
two
Rules of the Game

Monsieur Avenol [French Deputy Secretary General] said that . . . the 
Secretariat . . . had no administrative or executive power of its own, nor had 
its members the duty, or the right, of initiating policy . . . All power of 
initiative thus rested in the Members [States] of the League.

Professor Rappard, while admitting the officially impersonal character of 
the Secretariat, set against this the position in actual fact, namely, the very 
real influence of members of the Secretariat upon opinion in League 
 matters, and in particular the recognised system whereby the Council’s 
decisions were prepared by its servants—its intelligent and responsible 
servants—in the Secretariat.

League of Nations Directors’ Meeting Minutes, no. 74, 28 February 19231

By the summer of 1920 the mandates system was a naked and shivering 
shadow of its Wilsonian self. Occupiers had been named ‘mandatories’, 

but not a single mandate text had been agreed nor any oversight apparatus 
set up. Promises to consult local wishes—much less to build national gov-
ernments—had been broken and those who contested the new dispensa-
tion exiled or crushed. But if that crackdown cemented allied control, it 
disillusioned and angered internationalists across the globe. ‘The system of 
Mandates did not appear to have been received with very much sympathy 
by public opinion,’ the Italian representative pointed out at the eighth meet-
ing of the League Council held in San Sebastian, Spain, in early August 
1920, four months after the San Remo decisions. ‘The Mandates were 
regarded as convenient fictions of a temporary character.’2 It was far from 
clear that the system would amount to anything at all.

And indeed, it could well have ended then and there. That it did not owed 
less to those ostensible architects of the mandates system, Wilson, Smuts, 
Lloyd George, and Milner—none closely involved in mandate matters by 
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1920 anyway—than to the quiet persistence of a much less flamboyant and 
largely forgotten group of men: the early officials of the League Secretariat. 
Bureaucrats are unglamorous historical actors. But to turn programmes into 
practices, especially when the visionaries have either left the stage or turned 
petulant, demands a particular sort of character and capacity. In 1920 three 
men who cast their lot with the League—its first Secretary General, Sir Eric 
Drummond, his confidential assistant, Philip Baker, and the first Director 
of  the Mandates Section, William Rappard—rescued the near-expiring 
mandates regime. They had the support of key (mostly British) statesmen as 
well, but they considered the work their job and brought to the task all 
those skills—networking, planning, report-writing, alliance-building, com-
promising—on which successful administration depends. Bureaucracy, more 
than idealism, tamed the demons of power. In 1920 the allied powers did 
very largely as they liked; by 1922 they were grudgingly learning new rules. 
To understand how this transformation happened, we move back to London 
in 1919, where a punctilious Scot began building a new model army.

Drummond, Baker, and the Secretariat

Nothing the League produced was more quietly revolutionary than the 
international Secretariat. There was no real precedent. When statesmen 
gathered to transact business before 1914, they did so in private, with at most 
a secretary or two to keep minutes and draft communiqués. Follow-up was 
left (or not) to individual states. The League, however, was to meet regularly 
and would need a staff. The Covenant thus stipulated that a permanent 
Secretariat be established and in an annex named the first Secretary General 
to head it: Sir Eric Drummond.

A career Foreign Office official who had acted as Arthur Balfour’s unob-
trusive right-hand man at the peace conference, Drummond was chosen 
when no leading statesman seemed appropriate or available and Sir Maurice 
Hankey decided to remain Cabinet Secretary. Drummond was forty-three 
in 1919. A gangly, droopy-eyed Scottish aristocrat (in 1937 he became the 
seventh Earl of Perth), he was, the catty Spanish head of the disarmament 
section remarked, the only man he’d ever met who looked entirely natural 
in plus fours. Yet Drummond’s languorous mien was deceptive, for he proved 
to be highly organized, meticulous, good at selecting staff (especially in the 
early days), and able to mediate disputes and deliver bad news without 
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 rule s of the game 47

offence. True, in contrast to a strong-minded figure like Dag Hammarskjöld, 
Drummond was self-effacing to a fault, much more the secretary than the 
general (as the joke went). But, landed the task of creating an institution 
from scratch, and with no precedent for his role, his innate caution (which 
was not servility) proved an asset. He had the rare distinction of leaving his 
office with a higher reputation than when he assumed it (Figure 2.1).3

In the summer of 1919, once the Versailles Treaty was signed, Drummond 
settled into a suite of rooms near Whitehall and began mapping out the 
structure of the Secretariat and hiring staff. Sir Maurice Hankey, before 
turning the post of Secretary General down, had sketched out a structure 
intended to facilitate great-power collaboration, with separate bureaus for 
French, British, American, Italian, and Japanese under-secretaries, each 
bringing their own national staff.4 But Drummond, remarkably, broke with 
this statist vision. Rather than structure the Secretariat by nation, Drummond 
organized it by function, with separate sections—the Legal Section, the 
Economic and Financial Section, the Mandates Section, and so forth—
established to support each of the organization’s key areas of work. Still 
more boldly, he decided to create a genuinely international officialdom, a 
body of men and women not lent from national bureaucracies but rather 
hired de novo and owing loyalty to the League alone. Not that the Secretariat 
was ‘neutral’ exactly. A group of tried wartime collaborators provided its 
spine, with Drummond entrusting the Political Section to the historian 
Paul Mantoux, who had served as Clemenceau’s interpreter at the Peace 

Figure 2.1 Sir Eric Drummond as Secretary General.
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Conference; the Economic Section to the Oxford economist Sir Arthur 
Salter; the Information Section to the French journalist Pierre Comert; the 
Legal Section to the Dutch jurist Joost van Hamel; and the particularly tricky 
task of running the minorities regime to the able Norwegian diplomat Erik 
Colban. But there were unusual or visionary appointments too, notably of 
Dame Rachel Crowdy, who had made a name organizing Britain’s voluntary 
nursing service in France during the First World War, as head of the Social 
Section; and at Crowdy’s urging, of the brilliant Polish epidemiologist 
Ludwig Rajchman at the Health Section.5 The knowledge that they were to 
serve the League and not their state attracted a young and overwhelmingly 
progressive staff, and if Drummond shunted most of the female applicants 
off into the clerical services, he thereby secured the Secretariat an enviable 
reputation for accuracy and professionalism.

The Mandates Section was to go to George Louis Beer, but Beer had 
returned to New York once the Milner Commission ceased to meet, and as 
US participation grew uncertain, his interest in the post declined. When 
Beer refused an urgent request in October 1919 to return to London to 
restart the faltering negotiations over mandates, Drummond turned for help 
to a bright young official (and later Nobel Peace Prize Laureate) seconded 
from the Foreign Office, Philip Baker (later Noel-Baker).6 Baker was to 
handle matters until Beer’s return. But since Beer never returned, until the 
Secretariat’s move to Geneva in the summer of 1920 and William Rappard’s 
appointment as Director that October—that is, for more than a year—
whatever the League did on mandates was very largely Baker’s work.7

Baker was far to the left of Drummond politically, but he had the kind of 
formation, connections, and intimate understanding of British officialdom’s 
rules of the game that made for easy collaboration between the two. Baker 
had been a brilliant undergraduate at Cambridge and an Olympic runner, 
and had been decorated for valour while serving with a Friends ambulance 
brigade in the First World War. After 1918 he turned into what we might call 
one of the Zeligs of international politics, the unidentified but vaguely 
familiar face just behind the minister in official photographs. He had been 
Robert Cecil’s confidential assistant and secretary to the Commission draft-
ing the Covenant at the Peace Conference and then secretary to Milner’s 
Mandates Commission, roles that had left Baker with a better knowledge of 
the positions of each of the mandatory powers than anyone else. Drummond 
knew his young collaborator would try to push those powers in a more 
progressive direction, but he could also trust Baker to respect the enabling 
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 rule s of the game 49

fiction of British government: that politicians take decisions, and officials 
simply provide technical assistance. None of the key documents about man-
dates issued by the Council or the Secretary General carry Baker’s name. In 
the League archives, his initials are on every draft.

