
Introduction
Guardians Assemble

On 4 October 1921, William Rappard welcomed the Permanent Mandates 
Commission of the League of Nations to Geneva for its first session. 

Rappard, a thirty-eight-year-old Swiss professor, had been named Director of 
the Mandates Section in the League Secretariat a year earlier. He was, that is, the 
international official appointed to help the new Commission get on with its 
job, to review the imperial powers’ administration of those African, Pacific, and 
Middle Eastern territories seized from Germany and the Ottoman Empire 
during the First World War. Large, ruddy, curly-haired, and inveterately cheerful, 
Rappard looked like a Swiss farmer—but he was efficient, capable, and effort-
lessly trilingual, held degrees in economics and law, and had an expansive net-
work of liberal internationalist friends. He was passionately committed to the 
League of Nations, established through the signing of the Versailles Treaty more 
than two years earlier.

That those occupied territories would be governed under League over-
sight had been one of the Peace Conference’s most bitterly contested deci-
sions. Every allied power wanted compensation for war losses and suffering; 
most thought annexation of their conquests no more than their due. Only 
reluctantly did they bend to American pressure and the wave of interna-
tionalist and anti-imperialist sentiment sweeping the globe, and even so 
they kept their obligations, and the League’s powers, limited and vague. 
Article 22 of the Covenant loftily decreed that ‘advanced nations’ would 
administer ‘peoples not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous 
conditions of the modern world’ according to the principle that ‘the 
well-being and development of such peoples form a sacred trust of civiliza-
tion’, but included few practical details. The mandatory powers were to 
report annually on their administration, and a permanent commission was 
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2 the guardians

established to review them. The Covenant had nothing to say, however, 
about how long mandatory control was to last, how it might be ended, or 
indeed what the League was to do if the governing power failed to uphold 
the principles of the ‘sacred trust’.

The mandates system was thus, as Rappard admitted to the Commission 
in his opening remarks, at best a compromise between partisans of imp-
erial annexation and those who wanted all colonies placed under inter-
national control. It was a compromise, moreover, that had very nearly come 
apart. Once the American Senate rejected the Versailles Treaty and Warren 
Hastings had succeeded Woodrow Wilson as President, imperial statesmen 
had seen little need to hold to concessions made under very different con-
ditions. Promises to consult Middle Eastern populations on the choice of 
mandatory power had long been abandoned. Territories had been assigned 
to their occupiers (or, in the case of France’s rule over Syria, to the power 
willing to force its claims). By 1921, Rappard admitted, that disposition 
was ‘an accomplished fact’ and could not be undone.1 Worse, those osten-
sible ‘mandatories’ had proven reluctant to negotiate the terms of their 
rule and quite uninterested in establishing the oversight apparatus at all. 
Only fierce criticism of their prevarication and foot-dragging at the first 
and second annual League assemblies in 1920 and 1921—criticism engi-
neered in part by Rappard himself—had forced the League Council finally 
to convene the new Commission.

Yet, whether the eight men and one woman whom Rappard welcomed 
to Geneva in October 1921 could bring the imperial powers to heel was 
very much an open question. Appointed by the Council but usually on the 
recommendations of governments, most were retired diplomats or former 
colonial officials. All but one hailed from states with colonial empires and 
four from powers ruling territories the Commission was to oversee. All 
but  the Japanese member were white Europeans; only the Scandinavian 
member was female. And while all were appointed as ‘independent experts’, 
ostensibly for their ‘personal qualities’ and not as representatives of their 
states, most had close ties to, or were even under direct instructions 
from,  their governments. The Italian member was a former colonial 
under-secretary greatly offended by Italy’s lack of a mandate. The Belgian 
member had successfully negotiated his country’s claim to retain Rwanda 
and Burundi. The Portuguese member was an unblushing advocate of 
forced labour for African men. Small wonder the African American intellec-
tual W. E. B. Du Bois had buttonholed Rappard a few weeks earlier to urge 
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 introduction 3

that a ‘man of African descent’ be added to the Commission. No such 
appointment had been, or would ever be, made.2

