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To my students …





Preface

I routinely tell my junior colleagues that one of the few things that gets easier with age is accepting criticism. After more than two decades of writing about France and the Great War, I decided to take advantage of something else that comes with age: a declining need to prove anything. I would embark on a new kind of project, researching peace rather than war, and international relations rather than France and the French. Further, I would seek, at least in a gingerly way, to deepen the dialogue with International Relations (IR) theory, in hopes of enriching international history in ways parallel to those in which cultural theory enriched the writing of history in the 1990s and beyond. Paradoxically, I argue here, insights from present-day IR theory can help us better understand what debates at the Paris Peace Conference meant at the time.

In bringing this project to completion, I have encountered some strong criticism indeed. An early reader of the book proposal claimed that I clearly did not understand the IR theory I sought to engage. Not all criticism lacked foundation. One reader of a failed grant application found my expansive definition of sovereignty absurd. Another ridiculed me for trying to “reinvent” myself as an international historian in the first place, as though stepping outside of one’s graduate training a quarter-century on was intrinsically a bad idea. And those were just the reports I saw. Of course, I received a great deal of positive support and helpful criticism along the way as well. Among other things, tenure can license persistence. I wrote a certain kind of book, and readers will make of it what they will.

Simply put, I claim here that the Paris Peace Conference cannot be reduced either to a realist quest for security or to a duel between realism and idealism. This book is about recapturing some of the “then-ness” of the conference. States and the structures in which they operate do not have timeless, fixed identities, and we can gain something analytically by treating them accordingly. The Paris Peace Conference sought fundamentally to change the way the international system functioned, and did so in highly complicated and historically specific ways. Those ways involved reimagining sovereignty, which I boil down to mean the power or authority to decide what there was to decide in constructing the international system. This book unfolds neither chronologically or geographically, rather conceptually according to problems in and aspects of sovereignty. I consider involved topics such as Upper Silesia and the League of Nations Mandates across several chapters.

I have tried to see things whole, doubtless at the cost of seeing them clearly. Scholars have made careers studying any one of the chapter topics here, and indeed quite a few of the sub-topics. No one could do all the archival research necessary for this book in a lifetime, even with all the necessary language skills. Happily, an army of scholars working for a century has generated a sufficiently vast body of secondary literature to make this kind of book possible. I am interested not so much in corridor politics of politicians and diplomats as in public outcomes, largely knowable through the massive publication of primary documents. In their way, organizations such as the United States Department of State, the Carnegie Foundation for International Peace, the British Foreign Office, and La Documentation internationale followed the Wilsonian aspiration to “open covenants openly arrived at,” in making this documentation available decades ago.

Larger-than-life characters such as Woodrow Wilson, Georges Clemenceau, and David Lloyd George appear in these pages. But I focus less on them than on the issues they and others grappled with for months on end. I also “decenter” to some degree the Treaty of Versailles. A surprising number of good historians still refer mistakenly to the “Versailles Peace Conference,” and to the entire peace settlement as “Versailles.” This book considers peacemaking after the Great War, from the German call for an armistice in October 1918 through the Paris Peace Conference (its proper name in English). It concludes with a treaty not part of the conference, the Treaty of Lausanne signed in July 1923. My geographic and temporal frameworks concur with the goals of a series entitled “The Greater War.”

This project has taught me a great deal about the power to name. So apparently simple a matter as capitalization has proved a constant challenge in the various iterations of “council” throughout peacemaking after the Great War. Wherever practical, I have used foreign diacriticals in names. Japanese names appear with the family name first. Spellings in the text often differ from those in citations. Some places, particularly in Anatolia and Eastern Europe, have no politically neutral names. Throughout, I adopt usage common in international relations at the time—such as Constantinople rather than Istanbul, Smyrna rather than İzmir, Danzig rather than Gdańsk. Some choices made in the maps may antagonize some readers. I take full responsibility for errors real and imagined. Kate Blackmer’s outstanding cartographic skills and a subsidy from Oberlin College made these maps possible. I present only one attempt to map ethnicity, and that with some critical distance. For reasons argued in the text, all attempts to map ethnicity during this period were fanciful in one way or another, and sought to create their own reality. Many books on the Paris Peace Conference seem to contain nearly the same illustrations. I tried to seek out lesser-known images.

One of the happiest tasks in writing a preface is thanking all the people and institutions who provided help along the way. It was my honor to begin this project thanks to an appointment as William F. Podlich Distinguished Fellow at Claremont McKenna College. Particular thanks go to Mr. Podlich and to Gregory Hess. My time in California was immediately followed by a Research Status appointment at Oberlin. A visiting appointment as directeur d’études at the École des Haute Études en Sciences Sociales (EHESS) in Paris in 2012 helped me begin to make sense of this project. Sean Decatur facilitated a second leave in 2014–15. Thanks to Craig Jenkins, Geoffrey Parker, and Alexander Wendt, I had the chance to spend part of that leave as a Visiting Scholar at the Mershon Center for International Security Studies at The Ohio State University. My understanding of the Middle East in the Great War and its aftermath was transformed thanks to a National Endowment for the Humanities Summer Seminar directed by Mustafa Aksakal and Elizabeth Thompson. I can only express my deepest gratitude.

I have been extremely fortunate in having had the chance to present material from this project in many places. These included the Robert F. Allabough Memorial Lecture at Dartmouth College, the Sally A. Miller Humanities Lecture at the University of Akron, The Rev. Henry Casper, S.J. Lecture at Marquette University, and the Strokheim Lecture at Whitman College. Other venues included Columbia University, The Ohio State University, Claremont McKenna College, the University of Indiana, the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, University College and Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland, Oxford University and the University of Nottingham, United Kingdom, Texas A&M University, the University of California at San Diego, Sciences-Po in Paris and Reims, France, New York University-Abu Dhabi, the European University Institute, Florence, Italy, the University of Southern Denmark, Odense, and the IO/IL Working Group of the Northwestern University Buffett Institute. It has been a great honor to speak at all of these fine institutions.

So many people provided intellectual support. I once confessed to Alexander Wendt that if I could drag the historiography of the Paris Peace Conference to where IR was, say, in the late 1980s, I would feel I had succeeded. His own work, so path-breaking in so many ways, inspired this project from beginning to end. I take full responsibility for ways I might have oversimplified and distorted that work. Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau provided constant friendship and intellectual comradery across a period when our research interests came to diverge, but never to separate. Erez Manela showed himself a steadfast believer in this project, and his support at strategic moments was much appreciated. Other indispensable compagnons de route included Luise White, Annemarie Sammartino, Clayton Koppes, Daniel Sherman, Alice Conklin, Jan Lemnitzer, and Bruno Cabanes. Brendan Karch helped me sort out Silesian dialects, Isabel Hull a fine point of international law. Pieter Judson helped me with innumerable points of detail on the Habsburg Monarchy. My dissertation adviser, Robert O. Paxton, saved me from a gaffe in misapplying a term from bridge, in addition to inspiring me for my entire academic career. John and Jeanne Wilson provided a souvenir handkerchief for one of the illustrations. Helen Liggett provided critical help with two photographs.

At a time of great constraint in academic publishing, Oxford University Press granted me the latitude to write the book I wanted to write. Christopher Wheeler offered great encouragement from the beginning, and I think at times understood this project better than I did. The patience and insight of Cathryn Steele have been of immense help in finishing it. Robert Gerwarth encouraged me to include this book in his important series. Drew Stanley did a fine job copyediting the manuscript.

My greatest debt is to my immediate family. In addition to providing over two decades of unceasing love and support, Ann Sherif did me the honor of marrying me as this project came to completion. Over the time it took to finish this project, her son Ian Wilson grew from an obstreperous adolescent to an excellent young man. I will never be able adequately to express how they have enriched my life, and my love for them. Many scholars are indebted to their pets; relatively few say so. Our cats, Dot and Shnell (d.2016), provided the kind of unconditional affection unique to domestic animals.

