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C h a p t e r  1

The International Turn

In the early twentieth century, if someone had asked Europeans or Ameri-
cans to predict where the world was headed, chances were they would have 

pointed toward internationalism of a new twentieth- century kind. As John 
Hobson, the British economist, explained, it had become impossible “to trace 
down those issues which are presented to us as great social issues, political or 
economic, and to find any solution which is satisfactory that does not present 
the elements of internationality.”1 For the future American secretary of state 
Robert Lansing, the nineteenth century belonged to nationality; the driving 
force of the twentieth century was internationality.2

Those of us fed on a more conventional historical diet might consider 
these assessments, made only a few years before the outbreak of the world’s 
first “total war,” misguided. The turn of the twentieth century was after all 
the apogee of nationalism, an era marked by the invention of new nation-
alities and nations.3 Nationalism is as commonly named the culprit of the 
outbreak and violent force of World War I as credited with the legitimation 
of the principle of nationality in the peace process that brought the war to 
an end. The apogee of nationalism was simultaneously the apogee of empire, 
accompanied by the rivalrous militarization of the world’s empires and acts 
of state- coordinated violence in the name of national pride, economic neces-
sity, or territorial expansion.4 Given these circumstances, the claims made by 
Lansing and Hobson begin to make sense only once we parse the historical 
specificity of their political language and its intended meanings, and assess 
the extent to which their views of an international turn were shared.

As we will see, the turn- of- the- twentieth- century fascination with the 
novelty of internationality and the passing of the national reflected the 
self- consciousness with which an increasingly literate and mobile mainly 
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middle- class public heaped their own ambitions for change onto the ma-
terial changes in their everyday lives, and how they imagined those lives. 
Those same material changes were simultaneously opening up national and 
international public spheres, furnishing new public spaces of national and 
international congress that allowed for transnational connections and the 
“contamination of ideas.”5 Nationalism and internationalism were still likely 
to be perceived as antithetical or even agonistic: the revolutionary political 
internationalism of the working class opposed to the liberal nationalist aspi-
rations of Europe’s middle classes. But the concept of a “new international-
ism,” born of the “objective facts” of modernity, and out of the same historical 
processes as nations offered an increasingly attractive political conception of 
modernity and progress. The first historian of this phenomenon, Christian 
Lange— a Norwegian parliamentarian and founding member of one of the 
most significant experiments in the political scoping of internationalism in 
this period, the Inter- Parliamentary Union— went so far as to enthuse that 
the ideological innovation of the new internationalism was in essence its em-
brace of the nation.6

This chapter draws the strands of the history of nationalism back into 
the story of internationalism in the decades that Europeans like to refer to 
as the Belle Époque. It maps the contours of an international turn marked by 
the confident pre- World War I narratives of internationality and “objective 
internationalism” and the influential wartime associations that caucused the 
prospects for international government as a League of Nations. As important, 
it reconnects this early twentieth- century history of internationalism to the 
debates about race, empire, and nationalism that were intrinsic to contempo-
rary liberal conceptions of progress and modernity. In all these ways, the his-
tory of turn- of- the- twentieth- century new internationalism provides us with 
the ideological and social backstory to the advent of the league and the UN. 

Objective Internationalism at the Turn  
of the Twentieth Century

If we can trace the truth of the past by attention to principles that were con-
stantly talked about, then the early twentieth century took a self- consciously 
international turn.7 As contemporaries understood it, the mechanisms of that 
turn were the new “objective facts” of steam, electricity, and trade. Roads and 
railways, canals and ocean carriers, and telephone, telegraph, cable, wireless, 
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news, and mail services had all transformed economies and provided the op-
portunities for cooperation and sociability across the political borders of em-
pires and nations. Even more importantly, they provided the infrastructure 
and motivation for the international institutions and associations devoted to 
all manner of internationalized political, economic, religious, and humani-
tarian issues proliferating across the world.8

The novelty of international organizations, their impact on everyday life, 
and their significance for the future are all the more apparent as the sub-
ject matter of contemporary commentaries and investigation. For those who 
were counting, it was possible to number ten new international organizations 
for each year of the 1890s and contrast them with the mid- nineteenth cen-
tury, when there were only five.9 The International Telegraphic Union (1865), 
the Universal Postal Union (1874), the International Union for Weights and 
Measures (1875), the International Union of Custom Tariffs (1890), and the 
International Office for Public Hygiene (1907) all featured on the accumu-
lating and increasingly well- rehearsed listings of the objective facts of inter-
nationalism.10 There were the international organizations with distinctive 
constituencies, such as the still familiar International Olympic Committee 
(1894), the International Co- operative Alliance (1895), the Universal Es-
peranto Association (1908). Some international organizations, such as the 
International Committee for Relief to the Wounded (1863, renamed the In-
ternational Committee of the Red Cross in 1876), traced their origins back 
to the nineteenth- century humanitarian societies set up in the wake of the 
Congress of Vienna. The Young Men’s Christian Association (1844) gathered 
momentum in the latter decades of the nineteenth century, espousing “Chris-
tian principles of social and international conduct” and “the development 
of a right public conscience such as shall strengthen all those forces which 
are working for the promotion of peace and better understanding between 
classes, nations, and races.”11 Middle- class European women had not always 
found it easy to access the international societies of the earlier nineteenth 
century such as the YMCA or the abolitionist movement (the 1840 World 
Anti- Slavery Conference held in London had actively excluded women). 
When the opportunities arose, women were quick to organize their own in-
ternational associations and coordinating bodies, such as the International 
Council of Women (1888) and the International Woman Suffrage Alliance 
(1904). By 1910, an international conference and the Brussels- based Office 
Central des Associations Internationales coordinated the multiple interests of 
this burgeoning international society, as it was commonly identified.
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Many of these international organizations were based in Europe (most 
popularly Berne, Brussels, Paris, and London); however, they were as re-
marked on in North and South America, and in the urbanized outposts of 
empires. Their activities extended into the non- European parts of the world, 
particularly Japan.12 Some were the instruments of state cooperation, oth-
ers were the manifestations of individual and social initiatives. As the sheer 
number of international organizations, their variety, and their functions as 
settings for transnational sociability, cooperation, and the spread of ideas cap-
tured the imaginations of their membership, they became the basis of claims 
that “objective internationalism” had arrived. Regardless of parochialism or 
vintage, these organizations were construed as evidence of the difference be-
tween twentieth- century internationalism and previous nineteenth- century 
versions.13 From a historical perspective, the articulation of this difference 
is less evidence of a really- existing internationalism, than of a new self- 
consciousness of the internationality of everyday life.

A typical product of this self- consciousness was the doctoral thesis on 
“Internationalism and the international administrative organization,” pub-
lished in 1910 by a young French political science student in Lyon named 
Jean Claveirole.14 Claveirole was particularly endeared to the Berne- based 
Universal Postal Union, an international organization that had liberated 
postal delivery from incompatible national and local administrative practices 
and tariffs. The significance of this organization lay not just in the facility with 
which mail could now be sent but also the new ways of seeing oneself in the 
world it invited. Claveirole’s observations of the new age augured by the in-
ternational administration of postal services entice the twenty- first- century 
reader into a past as foreign as it is familiar: “When I throw a stamped card 
for 10 centimes into a letter box, to some part of another continent, and it 
arrives in a few days; when I address a letter to a stranger and I add an ‘in-
ternational response’ coupon, exchangeable in every country against a post 
stamp for the same value; can’t I say, even more justly than Socrates, that I am 
a citizen of the world?”15

For Claveirole, the act of posting a letter demonstrated the realism of the 
new internationalism, as it drew the individual into an international realm of 
sociability. As significantly, Claveroile claimed, the effect of the existence of 
international administrative organizations literally repeated the institutional 
and sociological processes that had led to the creation of nations such as 
France itself, albeit on a new international scale.

Before World War I, then, internationality was a word that signified both 
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the existence of international organizations and practices and their social 
and cultural effects. Like the equally ambiguous “nationality” (a term that had 
worked its way into the majority of European political and legal lexicons only in 
the latter decades of the nineteenth century), internationality was used to bolster 
arguments for a particular way of being in the world.16 For John Hobson, inter-
nationality meant that “anything happening in the most remote part of the world 
makes its immediate impression upon the society of nations.”17 It could also imply 
an international subjectivity, what Hobson would describe as a new kind of “in-
ternational man,” simultaneously national and international.18 Claveirole’s own 
fascination with internationality resonated the pervasiveness of nationality.

