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A Whole World Talking

The first principle laid down by President Wilson was, applied to the 
German Colonies, that no people must be forced under a sovereignty 
under which it does not wish to live . . . We were expecting the League 
of Nations or the Peace Conference will send delegates out to ascertain 
our wishes but they have not done so. I therefore humbly beg you for 
mercy sake to ask the Peace Conference or the League of Nations to 
send delegates out to ascertain our wishes. The French Government is 
forcing us to live under his Government Administration but our country 
don’t want French Government.

Joseph Bell, Cameroon, to the Anti-Slavery Society, 17 October 19191

 For the victorious imperial powers, the mandates system was a tool to 
legitimate the territorial settlement agreed in 1919. For internationalists 

and League officials, it was a mechanism for spreading common norms 
about trusteeship and the ‘open door’. But for a politicized minority in 
those territories to which it was applied the mandates system was some-
thing simpler: a shameless betrayal of the promises of self-determination the 
allies had made in 1918 with their backs to the wall. Britain and France 
hadn’t just called on indigenous voices and troops in their campaigns; they 
had also promised that any new dispensation—in Africa as well as the 
Middle East, if Lloyd George was to be believed—would be crafted in con-
sultation with those populations themselves. Yet, once they had secured 
their conquests—and, of course, once the United States exited the room—
those promises had been pushed aside.

Duala elites in Cameroon, anglophone traders in Togo, Samoan chiefs, 
the stubbornly independent Rehoboth Basters of South West Africa, and a 
host of Arab organizations and potentates mobilized in protest. Communities 
happy to voice their detestation of German or Ottoman rule now wrote to 
dispute the decisions reached in Paris and San Remo. Much of that epistolary 
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78 the guardians 

wave came ashore in imperial capitals, where it was suppressed by local 
officials or quietly filed away.  Yet, even though the League of Nations was, in 
1919 and 1920, little more than a postbox, some appeals also made their way 
to the Secretariat’s temporary quarters. And they left a surprising deposit in 
their wake: a petition process, through which populations living under man-
datory rule learned to claim that they, too, were nations deserving to be heard.

This petition process was perhaps the most significant aspect of the man-
dates system, for it brought the voices of the system’s subjects—albeit muted, 
ventriloquized, and distorted—into the rooms in which their fates were 
determined. But this process was entirely unplanned. Neither the Covenant 
nor the mandate texts made any provision for petitioning.2 Indeed, when the 
Milner Commission had begun drafting those texts in the summer of 1919, 
all members save the American George Louis Beer were agreed that while 
it was appropriate to allow governments to appeal to the Permanent Court of 
International Justice, if inhabitants of the mandate themselves were given such 
rights, as the French Colonial Minister Henry Simon put it, ‘all administration 
would be impossible’.3 Yet a petition process arose despite those objections.

On a fundamental level, of course, the emergence of that process was the 
achievement of petitioners themselves—of those thousands of men and 
women who, often at considerable risk, raised their voices against the new 
dispensation. Some drew upon earlier political and discursive traditions: 
Ottoman subjects had petitioned Ottoman authorities before 1914; Samoan 
chiefs and Duala elites had sent appeals about administrative practices or 
land rights to the Wilhelmine government.4 But those appeals were made 
to national states claiming sovereignty over those they ruled, not to an 
international body. To understand how petitioning moved into the interna-
tional sphere, we must examine what happened to those appeals to Geneva 
in the years immediately following the Peace Conference. As we shall see, 
some familiar figures—especially William Rappard, J. H. Harris, and William 
Ormsby-Gore—exploited mounting outrage and Anglo-French antago-
nism to create the League’s most truly ‘global’ structure for mobilization, 
protest, and claim-making.

The struggle for petitions

The situation in West Africa was one catalyst. Although the British held 
much of Southern Cameroon (including the crucial port of Douala) until 
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 a whole world talking 79

1916 and most of Togo (including the port of Lomé) until 1919, Britain 
ceded the bulk of both territories to France in exchange for recognition of 
claims elsewhere. Those retrocessions were unpopular with local British 
officials, with the Liverpool-based Association of West African Merchants 
and with English-speaking or German-speaking Duala and Ewe elites who 
had worked for British or German firms before 1914 or during the wartime 
British occupation.5 In 1918 British authorities in both territories reported 
that local people were resisting French pressure to sign testimonials in their 
favour, and appeals to the authorities soon followed. ‘There can, I fear, be 
very little doubt that . . . French rule in West Africa is in even worse odour 
among the natives than was that of the Germans before August 1914,’ Hugh 
Clifford, Governor of Gold Coast, wrote to the Colonial Secretary in 
December 1918. From Cameroon, the British consul warned that Duala 
elites might depart for Nigeria en masse.6

The Foreign Office warned local officials that if they encouraged African 
disaffection they might have a diplomatic incident on their hands.7 But if 
officials had to watch their tongues, J. H. Harris of the Anti-Slavery Society 
did not. Harris had been outraged when Lloyd George reneged on his 
promise to consult African opinion, and he vented his anger (and his low 
opinion of French actions in West Africa) in a series of hard-hitting articles 
in The Times, The Manchester Guardian, the Contemporary Review, and other 
indisputable organs of ‘public opinion’.8 Harris’s high profile and the Anti-
Slavery Society’s strong ties to West African churchmen and traders made 
him the obvious channel for African grievances too. Duala protests about 
partition and French occupation had arrived on his desk in 1919, and in 
1920 and 1921 he received reports from several sources (including one 
J. T. Mensah, formerly a clerk in a British trading company) about condi-
tions in French-mandated Togo. Through his ties to Liverpool merchant 
interests, Ormsby-Gore saw some of this material and grew convinced that 
inhabitants under mandate must have the right to petition the League.9 In 
January 1921 a League of Nations Union committee under his chairman-
ship urged the Council to recognize that right.10

In Geneva, William Rappard had come to the same conclusion. A few West 
African petitions made their way to the Secretariat, but protests against the 
British and French dispensation in the Middle East were flooding the League. 
The San Remo decisions of April 1920, Faysal’s subsequent expulsion from 
Syria, the establishment of ‘greater Lebanon’, and the publication (reveal-
ingly, first in The Jewish Chronicle, which had managed to secure a copy 
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before The Times)11 in February 1921 of the draft Palestine mandate incor-
porating the Balfour Declaration, unleashed protests from King Husayn of 
the Hedjaz and from Arab organizations around the world. The emphasis in 
those appeals could vary; most, however, would have agreed—as Faysal put 
it in a letter on behalf of his father in February 1921—that French and 
British actions violated not only the wartime allied pledges but also that 
‘provisional recognition’ of Arab independence contained in Article 22 
itself. If Britain and France intended to impose their own rule, he warned 
prophetically, they would ‘have the effect of making permanent the present 
state of unrest throughout the Middle East’.12

