
Conclusion
Mandatory Statehood in the Making

So here I am, in the middle way, having had twenty years—
Twenty years largely wasted, the years of l’entre deux guerres—
Trying to learn to use words, and every attempt
Is a wholly new start, and a different kind of failure . . .

T. S. Eliot, ‘East Coker’, Four Quartets

The European War that broke out in September 1939 would sweep away 
the League of Nations, transplanting internationalism’s beating heart 

from Geneva to New York. But no one knew that at the time. For if Britain 
and France were at war in the autumn of 1939, the League was not; indeed, 
the vast majority of the institution’s remaining member states (including 
most European states) were neutral. Not that they condoned ‘aggression’. In 
December a brief Assembly was convened to expel the Soviet Union for 
its unprovoked attack on Finland—a quixotic and principled gesture the 
Soviets never forgave. Yet for most states, and indeed for the Secretariat, 
the war posed starkly the question of whether the League was something 
more than the handmaiden of the Allied powers. Could the institution act 
as the guardian of international values, keeping its ‘non-political’ sections 
and its capacities alive until the present conflict was over?

The Mandates Commission faced that question as well. Since the 
Secretariat had agreed to carry on with ‘non-political’ work, members were 
summoned in December 1939 for the 37th session.1 All but Leopoldo 
Palacios attended, and after some initial grumbling and infighting the man-
datory powers sent reports and representatives as well. In Britain officials at 
the Colonial Office were so incensed by the ‘severe handling and deplorable 
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 conclusion  395

lack of comprehension’ which they felt they had received over Palestine that 
they would gladly have seen the system collapse entirely; only the Foreign 
Office’s concern not to antagonize American and neutral opinion drove the 
Colonial Office to dispatch representatives to answer the Commission’s 
questions at the session in Geneva.2 There those officials expected, and 
received, yet more criticism from an institution trying to protect its precar-
ious claim to neutrality. PMC members were well aware that Britain and 
France had introduced wartime measures in West Africa and Tanganyika 
incompatible with the rules on economic equality and non-militarization; 
they knew too that Germany, calling the kettle black, had protested this 
violation of international law. The war thus hung over the gathering, and 
towards the end of the session, William Rappard forthrightly raised the 
question of whether territories administered by powers at war with 
Germany must be considered to be at war as well. The British member 
Malcolm Hailey, surprised, interjected that he thought they obviously were, 
but Rappard retorted that the situation was not so clear. After all, Britain 
and France administered those areas on behalf of the League, and the League 
was not at war. ‘Everywhere,’ he stated, ‘great curiosity exists as to whether 
the League is exclusively at the services of those powers now at war with 
Germany, or whether, to the contrary, she exercises oversight, in the name 
of the international community, which is independent of such purely 
national influences.’ If the mandatory powers used their territories to sup-
port the war effort, and the Commission disbanded without questioning 
that use, ‘they risk weakening their authority not only in the eyes of the 
Council but still more in relation to public opinion outside the League’. 
Three other members from neutral states—Orts (Belgium), Van Asbeck 
(Netherlands), and Dannevig (Norway)—agreed and in the most circuitous 
way possible made clear that they expected the mandatory powers to con-
firm the ‘international’ character of the mandated territories at the June 
1940 session.3

That session was never held. In April 1940 Hitler’s armies attacked neutral 
Denmark and Norway, and that May swept through neutral Luxembourg, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands en route to France. In Brussels, Pierre Orts 
bundled his daughters-in-law and grandchildren into a car and drove south 
before the advancing armies, alerting Rappard some weeks later that they 
had arrived safely at Arcachon on the French coast.4 Those lightning cam-
paigns caused turmoil in the Secretariat too. Through the winter of 1939–40, 
with Swiss anxiety about harbouring an ‘Allied’ organization growing, the 
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396 the guardians