The Viennese- born Alfred Fried pushed the conceptual relationship between 
nationality and internationality almost as far as it could go. Born into the 
simultaneously polyglot and nationalist rhythms of the Habsburg Empire, 
Fried was an archetypal turn- of- the- century self- identified international-
ist— an enthusiast of Esperanto as a universal language and a publisher of 
journals with pacifist and internationalist leanings. In 1892 (twenty years 
after the establishment of Germany as a political state), Fried set up the Ger-
man Peace Society; twenty years later, he created the Verband für interna-
tionale Verständigung— the Society for International Understanding. He was 
not only a founder of and subscriber to international organizations, he made 
it his business to document their existence. The purpose of Fried’s directory, 
the Annuaire de la vie internationale, for example, was to log the manifes-
tations of objective internationalism— and it remains a useful catalogue of 
turn- of- the- twentieth- century visions of “international life.”19 When in 1908 
Fried published his Das Internationale Leben der Gegenwart, “International 
Life Today,” he wrote it as a travel guide to the country known as “das interna-
tionale Land,” a territory imagined through the mapping of intergovernmen-
tal treaties and the new Public International Unions.20

There are good reasons why Fried’s map was dotted with public interna-
tional unions or, as Claveirole preferred, international administrative organi-
zations.21 In the early twentieth century, the organizations that coordinated 
and regulated the movement of people, things, and diseases across the bor-
ders of member political states were attributed a simultaneously political and 
social influence on internationalism by virtue of their administrative inter-
nationality; since then historians have credited these public international 
unions with the introduction into international relations of “new themes, 
new actors” and new “international norms.”22 The Universal Postal Union was 
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exemplary of these organizations, down to its use of the language of “Union.” 
Its shared laws and rules were conceptualized as building administrative links 
between states and nationally defined practices, and, on that foundation, a 
future form of international government. It was not only nations as states that 
were invited into the sphere of international administration. In pursuit of its 
practical international goal, the United Postal Services included among its 
founding members a “non- sovereign” entity, Egypt.23

Christian Lange’s involvement in the first Inter- Parliamentary Union 
conference held in Norway in 1899, was as indicative of the governmental 
dimensions of the new internationalism. The Inter- Parliamentary Union col-
lected together parliamentarians, predominantly from Western and North-
ern Europe, committed to the development of international rules and laws 
for cooperation between liberal democracies.24 For Lange, as for many parlia-
mentarians of states designated “national,” the mutuality of national and in-
ternational sociological phenomena determined their intrinsic compatibility. 
Undoubtedly this compatibility was often consummated as a union of politi-
cal convenience. The historian Madeleine Herren has shown how, regardless 
of individual motivations, the creation of international administrative orga-
nizations suited the purposes of state government agendas, as a “back door 
to power.”25 The Swiss government, for example, was extremely aware of the 
symbolic capital that could be accrued from the fact that its political capital 
Berne was the headquarters of many of these new public international unions. 
Swiss politicians made strategic use of the impetus of the new international-
ism to compensate for what the Swiss federal government lacked in foreign 
policy initiatives.26 Although the United States exhibited more than enough 
domestic foreign policy clout, in 1908, Theodore Roosevelt was sufficiently 
seduced by this new kind of “backdoor” power to lure international gather-
ings away from the European continent onto welcoming American shores.27

In the age of the nation- state, there were many strategic or even pragmatic 
considerations underlying the recovery of the nation’s compatibility with in-
ternationalism. After all, the objective facts of steam, electricity, and trade, like 
international institutions that enabled an international sociability and alleg-
edly fostered internationality, were the acknowledged framework connecting 
national communities across otherwise disconnected domestic landscapes. 
This nationalizing process was as relevant at the turn- of- the- twentieth- 
century in relatively new states such as Italy, Thailand, and Australia, as in 
the older political communities of Japan, France, and the United States. Such 
conceptual coincidences sometimes also made it difficult to think of the 
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national and international as consecutive stages in the evolution of political 
communities. Consider the quandary faced by French- based peace societies 
gathered in Toulouse in 1902 for their first national congress. The most suc-
cessful of these, the Association de la Paix par le Droit— with 1,200 members 
in 1902 and 3,250 in 1912— defined its internationalism in terms of its sup-
port for the introduction of international laws enforcing cooperation and ar-
bitration between states, not unlike the ambitions of the Inter- Parliamentary 
Union.28 Yet here was the Association organizing a national coalition. Would 
national meetings of peace societies encourage a partisan and even parochial 
nationalism rather than the kind of internationality that they also believed to 
be the prerequisite of peace? These were questions its members asked them-
selves. The advice offered by their president— the philosopher and staunch 
French republican Theodore Ruyssen— was that the national and international 
should be regarded as complementary. Ruyssen explained that by capitalizing 
on the resources of national organization they would be more effective in their 
promotion of the mystique of internationalism as a secular religion larger than 
that of the nation, “the religion of humanity.”29

The narrative of a new internationalism was constructed then out of 
leaps of imagination, over the ambiguities and paradoxes of sociological and 
political modernity. This process is particularly striking in the gradual dis-
ambiguation of the liberal characteristics of this new internationalism from 
more politically radical versions of internationalism through the excision of 
unwelcome ideas, people, and politics. Accounts of the objective facts of a 
new internationalism rarely gave space to the evidence of wildly successful 
meetings of the International Working Men’s Association or the class- based 
political agenda that spread across Europe among the dissidents of empire 
and industrialization, under the aegis of the First International (1864) and 
then the Second International (1889). Instead, the narrators of the new inter-
nationalism’s sociological realism tended to relegate class- based internation-
alism to the nineteenth century. Similarly, they made no mention of the less 
ideologically admirable facts of inter- nation- state cooperation obvious in the 
tightening regulation in the United States and British settler societies of cross- 
border movement by certain race- identified groups, particularly the Chinese 
and Japanese, or the impact of the world’s growing interconnectedness on the 
burgeoning international traffic in arms, narcotics, and women and children. 
Nor did they pay attention to the signs of the international revitalization of 
“old channels of migration” taking place beyond the borders of Europe and 
which could be counted, for example, in the rising number of annual hajis 
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from the Dutch East Indies to Mecca and Cairo.30 While Ruyssen resolved 
on the “mystique” of internationalism, he still tolerated the anarchists who 
appeared at the fringes of the meetings of the Association de la Paix par le 
Droit.31 Eventually, however, ideologies critical of the nation and state alike, 
particularly communism and anarchism, along with citizens and subjects 
who regularly moved across national or simply state borders in search of 
work, lost their place in the mainstream narrative of a new twentieth- century 
internationalism with its emphasis on progress and modernity in the image 
of the liberal nation- state.

From a distance, the political and social meaning attributed to the os-
tensibly objective facts of internationality cannot help but appear subjective, 
particularly when we consider that many of the political representatives of 
states involved in intergovernmental organizations— even those devoted to 
the more mundane challenges of sanitation— were motivated by the cause 
of national health and security, as well as a “back door to power,” or that the 
new internationalism comprised the same implicit assumptions of class, race, 
and gender difference that confined visions of national community to their 
historically specific limits. However, recognizing the subjective ways in which 
the objective qualities of the new internationalism were constituted— out of 
the selective interpretation of social change and legitimate social actors— does 
not make it any less historically significant an idea. Instead, it merely makes it 
an idea of its times, put to work in the context of the issues of the day.

The next section situates the invented tradition of internationalism in 
that historical context. It looks in greater detail at the historically- specific 
social and political dimensions of the narrative of a new internationalism 
and the extent to which its key components— international organizations, 
international law, and international government— attracted a wide range of 
political causes. This is a story that has its conventional beginning in 1899, 
at an international peace conference held at The Hague, but in this chapter 
leads us to the League of Nations Associations of World War I along the less 
conventional route of the Universal Races Congress of 1911.32 As we will see, 
across this period, the nation question and the more general preoccupations 
of empire, race, and civilization imbued the new internationalism with its 
distinctive twentieth-century character.
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Reinventing a Tradition

There were eventually two Hague Peace Conferences before World War I, in 
1899 and 1907. Together they came to stand for the extraordinary expansion 
of public interest and political investment in international law and interna-
tional institutions as the instruments of a permanent peace. The 1899 con-
ference was called by the Russian tsar to bring a halt to the escalating arms 
race and military rivalry among the imperial powers. It could be said that 
Nicholas II was acting in the tradition of a century of diplomatic congresses 
and continental gatherings traditionally described as the Concert of Europe. 
Since the end of the Napoleonic Wars, and the convening of the Congress 
of Vienna (1814–15), the politically conservative governments of European 
states had regularly sought shared solutions to threats to stability and pros-
perity, even if for selfish national ends. In the latter half of the nineteenth 
century, representatives of European states under pressure to improve the liv-
ing standards and opportunities of their national citizenry had also begun 
to gather more regularly to consider questions of shared social as well as po-
litical interest, from questions of imperial rivalry to sanitation, health, labor, 
policing, and peace itself. 