Direct lobbying in Geneva accompanied those missives. After the French 
expelled Faysal’s government from Damascus in July 1920, many of his 
former ministers and supporters had sought refuge in Cairo, where Michel 
Lutfallah, the son of a rich Lebanese Christian émigré, had started build-
ing an organization to coordinate the Arab nationalist movement. There 
were plenty of disagreements to overcome, for pan-Islamists like Rashid 
Rida and the Druze aristocrat and former Ottoman official Shakib Arslan 
did not share Lutfallah’s loyalty to the Hashemite cause, while some 
Palestinian nationalists resented Syrian dominance and what they saw as 
a Hashemite willingness to compromise with Zionism. Nevertheless, at 
Lutfallah’s invitation (and largely at his expense), in late August 1921, right 
before the opening of the second League Assembly, an impressive gather-
ing of Arab nationalists from across these divides convened in Geneva and 
formed the Syro-Palestinian Congress. Lutfallah was elected President, 
Rida its Vice President, and Arslan—the man who would become Arab 
nationalism’s most indefatigable interlocutor in Europe—its Secretary 
(Figure 3.1).13

The Congress intended to bring before the League their demands for 
independence, the termination of the mandates, and the withdrawal of the 
Balfour Declaration. Yet, just as King Husayn discovered that the Council 
would not entertain his appeals against the San Remo accords in 1920 
(a decision strenuously protested by Philip Noel-Baker),14 so too the Syro-
Palestinian Congress found that neither the Council nor Sir Eric Drummond 
would receive them.15 Only Rappard heard them out, emerging from those 
meetings with considerable sympathy for the exiled Arab nationalists and a 
good sense of their grievances.16 But what was he to do with this informa-
tion—or, for that matter with the mounting pile of appeals against the 
Middle East settlement? They should be circulated to the Council and to all 
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 a whole world talking 81

League member states, Rappard told Drummond. Given the ‘tremendous 
agitation’ about the ‘A’ mandates all over the world, that seemed ‘a minimal 
concession’ to their authors’ pleas for League intervention. Drummond 
flatly disagreed. The Council had decided that the allied powers, and not the 
League, were responsible for allocating the mandates, and he would prefer 
to keep documents full of ‘absurd allegations’ from travelling further. Most 
reluctantly, on Drummond’s express orders Rappard withdrew all the pro-
tests from the dossier sent to delegates to the Second Assembly, save two 
which had been inadvertently promised circulation in a letter signed by 
Drummond himself—a decision that captures perfectly Drummond’s punc-
tilious adherence to the letter rather than the spirit of the law.17

That Arab populations strongly objected to the fate being planned for 
them was common knowledge anyway, but the Assembly did not take the 
question up. Rappard remained conscience-stricken about his part in push-
ing the Arab nationalists offstage. ‘Personally, I cannot bring myself to feel 
that we are doing our full duty towards the inhabitants of these territories,’ 

Figure 3.1 The Syro-Palestinian Congress, Geneva, August 1921. Seated, left to 
right: Suleiman Kanaan, Rashid Rida, Michel Lutfallah, Taan al-Imad, Tawfic 
Hammad, and Shakib Arslan. Standing, left to right: Ihsan al-Jabiri, Shibly al-Jamal, 
Amin al-Tamimi, and Najib Choucair.
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he wrote to Drummond on 11 October 1921, after the Assembly had closed. 
The Arab protests might have been ‘often naïve and badly worded, but I do 
feel that they can make out a strong case against the way in which they have 
been and are being treated by France and Great Britain’.18 Indeed, behind 
the scenes, Rappard had already taken steps to circumvent his obstructive 
chief, raising the matter of petitions at the PMC’s very first session held 
immediately following that Second Assembly. There, Ormsby-Gore lent his 
support: as any resident in a British colony had a right to appeal to the Privy 
Council, surely an inhabitant of a mandated territory ought to be able to 
appeal to the League! By the end of that first session, it was clear that the 
Mandates Commission would make a bid to receive petitions.19

If Rappard had managed to keep the right of petition alive, however, 
Drummond’s delays had given British and French statesmen what they 
needed—a chance to turn their Middle East dispensation into a fait accompli 
before the League’s self-appointed guardians of ‘international conscience’ 
reconvened. The British especially needed to do this, for in 1921 opposition 
to Britain’s support for the Zionist project, endemic in Palestine, had taken 
root in Britain itself. In May 1921 a Palestine Arab Congress had sent a del-
egation to England, and while months of talks proved fruitless, their pres-
ence had made a mark. By June 1922 the House of Lords had passed a 
motion opposing the Palestine mandate, and The Times had discovered that 
Palestine was ‘not an empty land’ and concluded that it should not be 
administered in the interests of a Zionist movement which ‘takes little 
account of the desires and traditions of the indigenous population’.20 Out 
of this ferment emerged the definitive White Paper of July 1922, which 
confirmed Britain’s commitment to the Jewish ‘national home’ while also 
clarifying that Britain intended neither to create a Jewish state in Palestine 
nor to displace the existing population.21 The government then moved 
swiftly to secure international approval. In mid-July 1922 A J. Balfour, now 
Lord President of Council and handling League relations for the Foreign 
Office, not only extracted approval of the ‘B’ mandates from the League 
Council at a meeting in London but also (together with French minister 
René Viviani) put great pressure on the Italian delegate to let the formal 
ratification of both the Palestine and Syrian mandates go ahead. Balfour 
then informed ‘all parties’—that is, the Zionists who had wanted the man-
date and the Arabs who did not—that the time for debate was over.22 Chaim 
Weizmann of the Zionist Organization (who had worried that ‘if the man-
date doesn’t go through this time, it never will’)23 telegraphed his effusive 
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 a whole world talking 83

thanks to Churchill, Balfour, and Lloyd George. The Palestinian delegation, 
recalled by their Executive, headed home.

But the idea that the debate in Palestine was ‘over’—or indeed that it was 
‘over’ in Syria or Cameroon or Togo or Samoa or South West Africa—could 
not have been more delusional. Rappard, in Geneva, knew that. The appeals 
were still flooding in—613 about Syria and Palestine alone by the second 
session of the Mandates Commission in August 1922.24 Ormsby-Gore in 
London knew that too, and worked with friends in the Colonial Office to 
draft a petition process. Unsurprisingly, those officials would not be bypassed. 
Any petition from an inhabitant of a mandated territory had to be submit-
ted through the mandatory power, which would forward it with a comment; 
only petitions originating outside the territory could be sent directly to 
Geneva and then forwarded for comment to the mandatory power. After 
considering both petition and the comment, the Commission was to report 
to the Council about whether it considered any action necessary.25

Ormsby-Gore brought this proposal to the Commission’s second session 
in August 1922, where it met with a straight veto from the French member. 
The PMC could not consider setting up a petition process unless explicitly 
requested to do so by the Council, Jean-Baptiste Paul Beau contended, and 
the Council, citing the ‘delicacy’ of the matter, declined to get involved.26 
Yet, once again, ‘publicity’ and the Assembly came to the rescue. The Third 
Assembly met in September 1922 amid news that South Africa had sent 
planes to bomb ostensibly rebellious tribesmen in their South West African 
mandated territory, and outrage over that act created a groundswell of sup-
port for the proposed petition process. Buffeted by publicity, and with the 
British and the Secretariat both in favour, in January 1923 the Council gave 
its grudging approval.27 Thanks to the persistence of Rappard, Harris, and 
Ormsby-Gore, a mechanism now existed through which those protests 
arriving from the mandated territories could be considered by the Mandates 
Commission, circulated to all League states, and publicized throughout 
the world.