Baker began by helping those British politicians and officials—A. J. Balfour 
in August 1919, Drummond in September, Sir Cecil Hurst and Lord Curzon 
later that winter—who were trying to bring the French back to the draft-
ing table.8 But those bilateral efforts went nowhere, convincing Baker that 
the League Council had to take up the mandate question itself. Joost van 
Hamel, the Dutch head of the Secretariat’s Legal Section, assured Drummond 
that the Council had the authority to do so, for when it had proven impos-
sible to include the mandates in the Treaty of Versailles, a short line of 
text had been added to Article 22 stating that the degree of control exer-
cised by the mandatory would be ‘explicitly defined in each case by the 
Council’.9 In the spring of 1920, now wearing a ‘League’ hat, Baker per-
suaded Drummond to sign an uncharacteristically sharp ultimatum that 
went to the Council,10 and at its session at San Sebastian in August the 
Council approved what became known (after the name of the Belgian 
minister who presented it) as the Hymans Report, which set the frame-
work for the League’s oversight regime. True, the American rejection of 
the  Treaty in March dictated many concessions. The responsibility for 
 allocating territories, defining borders, and indeed drafting the mandates 
themselves were all ceded to the allied powers, and it was agreed that the 
great-power dominated Council, and not the more progressive Assembly, 
was responsible for oversight. Yet, for all that, the Hymans Report stipulated 
both that the League was rightly concerned not only with matters specif-
ically mentioned in the mandate texts but rather with ‘the whole material 
and moral situation of the peoples under the Mandate’, and that the 
Mandates Commission must include a majority of members from 
non-mandatory powers. The Council then asked the allied powers for the 
mandate texts, so that the work of supervision could begin.11

Thus by the autumn of 1920, very largely at the Secretariat’s insistence, 
the Council had agreed to bring the system into effect. Drummond and 
Baker had been able to force the issue because, while ostensibly interna-
tional officials, they had easy and confidential relations with a host of British 
officials and statesmen. Indeed, at this stage, the Secretariat was as much an 
outpost of the British Foreign Office as anything else, and the decision to 
shift responsibility from the Supreme Allied Council to the League Council 
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a sharply pragmatic response to American withdrawal. Having lost the 
American alliance, the British would look to the League Council to stabi-
lize the colonial settlement. Drummond knew, however, that English dom-
inance bred resentment and had to be curtailed if the League was to thrive. 
He transferred Baker out of the section six months later, but before Baker 
left he played one final, dangerous game, stoking the desire of the League 
Assembly to make the ‘sacred trust’ real.

Cecil, Nansen, and the Assembly

In August 1920, Drummond made an advance trip to Geneva, where he 
negotiated the purchase of the 200-room lakefront hotel that would house 
the League for the next sixteen years. Relocation to neutral Switzerland—
and not, as had been proposed, to ‘liberated’ Brussels—signalled the deter-
mination of the new institution to rise above the hatreds of war and 
reinforced the Secretariat’s sense of distinction. A few short weeks later, on 
15 November—later than anticipated, the Council having waited in vain for 
the United States to join—the First League Assembly met. Forty-two mem-
ber states sent delegations, and a host of officials, lobbyists, journalists, 
delegates from would-be member states and simple well-wishers showed 
up as well. Delegates were swiftly enmeshed in a web of meetings, as six 
separate committees got to work on issues ranging from the admission of 
new states, to the tasks of the technical sections, to the organization of the 
Secretariat, to such ‘hot button’ questions as Armenian refugees or the use 
of economic blockades. There was plenty of socializing too, with national 
delegations hosting competitively lavish receptions.12

The League Assembly could not become (as the United Nations General 
Assembly would) a platform for anti-colonial nationalists and a force behind 
decolonization. It was too European-dominated and too white. With the 
anomalous exception of India, imperial possessions had no voice. Yet the 
Assembly was a place where small states could speak up: its ethos was dem-
ocratic and its Wilsonian sympathies were acute. Arriving in Geneva that 
November, many delegates also had reason to worry that the great powers 
were about to sweep Wilson’s key accomplishment, the mandates system, 
under the rug. They knew about Sharif Husayn’s unavailing appeals to 
Britain and the League, and Baker had made sure that their dossiers con-
tained copies of the Hymans Report and the San Sebastian decisions through 

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:00:10.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 rule s of the game 51

which the Council claimed responsibility for mandates.13 In those dossiers 
was also found a sharp protest issued by the German government.14 Many 
delegates sympathized with the German claim that the Council was usurp-
ing powers laid on the League as a whole (and thus on the Assembly); pri-
vately, indeed, British officials did too. A fight was brewing for control of 
the mandates system.

At the Assembly mandates fell under the Sixth Committee, which dealt 
with security and armaments. Paul Hymans was on that committee, but so 
too were the unpredictable Robert Cecil, the famed Norwegian humanitar-
ian and explorer Fridtjof Nansen (who was named chair of its mandates 
subcommittee), numerous members from smaller states, and the ubiquitous 
Baker as ‘Recording Secretary’. The Committee immediately asked to 
review the mandate texts, but the Council prevaricated, only agreeing at the 
last minute to pass them along on condition that the committee not men-
tion them in open session.15 Nansen and Cecil, however, refused to be 
cowed, and on the Assembly’s last day they proposed a resolution calling on 
the mandatory powers to bring the system into effect immediately.

That brought A. J. Balfour to his feet, and the conflict between Council 
and Assembly (and between imperial and international interests) into open 
view. ‘The responsibility for dealing with the Mandates,’ Balfour told the 
Assembly shortly, ‘lay with the Council alone.’ As the British representative 
on that body, he would consider himself ‘absolutely free to consider these 
problems on their merits, unrestricted by anything which the Assembly 
might do’. The meeting was then treated to a very English public spat, 
with Cecil (Balfour’s cousin) retorting that Balfour’s own Committee had 
already agreed that the Assembly was free to discuss any League matter. The 
resolution passed, but the delegates implicitly accepted that the Council 
would not be coerced and would ‘reserve to itself full liberty’ in dealing 
with it.16

The Council had thus confirmed its control—and yet the Assembly’s 
public criticism had its effect. Now on the defensive, the Council approved 
a constitution for the Permanent Mandates Commission (PMC), telegraphed 
the mandatory powers to submit their mandate drafts, and on 17 December 
brought the ‘C’ mandates into effect. Over the next few months, it extracted 
the draft ‘B’ mandates and appointed the members of the Mandates 
Commission—including, as the Assembly had requested, a woman. Real 
oversight then shifted to the Commission, but the Assembly never lost 
interest in the system it had done much to midwife. Each year its Sixth 
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Committee would review the report of the Mandates Commission and 
until 1934 its conclusions were discussed in plenary session. The Assembly 
could throw its weight behind the Commission whenever it came under 
attack; individual delegates could denounce repressive acts in mandated ter-
ritories or dilate on the evils of imperialism in front of a packed hall. The 
blunt language with which the South African delegates described their new 
charges—‘peoples sunk in barbarism for untold centuries’,17 for example—
didn’t play well in the cosmopolitan world of the Assembly. The mandatory 
powers often found themselves on the defensive.

The Assembly was able to play this important early role for several rea-
sons. The public nature of its procedures mattered; so too did the fact that 
Cecil, out of office at this stage and trying to build a kind of ‘centre party’, 
was willing to play an independent, gadfly role.18 But Cecil could also count 
on Baker to keep him informed: indeed, it is not too much to say that 
League officials shaped—even engineered—the Assembly’s response. Baker’s 
loyalty to Cecil and support for the Assembly against the Council had a cost, 
however, for Drummond concluded that Baker could not be trusted to run 
the Disarmament Section (a job Baker thought he had been promised); 
Baker, who had always thought it wrong for a British national (or a national 
of any mandatory power) to be in charge of the mandates section, then 
decided to leave the Secretariat altogether.19 With Baker gone, much would 
depend on the character of the Mandates Section’s new Director.

Rappard and the Mandates Section

On 9 October 1920, just before that First Assembly and the Secretariat’s 
move to Geneva, Drummond had asked William Emmanuel Rappard, a Swiss 
academic and internationalist, to accept the role of Director.20 This was a 
bold choice and one Drummond probably came to regret. The problem 
wasn’t just that Rappard—a big, warm, quick-witted bear of a man—was 
anything but a bureaucrat at heart. It was also that Rappard, like Baker, was 
a true Wilsonian and had very different ideas from Drummond about how 
the League should work. Drummond thought the League could smooth 
collaboration among the great powers, whereas for Rappard it was a way to 
hold those powers accountable to a democratizing world. The two would 
clash many times during the four years Rappard spent in the Secretariat, 
and  Rappard almost always lost. He was, after all, directly responsible to 
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Drummond, whose authority was absolute. Yet, straining at Drummond’s 
leash, Rappard managed to imbue the Mandates Section and the Mandates 
Commission with a measure of his own independence and idealism.

