteed 
by Britain and Italy moved to their final stages at the Locarno 
Conference, members of the League Assembly pressed for 
the establishment of a League body which would undertake 
preparatory work for a general Disarmament Conference. 
Despite the deep misgivings of the British Foreign Secretary 
Austen Chamberlain, who minuted that ‘this is folly … Busy-
bodies want to do “something” and don’t know what’,17 the 
Assembly agreed that the successor body to the Temporary 
Mixed Commission, the Co-ordination Commission, should 
consider the organisation, composition and agenda of a Pre-
paratory Committee whose task would be to prepare a con-
vention for a forthcoming Disarmament Conference.

In December 1925, the League Council formally established 
a Preparatory Commission, which was to consist of repre-
sentatives of all Council members, and, by special invitation, 
those of the United States, Germany, Soviet Russia, Belgium, 
Finland, the Netherlands, Poland, Romania and Yugoslavia. 
Its task was to prepare a draft convention for consideration 
and adoption by a future general Disarmament Conference 
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– deceptively simple in theory but phenomenally difficult in 
practice. For five long years, politicians, diplomats and expert 
advisors laboured to find some basis of general agreement 
while at the same time their governments sought to ensure 
that their own country’s security, relative to that of their 
neighbours and rival states, was either enhanced or not in any 
way undermined. The arguments, interminable debates and 
frequent adjournments which punctuated the public sessions 
gave informed observers and peace campaigners a strong 
perception of deliberate obstruction and of selfish refusal of 
member states to live up to the lofty commitments they had 
undertaken as League members. But the reality – which we 
can see much more clearly now at a distance of some 75 years 
– was that the questions being considered were almost impos-
sible for up to 20 diverse independent nations from across the 
globe to agree on through general multilateral negotiations.

The starting-point for the work of the Preparatory Com-
mission was to debate and reach agreement on a number of 
general issues which the League Council had formulated. In F 
P Walters’ words: ‘How should armaments be defined? How 
could they be compared? Could offensive weapons be distin-
guished from those intended only for defence? What were 
the various forms which limitation or reduction might take? 
Could the total war strength of a country be limited, or only 
its peace establishments? Was it possible to exclude civil avia-
tion from the calculation of air armaments? How could such 
factors as population, industrial resources, communications, 
geographical position, be reckoned in preparing an equita-
ble scheme? Could there be regional schemes of reduction, 
or must reduction necessarily be planned on a world scale?’ 18

The Preparatory Commission, meeting for the first time 
in May 1926, added two further questions – one relating to 
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the possibility of international supervision of the armaments 
of individual countries and the other to the manufacture of 
poison gas for use in war – and then established two sub-
committees, one of military, naval and air experts, and the 
second of financial, economic and labour experts, to begin 
discussions. After six months, voluminous reports were pro-
duced covering armaments issues of men and material, finan-
cial resources, raw materials production and manufacturing 
power, but on all substantive points delegates had recorded 
disagreements, reservations or objections. So in a bid to focus 
the discussions, and to shift them from technical experts to 
political leaders and diplomats, the French and British gov-
ernments each drew up a draft Convention, both of which 
were submitted to the League Council in March 1927.

What these now revealed were the strong and, in many 
areas, unbridgeable divisions between the two major League 
powers. In general terms, France believed that land, sea and 
air weapons and manpower had to be considered as a whole, 
whereas Britain was adamant that they had to be considered 
separately. With respect to naval reductions, Britain would only 
proceed on the basis of limitation by numbers and classes of 
ship as well as tonnage, whereas the French approach was to 
consider the limitation of total tonnage, irrespective of class 
of ship. On the issue of land disarmament, the French flatly 
refused to extend the limitation on those actually serving in 
its armies to include reservists, much to Lord Cecil’s despair. 
The French, though, were happy to limit air and naval effec-
tives while the British were not. Britain wanted the limitation 
of air matériel to be confined to first-line metropolitan units 
while France advocated a more comprehensive limitation cov-
ering overseas forces. The French wanted to limit land matériel 
indirectly, through budgetary limitation; the British basically 
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opposed quantitative limitation and objected to budgetary 
limitation. The French demanded strict verification proce-
dures while the British were opposed to any form of investi-
gation or control by an international body.19 Within a month, 
the Preparatory Commission adjourned for six months to try 
to find ways of resolving Anglo-French differences.

