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The Lessons of the League: 
Long Live the UN

While the League undoubtedly failed in its main task of 
preventing the outbreak of another European-wide military 
conflict, the success it achieved in its social, economic and 
humanitarian endeavours was much greater than anticipated 
in 1920.

The tasks which were assigned to it under the Treaty of Ver-
sailles and League Covenant were seen very much as ancillary 
to its main objective of securing peace through the political co-
operation of its member states, though it was recognised that 
work to improve peoples’ living or working conditions and to 
combat the spread of disease, drug traffic and slavery would all 
contribute indirectly to strengthening international peace and 
co-operation. Yet by the late 1930s, as the League’s political 
machinery was increasingly by-passed, its social and economic 
activities were expanding, and its administrative and legal 
precedents had been successfully established. It is a striking 
testimony to the success of this element of the League’s activi-
ties that so much of its work was transferred wholesale to the 
United Nations, where its remit was greatly expanded.
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Two League bodies which transferred virtually unaltered to 
operate under United Nations auspices were the Permanent 
Court of International Justice and the International Labour 
Organisation. The Permanent Court, which was established 
under Article 14 of the League Covenant, opened its doors in 
the Peace Palace at the Hague, in 1922. Nine Judges and four 
Deputy Judges, elected jointly by the Council and Assembly 
during the second League Assembly on the grounds of their 
legal eminence and ability to ‘represent the main forms of 
civilisation and the principal legal systems of the world’ were 
kept busy from the outset, either in giving advisory opinions 
to the Council or in deciding cases submitted to it by indi-
vidual governments. Its reputation and authority grew stead-
ily as the years went by.1 Between 1922 and 1939 it heard 66 
cases, of which 28 were requests for an advisory opinion. Its 
‘optional clause’, whereby member states who signed up to it 
agreed to be bound by its jurisdiction in classes of disputes 
deemed to be ‘justiciable’, was taken up by 40 governments, 
including Britain in 1929. Its success showed that a standing 
international court had a role to play ‘in promoting orderly 
international relations in conditions where there was already 
a strong underlying desire for order’ and was ‘a significant 
landmark in the gradual acceptance by states that rules had 
a place in international politics’.2 The International Court of 
Justice established after the Second World War by the United 
Nations reproduced in almost identical form the League’s 
Permanent Court, and it has continued to extend its author-
ity and to increase its profile in recent years.

The International Labour Organisation was established 
by the Treaty of Versailles, with its constitution included 
in each of the peace treaties concluded in Paris. It operated 
under the aegis of the League of Nations, which provided 
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its finance, but was administered as an independent organi-
sation through a Governing Body and a Labour Office. Its 
remit was to ensure just and humane conditions of labour 
in the countries of its members and to promote the physical, 
moral and intellectual well-being of industrial wage-earners. 
It operated through a tripartite governing structure which 
consisted of representatives of governments, employers and 
workers. Its director until 1932 was Albert Thomas, an ener-
getic and committed French Socialist, and under his leader-
ship the ILO flourished and pursued its objectives vigorously 
through conferences and the adoption of labour conventions. 
Germany and Austria were admitted to membership in 1920, 
and states who subsequently left the League, such as Brazil 
and Japan, chose to remain in the ILO. Thomas died in 1932, 
but was succeeded by his able British deputy, Harold Butler, 
and as the League went into eclipse in the later 1930s, the ILO 
continued to be strongly supported by its member states, and 
particularly by the union representatives operating on behalf 
of industrial workers. In 1938, the United States joined the 
ILO, and after the outbreak of war in Europe, the organisa-
tion moved its headquarters from Geneva to Montreal. With 
the establishment of the United Nations, the ILO became 
one of its specialist agencies, and continued with its mission, 
operating virtually unchanged to the present day.