I think all historians should dedicate one book to their students sometime in their careers. Teaching, particularly teaching undergraduates, just brings the life of the mind down to earth in ways nothing else ever will. This project began in the classroom, in a new course entitled International Relations Theory for Historians. Teaching that course at Claremont McKenna and at Oberlin has afforded me the chance to teach some of the finest students I have ever encountered. Their curiosity, commitment, and need for clear explanation added to this book in countless ways. It continues to be an honor to teach them.

Cleveland Heights, Ohio

October 2017
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Introduction

The Riddles of Sovereignty at the Paris Peace Conference


Kitazawa Rakuten, a parent of Japanese manga, founded Tōkyō Puck as a satirical magazine in 1905. It flourished during the years of “Taishō democracy” in Japan (1912–26), when the enfeeblement of Emperor Yoshihito (the Taishō emperor) created a power vacuum at the center of the quasi-constitutional monarchy created by the Meiji constitution. The cartoon featured as the Frontispiece appeared on September 1, 1920, during the lead-up to the United States presidential election that would determine the successor to Woodrow Wilson. In the background we see a bedridden, frustrated, and brooding Wilson, with his hands clenched in front of him. The contenders struggle for a crown labeled “The American Presidency.” The shorter caption above laments “the cripple and the small minded.” The longer caption provides the most withering comment: “One can think of the sorry state of the current crop of presidential candidates as really representing the bottom of the barrel of humanity.”1

The Paris Peace Conference proper had essentially ended by the time this cartoon appeared in print. Yet the work of peacemaking continued; indeed in some respects it had barely begun. The Council of the League of Nations had met for the first time on January 16, 1920. Japan took its seat on the League Council as a permanent founding member. But the United States, having declined to ratify the Treaty of Versailles with Germany, remained notably absent. The last of the five treaties of the conference proper, the soon-moribund Treaty of Sèvres with the captive regime of the Ottoman sultan, had been signed on August 10, 1920. But the war between Greece and a new regime in Anatolia led by Mustafa Kemal continued. A “final” liquidation of the war with the former Ottoman Empire would not occur until the Treaty of Lausanne with the Republic of Turkey in 1923.

But Anatolia was only the most obvious place where victors and vanquished had not achieved peace by September 1920. Nearly two years after a series of armistices intended to end the fighting, the international system, or at any rate the system in Europe, seemed as unstable as it had been in August 1914. Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, Hungary, and Turkey had all been cast as vanquished and criminalized by the treaties. Yet none had been occupied in its entirety by allied forces. How the victors intended to enforce any of the punitive articles of the treaties remained an open question.

In Europe east of Germany, where the allies had always had little military power, the treaties demarcated successor states to the multinational empires. But peacemaking up to that time had exacerbated rather than diminished the traditional tension between ethnic and historic boundaries. The aspiration of unitary ethno-national states remained far from fulfilled. Successor states continued to fight over what had been Hohenzollern and Habsburg royal and imperial domains. In Russia, the Bolsheviks had mostly won the civil war that followed the overthrow of the Romanov empire in Russia. Mutual antipathy between the Bolsheviks and the other Great Powers precluded the participation of their regime in the conference. But in the long run, no settlement on the Eurasian continent could stabilize without at least the acquiescence of Russia. As revolutionaries, the Bolsheviks preached world revolution. As Russians, they fought to restore the imperial borders of the tsars. Empires survived, at any rate those empires that had won the war. Yet the outcome of the war had revealed in myriad ways the fragility of empire itself. The British and French empires had never encompassed so much territory, yet never had their futures seemed so uncertain.

My argument reads the cartoon from Tōkyō Puck backward in time, as a means of opening up the issues explored in this book. Simply put, I explore a historically specific attempt to create sovereignty over the international system in the aftermath of the Great War. The practice of sovereignty at the Paris Peace Conference was not just about playing a game well or poorly, but about reinventing the game being played. While I explain my use of the term “sovereignty” further below, I invoke it here in a broad sense, as the right or the authority to set the parameters of political society. Such a broad definition has displeased some early readers. But it seems appropriate at this watershed moment in the history of international relations. Sovereignty is about determining not just the answers to what political society constitutes, but the questions. Sovereignty demarcates at the most basic levels what politics is for. This book investigates the myriad discursive attributes of sovereignty, and its variety of loci. The Paris Peace Conference sought to articulate sovereignty over the international system, as well as in the states that inhabited that system.

To the creators of Tōkyō Puck, Wilson was not just another Western leader. During the war, artists in the magazine had portrayed him variously as the conqueror of German reaction, the prophet of world justice, and the American imperialist-in-chief.2 Certainly, Tōkyō Puck did not ask its readers to interest themselves in American domestic politics merely for its own sake. After all, the United States had not yet become the global superpower that would remake the world after World War II. Yet what the Great Man had wrought, for good or for ill, would have implications far beyond the United States. Wilson’s struggle for democracy clearly sought to transform international relations, in ways that would redefine sovereignty within and among nations.

As Peter Duus has argued, Japanese political cartoons relied on ambiguity in a frequently repressive political environment.3 For our purposes, we can read the Tōkyō Puck image as pertaining to the United States, Japan, the international system, or all of the above. The crown, a traditional European symbol of monarchical sovereignty, competes with the figure of Wilson for the viewer’s attention. One hopes the irony was intentional, because in American democracy the people are sovereign. In contrast, sovereignty in Meiji Japan lay in a divinized emperor. The Meiji constitution implied that the emperor had to rule as well as reign. The liberalization of the Japanese kokutai (body politic) during the Taishō period remained fragile and incomplete.4 But while Japan in 1920 could never be confused with a republic, it had become unclear just who ruled there. It is not difficult to read a parallel between the enfeebled Wilson and the enfeebled Yoshihito. The decline and fall of Wilson sent discomforting messages to those who had hoped to deepen democracy in Japan. It is common to critique one’s own nation through critiquing a foreign one. The squabbling would-be successors to Wilson, in fact, look much like Japanese politicians regularly represented in Tōkyō Puck.

Resolving the contours of sovereignty within historically inward-looking Japan would likewise have implications far beyond the home islands. Japan had already become the most important military power in East Asia, with expanding colonial interests in Taiwan, Korea, and continental China. The participation of Japan in the Great War, while militarily modest, had earned it a seat at the table of the Great Powers, adding yet more gravitas to its international position after its surprise victory over Imperial Russia in 1905. The evolution of the kokutai as that of a Great Power would play an important role in shaping the international system beyond Europe, as would become all too clear by the 1930s under Yoshihito’s son Hirohito, the Shōwa emperor.

Historians of the Paris Peace Conference have long considered sovereignty a solved historical problem, thanks to a convergence in explanation provided by realist and liberal international relations (IR) theory. The explanatory framework of realism has proved so powerful that even today historians find it difficult to step outside it.5 It remains a presence here. Realist storylines revolve around states, often conceived as individuals and represented metonymically through their leaders. To realists, sovereignty within states matters relatively little. Democracies, monarchies, and dictatorships all engage in an endless, Hobbesian competition for “security,” most often meaning military dominance over actual and potential enemies. Above states, and driving all realist storylines, lies “anarchy”—the lack of any overarching authority capable of keeping the peace. As a result, under realism an absence essentially determines sovereignty among nations. Some sort of historically specific structure fills this absence, based in the material capabilities of the protagonists. This structure keeps the peace until one or more actors (or agents, to use the more common term from IR) see some advantage in destroying it.