Rappard was born in New York in 1883 into a Swiss merchant family, 
returning to Switzerland at the age of seventeen. Trilingual in French, 
German, and English, he studied economics and law in Geneva and com-
pleted a doctorate there in 1908. He was an inveterate traveller, though, 
spending time and making friends at universities across Europe as well as at 
Harvard, where he was Assistant Professor of Economics from 1911 until 
1913. He then took a Professorship in Geneva but kept a finger in many 
other pies, undertaking long missions to Washington, London, and Paris on 
behalf of the Swiss government during the war. A warm exponent of 
Wilsonian ideas, he negotiated both Swiss entry into the League and the 
agreement to make Geneva its seat.21 Rappard had qualms about working 
under Drummond, with whom he had had an unhappy misunderstanding 
about another possible post, but his friends (including Jean Monnet, then 
French Deputy Secretary General) and his own desire to see a Swiss among 
the top officials persuaded him to accept.22

Tensions between Rappard and Drummond were visible almost from 
Rappard’s first day in the Secretariat. Like Baker, Rappard thought the 
Council had to be pushed to come to agreement with the Americans and 
approve the mandates—and in this, even if grudgingly, Drummond sup-
ported him.23 But Rappard also wanted to make sure that those texts con-
formed to Article 22 ‘in letter and in spirit’, as the Covenant’s supporters 
were wont to say. That there was cause for worry became apparent as the ‘B’ 
mandate texts trickled into the Secretariat in the winter of 1920. In a con-
cession to the Dominions, the ‘C’ mandates had included a clause allowing 
the mandatory power to administer the territory ‘as an integral part of his 
territory’, and the introduction of a similar clause into the Togo and 
Cameroon mandates had been the price of French agreement to hold those 
territories under mandate at all. Now, the Belgians introduced a similar 
clause into the mandate for Rwanda and Burundi, breezily passing that 
change off as a minor administrative matter.24 Baker and Rappard were not 
fooled. All ‘B’ drafts save Britain’s East Africa mandate, Baker wrote, would 
now ‘require very considerable modification by the Council of the League 
if they are really to conform to the letter and spirit of Article 22’. The 
clauses on slavery, forced labour, liquor traffic, and land should all be tight-
ened, but that clause allowing administrative union had to be done away 
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with altogether or the distinction between ‘B’ mandates and ‘C’ mandates 
would almost disappear.25

But with all mandatory powers save the Dominions on the Council, 
would the Council really tighten up those texts? Rappard thought that 
unlikely, and, like Baker before him, began to cast about for allies behind the 
scenes. From the fracas at the first assembly and his own reading of the 
British press, Rappard knew how angry and betrayed many well-placed 
internationalists and humanitarians in Britain felt about the long delay in 
bringing the mandates system into effect. In early 1921 he began privately 
collaborating with two of the most vocal—the indefatigable Organising 
Secretary of the Anti-Slavery Society, J. H. Harris, and the former Arab 
Bureau member and now Conservative MP, William Ormsby-Gore. Both 
men, recall, had been at the Peace Conference (Harris to press the anti- 
slavery cause, Ormsby-Gore as part of Milner’s entourage); both had become 
passionate supporters of the mandates ideal; and both were now doing all 
they could—in private, in Parliament, through the League of Nations 
Union, and in the press—to give it flesh.26 By January 1921, Rappard was 
asking Harris’s advice about how best to address the issues of the liquor 
traffic, arms, and slavery in the ‘B’ mandate texts; remarkably, and in sharp 
contrast to the racist assumptions underpinning much humanitarian 
thought, Harris told him that he disapproved of disarming the native pop-
ulation ‘because a totally disarmed population tends to make the 
Administration domineering’, and that he also thought it hardly ‘ “playing 
the game” to say that the native should not have spirits but the white man 
may’.27 Ormsby-Gore also wrote to Rappard, repudiating claims of African 
incapacity and downplaying the significance of the distinction between ‘A’ 
and ‘B’ territories altogether. ‘You will probably think my ideas . . . revolu-
tionary’ but the mandatory power should be ‘merely the temporary guard-
ian or trustee exercising such trusteeship on behalf of the League, with a 
view to the development of each mandatory area’—in Africa as well as the 
Middle East—‘into an independent state.’28 Rappard professed himself ‘most 
happy’ to hear this, but noted that ‘there is no doubt whatever that your 
conception is very far from being shared by the Governments of the 
Mandatory Powers themselves’.29 Harris and Ormsby-Gore responded by 
stepping up their public pressure on the British government to publish the 
mandate texts.

Rappard’s collusion with English internationalists irritated Drummond. 
He told Rappard not to send the draft ‘A’ and ‘B’ mandates for review to the 
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newly appointed members of the Permanent Mandates Commission, and 
when Rappard let slip that Ormsby-Gore thought the Commission had every 
right to see those texts, Drummond said he was sorry Rappard had dis-
cussed the matter outside the Secretariat at all.30 But with the Council so 
secretive and Drummond so cautious, to whom could Rappard turn but 
Britain’s outspoken internationalists? ‘Never more than at the present 
moment,’ he wrote to Ormsby-Gore in March, ‘have I felt that the future of 
the mandatory system and of the League of Nations as a whole rests pri-
marily on the shoulders of their friends in Great Britain.’31 Drummond still 
refused to let the Commission see those drafts—‘certain members’ of the 
League being ‘very tenacious of the Council’s sole right’ to define those 
texts.32 At the Second Assembly in the summer of 1921, however, Rappard, 
Cecil, and Nansen together exploited delegates’ anger at the fact that the 
mandates still had not been approved to extract a pledge from the manda-
tory powers to send reports to the newly appointed Permanent Mandates 
Commission immediately.33

These efforts could only do so much to compensate for genuine great-
power agreement. Sympathetic as Britain’s Colonial Office and even the 
Foreign Office were to mandate principles (which they had largely shaped), 
and irritated as the British government truly was with American obstruc-
tion and French foot-dragging, the British would not and could not impose 
the system on their own. Not until 18 July 1922, after the allies had reached 
agreement with the United States and almost four years after the Armistice, 
did the Council finally approve the ‘B’ mandates—and these texts included 
those proto-annexationist clauses that Baker and Rappard had found so 
objectionable.34 Yet Rappard’s networking did have an effect, enabling key 
British supporters to shape League policy on mandates even after Baker 
was gone. A circular pattern was established in which Secretariat officials 
shared confidential information with national political figures, who then 
put pressure on their governments to take action at Geneva. With Rappard 
in charge and the League heavily dependent on British goodwill, this pat-
tern worked to Britain’s advantage. But as the Secretariat grew ‘leakier’ and 
geopolitical tensions more intense, the web of connections would become 
harder to manage.

While fighting the Covenant’s corner from 1920 to 1924, Rappard also set 
up the Mandates Section and hired its first staff. Compared to the eco-
nomic, political, and information sections, the Mandates Section was small, 
but it grew as its responsibilities expanded. Most non-clerical work at the 
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League was entrusted to what was called the First Division staff, a category 
that included both the high officials and the ‘Members of Section’ who 
were the workhorses of the League. (Baker, for all his contacts and initiative, 
had been a Member of Section.) For two years the Mandates Section con-
tained only two First Division members, Rappard and the Italian Vito 
Catastini (who replaced Baker in mid-1921), supplemented by two to three 
secretaries (Figure 2.2). In 1923 a third Member was added, and when 
Rappard resigned in 1924 the American Huntington Gilchrist was trans-
ferred from the Minorities Section to keep the strength at six—three First 
Division staff and three secretaries. In the period following German entry 
into the League of Nations, two additional First Division staff members 
(neither German) were added; by June 1932 the Mandates Section had, with 
secretaries, a staff of ten. It shrunk slightly in size in the late 1930s but did 
not go into precipitous decline until the crisis of 1939–40.