French Secretary General Joseph Avenol had radically reduced the League 
staff and considered moving the organization to France, but the precipitous 
French surrender in June left those plans in shambles. A period of intrigue 
followed, during which Avenol dismissed many long-serving officials and 
fantasized about whether the organization might serve a ‘new order’ led by 
the victorious Germans. But by August he had finally resigned, the archives 
and staff of the Economics Section were on their way to their wartime 
home at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey, and 
Avenol’s deputy Sean Lester, a laconic but principled diplomat from neutral 
Ireland, had been sworn in as Secretary General. For the next five years 
Lester and a skeleton staff would keep a lonely vigil in the ghostly Palais des 
Nations in Geneva, waiting for a time when the League would again be 
needed.5 Peter Anker, a young Norwegian official (and protégé of Rappard’s), 
dealt with the small amount of wartime correspondence about the man-
dated territories.

By 1944 those men knew they had been superseded. The war might 
have begun as a battle between the League’s main imperial backers and the 
revisionist states, but after the fall of France it quickly changed character. 
Once the German offensive of June 1941 and the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor that December brought the Soviet Union and the United States 
into the war, the British Empire became only one of three major Allied 
belligerents—and, as British officials grew ever more aware, by no means 
the most powerful one. Those new entrants made the final Allied victory 
possible, but the shifting balance of forces brought new ideological commit-
ments and political possibilities in its train. A war against German and Japanese 
imperial ambitions, one fought by soldiers of all colours and nationalities, 
could not have as its purpose the preservation of European colonialism or 
white supremacy; in India and elsewhere, independence quickly became 
the condition of colonial nationalists’ support. Through the Atlantic Charter 
in 1941, as  in the aftermath of Wilson’s Fourteen Points more than two 
decades earlier, Britain and the United States disavowed any interest in 
territorial gains, agreed that all adjustments would be made with the con-
sent of the people concerned, and endorsed the right of all peoples to 
self-determination—principles approved in 1942 by the Soviets and other 
members of what was coming to be known as the ‘United Nations’. That 
a new international organization would be needed to oversee any post-war 
settlement virtually went without saying; that neither the Soviets nor the 
Americans wished it to be the League was soon apparent as well. Following 
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a first planning conference held at Dumbarton Oaks in the autumn of 
1944, the United Nations met in San Francisco the following summer 
to agree on a founding Charter, which included a declaration endorsing 
political advancement towards ‘self-government’ for all non-self-governing 
territories, and two chapters laying out a trusteeship system to succeed 
the mandates system of the League of Nations. There was much evocation 
of new orders and new worlds, and as little mention as possible of the 
organization that had gone before. Indeed, although the United States 
belatedly invited Lester and two other League officials to attend the San 
Francisco conference, they were given no role and only seats in the last 
row of the gallery—a clear sign of how little the two main powers wanted 
them there at all.6

The mandated territories whose futures were under the conference’s eye 
had—like the rest of the colonial world—emerged from the maelstrom of 
the war much changed. The Middle East territories were exiting ‘oversight’ 
entirely, for British forces had ousted the Vichy regime from Syria and 
Lebanon and then (over De Gaulle’s objections) collaborated with nation-
alist leaders to support their independence in 1946—the year Transjordan 
also gained nominal independence and that Britain finally grasped that it 
could not work out any viable transition in Palestine.7 The Pacific mandated 
territories had also been caught up directly in the war. Island populations 
suffered labour conscription, forced evacuation, epidemics, privations of all 
kinds, bombardment, and sometimes outright massacres as the Japanese 
advanced and then were beaten back; New Guineans were impressed as 
labourers and carriers as the Japanese army fought a terrible campaign 
against a rag-tag Australian army in their highlands; Nauru was occupied 
and much of its population forcibly relocated. The Samoan islands were 
spared this fate, their use by the United States Army as supply bases and sites 
for soldiers’ ‘rest and recuperation’ instead bringing both wealth and cultural 
dislocation.8 Sub-Saharan Africa, too, was this time not a field of battle, but 
the British, the Vichy regime, and the Free French (who used Cameroon as 
a base of operations) placed heavy demands on Africans as soldiers and 
labourers. Those demands elicited claims in their turn for a new status for 
Africans and African nations, whether they remained within the imperial 
framework or out of it.9