Four other administrative responsibilities which were 
assigned to the League by the Treaty of Versailles were more 
short-lived. Both the Saar and Danzig were German areas 
which were removed from German sovereignty in 1919 and 
placed under League of Nations administration. In the case of 
the Saar, the League was to govern the area for 15 years until 
a plebiscite was held to decide its future. Despite inevitable 
friction between the inhabitants and the League’s Governing 
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Commission, particularly during the French occupation of 
the Ruhr in 1923, the area was largely peaceful and efficiently 
run under League governance, until the inhabitants in 1935 
voted overwhelmingly to return to German rule. Danzig was 
established as a Free City under League of Nations protec-
tion, to avoid assigning it to Poland while at the same time 
allowing Poland access to the Baltic Sea. Its day to day admin-
istration was conducted under the watchful eye of a League 
High Commissioner who reported regularly to Geneva. 
Again, although there was continuous friction between the 
Polish Government and the city officials, and, after 1933, 
with the Nazi government, the city remained relatively peace-
ful and well-governed, though tension rose markedly in the 
later 1930s until in 1939, Hitler’s resolve to reabsorb it and 
the Polish Corridor into Germany triggered the outbreak of 
European war.

An even more difficult task for the League was the pro-
tection of minorities in a number of states, as laid down in 
the treaties of peace and in subsequent agreements. In total, 
the League had responsibility to oversee that the rights of 
minorities were fully respected in 16 countries: Poland, 
Czechoslovakia, Romania, Yugoslavia, Greece, Albania, 
Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Finland in respect 
of the Åland Islands, Germany in respect of Upper Silesia, 
and later Latvia, Estonia, Turkey and Iraq. It was a thankless 
task, which inevitably led to protests on the part of govern-
ments or to complaints by minorities that their grievances 
were being ignored. The League took its responsibilities in 
this area very seriously, and Council members spent inor-
dinate amounts of time studying petitions from aggrieved 
minorities and trying to negotiate changes with hostile gov-
ernments. As Walters comments, the League’s work in this 
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area was ‘difficult and invidious’, and though in general terms 
most minority peoples were protected from severe injustice 
and harm, the governments involved resented being singled 
out in this way for ongoing surveillance and criticism of their 
policies. As a result, in some areas tensions between ethnic 
groups escalated.3 After the appalling genocide and wholesale 
slaughter of minorities which took place during the Second 
World War, a different approach was adopted by the United 
Nations – a Universal Declaration of Human Rights – and 
the work of minorities protection was not continued.

leAGUe oF nATionS MAnDATeS
1. Territories subject to an ‘A’ Mandate:
The lebanon (under the Mandate of France)
Syria
iraq 
Palestine (under the Mandate of Britain)
Transjordan

2. Territories subject to a ‘B’ Mandate:
British Togoland 
British cameroons  under the Mandate of Britain
Tanganyika
French Togoland  under the Mandate of france
French cameroons
(Cameroons and Togoland were divided between Britain and france)
Ruanda-Urundi under the Mandate of Belgium

3. Territories subject to a ‘C’ Mandate
South West Africa under the Mandate of the union of south africa
The Marianas, caroline and Marshall islands under the Mandate of 

Japan
new Guinea (north eastern part), new ireland under the Mandate
new Britain and the Solomon isles of australia 
nauru under the Mandate of the British empire exercised through 

australia
Western Samoa under the Mandate of New Zealand
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The League was also given the task of overseeing the 
administration of the former German colonies and Turkish 
territories which were seized by the Allied Powers during the 
First World War. Article 22 of the League Covenant divided 
them into three categories, A, B and C, depending on the 
stage of development of the inhabitants, geographical situ-
ation, and economic condition. Mandates were allocated by 
the Supreme Council between 1919 and 1921, with the Man-
datory Power receiving ‘full powers of legislation and admin-
istration’, but with an obligation to furnish an annual report 
on its stewardship to a League Commission of 11 experts in 
colonial affairs.