As a politically sensitive section, Mandates was to be staffed by nationals 
of the non-mandatory powers. With the exception of Baker and the clerical 

Figure 2.2 William Rappard, seated far right, with Vito Catastini and the staff of 
the Mandates Section.
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staff (who were mostly British, French, and Swiss), this precept was strictly 
followed. This did not keep the section free from national intrigue, for 
although Italy was not a mandatory power, it certainly wished to become 
one, and Catastini, formerly an official at the Italian Colonial Office and 
part of the Italian delegation at the Peace Conference, reported straight 
to Rome.35 Yet Rappard enforced an ethos of impartiality (which, in his 
case, meant sharing information with British internationalists but not 
usually British officials), and several members who spent long periods 
in  the section—the Dane F. T. B. Friis from 1923 to 1930, the American 
Huntington Gilchrist from 1924 to 1928, the Swiss Edouard De Haller from 
1928 to 1940, and the Norwegian Peter Anker through much of the 1930s—
sustained its reputation for competence and dedication. If anything, Rappard 
worked staff to exhaustion. When a Commission member complained in 
1922 that some typists sent from the central pool had been insubordinate, 
their supervisor exploded. His typists had worked until midnight for two 
weeks without complaint. Perhaps next year the Commission might ‘be 
induced to regard the Secretariat more or less as mandated territory, and to 
look a little more closely into the welfare of the natives’?36

Complaints like these were few. Unlike some other sections (especially 
the Social Section, where Rachel Crowdy was given a tiny, barely compe-
tent staff ), Mandates ran smoothly. In the mid-1920s the section took on 
administrative responsibilities for the League’s anti-slavery work, but its 
main job was always to support the Mandates Commission. The section 
set the schedule for the sessions, arranged for travel and accommodation of 
members, collected annual reports from the mandatory powers (and wrote 
nagging letters when they were late), kept and checked the Commission’s 
voluminous minutes, received and kept track of all petitions, made sure 
the Commission’s reports were sent in a timely manner to the Council, 
and compiled a vast array of other material (laws, treaties, speeches, schol-
arly articles, protests), sending a selection each month to the members 
of the PMC.37

Rappard took that task of gathering information very seriously, consult-
ing Harris and his academic friends to identify regional newspapers able to 
reveal local opinion. Regular perusal of the Gold Coast Leader, The Pacific 
Islands Monthly, the Windhoek Advertiser, and other out-of-the-way publica-
tions gave members of the Commission and League officials alike a sharp 
and often critical optic on the mandatory power’s administration and some-
times on their own deliberations. Galvanized by the 1925 Syrian rising, 
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and aware that the news in the European press was ‘extremely scarce and 
often unreliable’, in the late 1920s Rappard, Catastini, and Gilchrist went to 
considerable trouble to find someone able to translate articles from Arabic 
newspapers published in Beirut, Damascus, Jerusalem, Jaffa, Cairo, and 
Baghdad.38 The Mandates Section kept track of the proliferating scholarly 
literature on mandates too, working with the League library to amass an 
impressive collection and to issue regular, and increasingly lengthy, bibliog-
raphies.39 Many doctoral students and academics, among them such impor-
tant African American intellectuals as Ralph Bunche and Alain Locke, spent 
time perusing that collection.

Under Rappard’s energetic direction, section officials often crossed the 
boundary between bureaucratic support and policy planning, and between 
impartial analysis and advocacy. Officials not only wrote the reports of those 
(relatively few) Commission members too busy or lazy to do the work 
themselves and briefed the Council members and Assembly delegates who 
were named ‘rapporteur’ on mandates, but also consciously worked to 
enhance the system’s authority and reputation. Rappard published and lec-
tured on international relations in three languages and willingly read works 
on the mandates system by Quincy Wright, A. J. Toynbee, and other prom-
inent scholars before publication. Gilchrist, whom Drummond used to 
keep in contact with Raymond Fosdick and other prominent American 
supporters of the League (and whose salary as a mere ‘Member of Section’ 
almost equalled that of Catastini, his ostensible chief ), briefed American 
statesmen and philanthropists during visits to the United States. Section 
officials also punctiliously answered the many letters that politicians, aca-
demics, activists, and philanthropists wrote to the League about mandates 
and received visitors who showed up in person. Cosmopolitan and wel-
coming, the Mandates Section became known as a place where Zionists, 
Arab nationalists, Pan-Africanists, and German revisionists—not to mention 
Rappard’s huge network of academic and political friends—could find a 
cordial reception.

If the Mandates Section was his special responsibility, Rappard also set the 
practices of the Commission itself. Demonstrating a confidence in his role 
that many wished Drummond would show, Rappard opened each session 
with a short report summarizing developments and outlining tasks. He had 
the good sense to present himself only as its tool—‘Does a man owe grati-
tude to his pen?’40—but he led the Commission as much as he served it. It 
was thanks to Rappard, the Chairman Marquis Theodoli quipped at the first 
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session, that they ‘had enjoyed such a terrible visit in the beautiful town of 
Geneva, where his tireless activity had not given them a single day’s respite, 
but had supplied them every day with a newly prepared task’.41 Rappard’s 
dedication galvanized even the indolent or cynical; long after he left the 
Secretariat, he still held the Commission together. He corresponded with 
many members for decades.

In 1924 Rappard was offered the post of Vice-Rector at the University of 
Geneva and resigned from the Secretariat.42 He was an academic at heart and 
may have wearied of his battles with Drummond. The Commission mem-
bers were devastated, first begging Rappard to hold both positions simulta-
neously, an option Drummond had already ruled out,43 and then dispatching 
a weighty delegation to request that Rappard be appointed an ‘extraordinary’ 
member.44 Given the strength of feeling, the Council agreed, and in June 
1925 Rappard attended his first session as a member. Resident in Geneva, 
already knowledgeable about every aspect of the Commission’s work, and 
possessed of confidential contacts throughout the Secretariat, Rappard 
immediately became its leading presence. He served on the Commission for 
the rest of its life.

Drummond professed ‘keen satisfaction’ with Rappard’s new role,45 but 
he never appointed anyone of his caliber again. Catastini took over Rappard’s 
duties at the rank of ‘Chef de Section’ and at about half Rappard’s salary 
until finally promoted to Director in 1929. Catastini held this position 
until 1935, when he was let go under staff rules limiting top positions to six 
years (exceptions being made only for powerful figures like Rajchman at 
Health, Salter at Economics, or Colban at Minorities); the correct but 
uninspiring Swiss official, Edouard de Haller, succeeded him. By the 1930s 
the Mandates Section was mostly going through the motions, but that 
didn’t particularly matter, both because Rappard had set those motions 
and because initiative had long shifted to the Mandates Commission, the 
linchpin of the whole system.

The Permanent Mandates Commission

The existence of the Mandates Commission was prescribed in the League 
Covenant. It was ‘to receive and examine the annual reports of the Mandatories 
and to advise the Council on all matters relating to the observance of the 
mandates’, and the British and American officials at the Peace Conference 
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immediately began planning its size, structure, and powers. George Louis 
Beer, for example, envisioned a body of some three dozen government rep-
resentatives, experts, and League officials, divided into separate committees for 
the African and Ottoman territories.46 When the United States turned against 
the League those plans were scaled far down, but Baker, drawing up modified 
proposals in the run-up to the First Assembly, urged Drummond at least to 
make sure that its members were not ‘obscure under-secretaries’ appointed by 
governments but ‘men of experience, weight and reputation’, whose scope of 
activity would be left open.47 The constitution approved by the Council in 
November 1920 bent over backwards to safeguard the prerogatives of the 
mandatory powers anyway.  They were entitled to have a representative pres-
ent when the Commission discussed a territory; any ‘observations’ it made 
must be sent to that representative for comment before being transmitted to 
the Council; and the Council was required to publish those comments along-
side the Commission’s ‘observations’ and reports.48

And yet some shred of Baker’s idealism remained even in this denatured 
text. All nine members of the PMC were to be named by the Council, and 
if that was a disappointment to the Assembly, it was surely better than a 
Commission made up of government representatives. They were, further, to 
be appointed ‘for their personal merits and competence’ and were not to 
hold any government office; only four were to be nationals of the mandatory 
powers (a stipulation that effectively excluded the three Dominions holding 
mandates from representation); and an official of the International Labour 
Organization could attend all sessions.49 Finally, the Commission was left free 
to ‘regulate its own procedure subject to the approval of the Council’. Those 
powers, modest as they seem, greatly disquieted the French Colonial Minister, 
Albert Sarraut, when he learned his government had agreed to them. A body 
composed mostly of members from non-mandatory states would surely tend 
towards ‘theoretical’ or even ‘rash’ judgements. Demands and protests would 
gather around it. There would be endless trouble.50

How realistic were Sarraut’s fears? On the simplest level, they seem 
absurd, for when the Council appointed the first members in February 
1921, most were colonial officials if anything more hard-bitten than Sarraut 
himself. Much more radical appointees had been suggested. Labour’s Arthur 
Henderson nominated the Anti-Slavery Society’s J. H. Harris and the Fabian 
colonial expert Leonard Woolf. The Swiss-based Bureau International pour 
la Défence des Indigènes proposed their long-serving President René 
Claparède.51 The Second Pan-African conference held in Paris in September 
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1921 asked that a coloured member be added—a request supported publicly 
at the 1921 Assembly by the Haitian delegate Dantès Bellegarde and pri-
vately by Baker, who thought the Council should consider ‘this [W. E. B.] 
Dubois [sic], about whom everybody is talking’.52 But none of these pro-
posals succeeded, for the Council usually let the various Foreign Offices do 
the choosing. Unsurprisingly, none was inclined to name an armchair phil-
osopher, much less an anti-colonial radical, and only Sweden was willing to 
‘waste’ its slot on the token woman.