Setting the rules

The mere establishment of a petition process, however, hardly assured its 
effectiveness. Recall that petitioners appealing from a mandated territory 
were required to send their missive through government channels—or, as 
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Dantès Bellegarde, the Assembly delegate from Haiti, sardonically put it, to 
‘communicate their grievances to the very persons of whom they com-
plain’.28 Some of those ‘persons’ made sure that complaints went no further. 
Togolese petitioners reported to the Anti-Slavery Society in 1924, for exam-
ple, that the French Commissioner had threatened them with immediate 
deportation should they try to petition again (and backed up his threat 
by  deporting one outspoken critic),29 and his counterpart from French 
Cameroon, when asked at a PMC session in 1929 about a petition the 
Commission had heard was on its way, replied unblushingly that he had 
called the petitioner in and told him his grievance was not a matter for the 
League.30 During the 1925–26 Syrian rising, when deluged by petitions 
from around the world, the Commission was astounded to be told by the 
Quai d’Orsay’s Middle East expert Robert de Caix that neither the French 
High Commissioner in Syria nor the government in Paris had received any 
petitions at all.31

As these examples suggest, French mandatory administrations were per-
haps most hostile to petitioning, but the Belgian and Dominions adminis-
trations were not far behind, and not even the normally rule-bound British 
could be counted on consistently to defend the process they had proposed. 
Indeed in 1925, when the Commission gingerly raised the question of hear-
ing petitioners in person, British Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain 
galvanized all the mandatory powers to join in a premeditated and public 
attack (discussed in Chapter 7) on the PMC. Worse, a few members of the 
Commission found such behaviour untroubling. The French member, 
Martial Merlin, proclaimed that anyone with any experience of ‘Orientals’ 
knew of their ‘taste for wrangling, for intrigue and for complaining’, and, as 
Beau had before him, fought every effort to treat petitions as credible doc-
uments.32 When the Commission’s Italian Chairman, Marquis Theodoli, 
tried to persuade his colleagues in 1929 to ask the mandatory powers to 
make the local inhabitants aware of their right of petition, Merlin retorted 
that petitions were usually trivial complaints submitted by unscrupulous 
agitators or self-aggrandizing busybodies and that the PMC should not 
encourage their proliferation.33

Merlin was, however, the Commission’s near-pariah. Most members 
came to see petitioning as an essential right and did what they could to 
uphold it. Theodoli, as chairman, played an especially important role. With 
Rappard aiding him, he established rules of procedure that granted him 
some key powers, including that of deciding whether a petition sent from 
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 a whole world talking 85

outside the territory was ‘receivable’.34 There were guidelines, codified in 
1925, on which he was to base his judgement. To be ‘receivable’ a petition 
could not stem from an anonymous source, call the terms of the mandate 
itself into question, cover ground already gone over by another petition, 
or—since the Commission was not a court nor the petition a legal docu-
ment—ask for intervention into matters justiciable in law in the mandate 
itself.35 Yet, driven by an itch to cause France and Britain as much trouble 
as possible, Theodoli deliberately erred on the side of leniency; nor would 
he agree that, as was the rule in the minorities regime, petitions expressed 
in ‘violent language’ must be rejected.36 The vast majority of communica-
tions, memoranda, memorials, and appeals that crossed Theodoli’s desk 
(including a great many that certainly did call the mandate into question) 
were thus ruled ‘receivable’, sent to the mandatory power for comment, and 
put through a procedure that would make the petitioner’s grievance more 
widely known.

Theodoli also used his right to name the ‘rapporteur’—the PMC mem-
ber who would consider the petition and write an initial report—highly 
strategically. A small number of long-serving members with no apparent 
stakes in the Middle East handled the floods of Syrian and Palestinian peti-
tions. Orts, Palacios, the Portuguese De Penha Garcia, and the Japanese 
Sakenobe each reported on between 130 and 150 petitions during their 
time on the Commission, while the analytical and efficient Rappard  handled 
an astonishing 435 petitions. Beau, Merlin, and the other French members, 
by contrast, together reported on a mere thirteen over the whole of the 
Commission’s life.37 Theodoli also distributed particularly important mis-
sives to those most likely to sympathize, passing petitions from hard-pressed 
South West African communities to Lugard or later Valentine Dannevig 
(both of whom cordially detested South Africa’s native policy), Samoan and 
Palestinian claims for self-determination to Palacios (the only member with 
much sympathy for them), and appeals from Iraq’s ethnic and religious 
minorities to Rappard and Orts (both of whom were fearful about the likely 
fate of those communities if Iraq were granted independence).

Finally, Theodoli, Rappard, and the Secretariat officials who worked 
under them did what they could—little though it often was—to force man-
datory powers to respect the right of petition. Although they dutifully 
returned petitions from inhabitants sent directly to the League with instruc-
tions to send them through mandatory authorities, they sometimes kept 
notes or copies of those petitions supposedly on their way or asked questions 
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intended to shame the mandatory power into producing them.38 By 1928 
the petition process was routine enough for the Section to begin keeping 
a Register of Petitions. Over the next dozen years, some 1,500 petitions 
(or, occasionally, groups of petitions) would be listed in that register and 
their progress painstakingly tracked.39 At points, to be sure, this system 
rather broke down. During the ‘Wailing Wall’ conflict in Jerusalem in 
1929–30 and the turbulent 1936–39 period in Palestine and Syria, peti-
tions arrived in such numbers that they were sometimes listed as a group; 
petitions on similar subjects were also routinely considered together in a 
single report. Nevertheless, between 1925 and 1939 the Commission sub-
mitted some 325 separate reports (many treating multiple petitions) to the 
League Council.

As the system expanded, moreover, its workings became more public 
and visible. True, petitions were discussed by the PMC in closed session 
and with the representative of the mandatory power alone. Yet, petitioners’ 
grievances made their way into the public record anyway, for the minutes 
of those discussions were always published (if in sanitized form), the 
Commission’s reports on petitions were usually published, and in especially 
important cases the full petition was printed as well. Moreover, while peti-
tioners were told that the Commission itself would not formally receive 
them, they quickly learned that Theodoli, Rappard, members of the League 
Secretariat, and journalists out for a good story certainly would. True, only 
the well-financed petitioner could travel to Geneva to try to make their 
case in person, but Zionist, Syrian, and Palestinian organizations, and even 
the odd Samoan and Cameroonian individual, had either the private wealth 
or the organizational support to do so. Indeed, both the Zionist Organization 
and the Syro-Palestinian Congress took the precaution of establishing 
offices with a resident representative in Geneva, who kept the PMC well 
supplied with petitions and met regularly with any member who would 
see him. By the late 1920s petitioning had become a routine part of the 
mandates regime.

The scope of petitioning

Who took advantage of that right? Let us begin with some numbers. 
Although it is impossible to know how many petitions were sent to the 
League (since some were suppressed along the way), through a painstaking 
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 a whole world talking 87

study of the archives in the Mandates Section, the Dutch scholar Anique 
van Ginneken established that more than 3,000 appeals, charges, or com-
munications of some kind reached the Secretariat in Geneva.40 As the fol-
lowing chart shows (Table 4), those were very unevenly distributed across 
the fourteen mandated territories. The vast majority concerned Syria or 
Palestine. Some of these were individual appeals alleging violations of prop-
erty rights or educational discrimination, but most articulated collective 
claims or grievances. Every detail of France’s wretched record in Syria and 
Lebanon—from the arrest of local political leaders, to the bombing of 
Damascus, to the suppression of the Syrian Assembly, to the decision to cede 
Alexandretta to Turkey—was protested in petitions sent by civic and polit-
ical organizations within Syria and (especially) by diasporic Syrian clubs 
and communities all over the world.41 Palestine, unsurprisingly, produced 
similar numbers, especially after 1933, when the search for refuge for Central 
European Jews and Arab protests against increased Jewish immigration both 

Table 4. Distribution of Petitions by Territory.