Realism provides a narrative of all-too-inevitable failure in peacemaking after the Great War. Anarchy reigned over the international system, and losers in 1919 would do what they had to in order to become winners. What economist John Maynard Keynes called the “Carthagenian Peace” of the Treaty of Versailles artificially weakened Germany, well below its material capabilities.6 Sooner or later, Germany would restore its security in a realist sense, first through military equality and eventually through military superiority. Furthermore, the conference also left “victorious” Great Powers such as Italy and Japan unsatisfied with their gains. No successor state to the defeated empires felt safe between the wars, and all schemed against all relentlessly, in a search for security. What became the Axis powers in World War II behaved exactly as realism, or more accurately “offensive realism,” would have predicted.7 For their part, the victors failed to maintain unity, and thus the peace, amidst the structural challenge of anarchy.8 They had played the game of realism poorly, and would later pay the price.

Liberal IR theory provided a related but distinct emplotment of the Paris Peace Conference. A liberal explanation places at center stage Wilson as philosopher/king, and his cherished project the League of Nations. IR liberals also think of sovereignty over the international system in terms of anarchy, though commonly they construe anarchy as an affliction. The remedy lay in cooperation, generally through international or transnational organizations. Of course, this inevitably would raise the question of whether such an organization would become a locus of sovereignty in its own right. Ever since Ray Stannard Baker’s histories of Wilson at the peace conference,9 Wilsonian liberals have written much of the history of Wilsonianism in Paris. They often have done so in a juridical mode revolving around the conviction or exoneration of those charged with realizing Wilsonian ideals.10 To liberal historians, World War II proceeded directly from the rejection of a liberal peace after World War I, mostly because of the “selfishness” intrinsic to realism. Certainly, Wilson himself saw the challenges to peace in these terms.

For historians, realist and liberal explanations cooperated in the construction of what elsewhere I have argued is a “metanarrative” of the Great War as tragedy.11 If the hubris of nationalism proved the fatal flaw that led Europeans to war and mutual massacre beginning in 1914, peacemaking after the Great War further inscribed the flaw. To realists, the victors deluded themselves into believing that they could impose a Carthaginian peace without imposing on their enemies the fate of historic Carthage—complete destruction. To liberals, all-too-human weakness in the form of national pride led nations and the men who led them to refuse the Wilsonian road to the promised land of perpetual peace.

This is not to say that the historiography of the Paris Peace Conference underpinned by realism and liberalism has failed to make great strides since the days of John Maynard Keynes and Ray Stannard Baker. Historians operating within a realist framework have thrown a great deal of new light on some very old questions. Realists such as Mark Trachtenberg and Sally Marks have argued forcefully that the Germans were as much perpetrators as victims in the endless interwar tangles over reparations, before Adolph Hitler the most visible aspect of the German struggle for security.12 And given the way John Milton Cooper framed the issue, it is difficult to argue with his very liberal contention Wilson was “right”—the United States Senate erred in refusing American participation in the League of Nations.13 The world’s greatest liberal democracy failed to join hands at the pivotal moment with fellow liberal democracies.

Historians have always understood that IR theory is not destiny. Patrick Cohrs has summarized that “recent attempts at reconsidering the negotiations and settlement of 1919 have cast them in a far more benign light.”14 Decades of distance after the global calamity of World War II has encouraged historians to emphasize the constraints on the peacemakers and the simple magnitude of their task in ending the “total” war of 1914–18. As the twentieth century ended, it became less necessary to discern lines of direct causation from 1919 to 1939, and even to make juridical culpability the primary object of historical argument. Moreover, as Zara Steiner has argued, and whatever its flaws, the peace settlement after the Great War became what interwar contingencies made of it.15 Likewise, Margaret MacMillan concluded in a justly successful narrative history of the Paris Peace Conference: “When war came in 1939, it was the result of twenty years of decisions taken or not taken, not of arrangements made in 1919.”16

Some of the most promising work early in the new millennium drew more indirectly from realism and liberalism. Erez Manela argued that what the colonized world heard of the liberal aspiration toward “self-determination” proved more important than what Wilson had actually said. “Listening” to Wilson’s lofty words became a global process of interpellation and appropriation. A “Wilsonian moment” took the message away from the messenger, and gave focus to anti-colonial movements across the globe. In doing so, the Wilsonian moment helped make the territorial nation-state rather than the multinational empire the normative agent in the international system.17 Patrick Cohrs argued that inevitably, given the ferocity of the conflict that preceded it, the Versailles Treaty made for an “unfinished peace” with Germany. Consequently, the real work of peacemaking took place not in Paris in 1919, but at the London Conference of 1924 (which began to regularize reparations) and at the Locarno Conference in 1925 (which brought Weimar Germany into the European security system). Indeed, Cohrs continued, formal structures initiated by an emerging Anglo-American partnership by the early 1920s “prefigured those on which more durable Euro-Atlantic stability would be founded after 1945.”18 Adam Tooze has provided an account considering the years 1916 to 1931 as a single period. With an impressively wide geographic and methodological lens, Tooze’s compelling story is driven by a “need to understand the origins of the Pax Americana that still defines our world today.”19

In different ways, Manela, Cohrs, and Tooze continued to rely on foundational assumptions of realist and/or liberal IR theory. Manela normalized the actors or agents. The “self” in search of “self-determination” in the Wilsonian moment is the territorial nation-state, a European concept exported without much alteration around the globe. Cohrs and Tooze, on the other hand, normalized a structure, an international order maintained by Great Power material hegemony. Ideas in both books flow primarily from power. Cohrs tells the story of an Anglo-American duopoly oddly reminiscent of Winston Churchill’s World War II dream of united “English-speaking peoples” destined to master the postwar world. Tooze provides a kind of Foucauldian genealogy of the world after 1989. The Great War and its aftermath to the Great Depression constituted the rise and fall, as Tooze put it, of “the first effort to construct a coalition of liberal powers to manage the unwieldy dynamic of the modern world. It was a coalition based on military power, political commitment, and money.”20 Lengthening the time frame provides another forum for debate as to whether to judge the Paris Peace Conference a success or a failure.

My point here is not to malign three very fine books, rather to argue that the history of peacemaking after the Great War can benefit from a broader engagement of thinking about sovereignty as it evolved historically in the international system. Political scientists can rightly assess the results of the Paris Peace Conference in terms of policy-oriented criteria. “Success” and “failure” will always have their lessons. But we have known for quite a long time that the conference “failed,” in the sense that it failed to create a system that prevented the return of war, first to Asia in 1931 and then to Europe in 1939. Historically specific identities created the international system after the Great War, and historically specific identities destroyed it. The question here is not whether the Paris Peace Conference created an effective or ineffective structure for the conduct of international relations, but what kind of structure it created.

Sovereignty at the Paris Peace Conference would evolve not as a solved problem, but as responses to a collection of riddles. What would be the roles of material and discursive power in shaping the new international system? What sorts of agents would rise from the ruins of the defeated multinational empires? What rules would guide the new international system? How did agents produce rules, and vice versa? We can gain something by recapturing some of the genuine interplay of ideas of sovereignty as they produced historically specific identities, much as Mark Mazower has done more broadly in his examination of the competition among liberal democracy, communism, and fascism in twentieth-century Europe.21 As the 1920 cartoon from Tōkyō Puck suggests, the state reimagines itself as it reimagines the international order, and vice versa.


The State and the Riddles of Sovereignty

It was no coincidence that the Great War gave rise to some of the most important twentieth-century definitions of state sovereignty. Nor is it a coincidence that some of the most influential thinking came from Germany, whose state sovereignty the outcome of the Great War did so much to recast. Max Weber gave his famous lecture “Politics as a Vocation” in Munich in January 1919, just as the Paris Peace Conference was getting underway. Sovereignty, according to Weber’s famous definition, resided in a monopoly of the legitimate use of violence within a demarcated territory.22 Strictly speaking, the Versailles Treaty did not seriously compromise German sovereignty according to Weber’s definition, considering that the Weimar state had sufficient force at its disposition to secure internal order. But given the treaty’s severe restrictions on German military power, its provisions for the continued occupation of the Rhineland, and the structurally incomplete resolution of the instability on Germany’s eastern border, one could argue that Germany lacked the means of adequate defense externally. It is thus not surprising that Weber later argued, as a member of the delegation summoned to Versailles, that Germany should refuse to sign the treaty.23

Just a few years later, in 1922, Carl Schmitt penned his famous definition: “Sovereign is he who decides on the exception.”24 His immediate concerns were the chronic difficulties of the Weimar Republic in containing its domestic enemies from the Right and Left. At the heart of Schmitt’s framing of the issue lay his contention that the true nature of sovereignty reveals itself only in extraordinary circumstances, when the sovereign decides both what is to be decided and how to decide it. Conversely, whoever or whatever decides on the exception is the sovereign de facto. Sovereignty by definition operates inside the law and beyond the law, altering law itself in the process. Conceiving sovereignty in this way led Schmitt to close connections to the Nazi Party in its early years of power, connections that understandably still taint his reputation today.