Against this background, the 1899 Hague peace conference illustrated not 
only the expanding social dimensions of the nineteenth century practice of 
international conferencing, but also the accumulating political status of inter-
governmental administration and international law. By the turn of the twen-
tieth century, international law was widely considered a crucial facilitator 
of the political ideals and administrative practices that had putatively made 
internationalism real. It was assumed to encourage shared, or at least nego-
tiable, precepts of justice, as well offer an effective means of resolving disputes 
between states, and averting wars. The story has its beginnings in the mid- 
1860s, when two lawyers— Tobias Michael Carel Asser and Gustave Rolin- 
Jaequemyns— lit on l’esprit d’internationalité as the motto for the world’s first 
international law journal, Revue de Droit International et de Législation Com-
parée. Asser and Rolin- Jacquemyns associated the “spirit of internationality” 
with a set of common principles of law that could be infused into domestic 
legislation and foster closer relations between nations, including freedom of 
association and the abolition of slavery. The story of the progress of inter-
national law becomes more complicated, however, when we discover that 
their enthusiasm was stymied by their English collaborator John Westlake, 
an expert on British laws dealing with cross- border or transnational issues. 
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Westlake refused the inclusion of l’esprit d’internationalité as part of the jour-
nal’s explanatory rubric, on the grounds that “the humanization of national 
policies and development of a liberal spirit” was in practice unsustainable, 
utopian, and irreconcilable with the realism of state- based international law.33 
As the historian Martti Koskenniemi has described, in the decades that fol-
lowed, as the discipline of international law accrued adherants and practitio-
ners, its purpose was inextricably entangled in both impulses— the “spirit of 
internationality” and state- based realism.34 

The logic of late nineteenth century international law also connected 
international values with the nation and imperialist accounts of civilization 
through the precepts of Enlightenment- fostered Orientalism. When the Scot-
tish political and legal philosopher James Lorimer pondered the questions of 
territory, frontiers, and legislation that he believed were at the heart of mili-
tary conflicts, he imagined their resolution in the form of an international 
government with its headquarters as likely in Constantinople as Geneva. This 
was because he believed that while only some states and men were fit to as-
sume the role of international adjudicators— Germany, France, Russia, Aus-
tria, Italy, and Britain—  Constantinople could be legitimately occupied as a 
geographically suitably international site and the sovereignty of the ruling 
“Turks” ignored because of Turkish “political incapacity.”35 Similarly, the Ger-
man lawyer Walther Schücking, who was convinced that nationalism was an 
ideology of the past, and internationalism the future, thought international 
law would assist “the long- term objective of a World State” through “a gradual 
Europeanization of the world.”36 At the same time, through the efforts of the 
expanding community of legal experts who came to know each other under 
the auspices of the Revue de Droit International, and the networks of the cor-
responding Berne- based Institute of International Law and International Law 
Association, international law became the sign under which the competing 
colonial ambitions of the self- styled “civilized states” were resolved in the in-
terests of the colonial powers themselves.37

The institutional and disciplinary developments in international law ex-
emplify the tensions that characterized narratives of a new internationalism 
and its liberal universal aspirations. In other words, the political dimensions 
of the international communities imagined out of the sociological stuff of 
modern technology and commerce and universal ideals of justice and peace 
were as vulnerable to the civilizational and racial language that at the turn of 
the twentieth century carried European empires across the world and legiti-
mized the newly exclusivist national citizenship and immigration domestic 
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policies of European and settler societies. It is difficult to imagine that we 
would not find those same tensions at the heart of the 1899 Hague Peace 
Conference, regardless of its reputation as “The Parliament of Man, the Fed-
eration of the World,”38 or as Schücking, present at The Hague as a German 
delegate, brazenly described it, an existing “World Confederation.”39

At first glance there was nothing outstandingly representative about the 
so- called parliament assembled at the summer palace of the Queen of the 
Netherlands, in the tranquil park setting of the Haagse Bos in May 1899. 
The Central and South American Republics, Sultanates of Morocco and 
Muscat, Orange Free State, Principality of Monaco, Republic of San Marino, 
and Kingdom of Abissina were not even invited. Instead, there were the pre-
dictable representatives, including those from Europe’s growing cohort of 
empires. The only nonmonarchs to sign the concluding agreements of the 
conference were the Swiss Federal Council and the presidents of the United 
States, the United Mexican States, and the French Republic. However, the 
world’s remaining sovereign entities— including the Ottoman Empire, Siam, 
China, Persia, Japan, Luxembourg, Serbia, Bulgaria, and Romania— were all 
invited to send delegates, a curious but still significant formal guest list. As 
importantly, the conference generated unprecedented levels of popular inter-
est thanks to the same revolution in technology counted among the objective 
facts of internationalism.40

For many of its participants and a newly constituted reading public fed 
a daily diet of information by the tabloid presses of England, America, and 
Europe, the Hague peace conferences announced a new age of emboldened 
public opinion. Since then, historians tend to agree that the Hague peace con-
ferences cultivated an international sociability and a specifically internation-
ally minded public opinion, at least in part thanks to the efforts of William T. 
Stead, the English newspaperman. Stead is often thought to have been behind 
the calling of the conference, and he was certainly committed to using the 
tools of the tabloid newspaper industry in the interest of generating enthusi-
asm for world peace.41 His own conception of the road to world peace hap-
pily combined a pacifist interest in the newly invented international language 
Esperanto, the idea of a United States of Europe, and an International High 
Court, along with undiscriminating faith in spiritualism, imperialism and the 
enforcement of international law.42 At The Hague, Stead supped with the tsar 
and banked on the interest of readers whose only access to conference pro-
ceedings and dramas came through publications such as his own Review of 
Reviews and Courrier de la Conférence de la Paix. The same calculation must 
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have been made by the Manchester Guardian, Nouvelle Revue, the Times, 
Morning Post, Figaro, and the more parochial European and American papers 
that sent reporters to the sleepy capital of the lowlands.

It was as important a sign of the times that not all those invested in the 
internationalism of the Hague conferences were men. Bertha von Suttner, 
a prominent Austrian feminist and pacifist, participated in the proceedings 
from the sidelines— her task in 1899, on American invitation, was to work 
on the German- language press to drum up more public support for the in-
ternational ambitions of the meeting. She had come to her role at The Hague 
through her long involvement in international humanitarian organizations, 
women’s associations, and peace societies. After attending the third Universal 
Peace Congress in Rome in 1891, von Suttner had established an Austrian 
peace society on the model of the famous pacifist societies in England. She 
was also responsible for setting up an Austrian interparliamentary group 
linked to the work of the Inter- Parliamentary Union.43 She knew the Swed-
ish industrialist Alfred Nobel and encouraged him to create an international 
peace prize. (She herself won the prize in 1905, and knew many of the recipi-
ents in other years, including Alfred Fried.) The energy she brought to her 
convictions is apparent in the fine web of international connections that she 
carefully worked for her pacifist ends.

Ensconced at The Hague, von Suttner noted in a diary entry for June 
10, 1899, that much of the energy of the conference came from unexpected 
sources such as the retinue of reporters and lobbyists and overwhelming pop-
ular interest: “I have never before in the course of a whole year received so 
many letters, telegrams, and voluminous writings as now, while I am here at 
The Hague. They announce schemes, proposals, infallible methods for secur-
ing peace. And all of this I am expected to make comprehensible to the dele-
gates!” Von Suttner was especially skeptical of the “aeronautical letter writers” 
who sought support from the peace conference for their inventions of “air-
ships and flying machines” that would, “by the conquest of the atmosphere,” 
bring an end to customs houses and border fortifications. Her skepticism 
was aroused less by their dreams of planes, than by her expectation that “all 
new inventions are invariably employed by the war authorities.” And yet, she 
added, “I am firmly persuaded that every technical improvement, especially 
all means of easier communication, ultimately leads to universal peace.”44

Among the correspondents who deluged von Suttner and other promi-
nent participants at The Hague were the working- class and religious groups 
from all over the European world linked through pacifist organizations. The 

Sluga_Internationalism_TX.indd   22 11/29/12   10:22 AM

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



The International Turn 23

21598

chief American delegate, Andrew White recorded in his diary (and few did 
not keep one) that he was inundated by “plans, schemes, nostrums, notions 
and whimsies of all sorts,” thanks to new communication technology and the 
services of the Universal Postal Union.45 White only reluctantly concluded 
that these letters and petitions were evidence of a feeling more earnest and 
widespread than he had ever dreamed. Writing from the 1907 Hague confer-
ence (instigated this time by peace and arbitration societies and a new Cercle 
International), von Suttner too claimed, albeit with more enthusiasm, that 
public opinion, “expressed, organized, made palpable and even disagreeable 
to those who oppose it,” was “the master, and even the god, of the confer-
ence.”46 From her perspective, the events that went on around both peace 
conferences, including public lectures and debates, and the socialist, anar-
chist, and Zionist organizations that shadowed its meetings, were all evidence 
of a clamor for democratic representation in international affairs.

When it comes to the concrete international detail of the Hague confer-
ences, the substantial gaps between the aspirations attached to it by support-
ers of disarmament and arbitration and what could actually be agreed upon 
have inspired mixed historical assessments. Certainly, the conference estab-
lished the international machinery that would be interpreted in the ensuing 
decades as crucial to the growing authority of international law. This included 
sixty- one articles for curbing the arms race, the humanization of the conduct 
of war, and the formation of a Permanent Court of Arbitration. Historians 
with an eye to the wars that punctuated the first decade of the twentieth cen-
tury in the wake of the conferences have focused quite rightly on its relative 
failures, including the rejection by almost all its delegates of the Russian pro-
posal for compulsory arbitration between states.47 For contemporaries, how-
ever, the conference also had social or cultural implications. Stead wrote to 
the tsar on the mounting cachet of internationalism for “old men . . . hoping 
to crown a long career by a great achievement in the cause of international 
peace,” and young men “using the success of the Conference as the starting- 
point of their ascent to high places.”48 The creation of the Permanent Court 
of Arbitration even launched the international careers of men who were not 
at the conference. John Westlake was by then a Cambridge professor of inter-
national law and took a close interest in The Hague events, eventually turn-
ing up at the new Permanent Court of Arbitration to represent Great Britain 
(1900–1906). Asser was a Dutch delegate to the 1899 conference and went 
on to a career as an arbitrator at The Hague court too, acting in the dispute 
between Russia and the United States over the Bering Strait, for which Robert 
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Lansing was the American representative before he went on to political life as 
the U.S. Secretary of State.49 Stead’s observations also attributed cultural capi-
tal to the new internationalism in other ways, whether the homage that the 
conference committees paid to the “One and Great International Society,” or 
contemporary analyses of the appearance on the international political scene 
of “non- sovereign territory” as a “new voice.”50