This should not surprise. By 1921 it was growing clear that, whatever 
purposes the mandates system had been devised to serve, extending the 
right of national self-determination was not one of them. Populations 
placed under mandate responded by resisting its imposition almost as stren-
uously as had the imperial powers. Arab nationalists thought they had been 
promised independence and not ‘tutelage’; Samoans insisted they were quite 
as civilized as their New Zealand ‘tutors’ and well able to ‘stand alone’. Just 
a few months before the Commission assembled, an influential delegation 
of now-exiled Arab notables had called on Rappard to protest that allied 
pledges of self-determination had been violated. Having overthrown Faysal 
bin Husayn’s fragile Arab state, France was imposing colonial rule on Syria; 
Britain was supporting a policy of Jewish immigration in Palestine against 
the desires of the Arab majority.3 Through contacts with anti-slavery cam-
paigners, Rappard had also heard appeals against French mandatory rule 
from Duala elites in Cameroon and Ewe traders in Togo. He knew, too, how 
very little had come of any of those protests. Indeed, under direct orders 
from his boss, the League’s first Secretary General Sir Eric Drummond, he 
had helped to suppress some of them.

William Emmanuel Rappard, League official and lawyer, was no anti- 
imperialist. Few Western liberals, in 1921, were. He did not think the 
 occupied areas ready for self-government; the language of civilizational 
stages, of ‘backward’ peoples and Western guidance, fell easily from his lips. 
But Rappard was, nonetheless, an internationalist. He believed international 
collaboration could assuage national antagonisms; he thought ‘native peo-
ples’ should be governed in their own interests and not those of the imperial 
powers. A year in post had cost him some illusions, but it had not dented 
his beliefs. And, importantly, that year had taught him much. By nature an 
open-hearted and outspoken man, he had acquired caution, diplomacy, and 
a measure of guile. He had learned to argue from texts rather than princi-
ples, and to wring from the Covenant every possible ounce of authority. He 
had learned the skills of confidential consultation and careful leaking. He 
had found allies—in the Secretariat, in the humanitarian and international 
organizations eager to lend the League a hand, in the American universities 
and foundations, and above all in the new British member of the Commission, 
a young idealist named William Ormsby-Gore. And Rappard had one cru-
cial asset, the Mandates Commission—a body that, however cautious its 
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4 the guardians

members, was authorized by the Covenant to advise the Council on ‘all 
matters’ (and Rappard would always stress that crucial word, ‘all’) relating to 
the fulfilment of the mandates. The Mandates Commission, Rappard was 
certain, could be the tool through which the imperial order would be trans-
formed. ‘It was impossible to overestimate the importance’ of their work, 
Rappard told the startled members. The Commission ‘marked the begin-
ning of an epoch in Colonial history’.4

This book argues that Rappard was right. This quixotic and near-forgotten 
effort to subject imperial rule to international control had profound effects, 
although they were not quite those that its architects and advocates expected. 
Mandatory oversight was supposed to make imperial rule more humane 
and therefore more legitimate; it was to ‘uplift’ backwards populations 
and—so its more idealistic supporters hoped—even to prepare them for 
self-rule. It did not do these things: mandated territories were not better 
governed than colonies across the board and in some cases were governed 
more oppressively; claims by populations under League oversight for polit-
ical rights were more often met with repression than conciliation. Historians 
who have located the system’s significance in its impact on local adminis-
tration have remained too indebted to the binary frameworks of imperial 
history, and have left its crucial dynamics and effects unexplored.5

To grasp why the League mattered, we must begin elsewhere: in Geneva, 
with the Mandates Commission, the Secretariat officials who supported it, 
and the emerging and far-flung network seeking to reach and sway it. For, 
what was new and transformative about the mandates system was not the 
rhetoric of the civilizing mission, which all imperial powers employed, nor 
even ruling practices on the ground, which mirrored those in colonies. 
What was new, rather, was the apparatus and level of international diplo-
macy, publicity, and ‘talk’ that the system brought into being. Put bluntly, 
League oversight could not force the mandatory powers to govern mandated 
territories differently; instead, it obliged them to say they were governing 
them differently. Imperial statesmen and officials had to face wearying, 
detailed, and often acrimonious interrogations in Geneva, often with experts 
briefed by humanitarian lobbies or rival foreign ministries posing questions, 
and a host of journalists, petitioners, and even nationalist leaders waiting 
outside the door.