Distribution of Petitions and Communications by Territory, 
as Received by the Permanent Mandates Commission

Palestine/Transjordan

Syria/Lebanon

South West Africa

Togo (French)

Iraq

Tanganyika

Cameroon (French)

Western Samoa

All other*

43.4

40.6

4.8

2.3

2.3

2.2

1.3

1.2

1.7

PercentageTerritory

* This category includes general petitions, petitions about multiple territories, and petitions
for New Guinea, Japanese islands, Ruanda/Urundi, Cameroon (British), Nauru, and Togo
(British), each of which accounted for fewer than one percent of the total petitions sent.
Source: A. H. M. van Ginneken, ‘Volkenbondsvoogdij: Het Toezicht van de Volkenbond
op het Bestuur in Mandaatgebieden, 1919–1940’  [The League of Nations as Guardian:
The League’s Oversight Machinery and the Administration of Mandated Territories
1919–1940]. Dissertation, University of Utrecht, the Netherlands, 1992, pages 211–217.
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intensified. Zionists, in Palestine and abroad, alleged that British authori-
ties were not fulfilling their obligation to promote ‘close settlement’ by 
Jews on the land and were too slow to crack down on Arab violence; Arab 
organizations, in Palestine and abroad, protested that the British allowed 
excessive Jewish immigration, were treating the Arab population brutally, 
and were not living up to their promise to set up representative institu-
tions.42 In both territories, petitions were also sent by groups who con-
tested other petitioners’ right to represent popular opinion. Revisionist 
Zionists determined to establish a Jewish state and religious Jews averse 
to secular politics protested the Zionist Organization’s privileged status as 
the designated representative of Palestine’s Jewish population. Lebanese 
Maronites asserted their loyalty to French mandate authorities and con-
tested the claims of Damascene or exiled Syrian nationalists to speak for 
the whole population.

No Pacific or African territory produced anything like this volume of 
petitions. When one takes into account the size of the population, however, 
as  Chapter  6 shows, it is clear that tiny Western Samoa surpassed even 
Palestine and Syria in the use made of petitioning. Appeals to the League—
and to the King, the German Reichstag, and the American President—lay 
at the heart of the decade-long civil disobedience movement carried on by 
virtually the whole of the Samoan population. By contrast, while South 
West Africa generated quite a few petitions, a high proportion of these were 
from individual Germans seeking to recover lost property or stake new 
claims rather than from African communities. Indeed, the explosion in peti-
tions from the territory in the early 1930s owed much to the monomaniacal 
activity of one Mr J. E. Lange, who bombarded the Commission with claims 
for lost cattle or appropriated land until even Theodoli wearied of him and 
ruled further communications ‘not receivable’.

Several mandated territories generated very few petitions to Geneva. In 
some cases, however, this was more a matter of grievances being dealt with 
(or suppressed) at the local level than it was of inhabitants failing to petition 
at all.  The well-organized Nauruans (like the Samoans) petitioned London 
and Canberra on several occasions, but those appeals were neither for-
warded to nor mentioned at the League.43 British authorities attempting to 
amalgamate chieftaincies in mandated Togo found themselves caught up in 
disputes between rival clans, some of whom petitioned local officials, but 
those conflicts were kept away from Genevan eyes.44 Few complaints about 
conditions in British Cameroon reached the League either, and while 
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Belgium’s repressive administration in Rwanda and Burundi aroused plenty 
of negative press comment (especially in Germany), Rwanda’s king com-
plained directly to Belgian officials, who carefully concealed his protests. 
Japan submitted fulsome reports about demographic, economic, and social 
conditions in its mandated territory, but no Micronesian comment reached 
the League, the few petitions being foreign claims about confiscated prop-
erty or foreign protests about Japan’s unwillingness to allow tourists into its 
island fastnesses.

But if the international petition became a popular form only in Syria, 
Palestine, and Western Samoa, in several other territories particular ethnic, 
religious, or political groups discovered and exploited this right. In South 
West Africa, for example, the Rehoboth Basters, a mixed-race group granted 
significant autonomy under the Germans, petitioned the League doggedly if 
unsuccessfully across the whole of the period for restoration of that status,45 
while in Tanganyika Indian traders petitioned against the efforts of white 
settlers to monopolize particular growing and trading rights. One ‘Bund 
der  Deutschen Togoländer’, which was led largely by (Ewe) exiles from 
French Togo living in Accra but which claimed support across partitioned 
Eweland, irritated French authorities (and the deeply anti-German French 
and Belgian PMC members) with their persistent criticisms of French pol-
icy in Togo. Duala elites in Cameroon with allies in Germany and metro-
politan France continued to protest land seizures that dated to the German 
period as well as French taxes on their trade.46 Petitioning was also seized 
upon by vulnerable ethnic groups at moments of particular danger or stress. 
When Britain announced in 1929 that it would support Iraq’s entry into the 
League as an independent state, petitions began bubbling up from Assyrian 
and Kurdish groups presciently fearful that they would be targets of what 
we would now call ethnic cleansing.

Petitioning was not, however, the monopoly of inhabitants of these 
territories; indeed the majority of petitions that made it to Geneva (about 
60 per cent according to Van Ginneken’s count) emanated from ‘outside 
sources’ and were thus sent directly to the League. True, the great majority 
of these came from individuals or groups—Syrian clubs, Zionist organiza-
tions—with close ties to the territory’s inhabitants and a direct interest in 
their fate, or even indirectly from inhabitants using exile groups or sym-
pathetic friends to bypass the obligation to send the petition through the 
mandatory power. Members of the Adjigo family, who carried on a long 
campaign against the French authorities in Togo for appointing a rival 
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clan to a throne (or ‘stool’) they considered rightfully theirs (and for 
deporting them to a remote region when they protested) thus petitioned 
France directly. But they also garnered interest in their case from J. H. 
Harris and the prominent Gold Coast lawyer, newspaper proprietor, 
Legislative Council member, and early African nationalist J. E. Casely 
Hayford.47 Telegrams about French troops firing on demonstrations by 
market women against tax increases in mandated Togo were sent from just 
over the border in Gold Coast, probably by exiles who had fled the vio-
lence; protests about comparable violence in Cameroon also arrived from 
contacts outside the territory.48 Cameroonian and Syrian students in Paris 
dispatched petitions to Geneva that local authorities would doubtless have 
suppressed.