This book argues that we should take seriously Schmitt’s definition of sovereignty in considering the international system after the Great War. For this was not just another European conflict through which stable nation-states rose or fell in cycles according to generally understood behaviors. The Great War made the exception the norm. It had already destroyed the German, Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman empires, and posed both opportunities for and threats to the formal empires of Britain, France, and Japan, not to mention the informal American empire. A war begun by the preoccupations of nationalism had ended with the transnational phenomena of Wilsonianism and Bolshevism setting the agenda.

Riddles are simply questions without self-evident answers. Sovereign were those who decided upon not just the answers but also the questions of the international order. In different ways, the cartoon from Tōkyō Puck, Weber, and Schmitt all described and responded to these riddles. In the cartoon from Tōkyō Puck, sovereignty was quite literally up for grabs. The Great Man had declined along with his new vision of sovereignty within nations and among them. But was the alternative really no more than a gaggle of lesser men squabbling over a crown as an antiquated symbol of sovereignty? To Weber, sovereignty remained a living reality for the victors and their protégés, and something unjustly denied to the defeated. To Schmitt, sovereignty was a prediction. Someone, sooner or later, would decide upon the exception in Germany, with consequences for sovereignty over Europe and beyond.

At the heart of the matter lay the territorial nation-state (henceforth referred to as the “state”) as the locus of sovereignty, the building block of the international system. Generically, I take the “state” to mean simply a discrete geographical entity in which an identifiable public authority sets the parameters of domestic political society and defines external relations.25 Andreas Osiander has argued that state sovereignty is not so much a neutral unit of analysis as a self-justifying ideology that, in his words, “had its roots in the transient nineteenth-century heyday of state autonomy.”26 As a result, the state, or at any rate the realist state as the primary agent in international relations, constitutes the IR equivalent of history being written by the winners. Realist state sovereignty evolved as professionalized IR evolved to explain and naturalize it. Indeed, according to Osiander, the two historical developments are inseparable. Nor is it a coincidence that most of the great theorists of state sovereignty wrote in English, German, or French, the languages of the three most powerful Great Powers before 1914.

If we concede the notion that state sovereignty has a history, the Paris Peace Conference constitutes an exceptional episode in that history. From the time of the armistices, the peacemakers after the Great War saw their task as more than settling a realist imbalance within the European state system. They intended to recreate “the world” as a more stable system, though they had diverse views on how to do so. Some, like the would-be successors to Wilson in the cartoon from Tōkyō Puck, saw sovereignty as a crown symbolizing a realist state system. Yet before, during, and after the conference, Wilson and Wilsonianism would lurk in the background, from the first to the last days of peacemaking after the Great War. The history of Wilsonianism, I argue throughout this book, is too important to leave to Wilsonians or to anti-Wilsonians.27 The imaginary of the American president promised not to abolish the state or even the Great Power, but to transform these identities as loci of sovereignty in a transformed international system.


Wilsonian Sovereignty and Radicalized Liberalism

Just why the person and rhetoric of Woodrow Wilson took the world by storm in the last months of the Great War remains under-explained. We have long known that Wilson specialized in soaring, eloquently phrased generalities rather than in specifics. The grandeur of Wilsonian rhetoric did not wholly lack skeptics at the time, leading to French premier George Clemenceau’s famous if somewhat cryptic remark that whereas the Lord God provided only ten points (otherwise known as the Ten Commandments), Wilson provided his Fourteen Points. For a century, different people have drawn very different conclusions as to just what the specifics of Wilsonianism entailed. Still, the adoration of Wilson expressed by James Shotwell of the American delegation in Paris has resonated across the decades:


In the darkest hour of disillusionment, he rallied the forces of civilization from their helpless involvement in universal destruction to a task not of rebuilding the outworn structure of the past but of creating a world community of which mankind had until then hardly dared to dream.28



More successfully than any of his contemporaries (except possibly V.I. Lenin), Wilson offered an explanation of the Great War that went beyond the preoccupations of realism. To Wilson, the war had not really been about expelling the Germans from Belgium, the Austro-Hungarians from Sarajevo, or the Turks from the Arabic-speaking Middle East. Whatever its sordid origins, the war had become a global crusade for democracy. Only a transformation of sovereignty within nations and among them could redeem such a horrible conflict. In its aftermath, Wilson the prophet explained, “the people” throughout the world would become sovereign. The task of the postwar world lay in figuring out just who “the people” were, and building an international system around them. Historians well understand the theological and political roots of Wilsonianism.29 Less well understood, perhaps, is just how radically Wilsonianism challenged the international system as understood not just by realism, but by IR liberalism.

Wilsonianism never sought to abolish or even weaken the state, rather to give it a new foundation and a new moral compass. Wilson made the individual rather than the state the building block of sovereignty, from the state to the international system itself.30 The liberal individual was the proper “self” of “self-determination.” Nineteenth-century liberalism had many variants, but generally held to a notion of the individual as rational, autonomous, and morally accountable. As imagined in Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), individuals once “free” would make markets a just and efficient means through which to allocate resources. As imagined in John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty (1859), this individual would guarantee a liberalizing polity through responsible use of the ballot. Under Wilsonianism, properly educated and properly led individuals operating through liberal states could rebuild the world in their image.

Political individuals were people who could make covenants, the connective tissue of Wilsonian sovereignty. “Covenant” was not a term commonly used in American diplomacy either before or after Wilson. Free people make a covenant, as a sacred and irrevocable vow to one another and to God. In so doing, they become a kind of sacralized community. The biblical Hebrews became a people through a covenant, as did the Pilgrims in colonial Massachusetts. Americans became a people through the covenants of the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution. Religious or civil, a covenant for Wilson had a quasi-religious quality, and constituted an individualized and totalized commitment to the collectivity. The individual freely bound by covenants constituted the building block of political society, from the smallest locality to the global community. Point I of the Fourteen Points envisioned an international system structured by “open covenants, openly arrived at.” At Wilson’s insistence, all the treaties produced by the Paris Peace Conference would begin with the Covenant of the League of Nations.31 To Wilson, victory in the Great War could become complete only by placing covenants at the center of a new international order.

The logic underpinning Wilsonianism had truly radical implications. In the Wilsonian imaginary, all political communities, including the international system itself, would comprise like-minded individuals. This commensurability made possible the subtle but critical shift in Wilson’s terminology from 1915 on, from references to “consent of the governed” to “self-determination.”32 The liberal individual, underpinning both concepts, made them expressions of the same thing. Commensurable individuals would make commensurable covenants, in communities ranging from regional religious communities to the community of nations. The Wilsonian state had its origins in the self-sovereign citizens it comprised, according to what Allen Lynch termed “the Anglo-American tradition of civic nationalism.”33 Certainly, difference would not disappear. Some forms, such as religion and ethnicity, would be recognized and legitimized, but would remain bounded by the values of the covenanted community. Other forms of difference, such as race and to some extent gender, could determine whether individuals or categories of individuals were eligible to make a covenant at all.