The Mandates Commission thus was very much an imperialists’ club. 
Of nine members, five were recently retired colonial governors, ministers, 
or high officials. The French member, Jean-Baptiste Paul Beau, at sixty-four 
the oldest, had held various diplomatic posts in the Far East, culminating 
in a long spell as Governor General in Indochina. The Portuguese mem-
ber, Alfredo Augusto Freire d’Andrade, age sixty-one in 1921, had had a 
long career in Portuguese Africa, culminating as Governor General of 
Mozambique. Daniel François Willem van Rees, the Dutch member, age 
fifty-eight, had followed his father into service in the Dutch East Indies, 
and was, on his retirement in 1914, Vice President of the Dutch Council 
of the Indies. The Italian member, the Marquis Alberto Theodoli, forty-seven 
in 1921, was an engineer and banker who had served as Italy’s representative 
on the Commission on Ottoman Public Debt, briefly as Under-Secretary 
of State for the Colonies in Francesco Nitti’s Liberal administration, and 
been part of the Italian delegation at the Peace Conference. Perhaps the 
ultimate insider was, however, the Belgian member, none other than Pierre 
Orts, aged forty-seven. A lawyer and diplomat from a family of lawyers and 
diplomats, Orts served as a legal advisor to the king of Siam and then as a 
confidential councillor in the Belgian colonial ministry—in which role, as 
we know, he managed to persuade Milner to overturn the Supreme 
Council’s initial decision and cede Rwanda and Burundi to Belgium.53 All 
five of these members remained on the Commission for at least five years 
and most for much longer.54

The Spanish, Japanese, Swedish, and British members ran a bit less true to 
type. Spain, given a member after the American Cameron Forbes declined 
to join, treated the post as a sinecure and appointed two diplomats in quick 
succession, each of whom served for only one session and the second of 
whom named his successor.55 Yet, unorthodox as this was, it produced in 
Leopoldo Palacios, a liberal professor and social reformer aged forty-eight 
on his appointment in 1924, the Commission’s only long-serving defender 
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of the principle of national self-determination. The first Japanese member, 
Kunio Yanagita, forty-six in 1921, a sometime parliamentary official who 
had travelled in Micronesia and published works on folklore and ethnology, 
was also unusually progressive and open-minded. But he served for only 
three sessions and was succeeded by two diligent but orthodox Foreign 
Ministry officials.56 Sweden put forward the candidacy of Anna Bugge-
Wicksell, age fifty-nine in 1921, a veteran women’s suffrage and peace cam-
paigner, who made it her ‘particular business to care for and speak for’ the 
‘helpless’ women and children of the mandated territories. She was suc-
ceeded by the like-minded Valentine Dannevig, in her fifties when she 
joined the PMC, the director of a Norwegian girls’ school and one of the 
founders of the Norwegian branch of the Women’s International League for 
Peace and Freedom.57

But the most surprising choice was the British member, none other than 
Baker and Rappard’s co-conspirator, William Ormsby-Gore. Not only was 
Ormsby-Gore at age thirty-six by some distance the youngest member, but, 
with his wartime experience in Cairo and Palestine, he was also the most 
knowledgeable about the Middle East. Officials at the Foreign and Colonial 
Offices had wanted to give the prominent former Governor General of 
Nigeria, Sir Frederick Lugard, the job, but Winston Churchill, taking over 
as Colonial Secretary in February 1921, wished to placate backbench 
Conservatives disenchanted with Lloyd George.58 Ormsby-Gore’s appoint-
ment heartened the Anti-Slavery Society and delighted Rappard.59 As we 
shall see, confidential collaboration between these two did much to set the 
Commission’s early course. But Ormsby-Gore was too ambitious and tal-
ented to remain outside the British government for long. He resigned in 
late 1922 to become Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies in Andrew 
Bonar Law’s Conservative administration, making space finally for Lugard, 
aged sixty-five. When France appointed Martial Henri Merlin, Governor 
General of French West Africa from 1918 to 1923, to succeed Beau in 1926 
(when Merlin was sixty-six), the Mandates Commission began to resemble 
a spa for retired African governors.

And yet, the Mandates Commission proved a more independent body 
than anyone could have predicted. Not that it welcomed theorists and 
radicals. The very few members who had such inclinations, notably the 
Spaniard Palacios, never had much influence. To the contrary, it was pre-
cisely because the members of the Commission were well integrated into 
their country’s imperial and foreign-policy establishments that they proved 
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hard to control. Men who had governed colonies were disinclined to 
take dictation from politicians, and when Germany gained a seat in 1927 
(appointing in succession two serious-minded economic experts, Ludwig 
Kastl and Julius Ruppel), members became even more self-consciously 
independent. But the Commission’s unruliness was compounded too by 
three formal attributes: that its members served without term; that it derived 
its authority from written texts; and that its deliberations were published 
and publicized.

First, the lack of term limits made for an extraordinarily stable member-
ship. Only twenty-eight people, including the two successive ILO represent-
atives, Harold Grimshaw and William Weaver (both dedicated reformers 
with ties to the anti-slavery world), served on the Commission for the 
whole of its twenty years of active existence. The Italian Theodoli served for 
sixteen years, the Swiss Rappard and the Spaniard Palacios for fifteen, the 
Dutchman Van Rees for fourteen, Lugard for thirteen, the Norwegian 
Valentine Dannevig for eleven, and Orts for the whole of the Commission’s 
life. The Commission’s membership, moreover, fluctuated most in the first 
and last years of its existence. For the nine years from 1926 until 1935 it 
exhibited a Politburo-like fixity, with only fifteen people circulating through 
its eleven seats. Indeed, between 1930 and 1935 not a single new member 
joined and only one—the German member—left. Members clung to their 
positions, resigning only when incapacitated or when their governments 
ordered them out (Table 2). Older members died in harness.

That long service meant that members developed camaraderie and 
expertise. At the second session, responsibility for different topics—liquor 
traffic, labour, education, public health, the ‘open door’—was shared among 
members, and if some rather neglected their homework, others avidly threw 
themselves into it. Perhaps bored or lonely at the close of prominent careers, 
some devoted extraordinary amounts of time to the Commission—a dedi-
cation that turned the Dutch member Van Rees, for example, into the 
pre-eminent legal authority on mandates and a short-tempered scourge of 
the representatives he interrogated. Members took on the task of explaining 
the system to their compatriots, contributing articles, lectures, and—in the 
case of Van Rees and Palacios—massive legal studies to a burgeoning schol-
arly literature.60 Yet, as members came to know one another well, cross-na-
tional alliances developed too. Rappard, Lugard, and Orts sat together and 
often acted as a bloc; in the ‘German period’ the Swiss, German, Spanish, 
and Scandinavian members sometimes joined together to put the members 
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from mandatory states on the defensive. Familiarity could produce dislike 
too—the indolent and uncooperative French member, Martial Merlin, 
made few friends—but over time, a kind of esprit de corps developed.

The heart of that spirit was a commitment to the Commission’s second 
key characteristic, which members tended to call independence or impar-

Table 2. Members of the Permanent Mandates Commission, by Nationality.
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Source: Minutes of the Permanent Mandates Commission, 1921–1939.

Members of the Permanent Mandates Commission, by Nationality
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tiality but that would be better thought of as legalism or textualism. Most 
members agreed with the Swede Anna Bugge-Wicksell that the Commission 
‘like Caesar’s wife, must not even be suspected’;61 they were proud that they 
sat, as Theodoli put it, ‘as free men’.62 It is important to realize, however, that 
that ‘independence’ was a public stance. It did not prevent members from 
instinctively defending imperial styles to which they had devoted their lives 
or from consulting privately with their governments before the sessions. 
Virtually all members from great or mandatory powers did so; what varied 
was the flagrancy of that collaboration. Here, the French members were 
very much on one side, for all saw their role tout court as to defend French 
interests as the Quai d’Orsay saw them—a job they performed doggedly 
but so transparently that they forfeited authority within the Commission 
itself. By contrast, Orts, Theodoli, and to a degree even Lugard and the 
German members, performed impartiality, scrupulously citing League texts or 
Council decisions—and not national interest or even common sense—
when making their case. Textualism became the language politics was forced 
to speak. Not only Commission members but also mandatory powers and 
legal scholars, humanitarians, and petitioners, spoke of ‘spirit’ and ‘letter’, 
cited chapter and verse.