Yet however strenuously nationalist critics and wartime planners alike 
disavowed the institutions that had gone before, the new trusteeship sys-
tem drew on League personnel and precedents. True, when the American 
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398 the guardians

Under-Secretary of State, Sumner Welles, first pulled together a committee 
to plan the post-war order in 1942, he envisaged bringing all colonized 
territories under international supervision.10 But when Leo Pasvolsky, the 
Russian political scientist brought in to run the State Department’s Division 
of Social and Economic Studies, hunted for staff to think through how to 
operate such supervision, he turned the question over to Benjamin Gerig, 
an American who had written a dissertation on the mandates system with 
Rappard’s support at the University of Geneva in the late 1920s and had 
then worked for the League’s Information Section for ten years.11 Gerig 
lured Ralph Bunche, the brilliant African American political scientist, 
whom we last met in West Africa gathering data for his Harvard disserta-
tion, from another State Department section to help him. In San Francisco 
both men were part of the US delegation’s team working on the trustee-
ship issue, which fell under the conference’s Second Commission, whose 
Executive Officer was none other than our old friend from the Mandates 
Section, Huntington Gilchrist. Gerig and Bunche were also part of the 
American delegation to the Preparatory Commission of the United Nations 
that met in London three months later, where the ‘Fourth Committee’ 
dealing with Trusteeship included those former PMC members Van 
Asbeck and Orts, now straightforwardly representing Dutch and Belgian 
imperial interests.12 Peter Anker, who had at Lester’s request written a 
summary of the mandates system for the use of these planners, supplied 
tranches of documents about the system to Bunche’s assistant Lawrence 
Finkelstein in New York.13

It should not surprise us, then, that the trusteeship system which emerged 
out of those considerations and negotiations drew on League precedents. It 
too was a regime of international oversight, not international government, 
with a specific state administering a specific territory, according to stipula-
tions laid out in a text agreed between the administering power and the 
United Nations, under the supervision of a specific United Nations body 
(now the Trusteeship Council), supported by a Secretariat section (now the 
Trusteeship Division). The core procedures of the mandates regime—annual 
reports, regular meetings, and a petition process—were retained. Yet there 
were changes too. Perhaps inevitably in the wake of a devastating war, the 
need to ‘further international peace and security’ became the system’s first 
objective, and trust territories were to contribute to, and not be held apart 
from, security arrangements. The rhetoric of ‘civilization’ was swept away, as 
was all reference to the incapacity or immaturity of the populations governed 
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 conclusion  399

‘in trust’. Instead, the goal of explicitly political advancement—of ‘progressive 
development towards self-government or independence as may be appro-
priate to the particular circumstances of each territory’ and in line with its 
people’s ‘freely expressed wishes’—was avowed for all. The obligation ‘to 
encourage respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all 
without distinction to race, sex, language or religion’ was also new, the 
explicit endorsement of racial equality in sharp contrast with the racial 
underpinnings of the League system.14