“World sovereignty” would thus exist at the level of the individual, through a global community of commensurable, self-sovereign citizens. The task of peacemaking after the Great War thus lay in constructing institutions that would properly express this sovereignty. The state, and even Great Powers, would remain as critical loci of formal sovereignty. But in the Wilsonian Promised Land, all states would operate in accordance not just with the wishes of the liberal individuals they governed, but with those of a transnational community of liberal citizens. The first step, Wilson held, was to form a community of states by covenant, the League of Nations. The League, the centerpiece of the new international system, would both draw from and reinforce the inherently liberal character of the peoples of the world, at any rate those peoples liberalism deemed eligible to make covenants.

As a means of organizing the international system, the problem of Wilsonianism was not incoherence, or even its moral hubris, rather its radicalism. Wilson himself tended to speak in grand terms that could obscure the implications of the particulars. He could leap from the general to the specific, leaving it to the listener or the reader to piece together the logic connecting them. For example, in a speech to the Senate on January 22, 1917, a few months before the United States entered the war, Wilson stated famously:


No peace can last, or ought to last, which does not recognize and accept the principle that Governments derive all their just powers from the consent of the governed, and that no right anywhere exists to hand peoples about from sovereignty to sovereignty as if they were property.34



Wilson tied the prospects for a peace settlement to a global march toward democracy. From this statement, he proceeded immediately to a brief and seemingly innocuous explanation of the need for an independent Poland. But a stable Poland, and a stable European and international system including Poland, could only exist if “Poland” comprised a functional community of liberal individuals.

Between Wilson’s near-apotheosis at his arrival in Europe in December 1918 and the beginning of the Paris Peace Conference the next month, he could scarcely have stated more clearly that the true locus of sovereignty lay with the liberal individual. In Paris, he spoke of “fixed and definite covenants” that would establish a League of Nations. Doing so would give voice to “the conviction of all thoughtful and liberal men,” the imagined global community of liberal individuals.35 In Manchester, he addressed “fellow citizens,” and spoke of the peacemakers “obeying the mandate of humanity.”36 He described the task at hand to the Italian Chamber of Deputies:


… to organize the friendship of the world—to see to it that all the moral forces that make for right and justice and liberty are united and are given a vital organization to which the peoples of the world will readily and gladly respond.37



In their presumed desire for peace and a certain kind of new international order, the logic went, the peoples of the world were one. National leaders had a common constituency beyond and in addition to those of their individual states—that global community of citizens who embodied the legitimate world sovereign.

At home, Wilson had wholly embraced American exceptionalism. He concluded his January 22, 1917 speech by assuring the Senate that: “These are American principles, American policies. We can stand for no others.”38 At George Washington’s home in Mount Vernon, Virginia, on July 4, 1918, he told his compatriots: “it is our inestimable privilege to concert with men out of every nation what shall make not only the liberties of America secure but the liberties of every other people as well.”39 Wilson continued to stress American exceptionalism and its attending responsibilities throughout his ill-fated Western tour in the summer and fall of 1919 to win support for the Treaty of Versailles. In Sioux Falls, South Dakota, he described the United States as “the only idealistic Nation in the world.” Indeed, “if America goes back upon mankind, it has no other place to turn.”40

In the United States of the Wilsonian imaginary, “the people” were sovereign, ethnic and even racial difference had been managed peacefully, and sectional strife had been resolved by the outcome of the Civil War. Those excluded by race or gender would be included when they were “ready.” Wilsonian liberalism was about the inclusion of those eligible for inclusion, not everyone. By definition, a Great Power held together by covenant among liberal individuals could not threaten its neighbors, and did not need to be contained by a balance of power. Quite the contrary, this greatest of Great Powers had assumed a sacred duty to enlighten the nations and peoples of the world, in the person of its president as teacher-in-chief.41 Utterly without irony or fear of self-contradiction, Wilson and Wilsonians could speak of a disinterested and unselfish American approach to peacemaking, and of remaking the world in the image of the United States as they saw it.


The Laboratory of Sovereignty

Tomáš Garrigue Masaryk, the first president of Czechoslovakia, famously described the Paris Peace Conference as a “laboratory built over a vast cemetery.”42 His new country constituted one of the experiments legitimized by that laboratory. Indeed, as we will see, Czechoslovakia became the exemplary experiment as Wilsonian “self-determination” morphed into “national self-determination.” My goal is not to judge the “success” or “failure” of Czechoslovakia, or any experiment emerging from the laboratory of the Paris Peace Conference. Rather, I want to explain how the conference sought to redesign sovereignty among and within nations in the ways it did. Like the successors to Wilson in the cartoon from Tōkyō Puck, the peacemakers wrestled over a crown, not altogether sure just what the crown signified.

Unlike most books about the Paris Peace Conference, this book unfolds neither chronologically nor geographically. Nor is it a country-by-country narrative of making peace. Rather it is organized around issues of sovereignty in the broad sense deployed here. The first chapter provides an overview of the Paris Peace Conference through the analytical lens of agents and structures, a central problem of IR theory. Evolving structures implied sovereignty over evolving agents, and vice versa. Chapter 2 explores “justice” as a tool of sovereignty—how a discourse of a defeated and criminalized enemy served to articulate victors, vanquished, and the international system itself. Chapters 3 and 4 examine how the Paris Peace Conference expressed sovereignty over lands and peoples through the drawing of territorial boundaries and the categorization of peoples. Someone had to decide who “the people” were in specific national contexts, where they were to live, and under what conditions. Chapter 5 considers how the peacemakers sought to master revolution as a discourse of sovereignty by instrumentalizing it. The tools at hand included forming the International Labour Organization, the Mandate System, and the recognition and non-recognition of successor states. The last chapter considers the League of Nations as heir to the laboratory of the Paris Peace Conference. Written with assumptions of Wilsonian sovereignty, the League had to function in practice under very different conditions.
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The Agents and Structures of Peacemaking




In Eastern Europe there was fighting everywhere, but juridically no war; along the Rhine and Danube there was a juridical state of war, but actually no fighting. The Austrians and Hungarians claimed that their revolutions had made them neutrals and taken them out of the war without a treaty of peace; the Poles and Czechs held that their revolutions had made them belligerents without a declaration of war. The Serbian Government denied its own existence and claimed recognition as the Government of Yugoslavia, an ally. The Italian Government denied the existence of Yugoslavia, and regarded the Yugoslavs as an enemy people. Clemenceau said he did not know whether Luxemburg was a neutral or enemy state, while Miller listed her among the Allies. Foch was at a loss to decide whether the Ukraine was an enemy or an Ally, although she was juridically neutral, and actually an enemy at Lemberg, an Ally at Odessa.1






Robert Binkley’s 1931 article captured just how much there was to disentangle, even in a strict legal sense, in the transition to peace after the Great War. In theory, a series of armistices had ended the fighting and opened the diplomatic path to peace. Combat had indeed ceased on the Western Front, on November 11, 1918. But elsewhere, states, their capacities, and their conflicts remained in a state of confusion. The “Great War” resisted not just closure, but even definition. What was the relationship between a legal cessation of war and actual fighting? If war is a state activity, what would happen when war destroyed the states waging it, while giving birth to new ones? Even which peoples had won and which had lost became less than self-evident. As its own locus of sovereignty in the international system, the Paris Peace Conference and the states it comprised had the task of deciding what there was to decide in making peace, with whom, and how. As its elemental sovereign act, the conference sought to impose order over the chaos described by Binkley, and to define itself in the process.