The mandates system, in other words, was a vehicle for what we might 
call ‘internationalization’—the process by which certain political issues and 
functions are displaced from the national or imperial, and into the interna-
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 introduction 5

tional, realm. Not administration but rather the work of legitimation moved 
to Geneva, as imperial powers strove to defend—and others to challenge—
their authority. This level of conflict was unexpected, for the mandatory 
apparatus had first been conceived, as the Secretariat official Philip Noel-
Baker put it, as ‘an organ of constructive co-operation on colonial 
 matters’6—as a vehicle, in other words, for collaboration among the imper-
ial powers themselves. But how internationalization works depends on 
who is in the international room, and the crowd holding entry tickets to 
Geneva, while certainly largely European and almost entirely white, was 
nevertheless too large, too polyglot, and—over time—too riven with antag-
onisms, to be  marshalled behind a single banner. Buffeted by claims to 
national self- determination from outside Europe and demands for revision 
of the Versailles settlement within it, its deliberations and decisions ampli-
fied by critics, scholars, and the press, the mandates system of the League of 
Nations became the site and stake of a great international argument over 
imperialism’s claims.

In the history of the mandates system we thus recover the role of the 
League of Nations as an agent of geopolitical transformation. For decades 
following its demise in the late 1930s, the League was not remembered in 
this way. It was the institution that was supposed to end war, and that trag-
ically failed to do so. But in the last decade—no doubt because we too now 
live in an increasingly networked but also uncertain and multipolar world—
historians have been looking back at the League with new eyes. In doing so, 
we have come to appreciate how complex and consequential this first great 
experiment in international government really was. The League cannot be 
treated as if it were a state, possessed of a clear decision-making structure 
and coercive power. Instead, it is better understood as a force field, one 
made up of shifting alliances, networks, and institutions, which a host of 
actors entered and sought to exploit.7 Three institutions in particular struc-
tured that field.

First was the Assembly: the committee of the whole, the ostensible par-
liament of the world. Of course, with much of Africa and Asia under 
European rule, the League Assembly was much smaller and very much 
whiter than the United Nations is today. Its global reach was limited, for the 
United States never formally joined (although most Latin American states 
did), Germany was admitted only in 1926, Turkey in 1932, and the Soviet 
Union in 1934—by which point the states most determined to overturn the 
Versailles order were exiting.8 And yet, precisely because it was born at a 
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6 the guardians

moment of territorial disarray, the League was always imagined as some-
thing more than a meeting ground for sovereign states: it was to rise above 
national hatreds and defend nothing less than ‘civilization’ itself. In November 
1920 and every September thereafter, delegates from the fifty-odd member 
states, with a train of journalists, lobbyists, and well-wishers, swept into 
Geneva, turning this placid bourgeois town into the world capital of rhet-
oric, diplomacy, and style. Potentates and socialites dispensed patronage 
at competitively lavish receptions; politicians from small states sought to 
cut  a figure and play to audiences at home; and a few famous League 
 personalities—Czechoslovakia’s Eduard Beneš, Belgium’s Paul Hymans, 
China’s Wellington Koo—exercised influence beyond the ‘throw-weight’ of 
their states. This world was beautifully and poignantly memorialized by the 
Hungarian cartoonists Alois Derso and Emery Kelen, and by the great 
German-Jewish photographer Erich Salomon (later killed at Auschwitz), its 
triumphs and tragedies—the admission of Germany, Emperor Haile Selassie’s 
eloquent denunciation of the Italian subjection of Ethiopia—captured by 
the border-dissolving new medium of film.9 Even the British imperialist 
Leo Amery, who loathed the League and—as we shall see—did his best to 
weaken it, remembered his Assembly session fondly, recalling the Spanish 
delegate exclaiming, when a champagne cork went off with a loud pop at 
one festive lunch, ‘Voilà l’artillerie de la Société des Nations!’10 That was 
true: the League’s power lay, not in arms, but in the simple fact that it 
brought the statesmen of the world, well-oiled by drink, into a public arena 
where they had to perform civility and espouse internationalism, whatever 
their private or even political inclinations.11