Some states, organizations, and individuals also tried to use petitions to 
pressure the imperial powers. German colonialist organizations made clear 
how dimly they viewed the prospect of Britain federating Tanganyika with 
its neighbouring East African colonies; Italian-dominated oil concerns chal-
lenged Britain’s grip on Iraqi oil. Some vigilant humanitarian or political 
organizations—notably Harris’s Anti-Slavery Society but also the League of 
Nations Union, the Bureau International pour la Défense des Indigènes, the 
Communist-influenced League Against Imperialism, the Ligue de Défense 
de la Race Nègre, and the Women’s International League for Peace and 
Freedom—petitioned when they caught wind of labour abuses, religious 
bias, or political repression within a territory. Both the Second Pan-African 
Congress chaired by W. E. B. Du Bois in Paris in 1921 and Marcus Garvey’s 
Universal Negro Improvement Association petitioned—Du Bois urging the 
appointment of a coloured member of the Commission and Garvey con-
testing the Pan-Africanist Congress’s right to speak for Africans and to 
advance his own organization’s qualifications as trustee for Germany’s for-
mer African wards.49 Finally, some businessmen, scholars, and simple tour-
ists, stumbling across questionable practices or situations, unburdened 
themselves to the League only to discover, to their surprise, that they had 
submitted a ‘petition’.

Petitioning, then, was a more widespread and complex practice than we 
might suppose. It became a recognized medium for complaint in some 
mandated territories, and even when it was repressed or little known, dias-
poric groups, humanitarian organizations, and even a few early anti-coloni-
alists petitioned on behalf of inhabitants. But what ‘work’ did all that talking 
do? What difference did petitioning make?
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Impact and meaning

It is important, first, to be clear about what petitioning did not do. It did not 
normally win the petitioner redress. According to Van Ginneken, in the 
large majority of cases (some three-quarters of those for which full infor-
mation is available), the PMC recommended that no action be taken. Only 
in 10 per cent of cases were complaints upheld, which did not in itself con-
strain the League Council or the mandatory power to remedy the situation, 
although the Commission did give some partial support—such as acknowl-
edging the legitimacy of a petitioning group’s concerns—to a greater num-
ber.50 Why was petitioning so fruitless?

Part of the explanation lies in the PMC’s own understanding of the 
nature of the mandates regime and in its own restrictive rules. Mandatory 
powers and the PMC agreed that the mandate was a contract between the 
mandatory power and the League, not between the League and the local 
population. Petitions were thus considered by the Commission to be sources 
of information and not juridical documents; indeed, it was because they 
were not considered justiciable that the Commission was able to justify its 
expansive definition of what was ‘receivable’. Yet the flip side of this open-
ness was that the petitioner was never considered (as a legal plaintiff would 
have been) to have any real rights before the PMC at all. The Commission’s 
responsibility was not to petitioners but to the League Council: if a petition 
contained persuasive evidence of malfeasance within a mandated territory, 
the PMC was to alert the Council, not to ‘decide’ for a petitioner themselves. 
Indeed, the PMC’s practice of transmitting their report on the petition not 
only to the Council but to the petitioners greatly irritated the mandatory 
powers, who tended to argue that the Commission should have no inde-
pendent communication with petitioners at all.

Then there were the rules on petitioning, which further restricted the 
scope of the practice. Petitioners, remember, were not to turn to the League 
to remedy perceived injustices that could be addressed through the terri-
tory’s own courts. Many did so anyway, to find that the Commission would 
not consider their case. Petitions also failed because the PMC had no 
capacity to conduct independent inquiries and little outside information 
with which to challenge the usually dismissive response of the mandatory 
power. The more independent-minded members found it frustrating (and 
petitioners no doubt enraging) that, when faced with diametrically oppos-
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ing accounts, the Commission usually felt constrained to accept the man-
datory power’s word. ‘In such cases, in fact, the mandatory Power was 
both judge and party,’ Rappard complained in the discussion of the shoot-
ing of market women in Lomé. ‘That was one of the fundamental defects’ 
of the process.51

Yet the failure of most petitions was not really due to inadequate informa-
tion. More failed because they challenged the fundamental premises of the 
system itself. Territories had been placed under mandate, after all, because 
the Covenant had stated that their populations were not yet able to ‘stand by 
themselves’. When Syrian, Palestinian, Cameroonian, and Western Samoan 
petitioners insisted, as they were wont to do, that they could in fact stand 
alone, the Commission ruled those claims outside their competence. That 
logic might seem perverse and racist but it was logical, for, as the PMC 
repeated over and over, its duty was to see that the system’s rules were 
observed, not to judge those rules themselves. Petitioners could claim pro-
tections due them under mandate; they could not slough off protection 
altogether. The PMC’s restricted authority, its need to balance supervision 
with cooperation, and especially its ‘textualism’, led it to adopt what 
Balakrishnan Rajagopal has rightly called ‘an attitude of containment’, with 
the most radical petitions ‘put off by bureaucratic techniques’.52

Those presumptions about the incapacity of indigenous peoples didn’t 
just doom what we might call ‘proto-nationalist’ petitions, however. They 
also inevitably shaped how the Commission responded to indigenous peti-
tioners tout court. ‘It was the duty of the Mandates Commission to examine 
very conscientiously all the petitions that reached it,’ Pierre Orts stated once 
when discussing the appeals of the Bund der Deutschen Togoländer, ‘but, 
obviously, the value of a petition depended mainly on the standing of the 
persons who submitted it.’53 Here, ‘civilizational’ thinking did its most 
pernicious work, for how could petitioners presumed to be ‘backward’ 
and ‘primitive’ have ‘standing’? It was common knowledge, intoned the 
Council document that first outlined the petition process, that ‘peoples of a 
less-advanced civilization’ were prone to make complaints ‘about the most 
insignificant matters for reasons which have little, if any, foundation’,54 while 
their ‘simplicity’ and ‘gullibility’ made them susceptible to manipulation. 
When petitions arrived from ‘natives’, both mandatory powers and PMC 
members were prone to detect, as Australian High Commissioner Joseph 
Cook put it, ‘someone who is behind the natives for some ulterior purpose 
of his own’55—the agitator, the ‘half-caste’, the communist, the German, the 
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Turk. Educated and ‘detribalized’ natives were particularly suspect and rou-
tinely saw their petitions dismissed and their motives impugned. White 
petitioners were not always treated respectfully (South West Africa’s impor-
tunate German or Afrikaner settlers, for example, were roundly disliked by 
the PMC for their rapacious and brutal attitude towards the native popula-
tion), but they were never dismissed as corrupt, childlike, or incapable of 
knowing their own minds.

Petitions from whites that partook of the system’s racial and civilizational 
logic fared very differently. All petitions from the Anti-Slavery Society and 
the Bureau International pour la Défense des Indigènes were thoroughly 
investigated, for both societies were seen as impartial humanitarian bodies 
with natives’ interests at heart. Allegations about forced labour or other 
 violations of the mandate made by well-placed white officials or respected 
scholars (such as those found in Raymond Leslie Buell’s The Native Problem 
in Africa, discussed in Chapter 8) elicited painstaking point-by-point responses. 
Similarly, although Syrian charges of torture by French forces were dismissed 
(as we shall see in Chapter 5) on the grounds that civilized powers simply 
didn’t act in such ways, indigenous charges against ‘native’ officials or gov-
ernments could receive a more sympathetic hearing. Petitioners who sought 
the Commission’s protection against majority nationalisms or who opposed 
the lifting of mandatory protection—as did Iraq’s Bahai, Assyrian, and Kurdish 
communities—found the Commission very willing to publicize grievances 
so in keeping with its assumptions.