But this was no easy task. Each felt their own position 
to be absolutely justified by the political situation and by 
the nature of the threats facing them, whilst they found the 
demands of the other power unreasonable and unaccept-
able. The French premier, Herriot, protested that the ‘Anglo-
Saxons have … this notion, false and dangerous … that land 
armaments are perverse because 
they prepare for war whilst naval 
power has a moral value because 
it prevents war … by opposing 
this viewpoint categorically we 
will avoid allowing the Anglo-
Saxon powers … dominating 
the world’.20 Conversely, many 
members of the British govern-
ment saw French ambitions to 
dominate Europe as the greatest 
threat to European stability, and 
were adamant that they would 
not offer France any security 
additional to the provisions of 
the Locarno Pact to induce her to disarm. Meanwhile, the 
German delegates demanded that the other powers should 
make progress in fulfilling their obligations under the Treaty 
of Versailles and left delegates in no doubt that a failure to 
conclude a disarmament agreement would result in a German 

‘The Anglo-Saxons have … 
this notion, false and 
dangerous … that land 
armaments are perverse 
because they prepare for 
war whilst naval power 
has a moral value because 
it prevents war … by 
opposing this viewpoint 
categorically we will avoid 
allowing the Anglo-Saxon 
powers … dominating the 
world’.
edouard herriot, 3 december 
1924
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demand to rearm, a demand which the British government 
at least believed would at some stage become irresistible. As 
Austen Chamberlain observed at the outset of the Prepara-
tory Commission’s labours, law or no law, treaty or no treaty, 
no power on earth could keep Germany at her existing level 
of armaments indefinitely unless a measure of general disar-
mament was effected.21

The President of the United States, Calvin Coolidge, 
chose this inauspicious moment to sound out the British, 
French, Italian and Japanese delegates about the possibility 
of empowering their delegates at Geneva to attend a naval 
conference with the United States with the aim of extending 
to cruisers and to smaller ships the ratios for capital ships 
agreed at the Washington Conference (see Chapter 3). As de 
Madariaga observed, ‘the calling of an international confer-
ence of five Powers to discuss one of the points which twenty 
other Powers were already debating with them was … an 
unexpected action … launched as if the League Disarmament 
Conference wasn’t there at all.’22 Italy and France declined to 
attend, on the grounds that land, sea and air disarmament 
were inseparable and should be discussed together, under the 
umbrella of the Preparatory Commission. The fact that the 
two powers were at the time engaged in intense naval compe-
tition in the Mediterranean was no doubt a more substantive 
reason for their refusal to participate. But the omens for a 
successful outcome were not good even for the world’s three 
leading naval powers. There was no pre-conference planning 
or attempt to whittle down disagreements in prior negotia-
tions. And the reason why agreement had not been reached at 
Washington to limit cruisers was because of the very different 
requirements of the British Admiralty and the United States 
naval department.
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Put simply, Britain was willing to limit large cruisers but 
not smaller ones, and insisted that the need to defend the 
British Empire and in particular the sea lanes, which brought 
food and raw materials to her shores, necessitated a minimum 
number of 70 cruisers, the majority of them smaller cruisers. 
The United States, on the other hand, demanded parity in 
cruisers with Britain, and wanted this parity to be expressed 
in terms of overall tonnage and not by category of cruiser. 
They envisaged a total of around 300,000 tons, whereas 
initial British proposals would have entailed more than 
double that amount, and their intention was to construct new 
large 10,000-ton cruisers, which would be able to outgun the 
smaller British cruisers and potentially pose a threat to Brit-
ain’s naval security. As Winston Churchill, then Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, exclaimed, ‘there can be no parity between 
a Power whose navy is its life and a Power whose navy is only 
for prestige’.23