Behind closed doors and in more rarefied circles, League politics could 
have a harder edge. A second institution, the League Council, dominated 
politically if not numerically by the great powers, met regularly (around 
four times a year) and decided which issues would be addressed—and, more 
particularly, not addressed. The scramble to secure Council seats among 
those states that weren’t great powers, but sometimes thought they were, 
was brutal. Only the Scandinavians amicably traded off; other states doubted 
their interests were safe in the hands of anyone but themselves. Spain and 
Brazil both threatened to leave the League if they weren’t given permanent 
seats when Germany got one on entry in 1926 (and Brazil did so); hyper- 
sensitive Poland used various ruses to hang on to a seat for the whole of the 
League’s life. Sir Eric Drummond, who thought the Council unquestionably 
the nerve centre of the whole project, wearied himself with these negotiations, 
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 introduction 7

the Council growing larger and losing effectiveness as it grew.12 The great 
powers responded by withdrawing for private discussions on the side—the 
‘Locarno tea-parties’ much deplored by those excluded but that Drummond 
shrewdly realized were essential if the powers were to tolerate the League 
system at all.

But if the Assembly tried to set the agenda and the Council to rein it in, 
actual responsibility for carrying out policy rested with a third institution, 
the Secretariat. Drummond had begun building the Secretariat in London, 
drawing especially on the able men (and, if nearly always in lesser posts, the 
able women) who had staffed the wartime agencies of allied cooperation. 
In October 1920 that incipient bureaucracy, complete with baggage and 
 children, boarded a special hired train at Victoria Station and headed for 
Geneva. The move reinforced its members’ sense of election. A League school 
and a League radio station were founded; affairs and marriages bloomed; and 
a distinctive ethos—egalitarian, cosmopolitan, sexually emancipated—ruled. 
Of course, ‘spying’ would become a major problem too, with ostensibly 
impartial officials reporting back to their foreign ministries, but by the early 
1920s Drummond had created something entirely new: a truly international 
bureaucracy, structured by function and not by nationality, loyal to an inter-
national charter, and capable of efficiently managing a complex programme. 
This is the structure of the United Nations to this day.13

These three institutions were crucial, but when commentators began 
referring to a ‘Geneva spirit’—‘l’esprit de Genève’—they meant something 
more. For the impact of the League was sustained and magnified by the host 
of international commissions, organizations, lobbies, and experts who were 
incorporated into aspects of its work or simply volunteered their services. 
Limited in size and resources (the Secretariat counted only about seven 
hundred individuals at its height), the League drew on the expertise of, and 
sometimes simply devolved authority onto, a host of swiftly internationaliz-
ing civic and voluntary organizations. Clever officials like Ludwig Rajchman 
at the Health Section or Rachel Crowdy at the Social Section exploited 
their close ties to American foundations or international philanthropies 
to supplement modest budgets and staff. As such projects proliferated and 
voluntary organizations moved offices to Geneva, nations-who-would-be-
states, experts seeking jobs, scholars seeking subjects, and lobbies seeking 
recognition all clamoured to make their voices heard.14 The Secretary 
General presided over that cacophony but did not control it. No one did: 
that was the whole point.
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8 the guardians

The peacemakers of 1919, watching the rise of that noisy, polyvalent 
world, felt a sense of ambivalence and sometimes trepidation. They had 
thought of the League as a tool for great-power collaboration, but with the 
Americans and the Soviets outside, the Germans excluded at French insist-
ence, and too many voluble third-rank politicians, pacifists, and ‘cranks’ 
massed on the Geneva stage, they doubted it could ever play that role. The 
League was ‘more likely to become a centre of intrigue than a real benefit 
to the peace of the world’, British Prime Minister David Lloyd George 
complained in December 1920;15 his Cabinet Secretary Sir Maurice 
Hankey—the man first offered Drummond’s job, but who had rejected it as 
less important than the work of coordinating British imperial policy—
deplored ‘the dangerous tendency of the League Secretariat to arrogate to 
itself too much power’.16 The two floated schemes to replace the League 
with a new organization centred on the great powers and sought to bypass 
the League through the ‘diplomacy by conference’ of those years—the 
Washington Conference, the Genoa Conference, and so forth.