Despite the best or worst of any one participant’s intentions, the Hague 
conference was spun by men like Stead into “a fact in the evolution of human 
society . . . greater than all its works.”51 For Léon Bourgeois, head of the French 
delegation, it had accentuated the “bonds of humanity” over the primacy of 
national frontiers. Carefully crafted conference legal documents delimited 
the authority to decide those bonds to the “society of civilized nations.” Even 
so, the representatives of societies only ambiguously awarded civilized sta-
tus acknowledged the conference’s universal implications. The Chinese del-
egate Lou Tseng- Tsiang was fundamentally suspicious of proposals put at the 
conference for a future “High Assembly” monitoring questions of peace and 
disarmament, on the assumption that it might not be to China’s advantage, 
because any “High Assembly” would include the European imperial powers 
alone. Regardless, and unlike some of his European peers, he agreed to sup-
port the prospect of international intervention on “humanitarian” grounds.52

The conference vision of a future “High Assembly” may have come to 
nothing, but the humanitarian objectives of The Hague Peace Conference im-
pressed representatives of the new international organizations that harbored 
strictly religious or moral ambitions and sought a political voice. The Ameri-
can feminist May Wright Sewall, who went to The Hague in her capacity as 
the president of another new international organization, the International 
Council of Women, was struck in particular by the extent of Quaker and 
Christian interest.53 We know too that the provincial American pastor James 
Van Kirk’s experience of that conference led him to take to the road preach-
ing interdependence and friendship. In 1909, Van Kirk stopped before the 
Liberty Bell in Philadelphia to read his “Declaration of Interdependence” and 
make the point that the world was moving from patriotism to humanitarian-
ism and political unity.54

The history of ecumenicalism intersects profoundly with the universalist 
and pacifist intentions that gave such momentum to the idea of international-
ism and international law in this period and found some satisfaction at The 
Hague. Just as religion still defined moral and social life, and religious exclu-
sivity was often a nationalist cause, the prospect of a universal Christianity or 
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internationality connected religiously and morally like- minded individuals, 
and linked the prospects for peace with “Christian values.” Ecumenicalism 
also tied the new internationalism more closely to its nineteenth- century past, 
particularly the British and North American peace and abolition societies, 
and the missionaries who were among the first groups to espouse universal-
izing transnational causes.55 Even as narratives of a new internationalism cast 
off the nineteenth- century versions of internationalism as “dreamlike” and 
unreal by comparison, religiously motivated peace movements embraced the 
new century’s inclination to a self- conscious internationality. In 1891, Berne 
became home to an International Peace Bureau coordinating the interests 
of the nation- based peace societies mushrooming in the “nations between 
the Ural Mountains and the Rockies” and finding some supporters in Japan, 
Australia, and Argentina.56 

“Pacifism” was coined in this period to describe the force of these peace 
societies and “pacifists.” Although pacifists were often accused of national 
disloyalty and dysfunctional idealism, by 1899 their number included promi-
nent politicians as well as international lawyers, some of whom joined or-
ganizations such as Ruyssen’s Association de la Paix par le Droit with its 
practical international program for peace through law. Others considered the 
new internationalism the vehicle of a universal, Christian religion.

Wilbur Fisk Crafts, a religious moral reformer whose ideas led to the 
formation of another of those international associations littering the fin de 
siècle, the International Reform Bureau (1895) based in Washington, D.C., 
might otherwise not be remembered to history. Yet, in the excavation of a 
past in which the international was thought of as a force for change at least 
equal to the national, his life and writing offer evidence of internationalism 
imagined as binding the world together through the shared imperatives of 
universal moral values with profoundly Christian roots.57 For Crafts, interna-
tionalism was “fitted to be in the twentieth century of largest interest because 
of greatest novelty and of largest human importance.” Crafts was an adept 
customer of the “international travel and international commerce” and inter-
national trading that he believed were also “developing an increasing group 
of international men, whose hearts, like the ocean, reach out helpfully to all 
shores.” In his own mind, the mechanics of internationalism had rendered 
him an “unofficial diplomat at large, seeking not the advantage of one nation 
but of all, through the promotion of those moral and social reforms which 
history proclaims are the real questions of life or death to nations.”58

In the fall of 1906, Crafts’s addiction to internationality compelled him to 
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address “the shipmates of several nations in an entertainment on an Atlantic 
liner” on the evils of narcotics, gambling, alcohol, and prostitution. His audi-
ence may not have welcomed his message, but they were only one among the 
many Crafts approached on his travels to Japan and China on a well- trodden 
American missionary trail. He met with foreign secretariats and preached his 
mantra of international philanthropy and social ethics. He also took heart in 
the fact that in 1908 there were nearly four hundred Esperanto societies in 
Europe, America and Asia, including Japan, and thirty Esperanto- language 
journals published every month disseminating knowledge about not only eth-
ics and religion but also general science and medicine.59 Crafts used these av-
enues of transnational publication to disseminate his view of the importance 
of internationalism as a modus and means of moral reform, in French, Ger-
man, Spanish, Arabic, Urdu, High Wenli, and, of course, Esperanto, which his 
wife taught through the New York Christian Herald. The rhetorical questions 
Crafts canvassed in these writings were characteristic of the controversies 
raised by twentieth- century discussions of internationalism: “Is a broad soci-
ality essential to the noblest individuality?” “Is foreign travel, on the whole a 
benefit?” “Is the watchword ‘My country, right or wrong,’ justifiable?”60

On May 28, 1899, the Honorable William H. Fremantle, Dean of Ripon, 
preached a sermon for the international peace conference at the English 
Church in The Hague that suggests the anxiety surrounding just this last 
question, or as he named the conundrum, “patriotism and cosmopolitanism.” 
Fremantle advised of the “compatibility” of the “general welfare of mankind” 
and national patriotism, and of “taking up the white man’s burden among 
the weaker races.”61 There was no contradiction on his account among inter-
national, national, and imperial interests or identities. In the same way, the 
first wave of mainly middle- class feminists like May Wright Sewall who had 
ventured into the terrain of the Hague peace conferences identified them-
selves as intrinsically international, “without country,” precisely because they 
were denied the political and legal rights of national citizenship. The point of 
the International Council of Women was to lobby for national rights, and in 
support of the rights of unrecognized nations repressed by empires.62 While 
meeting at the Hague peace conference of 1907, a number of women’s and 
men’s organizations organized a new umbrella organization, the Subject 
Races International Committee, which would shelter the National Council 
of Ireland, the Egyptian Committee, the Friends of Russian Freedom, and 
the Georgian Relief Fund— as well as explicitly international associations 
built out of imperial networks, including the Anti- Slavery and Aborigines 
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Protection Society, the International Arbitration and Peace Association, 
and the Positivist Society. This last was a loose following of Auguste Comte’s 
mid- nineteenth- century vision of a future in which the religion of humanity 
would replace monotheism and technocrats would oversee a world made up 
of small temporal states. For all their divergent causes, the member groups 
of the Subject Races International Committee committed themselves to the 
defense of “the principle of Nationality, to maintain for each nation the man-
agement of its own internal affairs, to protect subject races from oppression 
and exploitation.”63

The credo of the Subject Races International Committee recognized de-
mands for individual and collective liberties as appropriately international, 
humanitarian, and pacifist. The satisfaction of those demands, it was pre-
sumed, would lead to a more just, internationally conscious, and thus more 
peaceful world. The committee’s first conference, held in London in 1910, 
gave voice to independence claims for Finland, Georgia, Persia, and Poland, 
declarations against domination by Russia, calls for home rule for British- 
occupied Ireland and India, and demands for the end of slavery in Mexico, 
Brazil, and Peru. In each of these cases, mainly British spokespersons care-
fully distinguished between the status of “subject races,” which, they argued, 
required imperial protection because of their alleged relative political inca-
pacities, and “subject nationalities” that demanded emancipation.64 

The Universal Races Congress held in London the following year col-
lected together all these new impulses and the increasingly familiar faces 
of turn- of- the- century international organizations. The inspiration of Felix 
Adler, the German- American (and Jewish) founder of an international ethi-
cal cultural movement, and the German- Jewish Gustave Spiller, a known au-
thor of educational and psychological studies, the Universal Races Congress 
was to pose “the great question of International Relations” or, in the words of 
Léon Bourgeois, another Hague veteran and honorary president of the con-
gress, “the securing of harmony between the various races of men . . . [as] an 
essential condition of any serious attempt to diminish warfare and extend the 
practice of arbitration.”65 For some of its European participants— and the list 
was self- consciously long— the 1911 congress was to take the measure of the 
changed relations between “Occidental and Oriental peoples” brought about 
by the military and imperial rise of Japan. Examined in hindsight, the con-
gress usefully recapitulates the related imperial, race, and nation questions 
enmeshed in the “international question,” as it was understood at the time. 
It also introduces us to an even broader cohort of actors whose ideas and 
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experiences flesh out this sketch of a new internationalism in the decades just 
prior to World War I. 