That textualism was necessary, finally, because the Commission worked 
amid a swirl of publicity. Except for one staged plenary meeting per ses-
sion devoted to some general question (public health, for example), the 
Commission met in private, for even the most critical—Theodoli, the 
German members—realized the accredited representatives would hardly 
speak publicly about ‘delicate’ questions.63 Yet members also recognized 
that they needed to cultivate public interest and threaten public exposure 
in order to be effective. From the outset, it was taken as read that the 
Commission’s report to the Council, observations on the territories, reports 
on petitions, and minutes (which, even when ‘corrected’, were full of 
revealing information) should all be published. Those publications went 
to all League governments, but copies were also sent, usually for free, to 
deposit libraries in some forty-six countries, to public and university librar-
ies (especially in the United States), to international and humanitarian 
organizations, to several hundred newspapers and periodicals across the 
globe, and to a select group of colonial officials, humanitarians, journalists, 
and scholars.64

As mandatory powers grew conscious of the intense interest of an inter-
national public in their affairs, they scrambled to rein in the Commission’s 
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powers. Suggestions that it might visit particular territories were swiftly 
turned down (although Rappard, Orts, Theodoli, the German Julius Ruppel, 
and a few other individual members did make trips on their own);65 as we 
shall see in Chapter 7, all mandatory powers also banded together in the 
mid-1920s to deny the Commission the right to grant oral audiences to 
petitioners or experts. Yet, armoured by that rhetoric of impartial service, 
the Commission successfully defended its foundational right to consider 
outside information and to publish its views. Of course, the Commission 
had ‘no other duty than to submit to the Council such observations as may 
be suggested to us by the reports of the mandatory Powers,’ Theodoli said 
piously in response to one such attack, but ‘it would certainly be most 
regrettable that our observations, which are the fruit of laborious enquiries 
carried out in a spirit of goodwill and the highest impartiality, should not 
be made known to public opinion and, in particular, to its great organ, the 
Assembly of the League of Nations’.66 With the mandatory powers so sen-
sitive, the Commission was usually unable to solicit outside information, but 
its right to receive the flood of material sent to it could not be denied. 
Sometimes the Commission would ignore that material anyway, but its 
existence as a focus for claim-making and complaint had profound and 
sometimes unexpected effects.

How did the Commission do its work? Members received the annual 
reports of the mandatory powers at their homes. They were to use those to 
draw up questions about their specific area of responsibility and were to 
write an initial report on any petitions for which they had been named 
‘rapporteur’. Once in Geneva, the Commission reviewed the government 
report and any relevant petitions about each territory with a representative 
of the mandatory power. The Commission met alone in the last day or two 
to draft their own report and their ‘observations’ on each territory, which 
were then sent to the mandatory powers for comment before being deliv-
ered to the Council. The Commission’s work was then finished, although 
Theodoli or Van Rees was invited to attend the Council session at which its 
report was discussed, often as much as six months later. There, a representa-
tive of one of the non-mandatory powers on the Council summarized the 
report, thanked the Commission, and moved a resolution incorporating any 
recommendations the Council saw fit to propose—a process that was usu-
ally highly orchestrated, with the Mandates Section vetting (and sometimes 
writing) the ‘rapporteur’s’ text, and the mandatory powers themselves 
negotiating over any recommendations.
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Since only the ‘C’ mandates for South West Africa, Western Samoa, New 
Guinea, and the Japanese-mandated islands had been ratified when the 
Commission first met in October 1921, that session was only five days long. 
But the second session, in August 1922, took twice as long, and in 1923, for 
the third session, the Commission needed three weeks to review all Pacific 
and African territories and to deal with its first big scandal. From 1924, 
when it started reviewing the Middle East ‘A’ mandates, the Commission 
held two three-week sessions a year (except in 1932, when the League’s 
austerity measures limited it to one marathon five-week session). There 
were also three special sessions: in February 1926 to discuss the Syrian 
Rising, in June 1930 on British responses to the Western Wall riots in 
Palestine, and in June 1937 to review British plans for the partition of 
Palestine. The Commission’s 37th and last session was held in October 1939, 
and its 38th session was scheduled for spring 1940 when the German attack 
on Belgium and France made further meetings impossible.

All mandated territories were reviewed. The time spent on those reviews, 
however, varied widely. Some perfunctory reviews lasted a few hours; 
 others absorbed almost a week. Based on a rough count of the propor-
tion of its minutes devoted to each territory, presented in the table below 
(Table 3), we can estimate that the Commission spent well over half its 
time on five territories—Palestine, Syria, South West Africa, Tanganyika, 
and Rwanda-Burundi—and less than a fifth of its time on another five 
(British-mandated Togo, British-mandated Cameroon, French-mandated 
Togo, Nauru, and the Japanese Islands). French-mandated Cameroon, Iraq, 
New Guinea, and Western Samoa fell somewhere in between. That vari-
ation reflected patterns of interest and knowledge. The astonishingly little 
time devoted to the Japanese Islands, for example, says more about the 
Commission’s ignorance and Japan’s retentiveness than about the content-
ment of the native population. But the Commission also responded to 
internal rebellions or geopolitical tensions, spending a third of its time in 
the first six years on two territories—Syria and South West Africa—that 
saw serious disaffection. In the period of German membership, British 
plans to grant independence to Iraq and to create an administrative union 
involving Tanganyika absorbed much time (Germany using the Commission 
to oppose the latter), as did the worsening tensions in Palestine. Between 
1933 and 1939, as Palestine became both a site of intense communal conflict 
and a focus of international attention, the Commission spent nearly a 
quarter of its time on that territory alone.
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That pattern of attention drove a pattern of response. The early period 
was one of political learning, with the Commission teaching the more 
recalcitrant powers—France, South Africa—how to provide documentation 
and speak a language that would win approbation. (The South Africans never 
really learned this lesson.) Most mandatory powers came to understand 
how much store the Commission set on formal adherence to the system’s 
procedures and on verbal deference to its stated aims. Reports mattered, and 
states used them to disguise weaknesses and accentuate strengths; indeed, in 
the manner of bureaucracies everywhere, the more they had to hide, the 
lengthier the submission. But personal contacts mattered too, as did the 
choice of whom to send as the ‘accredited representative’.

Who was sent to Geneva to meet with the PMC? Colonial policy in 
France and Belgium was controlled by a very small group of officials who 

Table 3. Review of Different Territories by the PMC, 1921–39.

Source: Minutes of the Permanent Mandates Commission, 1921–1939.

Coverage of Di�erent Territories in the Permanent Mandates 
Commission Minutes, 1921–1939 (37 Sessions)

Palestine/Transjordan

Syria/Lebanon

South West Africa

Tanganyika

Ruanda/Urundi

Iraq

Cameroon (French)

Western Samoa

New Guinea

Togo (French)

Cameroon (British)

Togo (British)

Japanese Islands

Nauru

17.3

14.3

9.8

8.0

7.1

6.3

6.0

5.9

5.6

4.9

4.8

4.4

3.7

2.0

PercentageTerritory
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also arrogated the task of managing the Commission. Robert de Caix, the 
passionate imperialist who crafted France’s interwar strategy in the Levant, 
not only compiled all reports on Syria and Lebanon but also attended every 
PMC session on those territories, although sometimes he brought a High 
Commissioner with him. Albert Duchêne, Director of Political Affairs at 
the French Colonial Ministry, and his colleague Maurice Besson, routinely 
handled the West African mandates. Halewyck de Heusch, Director General 
of Political and Administrative Affairs at the Belgian Colonial Ministry, 
wrote all reports on Rwanda and Burundi and attended every PMC session 
between 1924 and 1939. Belgian colonial archives show him giving much 
thought to how to explain bad news (mass famine, for example) or prepare 
the Commission for decisions—such as that to depose the Rwandan king, 
Yuhi Musinga—likely to arouse criticism.

Britain followed a somewhat different tack. Traditions of ministerial 
responsibility drove Under-Secretaries of State for the colonies and even 
Colonial Secretaries to Geneva, with their civil servants in tow. William 
Ormsby-Gore made that trek most often, appearing before his former col-
leagues six times while Under-Secretary in the 1920s and once while 
Colonial Secretary. Aware that the Commission liked to hear from ‘the man 
on the spot’, Britain sent Chief Secretaries from Iraq, Palestine, or Tanganyika; 
Deputy Commissioners from Gold Coast (for Togoland); and Nigerian 
Provincial Governors (for Cameroon). The distant Dominions, which had 
little choice but to send their London-based High Commissioners, were at 
a disadvantage. Most of these men knew far less than their interrogators and 
found the sessions (and the ridicule heaped on them afterwards by the press 
back home) excruciating. In the 1930s South Africa and Australia tried to 
compensate by sending the occasional government anthropologist or native 
commissioner. By contrast, although Japan also usually sent a diplomat posted 
in Paris or Geneva who could do little more than promise to forward the 
Commission’s questions, the Japanese representatives were always treated 
with scrupulous courtesy—a sign less of the Commission’s respect than of 
its discomfort when faced with a non-Western imperial power.