Negotiations continued through the summer, with both 
Britain and the United States trying to use Japanese support 
as a means of forcing the other to make concessions. But it 
proved impossible to reconcile British and American objec-
tives or strategies, and the conference had inevitably failed 
by the autumn, an outcome which was predictable from the 
start. The consequences were serious – in the first place, 
Anglo-American relations deteriorated rapidly, and remained 
bad for two years. As a result, Britain found herself virtually 
isolated on disarmament issues, at odds not just with France 
but now with the United States as well. And secondly, because 
of the obduracy of the British Admiralty and the refusal of 
the government to compromise on cruiser numbers or on gun 
sizes, Cecil resigned, removing from the Geneva disarmament 
talks Britain’s most effective and influential representative.24
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In early 1928, the Preparatory Commission was faced with 
a challenge from a completely different direction, when the 
Russian delegate, Maxim Litvinov, finally arrived at Geneva, 
his arrival having been delayed for two years by a diplomatic 
row between the Soviet Union and Switzerland. Litvinov 
wasted no time in criticising the assembled delegates for their 
lack of progress so far towards disarmament, and declared 
that only complete and immediate disarmament, involving the 
disbanding of all forces and the destruction of all arms, war-
ships and war planes, would demonstrate their sincerity and 
produce results. After a two-month adjournment, the Com-
mission reassembled and held a series of lively discussions on 
the Russian proposals, with many delegates attacking them 

cHURcHill’S Zoo AnAloGy, ocToBeR 1928
‘once upon a time, all the animals in the Zoo decided that they would 
disarm, and they arranged to have a conference to arrange the matter. 
So the Rhinoceros said when he opened the proceedings that the use 
of teeth was barbarous and horrible and ought to be strictly prohibited 
by general consent. Horns, which were mainly defensive weapons, 
would, of course, have to be allowed. The Buffalo, the Stag, the 
Porcupine, and even the little Hedgehog all said they would vote with 
the Rhino, but the lion and the Tiger took a different view. They 
defended the teeth and even claws, which they described as honourable 
weapons of immemorial antiquity. The Panther, the leopard and the 
Puma and the whole tribe of small cats all supported the lion and the 
Tiger. Then the Bear spoke. He proposed that both teeth and horns 
should be banned and never used again for fighting by any animal. it 
would be quite enough if animals were allowed to give each other a 
good hug when they quarrelled. no one could object to that. it was so 
fraternal, and that would be a great step towards peace. However, all 
the other animals were very offended with the Bear …

The discussions got so hot and angry, and all those animals began 
thinking so much about horns and teeth and hugging when they argued 
about the peaceful intentions that had brought them together that 
they began to look at one another in a very nasty way …’25
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as mere propaganda to undermine capitalist governments. 
But a serious point was also made by some speakers – that if 
the Soviet Union was really serious about working with other 
powers to achieve disarmament and international stability, 
she should join the League.

Once more the Preparatory Commission adjourned to see 
if some of the major problems dividing the leading powers 
could be resolved by direct negotiation. The result, in July 
1928, was to throw the Commission into greater difficulties, 
when a deal was struck between the British and French gov-
ernments whereby Britain would agree to the French demand 
that no limitation be applied to trained reserves while France 
would go some way to meeting the British insistence that naval 
limitation should proceed on the basis of class rather than of 
total tonnage. As news of the deal leaked out in the French 
press, indignation and anger mounted in the United States, 
in Italy and in Germany, and rumours spread of underhand 
dealings and of the conclusion of a secret naval agreement. 
The two governments were forced to withdraw the agreement 
and then cancel it.26 Yet again, the prospect of some progress 
towards the conclusion of an agreed disarmament convention 
retreated from view.

With the election of a minority Labour government in 
Britain in May 1929, hopes of a resumption of meaning-
ful disarmament talks resurfaced. The new Prime Minister, 
Ramsay MacDonald, declared his intention to repair the 
breach with the United States and took upon himself respon-
sibility for Anglo –American relations, whilst his Foreign Sec-
retary, Arthur Henderson, with the able assistance of Lord 
Cecil who had accepted MacDonald’s invitation to become a 
government representative to the League, started to formulate 
policies for positive action at Geneva.
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The results were two-fold. A naval conference, held in 
London in early 1930, finally brought agreement over the lim-
itation of cruisers and destroyers between the United States, 