So what did petitioning do? To a considerable degree, it worked to con-
tain and delegitimize pressures and protests coming from below. Petitioners 
appealed to the League for a wide array of reasons. The PMC, however, 
could only endorse those appeals that acknowledged the mandatory power’s 
authority and the inhabitants’ subjection. Yet, at the same time, the process 
also instantiated—made visible and forced petitioners to comprehend—the 
authoritarian structure and paternalistic logic of the mandates regime. The 
question must thus be asked: Did the lesson take? Did petitioning act pri-
marily as a kind of safety valve or decoy, as petitioners were drawn into 
time-consuming contests they could not win?

The stories in this book suggest that it did not. True, many petitioners 
first approached the League with faith in its ideals and a genuine hope of 
redress, but they did not persist, sometimes for decades, in the deluded belief 
that they could change the Commission’s mind. They persisted, rather, 
because of what petitioning offered: exposure, contacts, credibility, publicity, 
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voice. Martial Merlin’s jaundiced observation that petitioners appealed to 
the League to set themselves up as ‘somebodies’ was not entirely wrong, for 
petitioners were often addressing their fellows, followers, and an interna-
tional public quite as much as the PMC. Petitioning mobilized movements 
and built up mass support. There is no evidence at all that it somehow dis-
sipated nationalist energies or channelled it along unproductive lines. To the 
contrary, the Samoan Mau, the Syrian nationalist movement, the Rehoboth 
Basters, the Bund der Deutschen Togoländer, and Kurdish politicians honed 
their organizational skills and built up international and publicity networks 
through petitioning. Moreover, since the justice of their claim was (in the 
eyes of such petitioners) beyond dispute, the fact that the Commission usu-
ally rejected it rarely damaged either the petitioner’s credibility or the 
movement’s popularity—indeed, petitioners eagerly publicized such rejec-
tions in the sure knowledge that abuse only enhanced their standing. Such 
actions show an astute awareness of the system’s logic and a canny ability to 
exploit it to political advantage.

The significance of petitioning should be sought, then, not in the realm 
of law but of politics—and of global politics at that. Petitioning mattered 
not because it offered petitioners redress but because it allowed them 
to enter and speak in a multi-vocal, international arena. It was one of the 
key mechanisms (publicity being another) through which a previously 
binary relationship—colonizer, colonized—was triangulated. Suddenly, 
there was another location for confrontation, and new participants in the 
room. Moreover, as those dramas unfolded, they could have consequences 
beyond simply sustaining movements or reputations. Some of those effects 
were modest, as officials made concessions or stayed their hand to improve 
their international reputation, but in other cases the force field of Geneva 
fundamentally altered what the mandatory power not only could but also 
wanted to do.

The remaining nine chapters in this book trace the difference that ‘inter-
nationalization’ made not simply in different territories but to the unstable 
interwar order. Effects varied across the different territories. Where League 
oversight was perfunctory and international networks weak, imperial over-
seers in London, Paris, or Tokyo could carry on with only the occasional 
foray into the Genevan arena and the odd polite reference to mandatory 
ideals. Yet, where rival national and geopolitical interests were strongly 
engaged and either humanitarian lobbies or local populations mobilized 
and well connected, the League became both the prize and the stage in a 
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symbolic drama that could not but affect those caught up in it. Increasingly, 
colonial subjects and imperial powers alike adjusted their strategies to 
amplify, exploit, or seek to avoid the ‘noise’ emanating from Geneva.

We shall turn shortly to three instances—in South West Africa, Syria, and 
Western Samoa—in which local risings or protest movements in the 1920s 
became global media events, leading all parties to reflect on how to manage 
the process of ‘internationalization’. Yet the territory in which politics was 
most thoroughly ‘internationalized’ was none of these: it was Palestine. 
Politics in Palestine crossed borders from the start, not only because the British 
had insisted on an ‘international guarantee’ for the policy of the ‘National 
Home’, not only because both the Zionist movement and the Palestinian 
Arab movement sought to mobilize support across the globe, but also 
because, in this case alone, the Mandates Commission came down on the 
side of one party to the debate. Not all members of the PMC came to sup-
port the Zionist cause, but over time a majority did so—a development that 
placed both the Palestinian Arab movement and eventually the British gov-
ernment on the defensive, and that came to shape the way the PMC viewed 
Arab aspirations in Syria and Iraq as well. We shall discuss Syrian and Iraqi 
developments in Chapters 5 and 9, and the difference the mandatory struc-
ture made to the political transformation of Palestine in the last chapter, but 
because Zionist mobilization and Palestine’s ‘internationalization’ were so 
significant for the mandates system as a whole, let us return to Geneva in 
1924. As we shall see, once it became alert to the dangers and uses of 
‘Geneva’, the Zionist movement mobilized swiftly to contain the challenge 
posed by Palestinian petitions and to build up durable ties to the Commission 
and the Secretariat.

Competitive internationalization in Palestine

William Rappard, recall, was well aware of the depth of Arab unhappiness 
about the post-war territorial dispensation, but because the Syria and 
Palestine mandates were not approved until July 1922, and their ‘start dates’ 
further delayed until September 1923, the Commission did not review 
administration in Syria and Palestine until their fifth session, in late October 
and early November 1924. By that point, Palestine had been under Sir 
Herbert Samuel’s civil administration for four years. Key steps to realize the 
Zionist project had been taken. Legislation to facilitate transfers of land 
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held by the state or by absentee landlords had been passed; Hebrew made 
an official language alongside English and Arabic; the firm of a Russian 
Jewish businessman, Pinhas Rutenberg, granted an exclusive concession 
to generate electricity by water power through the whole of Palestine; the 
Jewish proportion of the population doubled to just under a fifth.56 Yet 
Samuel, shaken by the anti-Jewish riots in Jaffa in 1921 and genuinely com-
mitted to the pledge made in the 1922 White Paper to foster representative 
institutions, had also come up with one contrivance after another—for a 
Legislative Council, for an expanded Advisory Council, even for an ‘Arab 
Agency’ to balance the Jewish Agency—to give the Arab population some 
voice in government.57

Since all those proposals stipulated that the policy of the ‘National Home’ 
would be kept off the table, the Arabs rejected every one. Two further dele-
gations from the Palestine Arab Congress in 1922 and 1923 tried but failed 
to persuade the Conservative government to break with Zionism.58 With 
no progress visible in London, the Congress’s Executive Committee turned 
to the League, submitting a ‘Report on the State of Palestine during Four 
Years of Civil Administration’—a title clearly modelled on the govern-
ment’s own reports—for the Mandates Commission to consider. It is a mark 
of Britain’s propensity to play by the rules that this missive, sent as required 
first to the mandatory power, was indeed forwarded to Geneva. The argu-
ments advanced therein were hardly new. The petition protested the injus-
tice of planting a Jewish National Home in a country that was ‘the 
well-established home of the Palestinian Arabs (Moslems and Christians)’ 
and insisted that that policy traduced promises of Arab independence made 
to King Husayn and Article 22 of the League Covenant itself. Citing land 
laws, tax policies, the Rutenberg concession, and government spending, 
the  report also charged that Samuel’s administration was biased, costly, 
 inefficient, and violated the Palestinian population’s basic rights.59 What 
was new was that the Mandates Commission was empowered to consider 
these complaints.