Perhaps the most significant changes were found, however, in the details. 
For Bunche, together with representatives of former colonized states and 
of  the Soviet republics, cannily wrote new capacities and rights for the 
Trusteeship Council and populations under mandate into the rules agreed 
in San Francisco and London. Inhabitants were allowed to petition the 
Council directly, rather than through the medium of the administering 
power, and Orts’ attempt in London to exclude all petitions that could 
be pursued in local courts failed. Unlike the Mandates Commission, the 
Trusteeship Council could conduct official visits and inquiries in the trust 
territories, a stipulation the Syrian representative at the London meeting 
considered especially important ‘on account of the unfortunate experience 
of the Permanent Mandates Commission in the past’. A Ukrainian resolu-
tion on which the imperial powers abstained empowered such inquiries ‘to 
use various methods to ensure the fullest possible expression of the wishes 
of the local population’, including by holding elections for spokesmen or 
conducting a popular referendum.15 Most importantly, the Council reported 
not to the Security Council but rather to the General Assembly—a stipula-
tion that, as Bunche surely realized, meant that pressures for decolonization 
would grow as the Assembly became less European and less white. Indeed, 
as Meredith Terretta and Ullrich Lohrmann have shown, by the 1950s local 
activists within the trust territories were able to exploit those provisions to 
inundate the Trusteeship Council with tens of thousands of petitions, lobby 
visiting missions, form alliances with such international human-rights and 
anti-colonial organizations as the International League of the Rights of Man 
and the Movement for Colonial Freedom, and take advantage of growing 
sympathy among non-aligned and newly independent states to state their 
case on the floor of the United Nations General Assembly itself.16 The prac-
tice of using international mechanisms and the international arena as a 
sphere of colonial contestation, already visible during the mandate period, 
here reached its apotheosis.
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400 the guardians

But if the trusteeship system was more self-consciously ‘progressive’ than 
the mandates regime, it is important to note that it was smaller as well. This 
was partly because the war brought the Middle East mandates to an end, but 
it was also because, when it came down to it, the United States proved much 
less ‘anti-imperialist’ than its rhetoric might suggest. True, the war had again 
spurred claims for national self-determination across the globe. Within 
Gerig’s team in the State Department, not to mention within the African 
American movement, there had been much enthusiastic talk of bringing all 
colonial territories under the new trusteeship regime and then swiftly to 
statehood.17 Yet, as Roger Louis has shown, Churchill’s intransigence on 
imperial questions, adept British diplomacy, Welles’ expulsion from the State 
Department in 1943, and the Americans’ steady defence of their own (pub-
licly disavowed) imperial interests defeated those plans. By the time of the 
San Francisco conference, the United States and the United Kingdom were 
working in tandem, collaborating to defeat attempts by the delegates from 
Egypt and the Philippines to have the United Nations endorse independ-
ence (and not simply, as the British were willing to allow, self-government) 
as the goal for all non-self-governing territories. Instead, that aim appeared 
in the chapter on trusteeship alone, and the placement of any territory under 
that system was left up to the controlling power. ‘We have no such intention, 
and I’m sure no other power has,’ one member of the British delegation 
noted drily in his diary.18 He was quite right. The only non-mandate terri-
tory placed under the trusteeship system was Somaliland, which had been 
seized from Italy but was then—in sharp contrast to the treatment of 
Germany in 1919—restored in ‘trust’.19

The Americans, revealingly, also placed their own conquests in a special 
class. While Gerig and Bunche’s team at the State Department were crafting 
their trusteeship proposals, American troops were taking one devastated 
island after another in the bloody Pacific theatre, and the military men 
orchestrating that advance had very different plans for their conquests. 
According to the service chiefs, the former Japanese islands were of strategic 
importance to the United States, had been paid for with American lives, and 
should be  annexed—a plan utterly in conflict with the principles of the 
Atlantic Charter and that echoed nothing so much as Smuts’ schemes for 
South West Africa and Billy Hughes’ table-thumping perorations about 
New Guinea two decades earlier. And since the United States was the sov-
ereign who could decide the exception, the Americans (unlike the 
Australians in 1919) got their way. Thus, Britain, France, Belgium, Australia, 
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and New Zealand (but not South Africa)20 all concluded trusteeship 
agreements for their African or Pacific mandated territories (in the case of 
Western Samoa and Nauru over the strong reservations of local populations, 
who speculated that the dollar-laden Americans might be better guardi-
ans).21 But the United States forced the creation of a special category—the 
‘strategic trust’—for the former Japanese mandated islands, under which the 
United States answered for their administration not to the General Assembly 
but rather to the Security Council, on which it had a veto. The islands were 
used as military bases and, in the case of the Marshall Islands, for atmos-
pheric nuclear tests that rendered some toxic and uninhabitable.22