While cynics sneered that this was covert annexation of 
the spoils of war masquerading as enlightened humanitarian-
ism, the League Commissioners took their duties seriously, 
and forced Mandatory Powers to justify and to modify their 
policies in a range of areas by commenting on their reports 
and questioning their governors at great length. Mandatory 
Powers could not operate unilaterally, however much they 
would have liked to, and had to demonstrate in their annual 
reports how they were putting into practice the principle laid 
down in Article 22 that ‘the well being and development of 
[Mandatory] peoples form a sacred trust of civilisation’. The 
British Mandate for Iraq was brought to an end in 1932, when 
Iraq was admitted to the League as a sovereign state; another 
British ‘A’ Mandate, Palestine, experienced mounting ten-
sions and outbreaks of violence as Arabs and Jews battled 
for supremacy, and eventually gained its independence in 
controversial circumstances in 1948. The other ‘A’ Mandated 
areas were all recognised as sovereign states soon after the end 
of the Second World War. The remainder of the Mandates 
were transferred to a new body established under the United 
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Nations, the Trusteeship Council. While this body consisted 
of government representatives rather than of independent 
experts, it continued the work of the League’s Mandates 
Commission and supervised the transition of the Mandated 
areas to statehood.4

Articles 23 and 24 of the Covenant conferred on the League 
a range of responsibilities, including the supervision of the 
traffic in women and children, in opium and other dangerous 
drugs and the prevention and control of disease. They also 
placed under its direction all existing international bureaux 
dealing with a whole host of miscellaneous issues which had 
become the subject of international regulation before 1914. 
In this field of social and humanitarian endeavour, the League 
made a considerable impact through the various bodies which 
it established, such as the Health Organisation, which was 
operating in 148 territories by the late 1930s (particularly 
working to contain typhus and cholera epidemics), the Advi-
sory Committee on Traffic in Opium and other Dangerous 
Drugs, and the Advisory Committee on the Traffic in Women 
and Children. An area of work which had not been specified 
in 1919 but which came into prominence as a result of post-
war problems was the resettlement of refugees, carried out to 
begin with as a temporary task through a Refugee Organisa-
tion run with tireless zeal by the Norwegian explorer, Frijd-
hof Nansen. As with all the other social and humanitarian 
activities carried out by the League, the problems associated 
with refugees proved to be intractable and unending, and 
the Refugee Organisation continued its work throughout 
the inter-war period. A further area of League activity was 
that of intellectual co-operation, carried out by a Committee 
of 12, and later 15 eminent scholars, which included Marie 
Curie, Albert Einstein, Henri Bergson and Gilbert Murray.
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While the promotion of international economic co-opera-
tion proved to be a difficult task, both in the immediate post-
war period and after the onset of the 1929 world depression, 
organising financial co-operation to facilitate reconstruction 
was an area of some League success. Austria was provided 
with desperately needed financial support in 1922, followed 
by Hungary a year later and then Bulgaria and Greece. And 
success in this area of work, as 
in its humanitarian endeavours, 
was facilitated by American co-
operation and financial support.5 
By the end of the 1930s, the 
League’s non-political activities 
had extended to every part of the 
globe, and a committee estab-
lished under the chairmanship of a former Australian Prime 
Minister, Stanley Bruce, recommended that they should be 
reorganised under a new Central Committee for Economic 
and Social Questions, which would be open to non-mem-
ber states. The outbreak of war postponed this develop-
ment, but it took shape in 1946 as the Economic and Social 
Council of the United Nations. And the establishment, under 
United Nations auspices, of the World Health Organisa-
tion, the International Refugee Organisation and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO) all testified to the enduring importance and value 
of the League’s non-political activities. As Lord Cecil pointed 
out at the last meeting of the League Assembly: ‘The work of 
the League is purely and unmistakably printed on the social, 
economic and humanitarian life of the world.’ 6

One of the most innovative aspects of the League’s opera-
tion was the establishment of its Secretariat, organised along 

‘The work of the League is 
purely and unmistakably 
printed on the social, 
economic and 
humanitarian life of the 
world.’
lord cecil, 9 april 1946
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the lines of an international civil service, with members 
drawn from over 30 countries, including the United States. 
The first Secretary-General, Eric Drummond, tried to ensure 
that League officials were responsible to the League rather 
than to their national governments and that they acted impar-
tially. Whilst he was not always successful, the League Secre-
tariat did become internationally respected for the quality of 
its officials. It was also a unique repository of information 
and experience relating to international organisation and 
administration, and the role of Secretary-General, though 
carried out in the inter-war period by two very different per-
sonalities, Drummond and Joseph Avenol of France, carried 
increasing importance. In this area, as in so much else, the 
League’s structure and methods of working were adopted by 
the United Nations.