Not only empowered but willing. In 1924 sympathies on the Commission 
flowed in the Arab direction. True, few members had much knowledge of 
the Middle East; with Ormsby-Gore gone, only the Chairman, Theodoli, 
had spent much time there. Theodoli, however, was and would remain 
anti-Zionist, not only because he was a papal count and protective of 
both Italian and Catholic interests, but also because he had married into 
the wealthy Lebanese clan of the Sursocks—a family, Chaim Weizmann 
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sourly remarked, that had sold the Jezreel valley privately to the Zionists 
while denouncing the Jewish National Home in public.60 The newly 
appointed Spanish member, Leopoldo Palacios, also believed that all ‘A’ 
mandated territories should become independent as quickly as possible. But 
the most important sympathizer was Rappard, who had been receiving 
appeals from Arab nationalists and meeting with Arab delegations for four 
years. In 1922 Samuel had told Rappard privately that the Arabs had ‘noth-
ing to fear’ since there was ‘no chance of establishing a Jewish Kingdom or 
a Jewish State in Palestine for two or three generations at least’, but Rappard 
understood that this would not reassure a majority Arab population that did 
not want its grandchildren to live in a Jewish state either.61

Under Theodoli’s and Rappard’s leadership, the Commission thus grilled 
Herbert Samuel about every charge the Palestinians had raised. Britain’s fail-
ure to introduce those self-governing institutions promised in the Covenant 
and the White Paper came in for particular censure. True, Samuel explained 
that since ‘the Arabs had declared that if they had a majority they would use 
it to oppose the establishment of a Jewish National Home, it was not possi-
ble to afford them an opportunity of acting in a way that was hostile to this 
requirement of the mandate’62—but if self-government had to be continu-
ously postponed in this way, was the Zionist project really compatible with 
the obligation to promote the local population’s ‘well-being and develop-
ment’? In June, Rappard had told Ormsby-Gore that the Arabs were wor-
ried that Jewish settlement would mean their own displacement, for even 
if individual Arabs sold their land to Jews voluntarily and for good prices, 
‘the Arabs as a whole looked askance at these individual purchases, which 
seemed to them to signify the gradual acquisition by a foreign race of their 
inheritance’.63 Samuel was emollient and reassuring. There was no plan to 
displace the Arabs; indeed, the White Paper had clarified that Jews and Arabs 
were to work together on the development of their common ‘home’. 
Moreover, since the influence of the Palestine Arab Congress was declining, 
he was certain that it would soon be possible to introduce representative 
government by stages. The British would thus be able to fulfil both obliga-
tions of the mandate—to foster the ‘National Home’ while also safeguard-
ing Arab interests.

The Commission, however, was not convinced, and in the draft of their 
report to the Council all their ambivalence came out. That draft welcomed 
Samuel’s statement repudiating the hopes of ‘certain Zionist extremists’ 
to  supplant the Arabs in Palestine and accepted that his administration 
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believed in, and conscientiously worked to achieve, the reconciliation 
of  the two communities’ interests. Yet, the report implicitly questioned 
whether that goal was realizable, pointing out that on many key issues—
most notably Jewish immigration but also the need to build representative 
institutions—Zionist and Arab views and interests clashed. Finally, the 
report queried the Zionist project itself, suggesting that Eastern European 
Jews entering Palestine, however great their ‘ardour and zeal’, were unpre-
pared for the kind of agricultural and manual work which the territory 
required. No one reading that document—which the Daily News Bulletin 
of the Jewish Telegraphic Agency managed to publish before it was released 
to the press—could fail to conclude that the Mandates Commission 
viewed the whole Zionist enterprise with scepticism.64

Chaim Weizmann was one of those readers, and he was horrified. 
Weizmann had travelled to Geneva for that November 1924 PMC session 
expecting that, as President of the World Zionist Organization, he would 
receive the same kind of privileged political access he enjoyed in Britain. To 
his chagrin, he discovered that the Commission would not officially hear 
him (since only representatives of the mandatory power could appear before 
it) and, worse, that Theodoli had ruled the Zionist Organization’s lengthy 
report (which had been sent directly to the League, and not, as required, 
through the mandatory power) ‘not receivable’. ‘We have neglected Geneva,’ 
Weizmann wrote to his allies in New York, ‘and the Arabs have been hard at 
work there.’ He thought he had had a ‘very good innings privately’ with 
many members of the Commission, but it had not been enough.65 ‘The 
Commission,’ he reported to Samuel on 13 November, ‘has simply endorsed 
the views expressed in the Arab protest.’66

Weizmann set himself swiftly to control the damage. In London he 
persuaded J. E. Shuckburgh, head of the Colonial Office’s Middle East 
Department, to read him the PMC draft report in full and then wrote sug-
gesting amendments. He reported on this meeting to Samuel, in the process 
rehearsing the arguments the High Commissioner could use to rebut cal-
umnies about Jewish immigrants. The argument that Palestine was being 
handed over to a ‘minority’ was especially misplaced, he insisted, for the 
Balfour Declaration was ‘not given to the Jews of Palestine, but to the Jews 
of the World’, millions of whom would enter if given a chance. Weizmann 
then wrote to Lugard and to Rappard to protest the PMC’s characterization 
of their work and his own dismissive treatment. He had come to Geneva, he 
told Rappard in that long ‘unofficial’ missive, ‘not in order to register com-
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plaints and grievances, but to give information and present facts’, only to 
find that a ‘vociferous group of Arab propagandists’ without an ‘atom of 
truth’ in their claims had been heard instead. Zionists had no quarrel with 
Arab peasants, Weizmann insisted—‘poor wretches [who] have been bled 
white by the Effendis, the very agitators who write protests to the League’. 
In a separate letter to Drummond, he proposed that since the Commission 
was no doubt ‘fair minded and wishes to describe Palestine accurately’, the 
offending passage on Jewish immigrants be revised.67

Rappard was taken aback. As he told Drummond, he had drafted the 
report at the request of the Commission, which had approved it. It could 
hardly be amended at an outside organization’s request.68 The Commission’s 
report was thus published with only slight revisions, and the Palestine Arab 
Congress had the gratification of seeing their appeal printed in full in the 
appendix to the minutes of that PMC session. But what particularly trou-
bled Rappard was that the representative of the Jewish Telegraphic Agency 
had clearly managed to extract the draft report from someone inside the 
Secretariat. Drummond should try to find out who was leaking confidential 
information.69 Yet Rappard never learned the identity of that source. On 
this, as on many occasions, the Zionist Organization proved able to lay its 
hands on secret League material before it reached even the British govern-
ment.70 In this case too, and not for the last time, the Zionist movement’s 
rapid mobilization and Weizmann’s adept lobbying had its effect. Weizmann 
had made sure that Alexander Cadogan at the Foreign Office as well as the 
sympathetic Belgian and Czech Council members had received memo-
randa refuting the PMC’s criticisms.71 When the Council met to review its 
report, Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain remarked that it ‘hardly did 
full justice to the results achieved by Jewish immigration’.72 The Zionist 
project, the Council implied, was not open to question by the PMC.