Among the most important of the figures in attendance at the Univer-
sal Races Congress was the great African American sociologist W. E. B. Du 
Bois, who insights and activism follow the story of internationalism through 
into the latter half of the twentieth century. In 1903, Du Bois had famously 
pointed to the “color- line”— “the relation of the darker to the lighter races 
of men in Asia and Africa, in America and the islands of the sea”— as de-
finitive the so- called “international question.”66 In 1911, he made the Atlantic 
crossing to London to act as secretary of the U.S. section, alongside Adler, 
on the expectation that the Universal Races Congress was to be “the meet-
ing of the World on a broad plane of human respect and equality,” aiming at 
“human understanding and world peace and progress.”67 After it was over, 
he described it to the readers of the Chicago- based NAACP newspaper, The 
Crisis, as “a great and inspiring occasion bringing together representatives of 
numerous ethnic and cultural groups and bringing new and frank concep-
tions of scientific bases of racial and social relations of people.”68 Certainly the 
logistics of the conference confirm Du Bois’ appraisals. The Universal Races 
Congress involved fifty countries, more than thirty presidents of parliaments, 
the majority of the Permanent Court of Arbitration, and delegates to the Sec-
ond Hague Peace Conference. It brought to London the grand dame of the 
Hague conferences, Bertha von Suttner, as well as twelve British governors 
and eight British premiers, over forty colonial bishops, some one hundred 
thirty professors of international law, leading anthropologists and sociolo-
gists, the officers and council of the Inter- Parliamentary Union, and more.69

On the long list of the congress’s “vice presidents” were men from France, 
England, and the United States, Arthur Balfour and other prominent British 
politicians and university vice chancellors, well- known internationalists of a 
liberal democratic cast, such as Theodore Ruyssen, Alfred Zimmern— a clas-
sicist and eventually first professor of international relations in the world— 
and H. G. Wells, the English writer. Given its London location, English 
participants were bound to dominate. However, the congress rallied speakers 
and the support of persons from across the world, Brazil, China, Cuba, Ec-
uador, Greece, Guatemala, Haiti, Japan, Mexico, Persia, and Turkey among 
others. Lou Tseng- Tsiang returned as an “honorary vice president” thanks to 
his Hague role, William T. Stead was on the congress’s Executive Council. By 
this time, there was also a new generation of female ecumenicists, humanitar-
ians, and pacifists, some of whom, like the British theosophist Annie Besant, 
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were given a platform in front of the thousand- strong crowds. Other women 
took a back seat, including the prominent American feminists Jane Addams, 
Carrie Chapman Catt, and Emily Greene Balch.

The congress program fielded a strange mix of social scientists for whom 
race resonated quite differently, including James Baldwin, John Dewey, Wil-
liam I. Thomas, Walter Pillsbury, Ferdinand Tönnies, and Emile Durkheim. 
Among Du Bois’ favorite speakers were John Hobson, who critiqued the 
exploitative basis of imperial capitalism, and the “jetblack” Haitian General 
Légitime, who insisted on the capacity of Haitians for advancement. A few 
speakers argued on psychological and sociological grounds that evolution 
was progressing beyond the narrowness of nationality and toward a greater 
humanity.70 In these scenarios, race was a more inclusive, universalistic cat-
egory than nationality given, so the argument ran, there were fewer races 
than nations. The challenge was only to see them as equal. Franz Boas warned 
more simply, and fundamentally, “against such stability of type as would give 
rise to a definite hereditary superiority of one race over another.”71 

In the final session of the congress, Edwin Mead, the American director 
of the World Peace Foundation, celebrated the influence of the first journal 
devoted to the study of international relations, the Journal of Race Develop-
ment (1910, renamed as the Journal of International Relations in 1919 and, a 
few years later, Foreign Affairs).72 From our perspective, the journal’s origins 
in the academic collaboration of the psychologist and Freudian G. Stanley 
Hall and historian George Hubbard Blakeslee, its title, and topics make plain 
the intersections between scientific conceptions of race as a fixed category of 
human difference, and the cultural as well as political underpinnings of the 
new internationalism.73 For Edwin Mead, the journal was evidence that sci-
ence could affect “interracial goodwill.”

The Universal Races Congress reflects distinctively twentieth- century 
anxieties, from the competing social and political realism of nationalism and 
internationalism, to the significance of race, civilizational, sex, and class dif-
ference in the constitution of international laws, organizations, and govern-
ment. Even though the most prominent voices and names were those of white 
Western males, its program and audience is further evidence that they did not 
have the stage to themselves. That same program also illustrates the extent to 
which debates about the biological origins of race and theories of human na-
ture shaped the search for common international ground in the early decades 
of the twentieth century. This was a period when newly credentialed scientific 
disciplines, among them sociology and psychology, were emerging out of the 
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heterogeneous philosophical forms of moral and scientific inquiry prevalent 
until the latter nineteenth century. Just like other natural and social scientists, 
sociology and psychology’s recruits contested the political significance of sex 
and race (sometimes class and national) differences and the relative influ-
ence of biological determinism and social environment on those differences. 
Because of their scientific authority, their claims and their methods (espe-
cially intelligence testing) influenced education, citizenship, and immigration 
policies.74

The international resonance of the language and themes of these new sci-
ences rings clearly in John Hobson’s speeches and publications in the after-
math of the Universal Races Congress on the new internationalism. Hobson, 
who had spoken at both the Subject Races International Committee Confer-
ence and the Universal Races Congress, now contrasted the social philosophy 
of the eighteenth century, which had produced a laissez- faire individualism 
built on “the notion that a sound society required nothing more than a set of 
these hard- headed, intelligent, self- centred monads, each vigorously assert-
ing his rights, pursuing his separate material interests of his neighbours,” with 
the lessons taught by modern economics, politics, and psychology, which had 
destroyed the idea “that such a separate ‘self ’ exists at all.” The self was amor-
phous, uncontained by “skinhood” and determined by its social relations 
“expressed in a number of concentric circles of widening area: self, neigh-
bourhood, city, nation, mankind.”75 Hobson’s own description of concentric 
circles was not that different from the Enlightenment stagism articulated a 
century earlier. His point, however, was that even though human subjectivity 
was environmentally determined, the “slow- growing sentiments of common 
humanity” were just not keeping up with the pace of social changes summed 
up as objective internationalism. This same psychological disjuncture, Hob-
son explained, was the reason for “the sudden flare- up of intense hostility 
towards Germany or Russia or France which from time to time possesses the 
personality of the ordinary British citizen.”

Amidst the facts of hostility and violence, the concept of an “interna-
tional mind” gained popularity as one of the many kinds of minds that were 
the subject of scientific and more popular discussion, from war minds to 
herd minds, women’s minds, and national minds.76 In popular evocations, 
the international mind became a useful way of conveying an international 
subjectivity or mentalité. Nicholas Murray Butler, the president of Columbia 
University, for example, made the international mind— by which he meant 
“the habit of thinking of foreign relations and business in such a way as to 
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inspire friendly and cooperative relations”— an argument for international 
law.77 Butler maintained that an evolutionary process had begun that would 
see war disappear, and the nurturing of an “international mind” would help 
that evolution along.78 Unsurprisingly perhaps, he believed that those respon-
sible for that nurturing were men like himself, “an international elite instruct-
ing public opinion on ethical principles civilized standards, and respect for 
law.”

Like Léon Bourgeois, Christian Lange, Bertha von Suttner, and many 
other protagonists in the history of the new internationalism, Butler was an 
eventual winner of a Nobel Peace Prize (1931). He was as well known, how-
ever, for his anti- Semitism and suspicions toward the Japanese. Nevertheless, 
his concept of an international mind not only made its way into the think-
ing of the newly formed Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, of 
which Butler was a trustee, but also echoed through a Carnegie report into 
the growth of internationalism in Japan, authored by Tsunejiro Miyaoka, a 
Tokyo- based former diplomat keen to establish the liberal and international 
credentials of his countrymen.

Miyaoka’s career had taken him to Washington as secretary of the Japa-
nese legation, and then a postdiplomatic life as an international lawyer, work-
ing in international arbitration at The Hague Permanent Court on the opium 
trade disputes.79 He came to his work for the Carnegie inquiry convinced 
of the naturalness of the Japanese- American relationship mapped onto a re-
gional geography of “the Pacific Slope.” By the time he published his findings 
in 1915, Japan (unlike the still- neutral United States) was already a partici-
pant in Europe’s war against the Central Powers, drawn in through its alli-
ance with Britain. Miyaoka reported to the Carnegie Endowment that he had 
found proof of an “international mind” corresponding to Butler’s concept, 
now inflated to “the awakening of the human conscience to this broader ho-
rizon,”80 “the rise of human conscience from a lower to a higher plane, from 
narrow self- interest or welfare of family.”81 For lack of acknowledged alterna-
tive evidence, however, his conclusion pointedly settled on less sensational 
examples of the movement of people and ideas between the United States and 
Japan, across what Miyaoka described, in the manner of the Universal Races 
Congress, as the civilizational boundaries of West and East.

The Carnegie report on the growth of internationalism in Japan is one 
more example of the extent of fascination with a new liberal internationalism, 
as well as the selectivity with which it was observed. (Japanese immigration 
to the United States had long been stymied by American race- based policies, 
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and Butler’s anti- Japanese views would have been on Miyaoka’s own mind.) 
Miyaoka’s approach to internationalism reinforces too the centrality of the 
image of “modern man’s” mobile and expansive belonging.82 By 1915, that 
mobility was already under threat from the conflict engulfing the European 
continent. Sigmund Freud would soon bemoan the barriers to movement set 
up by new passport systems and borders. Before then, however, there was 
cognizance of a “new kind of people,” described by H. G. Wells as a “float-
ing population” working for the new international institutions.83 We might 
put under that heading diplomats and international lawyers such as Miyaoka 
himself, and the “international financiers and entrepreneurs” that the Ameri-
can philosopher Horace Kallen identified as proponents of an international 
mind— Kallen may have been thinking of William T. Stead as much as An-
drew Carnegie.84 Certainly the audiences for international gatherings such as 
the Hague peace conferences and the Universal Races Congress were marked 
by the divides of race and class as well as the relative growth of public spheres 
in societies such as prewar Japan.85 Ironically, if Miyaoka had conducted his 
survey at the end of World War I rather than its beginning, he may have been 
able to plumb richer sources of internationally minded thought and action, 
both in Japan and in the United States.