This chapter considers peacemaking after the Great War as a narrative of evolving, mutually constituted agents and structures. The time frame extends from the armistices of 1918 to the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923. I rely here on Alexander Wendt’s reformulation of the “agent-structure problem” in international relations theory.2 IR constructivists think of structures in discursive as well as material terms. Such an approach makes possible an exploration of the historical specificity of just what happened in peacemaking after the Great War, and to recapture the dynamic nature of international relations at that time.3

Narrative-minded historians could think of agents simply as the characters in the story. For my purposes, realism describes suitably the agents that unleashed war in 1914.4 It has been common to think of realist states as people writ large. Even if the Great Powers did not foresee the full consequences of a general war prior to August 1914, they understood each other according to well-established rules. For a century, they had sought security under realist anarchy, which in turn produced and reproduced the “security dilemma.”5 With security a zero-sum game, the more armaments and alliances the Great Powers acquired, the more insecure they felt. For example, Germany feared a future in which French capital combined with Imperial Russian manpower. Germany thus provoked a war while there was still time permanently to weaken its rivals and establish a hegemony that would make it safe. In other words, Germany as an agent behaved just as realism, or more precisely “offensive realism,” would have predicted.6

Structures are not exactly the plot of the story, rather that which determines the plot in the sense of possible outcomes. Under realism, agents compete for security, in predictable ways with predictable outcomes. Competition among agents produces a balance, its stability depending on their relative material capabilities. Historians often write about Europe’s “long nineteenth century” between the fall of Napoleon and the outbreak of the Great War as the quintessential realist balance. European states occasionally went to war with one another between 1815 and 1914, but rarely with existential consequences for any of them. Indeed, as Carl Schmitt argued, over the course of the nineteenth century, European Great Powers came to “bracket” war, as one of a variety of tools of international relations.7 States before 1914 rarely sought to destroy one another.

But the Great War unleashed in 1914 profoundly challenged both realist agents and realist structures. The war became about much more than the distribution of material capabilities, and reframed the most basic questions of political legitimacy among nations and within them. The war destroyed empires and gave birth to new states, most of them based on ethno-nationalism coded as popular sovereignty. Wilsonianism provided a radically new discursive structure for international relations. Wilsonianism, in competition with Bolshevism, profoundly destabilized the identities of states and empires as agents. After the Great War, Wilsonianism as a discursive structure and the Paris Peace Conference as a formal structure would create new agents, which would in turn reshape the formal structures of peacemaking. Of course, realism as a competing discursive structure did not go away in Paris, and this book never contends otherwise. But realism cannot fully capture the interplay of the agents and structures making peace after the Great War.


A New Discursive Structure: The Paris Peace Conference and the “Wilsonian Moment”

Erez Manela’s memorable phrase “Wilsonian moment” applies not just to the reception of Wilsonianism across the world, but to the innermost workings of the Paris Peace Conference itself.8 The German armistice of November 11, 1918 carried with it the collective and public acceptance by the Great Powers of Wilsonianism as the ideological foundation of the peace. The Great Powers formally committed themselves simultaneously to ending the conflicts with the Central Powers and to redesigning the international system itself.

The Great Powers that came together in Paris in January 1919 created something that, at least in its aspirations, went beyond the idea of an “international society” governed by norms as posited by the English school of IR, and even an “international community” inhabited by members sharing ideological commensurability.9 The Great Powers saw themselves creating nothing less than a provisional world sovereign, tasked with deciding what there was to decide in the new international system. They had come together to do so under Wilsonianism, in surprisingly specific terms. Accepting Wilsonianism meant theoretically accepting a common agency, an abstract notion that proved to have very concrete ramifications. Once accepted, Wilsonianism had implications the Great Powers could not easily renounce, even had they wanted to. Of course, the realist preoccupations of states did not disappear. But through the “Wilsonian Moment” of peacemaking, from the German call for an armistice on October 3, 1918 to the signing of the Treaty of Versailles on June 28, 1919, the Paris Peace Conference would seek to reconcile realism and Wilsonianism.

By the fall of 1918, the Allied and Associated Powers had finally achieved their strategic goal of military predominance over the Central Powers. After four years of carnage, allied10 pressure on multiple fronts at last overcame the advantage of the Central Powers in the use of interior lines. In a situation of gathering military calamity, the Central Powers one by one appealed for peace. The fighting ceased, at any rate in a legal sense, through a series of armistices running from the Bulgarian Front, to the Middle East and Anatolia, to the Western Front.

By 1918, the armistice had become a well-developed provision of international law.11 Military commanders would determine a situation-specific set of rules, which would become operative upon ratification by the relevant political officials. As set down in “Land War Regulations” at the Hague Peace Conferences of 1899 and 1907, an armistice suspended military operations by mutual agreement of the belligerents. An armistice did not imply a parity of forces between the belligerents, but it was not surrender. Nor was it a temporary truce, rather the first step toward the making of peace. Any armistice was thus a political as well as a military document. There was no set formula as to who could ask for, grant conditions for, or receive an armistice. Parties would commonly seek an armistice under circumstances such as those of the fall of 1918—when the military outcome was becoming clear, but when for various reasons the protagonists did not wish fighting to continue.

The armistices with Bulgaria and the Ottoman Empire unfolded largely in accordance with established practice.12 The collapse of Bulgaria in the wake of the French, Greek, and Serbian offensive of September 1918 had opened the paths to Constantinople and ultimately to Hungary.13 The allied commander in the Balkans, General Louis Franchet d’Esperey, dictated terms without much political direction from his superiors, though the political authorities never repudiated them. The armistice signed on September 29 ended fighting on the Bulgarian Front. The Bulgarian armistice rendered the Ottoman military situation untenable, particularly in combination with the success of the British campaign in Ottoman Syria.

On October 30, the Ottoman commanders concluded the Armistice of Mudros with a British admiral, Arthur Gough-Calthorpe. The armistice gave the allies wide powers, such as the right to occupy any strategic point of their choosing (Article VII), and the surrender of all garrisons throughout Anatolia, the Arabian peninsula, Syria, and Mesopotamia to the nearest allied commanders (Article XVI).14 Such terms foreshadowed a problem that would haunt peacemaking in the Ottoman lands down to the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923—the disparity between the apparent allied “victory” and actual military capabilities on the ground. How could the allied forces in the field enforce peace throughout the vast former Ottoman realm, even before the swift demobilization that immediately followed the armistice? If the power to decide peace in the region did not rest on military force, on what did it rest?

By the fall of 1918, the allies had developed an instrument of military cooperation, the Supreme War Council. This body approved the armistices.15 It comprised the heads of the British, French, and Italian governments, assisted as necessary by relevant policy aides.16 Delegates from other powers could be included in discussions of specific issues that directly concerned them. The Supreme War Council would continue to meet during the Paris Peace Conference proper, commonly to oversee administrative enforcement of the armistices. It had no statutory standing as an international organization.

The real challenge to the structure of international relations was discursive, and originated among the vanquished rather than the victors. The German Kaiserreich sought to reverse its fortunes by revolutionizing the ideological content of the peace. Initially, the Germans had wholly realist objectives. The imperial high command sought to avoid complete military defeat, and above all an occupation of the homeland. At first, neither the military command nor the civilian authorities contemplated an internal transformation of the Kaiserreich beyond the imperial decrees of September 1918 that established a more genuine parliamentary democracy than had existed hitherto.17

Whatever motivated the German appeal, its content carried with it a sea change in the discursive structure of international relations. The German government addressed not the Supreme War Council nor any of the allied governments, but rather the President of the United States, Woodrow Wilson. On October 3, the Germans did so through an uncoded telegram, which indicated that its true intended audience was transnational public opinion:18


The German Government accepts, as a basis for the peace negotiations, the program laid down by the President of the United States in his message of January 8, 1918 and in his subsequent pronouncements, particularly in his address of September 27, 1918.19



These were two of Wilson’s most famous speeches, respectively the “Fourteen Points” speech and his speech at the Metropolitan Opera House. The first had already come to be taken as his blueprint for the postwar world, and before long the term “Fourteen Points” became shorthand for the entire Wilsonian program. The second speech contained Wilson’s insistence that the League of Nations be not just a part, but “in a sense the most essential part, of the peace settlement itself.” The League, he argued, “is necessary to guarantee the peace, and the peace cannot be guaranteed as an afterthought.” Putting the League at the center of peacemaking meant linking an end to the states of war to the transformation of international relations.