If the trusteeship regime deferred more to the ideal of ‘self-government 
or independence’ than the mandates system had done, then, it was also 
much more ‘statist’ and conceded more to the realities of power.23 The 
exception accorded the Americans was one such concession; that security 
was allowed to trump indigenous interests was another; that administrative 
integration into neighbouring colonies—so strenuously resisted by the 
Mandates Commission—was now allowed was a third; that the Trusteeship 
Council was to be composed not of long-serving ‘independent experts’ but 
rather of representatives of member states (and that fully half would come 
from the five permanent members and the administering powers and serve 
without fixed term, while the other half would serve fixed three-year terms) 
was a fourth. Bunche’s observant former colleague from Howard University, 
the African American historian Rayford Logan, found that deference to the 
administering powers and their ‘security’ interests particularly worrying, and 
Rappard, watching from Geneva, did so as well. The ‘one redeeming feature’ 
of the mandates system had been the independence of its Commission, 
Rappard wrote to Arthur Sweetser, his old American friend from the 
Secretariat, now in the thick of the UN plans. Had the members been gov-
ernment delegates, as those named to the Trusteeship Council would be, ‘we 
would have become mute or at least so discreet as to have been quite inef-
fective’.24 Rappard’s self-serving history was not, of course, quite correct. 
This book has detailed countless instances of Commission members defend-
ing the interests of their states, and many others in which they upheld what 
one might call the ‘interest’ of the European empires as a whole. Yet it is true 
that the trusteeship system, by accepting that Council members would 
inevitably represent the interests of states and that ‘the international’ was 
little more than the arena in which their battles would be fought out, threw 
out the internationalist baby with the imperialist bathwater. Scholars who 
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402 the guardians

followed the trusteeship system in its early years were astounded at how 
quickly and thoroughly it became permeated by Cold War antagonisms; 
indeed, those tensions were palpably present at those Preparatory Commission 
meetings in London in the autumn of 1945.25 The trust territories would 
make their way to statehood, but the kind of states (or ‘quasi-states’) that 
emerged would be hobbled by economic concessions and by the clientelist 
entanglements of the Cold War world.26

In April 1946, shortly after the meeting in London of the UN Preparatory 
Commission, delegates of some thirty mostly European member states of 
the League of Nations met in Geneva to wind up their organization and 
exit the stage. The wind of self-determination was at gale force, and they 
bent before it. In the way of politicians everywhere, they rewrote the past to 
accommodate the present, suggesting that state-building had been the pur-
pose of the mandates system all along. The Assembly thus warmly welcomed 
the termination of the Syria, Lebanon, and Transjordan mandates, and 
thanked the Mandates Commission for its years of devoted work, noting 
especially how the League had helped Iraq ‘to progress . . . to a condition of 
complete independence’.27 Thus was the League subsumed into a genealogy 
that would credit enlightened European internationalism with the exten-
sion to all men of that Hegelian destiny: the construction of the state as the 
achievement of national freedom.

If this book has convinced you of nothing else, I hope it has shown how 
profoundly this causal narrative misreads history. The ‘emancipation’ of 
Iraq, for example—or, let us say, the creation of a client state in Iraq—was 
a joint project of Iraqi nationalists and British officials seeking to reach a 
mutually beneficial agreement, one that would also limit international 
oversight, economic access, and diplomatic meddling. It was disliked by the 
Mandates Commission, which was profoundly and justifiably sceptical of 
British motives but equally doubtful of non-Western peoples’ readiness for 
self-government. Indeed, at no point did the Mandates Commission unam-
biguously endorse plans to create independent states; British and later French 
efforts to move in this direction in Iraq, Transjordan, Syria, and finally 
Palestine were met with carping and criticism. With a few rare exceptions—
the Spaniard Leopoldo Palacios was one—members simply could not think 
in such terms. For them, the mandates system was a mechanism for pro-
ducing what Winifred Holtby, that brilliant and astringent critic of the 
‘benevolent imperialism’ of the 1930s, once called ‘better and brighter 
natives’, not a crucible for independent states.28 That the system lurched 
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towards normative statehood anyway was unintended and inadvertent—
the result not of any conscious plan but rather of the uncontainable dynamic 
of the system itself.