Britain and Japan, when Mac-
Donald proved willing to accept 
a total of 50 cruisers for Britain, 
despite Admiralty objections. 
And at the League Assembly 
the previous autumn Henderson 
announced that Britain would 
sign the Optional Clause of the 
League Covenant, which entailed 
the government accepting the 
compulsory arbitration of inter-
national legal disputes by the Per-
manent Court of International 
Justice, along with the Domin-
ions of Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, South Africa and India. 
But Henderson warned delegates 
at the 1930 League Assembly that 
‘unless naval disarmament can 
be made general, unless it can be 
completed by the reduction and 
limitation of land and air forces, 
the peace treaties will not have 
been executed, the Covenant will 

remain unfulfilled, and the peace of Europe and of the world 
will not be safe’.27

Two months later, in November 1930, the Preparatory Com-
mission held its final session. The provisions of the London 
Naval Treaty were incorporated into the Draft Convention, 

Arthur Henderson (1863–1935) 
was a trade union organiser and 
labour MP for Barnard castle and 
later for Burnley. He served 
briefly in lloyd George’s War 
cabinet, and was appointed Home 
Secretary in the first minority 
labour government of 1924. in 
the second minority labour 
government of 1929–31, he 
became Foreign Secretary, and 
conducted a strong pro-league 
policy. He was asked to chair the 
forthcoming league Disarmament 
conference in 1931, but before it 
convened the labour government 
had collapsed due to the 
economic crisis. While Ramsay 
MacDonald became Prime Minister 
of a national Government, 
Henderson chose to go into 
opposition, and lost his seat in 
the election of 1931. nonetheless, 
he chaired the league’s 
Disarmament conference of 
1932–4 very effectively, despite 
his difficult personal relations 
with MacDonald. He was awarded 
the nobel Peace Prize in 1934.
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and two further additions were to accept the principle of the 
limitation of annual budgets for countries’ armed services 
and to propose the establishment of a Permanent Disarma-
ment Commission which would supervise the execution of 
the convention when finally agreed, and deal with complaints 
about breaches. But the Draft Convention, so painfully ham-
mered out over the previous five years, contained no actual 
figures, which were to be left to 
the Disarmament Conference 
to agree. And its failure to limit 
trained army reserves or non 
front-line aeroplanes, and the 
fact that it would not supersede 
the existing treaty obligations of 
states, such as Germany’s arma-
ment limitations specified in Part 
V of the Treaty of Versailles, 
made it completely unacceptable 
to Germany. Russia declared the 
Draft Convention to be inad-
equate in every respect, and Italy 
and Japan also had strong reservations about it, though both 
the United States and Britain hoped that it could be improved 
at the forthcoming Conference once substantive figures were 
discussed and approved. In January, 1931, the League Council 
resolved that the Disarmament Conference should be con-
vened for February, 1932, and four months later it invited 
Arthur Henderson to take the chair.

If the previous five years of protracted negotiation at 
Geneva had shown how difficult it was going to be to get 
60 powers with very different national interests to agree to 
a single disarmament convention, the world economic crisis 

‘… Unless naval 
disarmament can be made 
general, unless it can be 
completed by the 
reduction and limitation of 
land and air forces, the 
peace treaties will not 
have been executed, the 
Covenant will remain 
unfulfilled, and the peace 
of Europe and of the 
world will not be safe.’
arthur henderson, 1930
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which unfolded after 1929, and its deadly political conse-
quences, put paid to any chance of success. The Wall Street 
Crash of 1929 was followed by the rapid spread of a world-
wide depression which drove nations to pursue unilateral 
economic policies to try to counter its effects. The political 
fall-out from the crisis was even more damaging, as spiral-
ling unemployment and falling commodity prices and wages 
fuelled Nazism in Germany and ultra-nationalism in Japan. 
In September 1930, over six million votes in the Reichstag 
elections transformed Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party from an 
insignificant extremist group into Germany’s second largest 
party. A year later, Japanese troops stationed in Manchuria 
embarked on an aggressive campaign of expansion which was 
directed not just against China, but also against their own 
government which they believed to be insufficiently national-
ist and patriotic. As the opening date for the Disarmament 
Conference drew close, the League Council was almost fully 
preoccupied with events in Manchuria, with plans to promote 
international collaboration to fight the economic crisis, and 
with fear about the possible consequences of a revival of 
German militarism. By the time the 60 delegations converged 
on Geneva in early 1932 to begin serious disarmament dis-
cussions, any realistic prospect of reaching meaningful agree-
ment had disappeared.