Nineteenth-century structures of peacemaking, discursive or formal, were never going to suffice if the protagonists took Wilsonianism seriously. A parallel note sent by the disintegrating Austro-Hungarian government on October 7 raised the stakes by adding specific mention of Wilson’s February 11, 1918 “Four Principles” speech, in which Wilson castigated realism itself, as “the great game, now forever discredited, of the balance of power.”

The German and Austro-Hungarian appeals created an exceptional moment in the history of international relations. States on one side of the military conflict had sought an ideological alliance with a head of state on the other side of the military conflict. The German government had appealed to Wilson not as the leader of the allied coalition (which he was not), nor even as the leader of the enemy nation with the most powerful army in the field (which he also was not). Rather, the Germans appealed to Wilson as the arbiter of a certain way of seeing the world. Were this appeal to succeed, it would have the effect of rebuilding the international system according to a new discursive structure. Throughout peacemaking after the Great War, various protagonists, including Wilson himself, would seek to circumvent the radical implications of Wilsonian sovereignty. Abstract language could have very practical implications, if only as a form of what political scientists call “rhetorical entrapment.”20 An explicit commitment to Wilsonianism could create its own reality, with which competing principles would have to contend.

The first state agent to confront the transformative implications of Wilsonianism was Imperial Germany itself.21 The internal character of the Kaiserreich immediately became an issue. What sort of “Germany” in fact could make a Wilsonian peace? The first American response to the German appeal came through Secretary of State Robert Lansing. He queried whether Germany had indeed sought peace based on the practical application of the Fourteen Points, which were not themselves subject to negotiation.22 Lansing asked ominously whether “the imperial Chancellor is speaking merely for the constituted authorities of the Empire who have so far conducted the war.”

The “Second Note” from Lansing, dated October 14, 1918, raised the stakes by requiring a peace made “by the action of the German people themselves.”23 By the “Third Note” of October 23, the Americans made clear that the emergence of parliamentary government by imperial decree in September 1918 had not in itself created a truly legitimate regime. Through Lansing, Wilson pronounced himself not satisfied that “the principle of a government responsible to the German people has yet been fully worked out or that any guarantees either exist or are in contemplation that the alteration of principle and of practice now partially agreed upon will be permanent.”24 Only a Germany governed by popular sovereignty could make peace under the new discursive structure. The German High Command and the imperial government soon discovered that they had sown the wind and reaped the whirlwind in calling for a Wilsonian peace. Later, the German delegation would argue that this internal transformation merited recognition in the peace terms.

Hard bargaining continued among the allied Great Powers, to persuade them to accept Wilsonianism as the discursive foundation of the peace.25 The British and the French insisted on interpreting specific points according to realist concerns for security.26 The British held that interpretations of Point II (“freedom of navigation upon the seas”) could not infringe upon the safety of their empire. The French insisted on leaving open the exact meaning in Points 7 and 8 (calling for “restored” Belgium and occupied France). This anticipated the vexed issue of reparations.27 Wilsonianism would never banish realism, even at its zenith.

Whether through genuine idealism or a more cynical conviction that realist preoccupations would win out in the end, the broader implications of Wilsonianism did not give rise to much controversy before the conference began. None of the Great Powers questioned the Fourteenth Point, calling for “a general association of nations”—potentially the most transformative element of the Wilsonian program.28 The note forwarded to the Germans by Lansing on November 5 signaled that the strange bedfellows of President Wilson and the German high command had won on the essential point—the acceptance of Wilsonianism as the ideological foundation for the peace:


The Allied Governments have given careful consideration to the correspondence which has passed between the President of the United States and the German Government. Subject to the qualifications which follow, they declare their willingness to make peace with the Government of Germany on the terms of peace laid down in the President’s Address to Congress of the 8th January 1918, and the principles of settlement enumerated in his subsequent addresses.29



This common commitment to a Wilsonian peace would take on a life of its own as the conference proceeded. As Binkley would put it: “The essential significance of the Fourteen Points as a basis of peace was not their ethical quality but their contractual character.”30 Whatever the intentions of the states who had agreed to the Wilsonian contract, that contract would shape the work of peacemaking after the Great War, from its first days to its last.

Nineteenth-century diplomacy had bequeathed formal structures for making peace. In common usage, a conference of plenipotentiaries from the Great Powers would design the peace, whereupon a congress of all interested parties (including the recent enemies) would negotiate the remaining fine points of the settlement, then affirm it.31 In this structure, commensurable agents would make peace as they had made war, over a relatively narrow range of interests. The congress served largely to present publicly the decisions made by the conference.

But nineteenth-century practices were never going to suffice to build the Wilsonianism international system to which the victors had formally committed themselves. The apparently haphazard planning of the conference before it began spoke to this underlying problem. The first written scheme for organizing the conference came from the French Foreign Ministry, and arrived on the desk of David Hunter Miller, legal adviser to the American delegation, shortly after the armistice with Germany.32 It called for a preliminary conference of Great Powers, followed by a congress of all interested parties. The French proposal split peacemaking into two phases: “1) Resolution of the war strictly speaking; 2) the study of the League of Nations.” In effect, the French proposal would have prioritized the security concerns of the Great Powers over redesigning the international system. Indeed, the plan explicitly rejected the Fourteen Points as the foundation for peace, because “they are principles of public law, which can inspire the negotiations, but which do not have the concrete character indispensable to arriving at the precise settlement of concrete provisions.” French delegation member André Tardieu later attributed resistance to the French plan to ethnic difference, as reflecting “the instinctive repugnance of the Anglo-Saxons for the systematic constructions of the Latin spirit.”33

In fact, a much more serious issue was at stake. Nineteenth-century formal structures might well have sufficed to address the realist concerns of the peace—the neutralization of German military power, and perhaps even the geopolitical reorganization of the Austro-Hungarian and Ottoman domains in accordance with Great Power interests. If realist preoccupations had in fact taken over the conference, it might have proved a good deal simpler, shorter, and even less acrimonious than it did. But the allies had signed on to a good deal more than a realist peace. Wilson’s decision personally to lead the American delegation left little doubt that he would see to it that the conference would undertake writing treaties and redesigning the international system in tandem.34 The allies had publicly signed on to the Wilsonian program, and theoretically to the radical reconfiguration of sovereignty that program carried within it. Any meaningful conception of the League would have to acknowledge this. The problem of reconciling realism and Wilsonianism presented itself before the larger-than-life persons of the Paris Peace Conference ever met as a group.

The assumption of Great Power predominance over the international system continued to influence planning for the conference, though there was nothing inherently “un-Wilsonian” about this. A group of allied heads of government met in London on December 2–3, though not as the Supreme War Council.35 David Lloyd George, Georges Clemenceau, and Vittorio Orlando all agreed that an inter-allied conference should precede a congress.36 This conference would comprise five Great Powers—Britain, France, the United States, Italy, and Japan. The French would insist on Paris as the location. But exactly what the conference would decide and how the conference would decide it remained open.

Historians of Japan have tended to emphasize its marginalization at the Paris Peace Conference, a marginalization affirmed in the souvenir culture depicted in Figure 1.1.37 But why did the allies include Japan in the inner circle of the conference in the first place, given its minor military contribution to the war? Japan had not participated in the armistice discussions with Germany, nor had it formally embraced Wilsonianism. In realist terms, Japan merited inclusion because of its Great Power status before the war, its naval alliance with Britain, and the fact that any settlement in Asia (notably the disposition of the German imperial domains in the Pacific) required Japanese assent. From a Wilsonian point of view, including Japan also implied that agents could change through participation in the new structure of international relations.38 If the suppositions of Wilson’s speeches were correct, Japan would accept Wilsonianism after the fact, through participating in the conference and joining the League of Nations. In so doing, it would join the other prewar Great Powers in becoming “great” in a moral as well as material sense.39 The souvenir postcard in Figure 1.2 emphasized just such affinities between the Japanese delegation and the Wilsonian program. The Great Powers would include other states at their discretion, as had been the case with the Supreme War Council. They would consult “smaller allied powers,” including formerly occupied states such as Belgium and Serbia, only on questions concerning them. President Wilson insisted that he approve final arrangements after his arrival in Europe, but never took issue with the fundamental organization approved at the London meeting.40 Immediately thereafter, the French considered matters evolved sufficiently to begin issuing invitations.41
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Figure 1.1. Embroidering allied victory (minus Japan), souvenir handkerchief, 1918.