The mandates system, as it was cobbled together in Paris and then rein-
vented in Geneva, began as a project of imperial reconciliation and legiti-
mation. Galvanized by Woodrow Wilson’s insistence on an ‘anti-annexationist’ 
peace and by an explosion of demands for self-determination across the 
globe, British statesmen in particular shaped this new international regime, 
one in which territorial control was redefined as a means for the ‘civilized’ 
world to promote the ‘well-being and development’ of backwards areas and 
peoples alike. That system was only grudgingly accepted by the other man-
datory powers and was sharply contested by local populations and indeed 
by such self-appointed guardians as the Anti-Slavery Society from the start. 
It could be imposed on Syria and Iraq in 1920 only at the point of a gun, 
and groups in South West Africa, Syria, and Western Samoa all rose against 
their ‘tutors’ in the regime’s early years. That level of discontent forced the 
creation of a petition process—a practice that became a persistent thorn in 
the side of the mandatory powers and that did much to train local elites in 
the skills of international organizing, claim-making, and representation. 
When faced with open resistance or such political claims, the League almost 
invariably supported the imperial powers, reiterating the system’s paternal-
istic and not emancipatory intent. There is little evidence that populations 
under mandate found the subject position offered them attractive; indeed, 
the mandates system served in these early years less as a means of reconciling 
mandated populations to their rulers than of reconciling the quarrelsome 
imperial powers among themselves.

The system could play that conciliating role because the ‘League of 
Nations’ was, in the early 1920s, also a ‘League of Empires’: with the United 
States and the Soviet Union absent, and Germany a pariah, the imperial 
powers—not only Britain and France, but Italy, Japan, Belgium, the 
Netherlands, and Portugal as well—set the tone. That situation changed 
dramatically when Germany entered the League in 1926, for Germany was 
not only the sole European great power without an empire but also the 
former sovereign of most of the territories under mandatory rule. German 
entry thus ushered in the mandate system’s most creative period, as the 
Mandates Commission struggled to articulate norms that might reconcile 
the revisionist powers to the League regime. It was during this period that 
the Commission forced the Council to agree that the mandatory powers 
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404 the guardians

were not sovereign in mandated territories, and during this period that 
Germany sought to take full advantage of the provisions of the ‘open door’. 
It was in this period too that Germany self-interestedly promoted Arab and 
African claims for independence and that British officials worked overtime 
to craft a version of ‘independence’ in Iraq that would preserve their mili-
tary and economic advantage once formal empire had gone. ‘Statehood’ 
thus began to appear in these years as a possible destiny for all dependent 
territories, and the mandates system as an engine for such a transformation, 
not because the members of the Mandates Commission saw it that way, but 
rather because this was a project that just might win the support of the 
imperial powers, revisionist states, and clamant local nationalists alike.

Within the mandates system ‘statehood’ thus came into play not as the 
result of international oversight but rather as an alternative to that oversight, 
a means of securing alliances and advantages in a formally decolonizing 
world. The cataclysms of the 1930s—economic collapse, the Nazi seizure of 
power, and then the move towards territorialization and bloc-creation that 
followed—put an end to such experimentation. Instead, all powers sought 
to draw clients and colonies closer into their nets. ‘Internationalization’, as a 
strategy for reconciling great-power interests, had failed; by this point, how-
ever, it had lost its ideological force as well. For with the great empires and 
the revisionist states at loggerheads, and Japan and Italy describing their rule 
in Manchuria and Ethiopia as a version of the ‘sacred trust’, even the stal-
warts of the Mandates Commission found claims of Western civilizational 
superiority, and likewise of alien rule as a form of tutelage, hard to defend. 
For them, the mandates system had always been something more than a 
means of reconciling warring states or containing unruly populations: it was 
a mechanism for defining norms of good governance and promoting impe-
rial ‘best practice’ across the globe. That project had always been more rhe-
torical than real, always more a matter of talk in Geneva and London than 
practice in Jerusalem or Lomé. And when geopolitical imperatives made 
that disjuncture between rhetoric and imperial policy apparent, the system 
lost its moorings.