The outline of a new world organisation was agreed in 
the midst of the Second World War by the wartime allies, 
the United States, the USSR and Britain. While the intention 
was to construct a very different international body from the 
League, as the United Nations took shape, according to a 
British diplomat who had been based at Geneva in the 1930s, 
it bore ‘a most embarrassing resemblance to its predecessor. 
Again and again, without any direct reference to what had 
transpired during twenty years at Geneva, we arrived, sur-
prisingly, at results that might seem to have been modelled on 
the earlier organisation.’ 7 The United Nations was to operate 
through two main bodies, a Supreme Council and a General 
Assembly, and to be administered by an international secre-
tariat under an independent Secretary-General. It was to be 
an organisation composed of sovereign states, all of which 
retained jurisdiction over their domestic affairs, and to have 
a wide range of responsibilities and agencies designed both 
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to maintain peace and to improve the general welfare of its 
member states.

But there were some important differences, which reveal 
what the framers of the United Nations Charter in 1946 
believed to be the major flaws in the structure and operation 
of the League, which they were determined to avoid. First 
and foremost, the United Nations was created as a free-
standing organisation and not 
linked to a peace treaty, and was 
not therefore seen as the guard-
ian of the post-Second World 
War territorial settlement. Sec-
ondly, its Supreme Council was 
to be based unequivocally on the 
Great Powers working together 
in concert, each of them able 
to exercise a veto on any pro-
posed action, precisely the kind 
of powerful driving-force the 
British Government had wanted 
the League Council to be in 1919. As the British Commentary 
on the United Nations Charter pointed out, ‘… the successful 
working of the United Nations depends on the preservation 
of the unanimity of the Great Powers; … If this unanimity is 
seriously undermined no provision of the Charter is likely to 
be of much avail.’ 8

The task of the five permanent members of the Supreme 
Council, the United States, the USSR, Britain, France and 
Nationalist China, was to work together to secure the main-
tenance of international peace and security, and to this 
end they could take decisions by majority vote which were 
binding on all members of the United Nations. Thus in the 

‘[The UN bore] a most 
embarrassing resemblance 
to its predecessor. Again 
and again, without any 
direct reference to what 
had transpired during 
twenty years at Geneva, 
we arrived, surprisingly, at 
results that might seem to 
have been modelled on 
the earlier organisation.’
sir alexander cadogan, 1951
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last resort, the Supreme Council could take action to enforce 
peace, something the French government had vainly urged in 
1919 that the League should be equipped to do.

The reason for this change was very clear. In 1919 both 
the British and American governments aimed to construct a 
body which could prevent conflict from spreading by creating 
mechanisms to deal with sudden and unexpected outbreaks of 
military aggression rather than with pre-meditated military 
expansion, whereas by 1945 the United Nations was being 
equipped to deal with planned aggression master-minded 
and launched by evil dictators. It would indeed be fair to say 
that whereas the League was established to prevent the First 
World War from breaking out again, the United Nations was 
set up to combat the aggressive territorial expansion which 
caused the outbreak of the Second World War, and thus 
its Supreme Council was given far greater powers than the 
League had possessed.

The division of powers and responsibilities between the 
Supreme Council and the General Assembly was also much 
more clearly delineated than had been the case with the 
League. The Supreme Council’s remit was to work for peace 
and security through collective action and diplomacy; all 
other issues, whether economic, social, or relating to general 
welfare, were deemed to be matters of common concern and 
therefore the responsibility of the General Assembly to deal 
with through majority voting. But unlike the binding deci-
sions of the Supreme Council, resolutions of the General 
Assembly were to be recommendations which would not 
commit member states to action.