International Government and World War I

At the outset of World War I, it would have been difficult to predict interna-
tionalism’s move to the center of discussions and debates regarding a post-
war international order that could ensure permanent peace. The declaration 
of war drove members of many international associations to declare their 
national allegiances uppermost. Yet within the spate of a year, the conflict’s 
furious and relentless course had revived the relevance of internationalism as 
a political project.

During her wartime trips to England, the American feminist, pacifist, 
and moral reformer Jane Addams noted a discernible difference between the 
“Victorian man” and the young man being sent to war.86 Addams concluded 
that there were now two kinds of masculinity in England, corresponding to 
two kinds of internationalism: the moral romanticism of the Victorians who 
dreamed of a far- off “Federation of the World” to be brought about by the 
wise men of many nations; and the young conscripts “who do not talk much 
about internationalism, but they live in a world where common experience 
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has in fact become largely internationalised.”87 Whether she intended it or 
not, Addams (who would share the Nobel Peace Prize with Butler) was in 
effect repeating the prewar mantra of internationalism and its sociological 
realism.

Political visions of international community with federalism as their 
method had also preceded the war. The new internationalism of the turn of 
the twentieth century circulating in the cities of Western Europe and North 
America had invited political projections that Edward Krehbiel— a historian 
and eventually American delegate to the 1919 peace conference in Paris— 
described as “a sort of confederation, a cooperative union of sovereign states, 
a true concert of powers.”88 In 1910, Gustave Hervé, a minor figure in French 
socialism, had taken up his pen in support of the same model of a United 
States of Europe propagated by Stead, and hoping for “perhaps a United States 
of the world.”89 In the United States itself, and especially along its East Coast, 
an extraordinary number of organizations and movements, few of them so-
cialist, and including the World Federation League (set up also in 1910), had 
advocated a federal internationalism. These organizations focused on syn-
chronizing decisions made at the international or world level with national 
concerns and imagined a World Court at the legal heart of any future political 
alliance.90

The deep tributaries of international law and liberal models of repre-
sentative government fed the tides of the specifically federal perspective on 
government internationalism. Hayne Davis, a New York attorney who joined 
the Inter- Parliamentary Union and the League for Peace and Arbitration and 
went on to found the American Association for International Conciliation, 
directed his overlapping enthusiasm for international law and democratic 
politics toward support for “a world system resembling the United States, 
known as the United Nations, and including constitutional limitations upon 
governmental powers.”91 While the world waited for the evolution of this sys-
tem, he counseled the wisdom of increasing American armaments. Further 
north in Massachusetts, the state legislature had accepted the arguments of 
1899 Hague Peace Conference stalwarts and petitioned the U.S. Congress to 
promote a world legislature that would periodically call international assem-
blies to make recommendations to national governments. The agent behind 
this initiative was Raymond Bridgman, another newspaperman and author 
of World Organisation (1905). Bridgman believed in a world bill of rights, a 
world executive or secretariat for evolving world boards and bureaus, and a 
universal principle of world community that would replace the doctrine of 
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national sovereignty. He backed these causes again in 1915, when the Mas-
sachusetts Assembly agreed to adopt a resolution favoring “a world- state un-
hindered by national sovereignty.”92

By then, a raft of associations supporting a League of Nations had begun 
to appear in Britain. The similar societies organized in the United States, 
and Europe and then around the world emerged from the networks that had 
promoted international and national causes before the war and that brought 
together imperialist viewpoints with internationalist ambitions and nation-
alities causes. The Oxford classicist Gilbert Murray, who was among the orga-
nizers of the London Conference on Subject Races, was also a keen member 
of the League of Nations Society founded in 1915 by his fellow Cambridge 
classicist Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson. Murray, born in the British colony 
of Australia, went on in the interwar period to take a leading role in the cre-
ation of the International Organization for Intellectual Cooperation attached 
to the League of Nations, and, when the league collapsed, he helped establish 
an organization for education in “World Citizenship.” Dickinson was part of 
a British network of academics who, like Hobson, published in progressive 
American journals on international ethics and social reform. By late 1918, the 
League of Nations Society had amalgamated with the League of Free Nations 
Association to form the League of Nations Union. Dickinson and Murray 
now mingled with Alfred Zimmern, the Fabians, H. G. Wells, and Leonard 
Woolf, and a bushel of British politicians, including the former (Liberal) 
prime minister H. H. Asquith and (Conservative) former prime minister cum 
foreign secretary Arthur Balfour.

Although oriented toward legal forms of internationalism, particu-
larly international law and arbitration, the League of Nations Union also 
spoke to the cause of political self- determination. For many League of Na-
tions Union members there seemed no contradiction between the idea of 
self- determination and the viability of the British Empire both because self- 
determination could imply “home rule” as much as a nation- state, and be-
cause the empire was imagined as a political form on which an international 
government built out of the structures of nation- states might be modeled. 
The British prime minister Lloyd George described Britain as “the only em-
bryo League of Nations because it is based on the true principles of national 
freedom and political decentralisation.”93 He would have found no disagree-
ment from Lim Boon Keng, a prominent Straits Chinese intellectual from 
Malaya. Educated in British medical schools, in later life Keng was “an archi-
tect of Confucian revival, and a founder of the revolutionary forerunner of 
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the Kuomintang.” During the war, however, he portrayed the British Empire 
as the “prelude to the federation of the world.”94

French supporters of a future Société des Nations intentionally empha-
sized its form as a society, not just “league,” insisting on its potential for inter-
national sociability.95 Adherents of the Association francaise pour la Societé 
des Nations (French Association for the Society of Nations) set up in 1918 
were a familiar mix of academic and political figures of the French estab-
lishment as well as its more progressive left wing.96 They imagined their ac-
tivities as part of a longer tradition of political pacifism, including the Ligue 
International de la Paix (1896), which promulgated the right of people to 
self- determination as a tenet of internationalism, or the Hague conference, 
at which, as Léon Bourgeois would insist repeatedly, France had proposed a 
Société des Nations.97 Bourgeois’s intellectual compatriots at the French Col-
lège Libre des Sciences Sociales were as concerned to corroborate the realism 
of a Société des Nations with roots in “the evolution of civilized humanity.”98 
Others deliberated a future Societé that oversaw the implementation of inter-
national laws from the perspective of “the rights of the stranger.”99 Regardless 
of their specific interpretations of international government, by 1920, there 
were around twenty thousand vocal supporters of what the French persisted 
in naming the Society of Nations.100 This compares to the four thousand for-
mal members of the British League of Nations Union in 1919, and the mem-
bership of the American League to Enforce Peace, which reached more than 
a quarter of a million during the war.101 (The British League of Nations Union 
established its credentials as a mass organization in the late 1920s when it 
peaked at 650,000 members.)102

Women were intensely and often separately involved in this agitation 
through their overlapping feminist, nationalist, and internationalist interests. 
In the late nineteenth century, Bertha von Suttner had grabbed the interna-
tional mettle, assuming political leadership in ways that women were rarely 
able to in the denationalized fin- de- siècle Habsburg Empire or in earlier hu-
manitarian international organizations. But von Suttner had no part to play 
in the wartime league associations— she died in June 1914. The new war gen-
eration of female pacifists and internationalists gathered around the figure 
of Jane Addams, an advocate of the social sciences, national patriotism, and 
internationalism.

Addams was a member of the American Women’s Peace Party (which she 
proudly claimed antedated the League to Enforce Peace by six months) and 
the Central Organization for a Permanent Peace (OPP), established in The 
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Hague in 1915 with an all- star cast of culturally and politically influential 
Europeans and Americans, including the familiar Ruyssen, Lange, Hobson, 
Woolf, Dickinson, Emily Greene Balch, and Paul Otlet (secretary- general 
of the Union of International Associations in Brussels). Although the OPP’s 
professed aim was to study individual and national rights, its members re-
garded it as a “worldwide” society devoted to an agenda evolved from the 
legalism of the Hague peace conferences: an international order built on 
sanctions and arbitration, the abolition of secret treaties, popular control of 
foreign policy, reduction of armaments, freedom of the seas, and guarantees 
of religious freedom and equality as international issues.103 Its female section, 
the International Women’s Committee for Permanent Peace, juggled a com-
mitment to nationalities and a tradition of feminist pacifism and political ac-
tivism that addressed women’s legal and political marginalization in national 
life.104 In April 1915, Addams with Balch and her OPP colleagues convened a 
now iconic international congress of women who braved wartime dangers on 
the open seas and on the European continent in order to gather at The Hague. 
Their international mission was to not only bring about an end to the war but 
also democratize international relations, adding to a growing internationalist 
agenda the political equality of men and women, and the equal involvement 
of women in international affairs.105