While the delegates of the leading powers were well aware 
of the almost insurmountable problems facing them, their 
attendance at the Conference would, they hoped, underline 
to their electorates that they were doing everything possible 
to promote disarmament and prevent the outbreak of another 
war, and that if their efforts failed, it would not be their fault 
but that of another government. Furthermore, in a time of 
such crisis, the Conference would provide opportunities for 
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safeguarding and for expanding upon national security objec-
tives and for trying to secure the support of other nations 
for their aims. Events in Germany had intensified French 
demands for greater measures of international security to 
be agreed before France could embark on any further reduc-
tion of armaments, and for the continuation in force of the 
arms restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles. In Britain, the 
Labour government had fallen in the summer of 1931, and 
MacDonald was now Prime Minister of a national coalition 
government facing severe economic problems. The declared 
policy of the new administration was that Britain had already 
disarmed to the absolute limit of national safety, especially 
in terms of naval power, and that her role at the Conference 
should be to put pressure on other powers, and particularly 
on France, to follow suit.

The United States shared the British view that France’s mil-
itary power, in combination with that of her East European 
allies, was the major challenge to the success of disarmament 
negotiations. At the same time, there were concerns about the 
sincerity of the Italian and Japanese delegates, and about the 
extent of their countries’ military and naval ambitions.

But the greatest immediate political problem was the 
demand from the German delegates that if the other powers 
failed to conclude the substantive arms limitation agreements 
they had agreed at Paris in 1919, Germany would demand 
the right to rearm and to acquire weapons forbidden to her 
since 1919, such as tanks, warplanes and heavy artillery. For 
the German government, the Conference offered signifi-
cant opportunities to win political capital which might help 
to keep the Nazis out of office. German rearmament had 
been taking place in secret since 1928, when the government 
had approved a five-year armaments programme. German 
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delegates were well aware that the other powers would find 
it virtually impossible to reach agreement on levels of arma-
ment reduction. This gave them the opportunity to denounce 
such failure, and to demand that other powers agree to their 
right to build up their armaments and acquire a full range of 
weapons, thus legitimising the military expansion which the 
German army was pressing for and which was already under 
way. The French government possessed enough intelligence 
about what was happening in Germany to stiffen their resolve 
to refuse further disarmament. Other powers, however, espe-
cially Britain, were unsympathetic to the plight of the French, 
and warned that refusal to make concessions at the outset 
of the conference would inevitably play into the hands of 
German extremists such as Hitler. And as Nazi support con-
tinued to rise in Germany, with Hitler gaining more than a 
third of the votes cast both in the Presidential and the Reich-
stag elections of 1932, the political choices facing the dele-
gates at Geneva became more and more painful.

In a bid to disguise the political difficulties, leading powers 
presented new proposals to the Conference, as if the Prepara-
tory Commission labours had never taken place. The French 
delegate, André Tardieu, was the first to present a plan, on 5 
February, which emphasised the need for new security meas-
ures to precede disarmament. Britain’s new Foreign Secretary 
Sir John Simon made it clear that Britain was not prepared to 
take on any new international obligations and suggested that 
the Conference should start by trying to reduce or abolish 
‘offensive’ weapons, though he was not sanguine that signifi-
cant progress could be achieved, confessing before the start 
of the conference that ‘I do not see any daylight at present on 
disarmament policy at all’.28 While a technical commission 
was set up to try to distinguish ‘offensive’ from ‘defensive’ 
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weapons, attempts were made by Simon and by the American 
secretary of state, Henry Stimson, to secure progress through 
talks in April with the German Chancellor, Heinrich Brüning, 
who put forward some fairly moderate schemes for German 
rearmament, including the doubling of the German army to 
200,000 and the right for Germany to possess ‘samples’ of 
weapons forbidden by the Treaty of Versailles. But before any 
substantive agreements could be reached, he was dismissed 
from office by the German President, Paul von Hindenburg, 
and replaced by Franz von Papen.