The most obvious difference between the two bodies was 
the inclusion in the United Nations of all the world’s leading 
powers, particularly the United States and the USSR. Their 
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absence from the League had crippled it from the start, but 
as these two principal victors emerged from the Second World 
War, they were determined to drive forward the new inter-
national organisation they had 
created. This inevitably gave the 
United Nations a global reach 
which the League had lacked, 
symbolised by the fact that its 
headquarters was established in 
New York.

Thus the United Nations 
was framed to capitalise on the 
League’s successes but to avoid 
its failures. While it has not oper-
ated as effectively as its founders 
anticipated, particularly in the 
era of the Cold War, it remains 
a cornerstone of global interna-
tional collaboration, with 192 
member states currently, includ-
ing all the world’s most powerful 
countries. It has pioneered new 
approaches to counter aggres-
sion, such as through its peacekeeping activities, and its 
Secretary-Generals have become leading world figures. Signif-
icant problems remain, such as trying to achieve Great Power 
unanimity when crises erupt, endeavouring to curb the spread 
of nuclear weapons, and trying to ensure that member states 
observe their international human rights obligations, but the 
United Nations has been very successful in presiding over and 
facilitating international change in a way that the League was 
never able to achieve.

‘But for the great 
experiment of the League, 
the United Nations could 
never have come into 
existence. The 
fundamental principles of 
the Charter and the 
Covenant are the same 
and it is gratifying to some 
of us that, after the 
violent controversies that 
have raged for the last 
quarter of a century, it is 
now generally accepted 
that peace can be secured 
only by international 
co-operation, broadly on 
the lines agreed to in 
1920.’
lord cecil, 1946
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Lord Cecil claimed in 1946 that: ‘But for the great experi-
ment of the League, the United Nations could never have 
come into existence. The fundamental principles of the 
Charter and the Covenant are the same and it is gratifying 
to some of us that, after the violent controversies that have 
raged for the last quarter of a century, it is now generally 
accepted that peace can be secured only by international 
co-operation, broadly on the lines agreed to in 1920.’9 The 
League was indeed a ‘great experiment’, and after 70 or 80 
years we can see clearly now that it was in its way a pioneer-
ing organisation, bringing together, as a recent scholar has 
pointed out, ‘the strands of pre-1914 international organisa-
tion and wartime co-operation into a more centralised and 
systematic form on a global scale, thus providing a stepping 
stone towards the more enduring United Nations’.10 In some 
areas of activity it achieved great success, but it was hampered 
by three major difficulties. In the first place, it had to operate 
in an unstable international environment which generated a 
level of political and economic turbulence that was bound to 
undermine the League’s effectiveness. Secondly, in the absence 
of the USA and of Russia, it was driven by two Great Powers, 
Britain and France, whose world influence and global reach 
was on the wane, and who were fatally divided in their views 
on how the League could most effectively maintain interna-
tional peace. And thirdly, the First World War had fatally 
weakened the economic strength and political dominance of 
its European combatants and had accelerated a decisive shift 
of world power that was already occurring before 1914. The 
League was conceived as a world-wide organisation, but its 
engine was in practice powered from Europe, and it was not 
strong enough to promote peace across the globe.

And yet its ideals, striving for the establishment of a 
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peaceful international community of states all agreeing to 
abide by a clear set of rules of conduct, remained powerful 
and evoked strong popular support. Smaller states relished the 
democratic structure of the League Assembly, where once a 
year they could give their views on the conduct and behaviour 
of the Great Powers. The League helped to bring into exist-
ence a ‘different dynamic of international co-operation’, and 
those who worked on its behalf began to craft ‘that network 
of norms and agreements by which our world is [now] regu-
lated, if not quite governed’. It was not able to fulfil the ambi-
tious aspirations of its founders or the exaggerated hopes of 
its most fervent supporters, but it was the world’s first ‘sus-
tained and consequential experiment in internationalism’, a 
significant and exploratory first phase which paved the way 
for a second, more effective and lasting period of interna-
tional collaboration under the United Nations.11 Rather than 
dwell on its weaknesses or condemn its failures, we should 
applaud its successes while continuing to learn important 
lessons from its history.
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