The organization that resulted from the 1915 Hague congress, the Wom-
en’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), became one of the 
most active supporters of a League of Nations. Significantly, its membership 
pursued the demands for democratization and equality through a balance of 
national and international causes.106 The WILPF’s British chair, Helena Swan-
wick (a future delegate to the League of Nations), maintained that only an 
international organization could prevent nations from oppressing each other 
and offer democratic control of foreign policy. Under her editorship, Foreign 
Affairs: A Journal of International Understanding— the official organ of the 
pacifist Union of Democratic Control— enjoined “the evolution of a sane and 
constructive internationalism” that acknowledged both patriotism and love 
of country, and “the cause of international reconciliation and understanding 
among men.”107 Swanwick imagined an International Parliament where non-
national interests, such as shared motherhood (it didn’t seem to matter that 
she was childless), would combine across national lines.108

As the war raged on, English-  and French- language public spheres were 
bursting with the urgency of plans for a world federation elected by na-
tional populations, or in which national populations would elect regional 
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federations, or states would be given votes on population/wealth coefficien-
cies, or international representation would be organized according to race.109 
The French, British, and American national associations in support of inter-
national government of some kind all countenanced the creation of an Allied 
League to enforce peace by military means.110 The French philosopher and 
government adviser Henri Bergson believed in a federation limited to Al-
lied states, insisting that Germany would never change and thus could not be 
included in such a federation (nor could any inferior races), and that the im-
position of a League of Nations would be an artificial institution lacking any 
organic growth. Bourgeois (who was chairing the French government com-
mittee tasked with exploring the concept of a League of Nations, to which 
Bergson also belonged) wanted a league that included Germany in order to 
be able to keep that state within the fold.111 In Towards International Gov-
ernment, John Hobson mulled over the maintenance of state autonomy in 
the formation of an international government, even though looking back on 
this period he would recall the talk of a new world order fixated on the sig-
nificance of a supranational sovereignty.112 Indeed, the discussions that took 
place in print, in public meeting rooms and in correspondence, held both 
themes in constant, even precarious tension: the state as the political form 
that protected nations, and political suprasovereignty as a necessary dimen-
sion of a viable and modern international community. 

 Progressives or moderate left- wing political groups, such as the English 
Fabian Society, thought in terms of an “International Council” or federation. 
Leonard Woolf, the author of the influential Fabian- sponsored tract Interna-
tional Government (1916), repeated the view that new international forms 
of political governance were required to meet the new international condi-
tions of life. Those conditions were not unlike prewar iterations of the ways 
in which internationality— through the vehicles of steam, electricity, and 
trade— had affected everyday experience so that life was determined more 
by “capital, labor, professions etc.” than geographical lines, or place of resi-
dence.113 Indeed, for Woolf, the basis of “true international Government” was 
the “extraordinary and novel spectacle of international voluntary associa-
tions.” His model of a future international government was shaped out of a 
coalition of “states, municipal authorities, private individuals, and every sort 
and kind of national group, society and association.” In his wartime pamphlet 
on a League of Nations, Hobson, who was by now allied with the Union of 
Democratic Control as well as the Fabians, described these same units as the 
components of “international society.”114
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Discussions about a postwar order built out of images of international 
society and internationality draw our attention to the blurrier borders in the 
imagining of internationalism: who it represented, who it would govern, on 
what authority, and with what powers? Woodrow Wilson’s early proposal for 
“a universal association of nations” invited the “full submission of the cause 
to the opinion of the world.” But he only vaguely implied the international 
scope of a future league’s reach.115 By comparison, his political peer, Theodore 
Marburg, the chair of the American League to Enforce Peace’s Committee on 
Foreign Organization, went so far as to explain in correspondence with the 
French premier Aristide Briand that creating a league involved the “surren-
der of a measure of sovereignty, for there is set up a will higher than the will 
of the nation.”116 When a youthful Walter Lippmann (employed in the U.S. 
government organization established to explore the principles and details of 
a postwar peace) asked the equally young English economist Harold Laski his 
opinion on these questions, Laski offered that the world was on the threshold 
of “new conceptions” in sovereignty thanks to international trade, whereby 
“every action in the modern world of any power reverberates through the 
whole fabric” and “sovereignty necessarily involves interference with interests 
other than those it theoretically intends to cover.”117 The Republican senator 
Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, one of the founders of the American 
League to Enforce Peace and otherwise an antagonist of Wilson’s, drew on 
an image of the utopian rather than objective qualities of internationalism 
but arrived at a similar political conclusion. Lodge claimed that “a union of 
civilized nations” that would “put a controlling force behind the maintenance 
of peace and international order” was as necessary as it was utopian, since “it 
is through the aspiration for perfection, through the search for Utopias, that 
the real advances have been made. At all events it is along this path that we 
must travel.”118

Ellen Key, a Swedish self- styled feminist with an enormous following in 
Europe and the United States— a woman described by the English “sexolo-
gist” Havelock Ellis “as one of the chief moral forces of our time,” and member 
of the Organization for Permanent Peace— took a slightly different tack.119 
She responded to the problematics of sovereignty and realism by present-
ing the nation as utopian as internationalism.120 Key laid out her vision of 
internationalism early in the war to an American newspaper reading pub-
lic over a series of installments later published with the indicative subtitle: 
A Consideration of Nationalism and Internationalism, and of the Relation of 
Women to War.121 Her essays condense many of the characteristics of wartime 
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internationalism as they developed in discussions of a new international 
postwar order: internationalism was a “state of mind” and a form of political 
life that could be brought about only through the application of international 
law, and through the accommodation of national patriotism; international-
ism had to make space for a “sound nationalism,” based on “the concordance 
between people of kindred race and language.” In the inevitable widening 
of political association into internationalism, nations would be maintained 
since national patriotism had to be incorporated into internationalism for it 
to work.

Unlike the discussions among male protagonists, whatever their political 
persuasion, Key’s internationalism also had a feminist bent. It reflected her 
awareness of the gender implications of internationalism when women were 
not spoken for. She presumed women would be beneficiaries of this national 
internationalism because they would gain international recognition of their 
“equal rights in politics, in nationality, in marriage, and, as parents, equal 
pay for equal work, and equal moral standards, equal training and opportu-
nities, and the endowment of maternity.” “Woman” would also assume new 
international obligations and a new rationale for her own education, train-
ing herself as “a world- citizen for her responsible task as mother of human-
ity.”122 This essentialized woman would cultivate “an international spirit” and, 
through instruction in civics, “develop a world consciousness and give an 
introduction to the duties of world citizenship.” More generally, international 
education would cherish the national literatures and masterpieces of other 
countries, its proponents would set up international commissions to censor 
textbooks that disseminated national hatreds, and encourage the learning of 
foreign languages and a world language. Key was in effect outlining a cultural 
program of international mindedness that echoed through the rationales 
for the cultural work of the League of Nations and the United Nations and 
UNESCO, and that mimicked the already conventionalized gender division 
of nation- building labor.

There were other ways in which the wartime debates about a postwar in-
ternationalism imitated the nation question, particularly in the extent of sci-
entific interest in the forms of subjectivity that could establish the legitimacy 
of political communities. The foundations of international government was a 
theme that seeped into the work of psychologists, who claimed to contribute 
to its illumination through the study of human nature, with varying results. 
The American psychologist Morton Prince was intentionally upbeat about 
the evidence for internationalism as a phenomenon with psychological roots 
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as deep as those of nationalism. In 1916, he took this message to the federalist 
pan- Asian “Japanese Concordia Association,” where he proclaimed that the 
study of psychology was enabling man to dream of a “world consciousness in 
international relations” through its insight into man’s individual striving.123 
By contrast, the transatlantic psychologist William McDougall, best known 
for his work on the “Group Mind,” preferred to emphasize “the great and nec-
essary part played in human life by the Group Spirit and by that special form 
of it which we now call ‘Nationalism.’ ”124 Specifically addressing the idea of 
a league, McDougall proposed that the nation was so closely identified with 
man’s psychological needs that antinationalists could be diagnosed as persons 
who hated the common man.

In what became a seminal text for early nationalism studies, The Psychol-
ogy of Nationality and Internationalism (1919), the Michigan- based psycholo-
gist Walter Pillsbury merged both these perspectives.125 His inquiry into the 
importance of race in shaping the “national mind” was spurred by the phe-
nomenon of American Greeks returning to Greece to fight during the Balkan 
Wars of 1913. By the time he got around to writing up his study, American in-
tervention had helped win the war in Europe, a league of nations loomed, and 
Pillsbury deemed a final chapter on the psychology of “supranationality” req-
uisite. He now argued that supranationality would always exist as a concentric 
circle of world consciousness, shadowing local and national consciousness. 
The question that remained was how to crystallize “the broader sympathies 
now wasted in more or less vague sentimentalism.” Pillsbury believed that 
once supranational institutions were created, international subjectivity would 
follow as a result of the social adaptation of instincts and habits. It would take 
about a century, but after that time the legal foundations of a League of Na-
tions would become as immutable as the constitution of the United States.126

The range of psychological theories of instincts and of the unconscious as 
wellsprings of nationalism or internationalism is a useful reminder that these 
theories reflected contemporary scientific and political controversies, rather 
than consensus on the “objective” status of either phenomenon. George Mead, 
the well- known American social psychologist and proponent of the concept 
of an international mind (he also played a part in the Universal Races Con-
gress), stayed clear of biology and popularized an analogy between the self 
constituted through social communication and interaction and nations con-
stituted through international sociability. During the war, Mead made social 
psychology the raison d’être for an international organization that he con-
ceived of as a “League of Nations,” which would eliminate war as “the arbiter 
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of international life.”127 The league, he maintained, would also guarantee “U.S. 
hegemony over Latin Nations, thus relieving the United States of the burden 
of maintaining ‘a vast military establishment’ through which to accomplish 
the same end.” For all their different expertise, Mead’s socially constituted in-
ternational mind looked a lot like Nicholas Butler’s. Both men thought of the 
international mind, like international arbitration, as relevant to the civilized 
world, namely Europe and white settler colonies, only occasionally Japan and 
the South American republics.