This incident reveals much about how the mandates system ‘internation-
alized’ both imperial and national projects. Years of protests and work by 
Arab organizations had finally born fruit, with the Mandates Commission 
submitting the only report they ever wrote sceptical of the Palestine man-
date. The Zionist Organization, secure in British support, had (as Weizmann 
acknowledged) paid Geneva less mind. Yet, once alerted to the existence 
of pro-Arab sympathies on the PMC, the Zionists countered quickly and 
effectively, taking advantage of their contacts within the Colonial Office, 
the network of representatives across Europe, and confidants within the 
Secretariat itself to have the Commission’s judgements overturned. They 
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then moved swiftly to establish a Permanent Office in Geneva, appointing 
Victor Jacobson and then Nahum Goldmann to handle relations with the 
League. Henceforth, Jacobson would keep the Commission, the Council, and 
sympathetic journalists well supplied with the Zionist Organization’s com-
prehensive memoranda and his own advice, apprise colleagues in London 
and Palestine about upcoming meetings in Geneva, and induce the Secretariat 
to treat him, if not exactly as the delegate of a member state, then at least as 
the representative of an organization entitled to the League’s benevolent 
support. (When Jacobson died in 1934, there was a nice little to-do within 
the Secretariat about whether his wife should be sent an ‘official’ condo-
lence letter.)73 But it was Weizmann above all who cultivated individual 
PMC members. He recalled in his autobiography that while he did not 
think it ‘dignified or proper’ to lobby the Commission in the hallways in 
Geneva, he much enjoyed his ‘regular visits’ to Lugard’s modest Surrey 
home and the ‘long evenings’ he spent in Orts’ study in his home in Brussels, 
explaining the Zionist position and ‘learning from [Orts’] wide experience 
as a great administrator, statesman, and man of the world’. In the 1930s 
Nahum Goldmann continued this adept diplomacy.74

Yet no relationship proved as useful and important as that Weizmann 
forged with Rappard. After the 1924 debacle, Weizmann asked the Swiss 
academic to come to Palestine to see the Zionists’ work for himself, and 
when Rappard worried that accepting Zionist hospitality was incompatible 
with his duty to remain impartial, Weizmann had Herbert Samuel invite him 
to the founding ceremony for the Hebrew University in his role as Vice 
Rector of the Geneva law faculty (Figure 3.2). Rappard made the trip that 
spring in the company of Weizmann and A. J. Balfour (who was given the 
honour of declaring the university open), visited Tel Aviv and Jerusalem, 
joined Balfour in climbing the Mount of Olives, and spent several days 
touring Jewish settlements.75 He enjoyed (and was a bit star-struck by) the 
company and could not but be impressed by the commitment and spirit of 
the Zionist pioneers. That they were ‘unsuited’ for this task, or that the sup-
pressed mass of Arab peasants would not be helped by their progressive 
ideals, or that the Arab nationalists who had hung out black flags to protest 
Balfour’s visit would be better state-builders, now seemed so much moon-
shine. Rappard returned an ardent Zionist. As he told his colleagues on the 
PMC, the visit ‘had entirely changed his point of view’.76 For the next fif-
teen years Rappard would act as a reliable channel of information and advice 
for the Zionist movement.
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Palestine’s Arab nationalist movement had no figure to rival Weizmann in 
political access and acumen, nor did Shakib Arslan’s Geneva office of the 
Syro-Palestinian Congress ever enjoy the kind of friendly and confidential 
relations that Weizmann, Jacobson, and Goldmann built up with members 
of the Secretariat and the PMC. Its inability to wrest meaningful conces-
sions from the British also told on the Arab movement within Palestine, 
which fell into factionalism in the mid-1920s.77 Yet the Palestinian Arabs’ 
political weakness was a consequence not only of Zionists’ superior connec-
tions or even their own internal rivalries but even more of the Zionist cast 
of the mandate text, in which Arabs figured only as ‘inhabitants’ to be pro-
tected and not, as the Jews did, as a people represented by an official body 
with which the mandatory power was instructed to collaborate.78 Rappard’s 
initial sympathy for the Arab cause arose from his belief that those Syrian and 
Palestine mandate texts were in themselves unjust, being incompatible with 
the promises of the Covenant and the November 1918 Anglo-French dec-
laration. His initial objection, in other words, was less to the British and 
French treatment of Arabs under the mandate than to the mandates them-
selves. Yet once the Palestine mandate had been confirmed, Rappard’s own 

Figure 3.2 Lord Balfour opening Hebrew University, 1 April 1925; behind him, 
on the right, Chaim Weizmann.
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deep textualism made opposition to its Zionist pledges difficult to sustain. 
From this point, the advantage would go to the party best able to deploy the 
skills of legal argument and textual interpretation to make the mandate 
‘speak’ on their behalf—and, as Natasha Wheatley has shown, the Zionist 
Organization’s adept international lawyers in Geneva, Jerusalem, and 
England won this competition easily.79

The year 1924 thus proved to be the high point of sympathy for 
Palestinian Arab arguments on the PMC. Rebuked by Chamberlain and 
with Rappard’s loyalties shifting, the Commission would never question the 
Balfour Declaration again. The obligation to facilitate Jewish immigration 
to the ‘economic absorptive capacity’ of the territory, enshrined in the 1922 
White Paper, would be treated henceforth by the Commission as a given—
as, in Weizmann’s favourite phrase, ‘chose jugée’. Although the Executive 
Committee of the Palestine Arab Congress petitioned the League again in 
1925, reiterating their claim that the Balfour Declaration and the adminis-
tration’s ‘colonial system of government’ violated both the Covenant and 
the Husayn-McMahon agreements, the PMC concluded that it could not 
consider petitions that called into question ‘the very principle of the Palestine 
Mandate’, which included that Palestine must accommodate the Jewish 
National Home.80 Theodoli and Palacios would still insist on the need to 
protect Arab ‘civil and religious’ rights, and the Palestine Arab Congress 
would continue to petition, struggling to find arguments—that Jewish 
immigration was being encouraged beyond Palestine’s ‘absorptive capacity’, 
for example, or that the ‘local government’ the mandatory power was intro-
ducing was less democratic than the system that had existed in Ottoman 
times—which questioned less the mandate per se than Britain’s fulfilment 
of its obligations to the non-Jewish population.81 Palacios, noting in 1927 
that such arguments were ‘substantially more moderate’, deludedly detected 
‘a genuine, if gradual, movement . . . in the direction of conciliation and con-
cord’.82 The other Commission members were happy to believe him.

Palestine was the case in which the policymaking process became most 
thoroughly internationalized. Unlike the French, the British had fostered 
that internationalization, deploying the League imprimatur to legitimate a 
policy unpopular with most local inhabitants and with the other allied 
powers. Yet internationalization, once embarked upon, proved difficult to 
curb. In the 1930s, when British governments concluded—as had many 
interested commentators at the time and indeed most historians since—that 
the ‘dual obligations’ were indeed incompatible and the mandate unworkable, 
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the very internationalization they had promoted would constrain them. 
Not until 1929, however, did that crisis begin. In the late 1920s Palestine was 
relatively quiet and Britain the closest thing the League had to a model 
mandatory power. The first challenges erupted elsewhere: in South West 
Africa and Syria, where neither the mandatory power nor the mandated 
population had any attachment to the League regime. That regime would 
take shape, and some of those players learn their roles, through those risings 
in the mid-1920s.
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