What conclusions might we then draw from this far from linear story? 
Where do we locate the significance of the mandates system? What differ-
ence did it all make? I would make three final points.

First, the mandates system mattered because it was always a strategic part 
of the geopolitical order of the interwar era. It cannot be understood except 
within this context. The need to use the system to stabilize that order—initially 
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by containing challenges to imperial rule and reconciling British and French 
aims, later by placating the revisionist powers—was always paramount. 
The mandates system was significant not because the territories to which 
it was applied were particularly valuable (although some, notably Iraq, were), 
but rather because they were part of what H. Duncan Hall, the former 
League official and author of the first comparative study of the mandates 
and trusteeship regimes, perceptively called the ‘international frontier’ of the 
interwar era—the conflict zone where empires clashed and territory changed 
hands.29 We have forgotten this, and forgotten too that in this respect the 
mandates system and the trusteeship system were not alike at all. For the 
mandated territories were in analytical terms the interwar equivalents not 
of the post-war trust territories (which were, in the Cold War era, relative 
backwaters) but rather of Korea, Vietnam, Malaya, Congo, or any number of 
those states where the great powers fought for dominance.30 Not until the 
revisionist powers were well and truly defeated did the mandated territories 
lose their significance, and in the Middle East not even then. The mandates 
system is part of the history of the tense geopolitics of the interwar period—
an era in which the effort to rehabilitate and ‘tame’ Germany, but also to 
reconcile British and French strategies and to secure American participation 
in maintaining the global settlement, were all important. The mandates sys-
tem was a stake, and Geneva a site, in that effort at global stabilization.

But if the geopolitical conflicts of those years shaped the character of the 
mandates system, pressures generated by what we might call a dynamic of 
internationalization mattered too. Bringing to light the significance of that 
dynamic has been the second main contribution of this study. For the great 
powers in 1919, partly inadvertently and partly deliberately, decided to man-
age the geopolitical order not through the balance of power or an armed 
stand-off but rather by creating an international institution, the League of 
Nations, so that conflicts could be dealt with through deliberations con-
ducted among member states but visible to informed publics around the 
world. By doing so, however, they unleashed a force that could not be con-
tained, as the League swiftly became an engine for the mobilization of new 
constituencies, the generation of new claims, the elaboration of new prac-
tices, and the articulation of new norms. The colonial repartition of 1919, 
like the territorial settlement in Eastern Europe, was to be rendered accept-
able through international oversight; in both cases, however, those oversight 
regimes made those settlements more contestable and vulnerable. For by 
subjecting the mandatory powers to regular questioning, by providing a 
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406 the guardians

mechanism for petitions and protests, and especially by publishing and dis-
tributing their records and reports, the mandates system opened up imperial 
rule to an uncontainable wave of scrutiny and ‘talk’. Not only W. H. Harris 
of the Anti-Slavery Society and Quincy Wright of the University of Chicago 
but also Shakib Arslan of the Syro-Palestinian Congress and Olaf Nelson of 
the Samoan Mau made use of the opportunities offered. If the Mandates 
Commission did its best to discredit and silence many of these voices—to 
bar them from their meetings, to reject their petitions, to impugn their 
motives—they could never quite shut them up. Their words were out in the 
world, a world now remade by literacy, print, air travel, and radio waves, and 
could not be recalled.