From the author’s collection.
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Figure 1.2. Souvenir postcard of the Japanese delegation to the Paris Peace Conference.

From the author’s collection.






Yet considerable uncertainty remained in the highest quarters as to just what anyone had been invited to. Arguably, the heads of the French, British, American, and Italian delegations convened “the Paris Peace Conference” on January 12, 1919 at 2:40 p.m. Allied Supreme Commander Marshal Ferdinand Foch began by discussing progress made in carrying out the armistice with Germany. Wilson inferred that he was present at a meeting of the Supreme War Council.42 Lloyd George responded that this could not be the case because he had brought no military advisers with him. Clemenceau agreed, and discussion shortly terminated. In another version of the minutes, Wilson argued that in the conference that would emerge from the present meeting, “they must have an organization of all the nations, otherwise they would run the risk of having a small number of nations regulate the affairs of the world, and the other nations might not be satisfied.”43 This led Clemenceau to ask, a bit scornfully, whether “there can be no question however important it may be for France, England, Italy or America upon which the representative of Honduras or of Cuba shall not be called upon to express his opinion?”

A second meeting the same day continued the discussion. Wilson remained confused enough to ask: “What was the Conference to which the discussions on representation related?”44 Clemenceau’s response seems obvious only in retrospect: “they were the preliminary Peace Conference which all the world was awaiting.” Reversing his prior position, Clemenceau now opined that with or without supporting staff, they sat as the Supreme War Council until the Peace Conference properly convened, presumably at the first plenary. Clemenceau continued that he envisaged three levels of meetings reflecting three concentric circles of power at the conference: the present informal and confidential conversations; a more formal conference of all the allied states; followed by a formal peace congress.

After several days of discussion among themselves, the Great Powers presented the “Rules of the Preliminary Peace Conference at Paris” at the first plenary session on January 18, 1919 (see Figure 1.3). The written rules constituted the first public documentation of the Paris Peace Conference as a formal structure. Much in the document would have been familiar to readers a century earlier. The rules made no mention of the Fourteen Points or indeed of any Wilsonian principles:
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Figure 1.3. First plenary meeting of the Paris Peace Conference, January 18, 1919.

Held by the Library of Congress (public domain).






The Conference summoned with a view to lay down the conditions of peace, in the first place by peace preliminaries and later by a definitive Treaty of Peace, shall include representatives of the Allied or Associated Powers.45



Sovereignty over making peace lay with the collectivity of states that had won the war. But there had been no prior consultation with any of the twenty-seven other states that ultimately would sign the Treaty of Versailles. The rules specified a clear hierarchy. The British Empire, France, Italy, the United States, and Japan declared themselves “belligerent Powers with general interests,” which would participate in “all sessions and commissions.”

The rules made no explicit provision for the continued meeting of the Great Powers as such, though their self-designation suggested that whenever they did so, they constituted the sovereign power over the proceedings. Other invitees would participate at the discretion of the Great Powers, and would fall into three subcategories. “Belligerent Powers with special interests” included states as diverse as Belgium, the Serb-Croat-Slovene State, the Czecho-Slovak Republic, the British Dominions, as well as countries little touched by the war such as Liberia, Nicaragua, and Honduras. States such as Bolivia and Ecuador, which had simply broken diplomatic relations with the Central Powers, would attend only those sessions of direct concern. The same would hold true for neutrals and unrecognized states “in process of formation,” which would present their views only as deemed necessary.

The council of Great Powers would adopt various names to describe itself.46 But it never doubted its self-created role as provisional world sovereign, representing in its way “the people” of the world. According to a member of the Italian delegation, on June 27, 1919, the eve of the signing of the treaty with Germany, Clemenceau opined: “We are a league of the people.” Wilson agreed enthusiastically, referencing absolutist French King Louis XIV: “L’état c’est nous. [We are the state.]”47 There was nothing inherently “un-Wilsonian” about a world order in which Great Powers decided what there was to decide and how to decide it. With its deep roots in the Progressive tradition, Wilsonianism in no way precluded a handful of men deciding the fate of the world, provided they followed the proper moral compass. In the Wilsonian imaginary of moral absolutes, power was something to be steered in the right direction rather than balanced. Power under Wilsonianism could become as concentrated as circumstances warranted, provided those who exercised it remained accountable to the true global sovereign, the global community of self-sovereign individuals.

From the outset, the council of Great Powers prioritized the League of Nations, ahead of even the treaty with Germany. On January 13, Wilson proposed an uncontested agenda making the League the first item of business. Clemenceau added that the agenda required an early meeting of the plenary, “to give the Delegates a mandate to start work.”48 The world had to be present at its own re-creation through designing the League. For our purposes here, it matters little whether Clemenceau endorsed Wilson’s priorities out of genuine idealism, as a concession to American material power, or cynically as a means of rendering the plenary harmless by occupying it with an institution unlikely to mean much anyway. The priority given to designing the League had structural implications for the conference.

The plenary unanimously approved the establishment of a commission to establish a League of Nations at its second session on January 25.49 This meeting made clear the hierarchical structure of the conference. João Pandiá Calógeras, head of the Brazilian delegation, took seriously the first sentence of the written procedures of January 12, which described the “Conference” as the complete assembly of the Allied and Associated Powers. He protested that the proposed League commission would comprise two members each from the Great Powers, and five members total from the rest of the conference:


It is with some surprise that I constantly hear it said: “This has been decided, that has been decided.” Who has taken a decision? We are a sovereign body, a sovereign court. It seems to me that the proper body to take a decision is the Conference itself. (190)



Clemenceau, as president of the conference, gave a pointed response with a surprisingly nuanced rationale. On the one hand, he left no doubt just where sovereignty lay at the proceedings:


With your permission, I will remind you that it was we who decided that there should be a Conference at Paris, and that the representatives of the countries interested should be summoned to attend it. I make no mystery of it—there is a Conference of the Great Powers going on in the next room. (196)



The authority of the Great Powers, military and moral, lay in their having won the war. Might had legitimized right in deciding what there was to decide. “We have had dead,” he continued, “we have wounded in the millions, and if we had not kept before us the great question of the League of Nations we might perhaps have been selfish enough to consult only each other. It was our right” (196–97).

But immediately thereafter, Clemenceau admitted in so many words the influence of the Wilsonian contract. The peacemakers held themselves accountable to something beyond their national communities. The legitimacy of the whole project of making peace lay with “the people,” defined in transnational terms. Wilson himself could not have put the matter more plainly:


Now, Gentlemen, let me tell you that behind us is something very great, very august and at times very imperious, something which is called public opinion. It will not ask us whether such and such a State was represented on such and such a Commission. That interests nobody. It will ask us for results, ask us what we have done for the League of Nations. (197)



Here too, we need not believe in Clemenceau’s sincerity to take his words seriously. Whatever he meant, he expressed the views of the Great Powers in Wilsonian language. This language recognized the ultimate sovereignty of the peoples of the world in structuring the new international order, and the leaders of the Great Powers as accountable to that sovereignty.

The committee designing the League of Nations carried out its work with dispatch, and presented a draft Covenant to the plenary conference on February 14.50 The League reflected the structure of the conference, though not completely.
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