The influence of the new psychology infiltrated wartime deliberations 
on the dominion of an international government over nations, empires, and 
races. The American League to Enforce Peace insisted on the United States’s 
“sovereign right to decide alone and for ourselves the vital question of the 
exclusion of Mongolian and Asiatic labour,” and not to submit questions of 
race to an international forum, on the grounds that the maintenance of “the 
purity of the race” was among the “deepest of human instincts.”128 The Oxford 
historian and Foreign Office advisor John Holland Rose went so far as to be-
rate “the reckless unwisdom of the champions of internationalism and their 
utter disregard of the claims of country.” Nationalism, he suggested, was a 
“spiritual conception, unconquerable, indestructible [even if] there is a baser 
side to the instinct.”129 By comparison, internationalism was a political out-
look like socialism and other “anarchic and anti- national theories” with a far 
greater hold on the Slav and Latin peoples.

Like many British liberal imperialists, Alfred Zimmern (who otherwise 
acknowledged the social conditions of his own conversion from Judaism 
to English patriotism) more easily accommodated the legitimacy of a lib-
eral form of internationalism focused on law, institutions, and some form 
of international government, as well as the primacy of national “sentiment.” 
Zimmern insisted that human nature dictated a nationalist path to interna-
tionalism. Echoing the fashion for group psychology and national instincts, 
he was convinced “no theory or ideal of Internationalism can be helpful in 
our thinking or effective in practice unless it is based on a right understand-
ing of the place which national sentiment occupies and must always occupy in 
the life of mankind.”130 Harold Laski suggested obliquely to Walter Lippmann 
that the “complex of psychological relations” was equally as important as the 
complex of economic relations to the determination of the question of sov-
ereignty.131 Christian Lange thought of internationalism as having roots in 
European and Christian intellectual traditions and in the biological truths of 
group psychology and germplasm theory.132 
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As the war’s end looked likely, Hobson composed a new theory of “Inter-
national Man” out of the observation that the nineteenth- century faith in in-
ternational peace through laissez- faire economic internationalism had been 
proven wrong. Under the conditions of modern industrialization and empires, 
free trade had not generated friendly competition and cooperation, it had led 
to a cutthroat search for overseas markets and the grim exploitation of colo-
nies and colonial subjects and finally to war. By contrast, the objective facts of 
steam, electricity, and trade had socialized a new kind of international man. 
The problem, he added, was that suitable economic and political institutions 
based on intergovernmental cooperation and economic reform had not yet 
evolved. These were among the expectations Hobson had for the new League of 
Nations, in which “it is generally held, the sole hope for civilization resides.”133 
Ellen Key’s intellectual idol, the immensely charismatic Indian philosopher and 
antinationalist Rabindranath Tagore, was more sophisticated in his reading, re-
hearsing the “well- known psychological fact that by adjustment of our mental 
attitude things seem to change their properties.”134 Of course, it might have been 
the same premise of mental adjustment that, on Jane Addams’s understanding, 
had instilled a nation- based internationalism in the outlook of young soldiers.

At the end of 1917, these assessments and predictions regarding inter-
nationalism were revised in the new circumstances of the spread of revo-
lutionary zeal brought alive by the sudden overthrow of the Romanov 
monarchy in Russia and establishment of a Bolshevik worker’s government. 
As Vladimir Lenin, the revolution’s leader, assimilated the relevance of the 
“self- determination of peoples” into this new episode in class- based interna-
tionalism, the attention of the world’s politically disaffected and war- weary 
turned eastward. For the governments of liberal democratic states, the Rus-
sian Revolution was a dramatic reminder that there was still a life pulse in the 
class and communist body of late- nineteenth- century internationalism. Rob-
ert Lansing, now Wilson’s secretary of state, described nationalism as the de-
fining characteristic of a version of internationalism opposed to what “most 
people call Internationalism, but which I think ought to be called Univer-
salism or else Classism.”135 The same Lansing who, prior to the war, posited 
internationality as the driving force of the new century felt obliged on the eve 
of Paris peace talks to prepare for Wilson a “Memorandum on the Spiritual 
Weakness of a World Union.”136

The Bolsheviks’ success did not deter everyone from investing in a liberal 
conception of internationalism, even when its language overlapped closely 
with that of class- based internationalism. In 1919, “World Brotherhood,” a 
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phrase that throughout the twentieth century would be synonymous with 
proletarian internationalism, or (in Lansing’s words) universal classism, re-
mained the catchcry of a Christian congregation that drew into its community 
the proponents of a League of Nations.137 This brotherhood was mainstream 
enough to bring together Gilbert Murray and Lloyd George in support of 
the specific civilizing role of Christianity, and a vague litany of “great imper-
ishable dogmas.” That litany echoed the reformist temperance agenda that 
had set Wilbur Crafts on his path: “Sobriety, Continence, Honesty, respect 
for Justice, Truth, and Reason, and the maintenance of a healthy mind in a 
healthy body.”138

In the early days of the war, impressionistic surveys of internationalism 
in the English- speaking world posited the general public opinion that na-
tionalism was “no longer expressive of the age,” and “the present sovereignty 
of states is detrimental,” even though a federation of the world, of the kind 
envisioned in the organization of the 1899 Hague conference, tended to be 
thought of as “not yet, feasible.”139 By the end of the war, as the discursive 
fields of both internationality and nationality were busily tilled, the concep-
tualization of nationalism and internationalism, and the relationship between 
them, sprouted clarifications.140 Good nationalism was patriotic but socio-
logical in origin. Bad nationalism was racialist. Good or, as William McDou-
gall put it, “true internationalism” was the complement of nationalism.141 Bad 
internationalism was antinationalist and took the specific name of cosmo-
politan internationalism.

Tomas Masaryk, the liberal democrat leader of the newly legitimated 
Czechoslovak nation, an early political beneficiary of the principle of self- 
determination promised in Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points, was more 
generous in his parsing of these ideas: “There is no difference between na-
tional identity and internationalism, if we understand the point appropri-
ately.”142 How was the point to be understood? For Masaryk, internationalism 
was to be thought of not “in the old way as a sort of cosmopolitanism and 
liberalism,” instead in a new way, “as an organization of nations which are 
capable of managing their own affairs.” This version of internationalism al-
lowed for static concentric circles of ever- larger communities, rather than 
consecutive stages of evolution from the local to the universal: “Human-
ity tends in two directions, national and international. At the moment of 
liberation of nations, humanity approaches its unity as well.” Masaryk too 
distinguished between a good national internationalism and a bad cosmo-
politanism internationalism.
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The changing fortunes of the term “cosmopolitanism” is another useful 
marker of what had changed after the war. In the prewar world of the Belle 
Époque, cosmopolitanism was a concept celebrated by transatlantic student 
clubs that practiced race- mixing sociability, and whose members, like the 
Wisconsin- based editor of the Cosmopolitan Student, moved in the circles of 
the Universal Races Congress. Cosmopolitanism made a brief appearance in 
the political mainstream in the 1940s through the language of “world citizen-
ship” and the cultural ambitions of UNESCO. In the interim decades, cos-
mopolitanism conventionally served the antithetical purpose of identifying 
a bad internationalism. During the war, James Baldwin, the American psy-
chologist who had also attended the Universal Races Congress, pathologized 
France for its “cosmopolitan culture.” Baldwin went so far as to describe the 
effects of “the theory of internationalism” as not only destructive of “true pa-
triotic feeling,” but the source of “symptoms of political palsy,” and ultimately 
national weakness.143 Even Ellen Key, like Tomas Masaryk, was careful to dis-
tinguish between cosmopolitanism, on the one hand, and internationalism 
anchored in national patriotism, on the other. Hobson distanced his interna-
tional man from a “shallow cosmopolitan.”144 Cosmopolitanism was not only 
out of favor, but, during the war and after, it returned as code for Jews—as a 
race without a nation—and for the proletarian class- based internationalism 
perpetrated by revolutionaries everywhere.

For all these efforts at separating out nationalism and internationalism, by 
1919, contemporaries were still likely to see them as inextricably entangled 
ideas, particularly since, in different contexts, each answered to the simulta-
neous demands for democratic representation that defined the modern era. 
Both the principle of nationality and the League of Nations framed wartime 
discussions of what peace should look like, and became mainstream political 
solutions to the challenge of permanent peace in liberal democratic societ-
ies, the antithesis of competing working- class- based claims to the representa-
tion of those same ideas. Inevitably, arguments that attempted to reconcile 
the interests of nations and internationalism reinforced their mutual realism 
and their similar historical and sociological origins. The notion that inter-
nationalism was the consequence of changed social conditions and forms of 
sociability, and the historical stage after the nation in the political evolution 
of humanity, even supported historical perspectives and sociological answers 
to the question everyone was still left asking, “What is a nation?”
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