These were the usual suspects, but all mandatory powers occasionally 
tried to impress the Commission with the top man. (See Appendix 2 for a 
list of high administrators’ appearances before the PMC.) Crises within the 
territory that spilled into the international press often catalyzed these visi-
tations. South Africa sent its South West Africa Administrator, Gysbert 
Hofmeyr, to Geneva in 1924 after the Commission publicly condemned his 
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handling of a local rising; France likewise sent its new High Commissioner, 
Henry de Jouvenel, at the height of the 1925–26 Syrian revolt. Alfred 
Marzorati, Belgian Governor of Rwanda-Burundi, met the Commission 
in  1926, following the territory’s controversial administrative union with 
Belgian Congo, and again in November 1929, amid fierce public criticism 
of Belgium’s handling of the Rwandan famine. Three Palestine High 
Commissioners were sent to soften PMC criticism of British policy there, 
while Sir Francis Humphrys, High Commissioner in Iraq between 1929 and 
1932, was kept in Geneva for two sessions in 1931 when Britain’s controver-
sial proposal to grant independence for Iraq was up for debate. In 1932, as 
the Manchurian crisis exploded, even Japan took the precaution of posting 
off a recent Governor of its South Seas territory. That November 1932 ses-
sion, indeed, resembled a kind of Concert of Empires, with the French 
High Commissioner for Syria, the British High Commissioner for Palestine, 
Britain’s Governor of Nigeria, the French Commissioner for Cameroon, 
and the Japanese Governor of the South Seas Islands all rubbing elbows and 
awaiting interrogation. But 1932 was the height of the Commission’s influ-
ence. In 1921 it was meeting for the first time.

The Commission gets to work

That first meeting took place 4–9 October, towards the end of the Second 
Assembly session. All nine members were present, and precisely as Sarraut 
feared (but as anyone who has served on committees packed with old, 
powerful, and self-regarding men could predict), it asserted its authority 
and independence from the start. At Ormsby-Gore’s suggestion, the group 
chose a member from a non-mandatory power—the Italian Theodoli—as 
Chairman, and later elected a second such—the Dutchman Van Rees—as Vice 
Chairman. Van Rees, stiff-necked and voluble, had argued the very first day 
that the Commission ought to have the right to modify the mandate texts, 
leading the Commission to point out that the phrase defining when forced 
labour was allowed in the French mandate texts (for ‘travaux publics et 
services essentiels’) was much less restrictive than the parallel English 
phrase (‘essential public works’). By calling attention to this discrepancy, 
the  Commission forced a textual revision (to ‘travaux et services publics 
essentiels’) that formally disallowed forced labour on any private enter-
prises.67 Showing a fine disinterest in the sensitivities of mandatory powers, 
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members also agreed that they had the right to examine all aspects of 
administration in the mandated territories and not simply those mentioned 
in the mandate texts, drew up a comprehensive list of questions they wished 
each mandatory power to address, agreed that mandatory powers should 
send copies of all legislation passed affecting the territory, and encouraged 
Rappard to pass along to them a protest about conditions in South West 
Africa received from the Anti-Slavery Society.68

Philip Baker, now watching from the sidelines, was delighted. The 
Mandates Commission, he told the editor of the Daily News (while sending 
him the Commission’s report ‘for your very confidential use’), ‘is the most 
enlightened and most progressive body the council has yet created . . . the 
only Commission that has consistently tried to run faster than the Secretariat 
suggested that it should’.69 Indeed, in its first two sessions, the Commission 
waded into three controversial questions, all of which worked to enhance its 
own authority and gave one or more mandatory powers pause. Not coinci-
dentally, Ormsby-Gore was a catalyst for each.

The first tricky issue was nationality. What nationality did the population 
of a mandated territory have? An aggressive move by South Africa prompted 
the question. In all other mandated territories, the German population had 
been deported; for South Africa, however, all whites were brothers. ‘The 
first requirements of success’ in South West Africa, Smuts had told an assem-
bly of German settlers in Windhoek in 1920, was a combination of ‘whites 
and capital’. If the Germans agreed to accept South African authority—
since a ‘C’ mandate was, Smuts tendentiously explained, ‘annexation in all 
but name’—they were welcome to stay. Rappard, after reading the speech, 
wrote to ask Smuts for clarification; Smuts’ reply, which laid out his plan to 
grant British nationality en masse to the territory’s German population, was 
examined at that first session.70 Ormsby-Gore expressed his discomfort, 
pointing out that jurists had ruled that the Samoans—also under ‘C’ man-
date—were ‘citizens of Samoa’ and not British subjects; to consider them 
subjects was tantamount to claiming sovereignty over the territory.71 
Theodoli brought the Commission’s concerns to the Council, which asked 
him to form a subcommittee and ascertain the views of all the mandatory 
powers.72 On 17 November 1921, Theodoli, the Portuguese member Freire 
d’Andrade, and Rappard set off for Paris, London, and Brussels, where Beau, 
Ormsby-Gore, and Orts waited to help them.

Their investigation underscored their dependence on British support. In 
Paris they found most French officials mysteriously unavailable; in London, 
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by contrast, British officials had already met and agreed to consider popula-
tions under mandate as ‘British protected persons’—a decision the New 
Zealand and Australian High Commissioners supported as well.73 Brussels 
still preferred to consider such peoples Belgian subjects, but by the time 
they returned to Paris, French officials had met and agreed to define them 
as ‘administrés français’; in the wake of that decision, Japan and Belgium too 
came round. At their second session the Commission recommended that 
inhabitants of both ‘B’ and ‘C’ mandates be given a national status distinct 
from that of the mandatory power.74

The significance of this proposal was not hard to see. As Rappard said in 
the Brussels meeting, should the League allow mandatory powers to treat 
populations as nationals, those who claimed that mandates were nothing 
more than a cloak for annexation would feel vindicated. A distinct national 
status, by contrast, would preserve the territory’s legal autonomy and imply 
that, at some future point, it could become a state of its own. Yet, while the 
mandatory powers reluctantly bowed to the Commission’s recommenda-
tion, they resisted its logic. Nationality was a link between an individual and 
a state, Belgium’s colonial official Halewyck de Heusch had told the sub-
committee, and since there was no ‘state’ in a European sense in Rwanda-
Burundi, and the population was ‘uncivilized’, the inhabitants could hardly 
be thought to possess any nationality at all. Halewyck had thought they 
should be given the nationality of the mandatory power—not, he hastened 
to add, in the sense of citizenship with political rights, but as subjects granted 
protection75—but the Japanese minister they consulted in Paris thought the 
mandates system’s distinction between ‘civilized and backward peoples’ ren-
dered such a plan impossible. While strengthening the barrier to annexation, 
then, the Commission reinforced the ‘civilizational’ barrier as well, erasing 
the possibility, dear to French ideology, that ‘evolved’ Africans could become 
truly ‘French’. In the Middle East, France and Britain would create local 
‘nationalities’—Iraqi, Syrian, Palestinian—on the understanding that such 
populations were entitled to a legal status of their own; in Africa and the 
Pacific, however, inhabitants remained minors, defined more by incapacity 
than by nationality. In theory, the door to statehood was open, but since no 
one imagined those populations would pass through it anytime soon, in 
practice they were left with no real national status at all.76

The Council, moreover, allowed one ‘exception’ that made the racial 
logic underlying civilizational language perfectly clear. The one mandatory 
power that had continued to raise difficulties about ‘nationality’ was South 

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:00:10.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 rule s of the game 73

Africa, but hardly because it wished to grant the indigenous population any 
rights. South West Africa’s black inhabitants were ‘obviously unfit for 
self-government’ and of course should be considered ‘protected persons’, 
High Commissioner Sir Edgar Walton had told the mandates subcommittee 
in London; but as the white South Africans flooding the territory were 
British subjects, surely the German settlers should become ‘British’—in 
other words, South African—as well. Walton proved so obdurate on this 
point that the Council caved in,77 allowing Smuts to negotiate an agree-
ment with the German government that would offer British nationality to 
the whole of the German settler community.78 British lawyers, Council 
members, and the PMC all realized the South African actions were entirely 
at odds with the ‘spirit’ of the Covenant, but no one wished to raise the 
deeper problem, which was that South Africa had created a unified 
rights-bearing white citizenry while dispossessing the indigenous African 
population. Already, South West Africa was a ticking bomb.