Yet the League could not be sidelined. Partly this was because it had the 
only competent international staff around, so much so that Drummond, in 
1922, was belatedly asked to dispatch his teams of translators and typists and 
précis-writers to Genoa to manage the conference that had tried to exclude 
them.17 Partly the League was sustained by the hopes of the millions who 
joined the national League of Nations societies founded to support it, who 
signed petitions or protested when their governments violated its norms, 
who studied the Covenant text or went to lectures about its work, who 
reverently toured its headquarters in Geneva.18 But the League also survived 
because it addressed—indeed, was forced by its member states and con-
strained by the Covenant to address—issues that no government would or 
could take on alone.

William Rappard, who knew the institution so well, captured the scope 
of its activities in a 1925 book aptly titled International Relations as Viewed 
from Geneva. In terms of its mission, Rappard explained, there were really 
three separate Leagues of Nations.19 The first he called the ‘League to 
Outlaw War’. This was the League whose provisions absorbed governments 
and international lawyers as they sought to give teeth to the Covenant; that 
brought statesmen and officials together to discuss disarmament; and that 
intervened with more or less success in territorial conflicts—between 
Sweden and Finland, Greece and Bulgaria, Columbia and Peru, and a host 
of others—before succumbing to the triple blows of the Manchuria Crisis, 
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 introduction 9

the Second Disarmament Conference, and the Italo-Ethiopian War. It is this 
League on which such hopes were pinned, that was disparaged after 1945, 
and that people today still have in mind when they say that the League 
‘failed’.20

Alongside this beset world of security conferences and international cri-
ses, however, there were two other Leagues of Nations. There was a ‘techni-
cal’ League working to combat the proliferating hazards and traffics of an 
increasingly interconnected world. This League set standards for air traffic, 
radio transmission, and child welfare; organized the Austrian bailout and 
standardized economic data; combated sexual and drug trafficking; dealt 
with Russian refugees and negotiated the Greek-Turkish population 
exchange; pioneered development missions to China and Liberia; set up 
research stations to track epidemic diseases; and ran institutes and confer-
ences to promote economic and intellectual cooperation. This League never 
‘declined’ and only expanded, steadily promoting the authority and elevat-
ing the role of those new international actors, the ‘expert’ and what we 
would today call the NGO. The political scientist David Mitrany, who had 
close ties to League officials, had these operations in mind when, during the 
Second World War, he crafted his ‘functionalist’ theory of how cooperation 
on mundane activities might create networks that would promote peace.21 
It is this League that laid the foundation for the institutions of global gov-
ernance we have today, and that is now the focus of so much historical 
interest.22

And, finally, there was a third League, what one might call the ‘world- 
orderers’ League, which worked to adjudicate relations of sovereignty. 
Rappard, conscious of how many territorial decisions had been made in 
1919—and how difficult those were proving to enforce—called this third, 
inelegantly, ‘the League to execute the Peace Treaties’. That League ran pleb-
iscites in or attempted to adjudicate certain disputed areas (Memel, Silesia, 
Vilna, Mosul, Alexandretta) and administered others (Danzig, the Saarland). 
It also ran two enormously consequential regimes set up to stabilize and 
legitimate the decisions reached in Paris and Lausanne. One of these was the 
minorities regime, a system through which the League Council, guided by 
Secretariat officials, sought to hold a dozen new or reconstituted East 
European or Balkan states to promises of minority rights they had made as 
the price of sovereignty;23 the second was the mandates system. This League, 
like the others, changed over time, especially in response to Germany’s 1926 
entry and then exit only seven years later. It became, in the eyes of some, the 
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10 the guardians

League to overcome the peace treaties, with not only Germany but also other 
states and internationalists trying to use those regimes to challenge and 
change that settlement. By the mid-1930s the minorities regime had crum-
bled under that revisionist onslaught, but the mandates system continued, 
re-emerging in 1945 as the United Nations Trusteeship System.

This book is the first comprehensive history of the mandates system—
that is, of the League’s effort to manage the imperial order—written in over 
fifty years.24 It treats the system as a whole, attending to all seven mandatory 
powers and all of the fourteen mandated territories scattered through Africa, 
the Pacific, and the Middle East. It also examines how strategies and strug-
gles over the mandated territories emerged and were played out in three 
different realms—those of imperial and great-power interests and diplo-
macy, of the League’s officials and norms, and of the balance of forces within 
the territory itself. These arenas were not, of course, distinct. They were 
fluid, cross-cutting, and bumped up against one another all the time. Indeed, 
it is precisely by studying those interactions that our story emerges.