The US President Herbert Hoover, facing an autumn elec-
tion, now launched a sweeping initiative to cut the number of 
battleships by half, the number of cruisers and aircraft car-
riers by a quarter and of defence contingents by one third. 
Tanks, large mobile guns and most military aircraft were to 
be abolished and there was to be a ban on chemical warfare. 
While Hoover was only seeking approval of the principles of 
his plan, both the French and British delegations were furious 
at this attempt to seize the moral high ground, which was 
enthusiastically supported by peace campaigners, by the 
Soviet Union, and by the delegates of many smaller coun-
tries. While the two governments worked out the terms of a 
conference adjournment to give them time to consider how 
to respond to Hoover, the German government launched its 
own offensive: Germany would not return to the conference 
unless she was given satisfaction on the principle of equality.

The search for a formula which would satisfy both Germany 
and France now took centre stage and continued for the rest 
of the year. It was not until December, as a result of intensive 
discussions involving Britain, France, Italy and Germany, that 
the four powers agreed a short statement to the effect that 
‘one of the principles that should guide the Conference on 
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Disarmament should be the grant to Germany, and to the 
other disarmed powers, of equality of rights in a system which 
would provide security for all nations’. Germany agreed to 
return to Geneva, but in both France and Britain there were 
statesmen who were under no illusions about the political 
prospect that was unfolding before their eyes. Herriot told 
the French military in October that: ‘I am convinced that 
Germany wishes to rearm … We are at a turning point in 
history. Until now Germany has practised a policy of submis-
sion, not of resignation certainly, but a negative policy; now 
she is beginning a positive policy. Tomorrow it will be a policy 
of territorial demands with a formidable means of intimida-
tion: her army.’ Winston Churchill told his fellow Members 
of Parliament in November that the Germans were not really 
after equality of status. ‘They are looking for weapons, and 
when they have the weapons, believe me they will ask for the 
return of … lost territories.’ 29 The accession to power of 
Adolf Hitler on 30 January 1933, underlined such concerns 
and set off frantic attempts by other powers to mitigate them. 
Mussolini took the lead in formulating a Four Power Pact 
which he hoped would bind Germany into an agreement with 
Britain, France and Italy to preserve the peace and work for 
treaty revision through the League of Nations while at the 
same time giving Italy opportunities to pursue treaty revision. 
It was signed in June 1933, but had no effect in restraining 
German ambitions. Meanwhile, at Geneva, the British had 
finally presented their own draft disarmament convention in 
March, which, had it come a year earlier, might have had some 
impact, but which now stood no chance of winning either 
French or German support, even though the new American 
President, Franklin D Roosevelt, recommended it to the rep-
resentatives at the Conference.30
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At the end of March, Japan walked out of the League in 
protest at the League’s handling of the Manchurian crisis. It 
could only be a matter of time before Germany followed suit, 
and seven months later Hitler led the German delegates out 
of the Disarmament Conference and away from the League. 
Though the Disarmament Conference limped on for a few 
months, its work was to all intents and purposes finished. It 
had ended in total failure.

Many at the time blamed delegates for not trying hard 
enough, or nations for their hypocrisy in paying lip service 
to League ideals while in reality promoting their own selfish 
national interests. But in the circumstances of the early 1930s 
it was never going to be possible for national policy-makers 
to ‘bridge the gap between internationalist ideals and the 
demands of national security’.31 The political instability of 
the 1920s made disarmament extremely difficult, but the 
political climate of the early 1930s made the conclusion of 
a multilateral arms limitation agreement absolutely impos-
sible. And catering for the varied armaments requirements of 
nearly all of the recognised countries of the world in a single 
convention was bound to defeat the ingenuity of even the 
most accomplished technical expert. Post Second World War 
international disarmament conferences would in due course 
be able to learn a lot from the world’s first serious attempt at 
multilateral arms limitation, but at the time its failure only 
served to fuel growing disillusionment about the ability of the 
League to preserve international peace, a failure which was 
compounded by events in the Far East.
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