If we would seek for an explanation of the course and consequences of 
the mandates system, it is to be found in the interaction between these two 
dynamics—the play of geopolitical interest and the force of international 
scrutiny and ‘talk’. The explanation for how imperialism and international-
ism interacted in these years—that is, for how the League, against its own 
desires and intentions, helped to bring the European empires down—is to 
be found here. This is my third claim, and it is a methodological one as well. 
This book has anatomized a system, a system in motion. It has sought to 
explain not what the League said it did, but rather to show how its practices 
and proclivities—scrutiny, publicity, verbosity, legalism—bumped up against 
the aims, claims, and interests of the powers and peoples with which it was 
involved, and by doing so produced meanings and outcomes no one had 
intended. The League helped make the end of empire imaginable, and nor-
mative statehood possible, not because the empires willed it so, or the 
Covenant prescribed it, but because that dynamic of internationalization 
changed everything—including how ‘dependent peoples’ would bid for 
statehood, what that ‘statehood’ would henceforth mean, and whether 
empires would think territorial control essential to the maintenance of 
global power.

The men and one woman who had been the heart and soul of the 
mandates system, the surviving members of the Permanent Mandates 
Commission, watched the death of the League and the emergence of the 
trusteeship system with mixed emotions. Long-serving and for the most 
part like-minded, by 1940 they had become friends as well as co-workers. 
William Rappard, living in his house in the Geneva hills, still hard at work 
in the university, tried through the war to keep track of the fate of his col-
leagues. He managed to get to London in the summer of 1942, where he 
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saw Lord Lugard before his death in 1945, and to swing through Madrid to 
visit Leopoldo Palacios on the way home—although he found the latter (he 
reported to Lugard) ‘neither as fat nor as happy as he used to be when I 
tormented him on the Mandates Commission’.31 Rappard met up with 
Malcolm Hailey, Orts, and Frederick van Asbeck—the latter having sur-
vived wartime internment—in London in 1945.32 Once the war was over, 
Vito Catastini—hard up, looking for work, and very much repenting his 
fascist past—also got in touch, and passed on the news that Alberto Theodoli, 
to no one’s surprise, had survived the war unscathed.33 Rappard appears to 
have lost touch with Ludwig Kastl, who was expelled from the legal 
 profession for Jewish ancestry in the Nazi period but who—much more 
remarkably—also survived the war, going on to advise many German 
 companies during the post-war recovery and to receive the prestigious 
Bundesverdienstkreuz from the Federal Republic in 1953. But Rappard saw 
Valentine Dannevig, now very deaf, in Oslo in 1952, as well as the former 
Mandates Section director Edouard de Haller, who was now Swiss ambas-
sador to Norway.34 (Rappard’s young protégé Peter Anker, in a nice parallel, 
became Norway’s ambassador to Switzerland.) And through it all, Rappard 
kept in touch with Orts, his closest collaborator. Theodoli died in 1955, and 
Rappard passed along his widow’s inimitable reply to Catastini’s letter of 
condolence: ‘For a long time, you and I, Monsieur, were no doubt the 
deceased’s most pitiable victims.’35

But Rappard and Orts were now old men, out of sympathy with their 
age. Rappard was still a Wilsonian, entirely persuaded that civilized men 
exercising impartial judgement could solve the problems of the world, and 
he found the ‘realistic militancy’ of the post-war trusteeship system—and 
the post-war order more generally—regressive.36 Orts had always been 
more conservative, and at the end of his life still thought even mandatory 
rule (as opposed to direct imperial administration) uncalled for in ‘territo-
ries peopled by primitives’.37 They were pleased to have played a part in the 
emergence of the state of Israel—in November 1949 Rappard spent a week 
there, staying with the Weizmanns and feeling ‘quite exceptionally, indeed 
almost abnormally, happy’38—but beyond that, they were no longer quite 
sure just what they had achieved. The more the United Nations grows in 
size and powerlessness, Orts told Rappard in 1952, the better the League 
looks—and Rappard entirely agreed.39 Both men died in the spring of 1958, 
inadvertent architects of a world they had not imagined.
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