It is a story that will take us to many parts of the world—the windswept 
scrublands north of South Africa’s Orange River, famine-blighted hilltops in 
Rwanda, Baghdad’s public garden at the moment of independence, Syria’s Jabal 
Druze under siege. We will accompany the Samoan trader Olaf Nelson as he 
gathered signatures against New Zealand’s rule, the African American scholar 
Ralphe Bunche as he headed to Togo to pursue his dissertation research, and 
the prospector Mick Leahy as he marched into the New Guinea highlands, 
leaving death and wonder in his wake. But always, those travels will bring us 
back to Geneva. For Geneva was where quarrels over the mandated territories 
ended up: it was where Nelson sent his petitions, where Bunche began his 
research, where Leahy found himself denounced as a murderer. League bodies 
adjudicated those arguments through internationally mandated public proce-
dures and flexible private diplomacy, through rigorous textual analysis and 
personal lobbying and pressure. Officials worked hard at times to keep matters 
quiet, but without much success, for not only was the League founded on the 
principle of public openness, its institutions were too large and too riven by 
national and ideological rivalries and loyalties to keep secrets well. National 
officials shared information with Secretariat officials (and vice versa); disaf-
fected inhabitants sent exposés to humanitarian organizations and political 
allies. And much made its way into the columns of a vigilant press.

All mandatory powers and all mandated territories were affected by this 
process of internationalization. They were not, however, all equally affected, 
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 introduction 11

nor did League bodies or indeed the Western newspaper-reading public pay 
all equal mind. This is not, then—it cannot be—a history of political devel-
opments in each mandated territory. Such accounts must inevitably be local; 
they cannot privilege events that reverberated internationally over others 
critical to developments within the territory itself. A history of interna-
tional change must do that, however. It must examine those moments when 
argument and conflict spilled beyond the individual state or empire, landed 
in the League force field, and went on to affect what we might call the 
global order as a whole. This book therefore tracks those events and contro-
versies—revolts and famines, certainly, but also debates over ‘trusteeship’, 
‘civilization’, ‘independence’, and ‘sovereignty’—that reverberated through 
Geneva and forced an international response. Territories that were lightning 
rods for controversy (pre-eminently South West Africa and Palestine, though 
also at particular points Syria, New Guinea, French-mandated Cameroon, 
Western Samoa, Tanganyika, Rwanda, and Iraq) thus receive sustained atten-
tion; those that drew little international scrutiny (the Japanese Islands, 
British-mandated Cameroon, British- and French-mandated Togo, and 
Nauru) are only fitfully visible. The eyes of Geneva turned to follow 
catastrophes and crises; its ears bent to hear particularly strident or eloquent 
voices. Our eyes and ears will follow them.

Before we begin that tour, however, we must understand how the man-
dates system emerged and worked. Part One provides that account, looking 
in three chapters at the roles played by imperial contestation, bureaucratic 
innovation, and pressure from below in shaping the character of the man-
dates system. Intended by its Anglo-American founders to serve as a vehicle 
for inter-imperial collaboration, one that would be in the hands of govern-
ment officials and that would generalize Anglo-American norms, it was 
rescued and reshaped—once those founders lost interest—by a group of 
(largely British) internationalists, humanitarians, and League officials one 
level down. The system that emerged was much less statist and much more 
genuinely international than anticipated. It was more dependent on the 
Secretariat, and that Secretariat was more independent than expected as 
well. Finally, the system was more open to pressure from various groups 
claiming to speak either for inhabitants or for ‘public opinion’—such pres-
sure flowing to Geneva through a surprisingly open petition process.

The book then traces how League oversight affected the imperial order 
from the First World War until the Second. As we shall see, geopolitical con-
ditions and tensions, especially what one might call a first ‘Cold War’ 
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12 the guardians

between the powers that made and those that challenged the Versailles 
 settlement, set the bounds within which the League system worked. Indeed, 
in the period from 1922 until the late 1920s, treated in Part Two, the man-
dates system served largely to mitigate Anglo-French antagonisms, to prom-
ulgate a paternalistic definition of ‘trusteeship’, and to push claims to 
‘self-determination’ off the table. Chapters on the League’s handling of ris-
ings and civil disobedience movements in South West Africa, Syria, and 
Western Samoa lay out this retreat in detail.