The second delicate question involved the border between Tanganyika 
and Rwanda—and, more generally, whether territorial arrangements had to 
take ‘native interests’ into account. When Lord Milner had agreed to let 
Belgium retain the two East African kingdoms, he nevertheless insisted that 
Gisaka, a strip of territory west of the Kagera River thought the only possi-
ble site for the proposed Cape-to-Cairo railway, be handed over to British 
control. But Rwanda’s King Yuhi Musinga thought Gisaka’s rich pasture-
lands, brought under subjection by his father, part of his domain, and made 
clear to the Belgian occupiers how much he resented their loss.79 At the first 
PMC session, Pierre Orts mentioned that the transfer was causing local 
problems;80 the following year, having received appeals from Monseigneur 
Léon Classe of the Catholic Society of Missionaries of Africa (the White 
Fathers) and Pastor Henri Anet of the Belgian Society of Protestant Missions, 
the Commission alerted the Council.81 One year later, Britain and Belgium 
informed the League that they had agreed to move the boundary to mid-
stream in the Kagera River.82

Belgium, Britain, and the Mandates Commission all drew praise for this 
decision. The colonial powers, it seemed, had put the interests of indige-
nous populations first, just as the Covenant demanded. Yet the Belgian 
archives tell a more complex story—one of Belgian colonial officials taking 
advantage of Musinga’s distress, the willingness of Classe ‘to remain at the 
disposal of the Belgian government’, and Ormsby-Gore’s genuine com-
mitment to mandatory principles, to consolidate their territory.83 At the 

Pedersen, Susan. The Guardians : The League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire, Oxford University Press, 2015. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=2055006.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-22 00:00:10.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

5.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



74 the guardians 

first session, Orts had asked Ormsby-Gore privately to intercede with the 
British government, and Ormsby-Gore faithfully did so, but the Colonial 
Office, clearly feeling that the Belgians had been given quite enough (espe-
cially in light of wartime rape and pillage in Rwanda by ill-disciplined 
Belgian troops), turned his request down flat.84 Orts then made sure that all 
members of the Commission received copies of the missionaries’ appeals 
(one of which may have been written at his behest) and carefully explained 
the case to each member at the second session in August 1922. There, he 
wisely took a back seat, leaving the Spanish and Italian members to make 
the case.85 Now backed by humanitarians and ‘impartial’ experts, it was an 
appeal the British could not turn down.

The Belgians, in other words, had learned to play the mandates game. 
Yet, with victory came constraint. By using the Commission to strengthen 
their case, they enhanced the Commission’s authority; more troubling to 
Orts, they had also inadvertently enhanced the authority of the Rwandan 
king. Commission members were intrigued by the ‘curiously feudal char-
acter’ of these Central African kingdoms.86 In the Tutsi’s authority over 
the Hutu, described by the Belgians as ratified by custom and racial dif-
ference alike, the Belgians insisted they had found an indigenous hierarchy 
already well suited to their ‘civilizing’ ends. But with such well-established 
monarchies, Ormsby-Gore and Van Rees suggested, perhaps Rwanda and 
Burundi were really more like ‘A’ mandates, states almost able to govern 
themselves with Belgian advice? Orts swiftly denied this—‘these little negro 
“states” had never been recognized as such’—but warned the Colonial 
Minister to be prepared to refute such arguments.87 That refutation forced 
the Belgians back onto the language of race. Musinga could not be treated 
as a genuine head of state, the Belgian representative clarified the following 
year, since to do so ‘would have called into question the rights of the white 
race to occupy the country as protector of the black races’.88 Everywhere, 
mandatory administrations deployed the language of civilization to justify 
their presence. Occasionally, however, the realities of race and power 
shone through.

As they did in the third matter raised by the Commission, the peculiar 
administration of Nauru. A remote Pacific island of some eight square 
miles with scarcely two thousand inhabitants, Nauru was of interest to the 
imperial powers only because centuries of migrating seabirds had left its 
central plateau covered in as much as 112 million tons of guano, the source 
of the phosphate fertilizers that were raising crop yields across the com-
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mercialized world. In the German period, the concession for mining those 
deposits had been granted to the Pacific Phosphate Company, a British 
concern that shipped their product primarily to Germany but also to 
Australia and other areas. Now, however, Britain and the Dominions thought 
they could establish exclusive control. ‘The enormous value of this small 
island is known only to experts, but there is no doubt whatever about it,’ 
Lloyd George telegraphed Milner during the Peace Conference in April 
1919, and since Australia, New Zealand, and Britain wanted to share the 
phosphate between them, the mandate should be granted to all three.89 
Milner dutifully made sure Nauru was categorized as a ‘C’ mandate assigned 
to the British Empire and negotiated the joint purchase of the company 
by the three governments for some £3.5 million. The resulting ‘Tripartite 
Agreement’ vested control in a ‘British Phosphate Commission’ directed 
by representatives of the three powers and turned over local government to 
an Administrator appointed by Australia for the first five years. All phos-
phate mined in Nauru was to be sold to Britain, Australia, and New 
Zealand at cost price; only after that demand had been met could any 
additional supplies be sold on world markets.90

Milner kept these negotiations secret, but when the bill ratifying the 
Agreement came before Parliament, League supporters raised an outcry. 
The House should reject a Bill ‘which is in direct conflict with . . . the open 
door and the principles of trusteeship,’ Ormsby-Gore stated on 16 June 
1920. The mandatory power was supposed to be trustee for the native pop-
ulation; instead, it was planning ‘to establish a Government monopoly of the 
raw material of the territory of which it is trustee’. How could it do that 
and then turn around and say that the French could not control all native 
produce in Cameroon, or conscript natives in Togo? Robert Cecil, Oswald 
Mosley, and the free-trading Liberal leader H. H. Asquith all supported 
Ormsby-Gore, with Cecil pointing out that in the German period Nauruan 
phosphate had been sold at market prices to all and Asquith insisting that 
since the agreement was in conflict with the Covenant, it was illegal anyway.91 
Given the crushing majority enjoyed by the Lloyd George coalition, the 
Nauru Islands Agreement Bill passed overwhelmingly, but even The Times 
admitted that the critics had the best arguments.92

Britain and the Dominions thus had Nauru’s future neatly tied up before 
the mandate was even written, but Ormsby-Gore never lost his sense of 
outrage. The natives were supposed to be owners of the mandatory terri-
tory, but the contract with the British Phosphate Commission treated the 
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76 the guardians 

three governments as owners, the Dutch member Van Rees told Australian 
High Commissioner Sir Joseph Cook at the Commission’s second session 
in August 1922; if that was a violation of the Covenant, Ormsby-Gore 
added, the contract would have to be amended. In their public session, the 
Commission suggested that Britain was violating the mandate in two ways: 
by ‘subordinat[ing] the interests of the people to the exploitation of the 
wealth’, and by ‘reserving the ownership and exclusive exploitation of 
the resources of this territory to itself ’, instead of making them available to 
the  world. Cook, furious, retorted that the phosphate royalty meant 
Nauruans ‘enjoyed affluence and prosperity beyond their fondest hopes’, 
but Ormsby-Gore felt (as he reported to his mother) ‘very impenitent’.93 
He was delighted that the British papers picked up the criticisms.94

Yet, the dispute over Nauru went no further, not only because Ormsby-
Gore left the Commission soon after but also because the Commission had 
been confronted by a fait accompli. Nauru was far, far away; no one on the 
Commission knew anything about it; and Australia—which continued to 
furnish the Administrator after that initial five-year period—carefully sup-
pressed any record of Nauruans’ discontent.95 That the Nauruans, having 
achieved independence in 1968, would haul Australia before the International 
Court of Justice over the environmental devastation of their tiny homeland 
was, in an era of empire, unimaginable.96

Through the nationalities question, the Rwandan border dispute, and 
the debate over Nauru, the Commission tried to uphold two key princi-
ples of the mandates regime: that the territories were to remain distinct 
entities in international law, and that the interests of its indigenous popu-
lation were paramount. Tentative though their actions were, they forced the 
annexationist tide finally to turn. Without these early actions, the more 
explicit debates of the mid-1920s over sovereignty and the ‘open door’ 
could not have happened. Yet as the distinctiveness of the category of the 
‘mandated territory’ emerged more clearly, so too did its central contra-
diction: that it was to be governed in its inhabitants’ interests but not by 
the inhabitants themselves. According to the Covenant, it was the man-
dated populations’ incapacity that required trusteeship. What the Belgians 
implicitly acknowledged, however, was that trusteeship in turn required—
even constituted—that incapacity. Nothing would be more hotly disputed 
than that assumption of incapacity. And Ormsby-Gore’s last contribution, 
before leaving the Mandates Commission, was to insist that those protests 
be heard.
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