Yet the mandates system did not remain in this Anglo-French cul-de-sac, 
for German entry into the League in 1926 unleashed a new dynamic. One 
might say that the Germans seized the role the Americans had abdicated, for 
as the major European power without an empire—and, moreover, as the 
former sovereign of many of the mandated territories—Germany was 
determined that if she could not regain her colonies, she could at least fight 
to realize those 1919 promises of international control, open economic 
access, and a roadmap towards independence. The chapters in Part Three 
track the fierce debates within and outside the League over sovereignty, free 
labour, and possible moves to independence, a story that culminates in 
Britain’s prescient decision to move Iraq from mandate status to a clientelist 
form of statehood.

That move could perhaps have been a harbinger of future developments, 
but the economic crisis, German withdrawal in 1933, and the subsequent 
erosion of the League’s authority placed this attempt to develop interna-
tional norms about empire under considerable strain. As the chapters in Part 
Four show, after 1935 that project fell into crisis on every level. Italy’s attack 
on Ethiopia that year undermined Western claims to civilizational superior-
ity even within the West, while allied willingness to contemplate colonial 
concessions to Germany—that is, to contemplate returning one or more 
territories inhabited by non-whites to a Nazi state—further eroded the 
legitimacy of the mandates system. When the Commission grew sharply 
critical of British policy in Palestine, even Britain—hitherto the League’s 
main protector—lost faith in the project of imperial ‘internationalization’. 
By 1939 the mandates system had very few defenders.

It had had, however, profound effects. If international oversight—as 
opposed to alien rule more generally—left only light traces on some terri-
tories, in others those dynamics of scrutiny and publicity had a real impact. 
Britain’s inability in Palestine to back away from a Zionist pledge that most 
of its High Commissioners came to think misguided, Belgium’s decision to 
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entrench ethnic divisions as a tool of labour control in Rwanda and Burundi, 
and South Africa’s inability to annex lightly populated South West Africa: all 
these attest to the way a Geneva-based culture of international lobbying and 
debate created new risks for imperial states and at times changed what they 
wanted. Those local effects were variable and do not conform to any single 
pattern. Yet, in the system as a whole we find a logic and a teleology.

The mandates system made imperial governance more burdensome and 
brought normative statehood nearer. This was not what its architects and 
officials had intended. To the contrary, they sought at every turn to uphold 
imperial authority and strengthen the prestige and legitimacy of alien, 
non-consensual rule. The problem was that the internationalization inher-
ent in League oversight worked against those purposes. By offering a plat-
form for wordy humanitarians, belligerent German revisionists, and 
nationalists determined to expose the brutalities of imperial rule, the man-
dates system not only undermined imperial authority but also—possibly 
more importantly—led at least some within the European empires to ques-
tion whether direct rule was so desirable anyway. That most local inhabitants 
had no affection for the mandates system seems apparent. Over time, how-
ever, many within the imperial powers lost their sympathy for it as well. 
After all, since the Mandates Commission readily upheld other forms of 
imperial incursion, failing to prevent massive alienation of native land and 
insisting that the mandated territories be opened to international conces-
sions and trade, was formal administrative control really necessary? Small 
wonder that Britain—the most ‘global’ of the imperial powers—chose to 
craft in Iraq a form of independence that seemed far less troublesome.

After 1945 the movement towards normative statehood would accelerate. 
In 1920 there were some fifty independent states; today there are two hun-
dred. Colonies and protectorates, condominiums and trust territories, those 
trailing appendages of empire, have vanished from the globe. Yet if statehood 
is now ubiquitous, its makeup is varied indeed. Some states set their own 
rules, but others lack not only that ‘monopoly over the legitimate use of 
force’ which the great German sociologist Max Weber considered the foun-
dation of statehood but also the capacity to provide their citizens with basic 
services and rights. Their leaders retort that they are as subjected by global 
corporations and international lending bodies as they once were by imper-
ial states. We live in a world of formally independent states of very varying 
capacity, and if we look back to the mandates system, we can see this order 
emerging.
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