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Foreword: From the League of Nations to
the United Nations

Susan Pedersen

The structures of international organizations reflect their founders’ visions of
the world. When Sir Maurice Hankey, Secretary to the British War Cabinet and
to the Paris Peace Conference, was offered the post of first Secretary-General of
the League of Nations, he sat down to sketch a plan for the new organization’s
Secretariat. Hankey conceived of the League as a permanent successor to the
conference he had managed, with a governing Council composed of the major
statesmen from the great powers. The Secretariat would thus be divided into
discrete national bureaus – a British section, a French section, an American
section, an Italian section, a Japanese section, in time a German section – each
staffed by civil servants seconded from the member state. Yes, there would be a
permanent staff of translators and typists and clerks, but they would provide
only technical support for what was essentially a standing conference of the
world’s great powers.

But would those powers cooperate? As American support for the League
faltered and Anglo-French tensions worsened, Hankey grew “very sceptical”
about the whole plan. He asked Lord Esher, once his mentor on the Committee
of Imperial Defence, whether he should accept the post at all. Esher warned
him off. The League’s Secretary General might “build a huge megaphone,
through which he will blow across the continents and the oceans”, but “power
to influence great events does not reside in megaphones but in the still small
voice that whispers in the ear of the Wilsons and the Lloyd Georges of this
world”. The League was at once too public and too powerless – a weak reed
when weighed against the British Empire’s global capacity.1 Hankey’s thoughts
ran in the same groove. Concluding that “the British Empire is worth a thousand
Leagues of Nations”, he turned the Secretary-Generalship down.2 The prospect
of the League as a great-power conference exited with him.

When the Foreign Office official Sir Eric Drummond inherited the post instead,
he proceeded along quite different lines. Drummond was a meticulous and prag-
matic soul, but he had his moment of vision. Sketching out his plan for the League
Secretariat in the summer of 1919, Drummond broke with Hankey’s great-power-
centred structure. The institution would be organized by function and not by
nation, with Secretariat sections supporting each area of work – legal, political,
disarmament, press, mandates, health, economics, and others – entrusted to the



League by the Covenant. Those sections would be staffed, moreover, not by
civil servants seconded from national bureaucracies but by a genuinely interna-
tional officialdom owing loyalty to the League alone. The Council would still be
dominated by the great powers; many states would place spies in the Secretariat or
press their nationals to put loyalty to country first. But a principle had been
established. “The international” was more than a space of negotiation and
diplomacy: it was an interest in and of itself, commanding loyalty and asserting
norms above the claims of any individual state.

Drummond’s uncharacteristic boldness was lucky for internationalism, but it
was lucky for international history as well. For if much scholarship about
international organizations has adopted what we might call Hankey’s point of
view, chronicling their failings when faced by states determined to assert their
will, Drummond’s bureaucracy – and still more the meticulous records it kept –
made possible a history of a different kind. As the nationalist ideals of the
“Wilsonian Moment” went down to defeat or grew tarnished, those officials
sought to build norms and regimes that might give states a more modest but
lasting interest in collaboration. Cooperation on such “technical” or ostensibly
“non-political” matters as communications or transit or epidemic diseases could
be less fraught than negotiations over borders or reparations or statehood, but
it too could render settlements more secure and hatreds less virulent.

Over the past decade, a wave of scholarship has brought many of those
forgotten efforts to light. The League and the ILO have been at the centre of
that story, their archives the source base for new studies of programmes to
manage economic relations, reform imperial administration, set standards for
public health services or labour practices, or regulate the traffics in refugees, sex
workers, or dangerous drugs. Bureaucrats occupy centre stage and sometimes
even emerge as the heroes of that new historiography – the crucial middlemen
between newly vocal publics mobilized behind particular causes and the states-
men controlling resources and power. Men (and the occasional woman) like the
British economist Arthur Salter, the Swiss political scientist William Rappard,
the Polish epidemiologist Ludwig Rajchman, the Norwegian diplomat Erik
Colban, the Japanese internationalist Inazō Nitobe and the British social refor-
mer Rachel Crowdy, often overlooked in national historiographies, now attract
scrutiny as architects of important, and sometimes enduring, global practices,
institutions and norms.3

Flanking those international officials, however, were a host of experts, lobbies,
and reforming organizations of all kinds. As officials like Crowdy and Rajchman
discovered, humanitarian organizations would undertake missions that govern-
ments would not; scholars would donate their time if offered an audience; civic
organizations would enlist “public opinion” behind good causes; rich American
foundations would help pay the bills. British anti-slavery activist J.H. Harris,
the explorer and humanitarian Fridtjof Nansen, the Danish missionary Karen
Jeppe, and the child welfare advocate Eglantyne Jebb all turned to the League
to legitimize their causes, but their passion and commitment lent credibility to
the League as well. On one issue after another, historians find individuals
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moving between the roles of activist, official, expert and even statesman – and
sometimes inhabiting several at the same time.4

A historiography written out of these archives and with these individuals in
mind is prone less to deride international institutions for their shortcomings
than to find it remarkable that, in an era of “nation-empires” shakily balanced
between war exhaustion and renewed bellicosity, they nonetheless could cite
some achievements. Nansen passports, famine relief, minorities treaties and
labour conventions may have been inadequate to the problems at hand; states
may have carped and cavilled at even the most minor incursions on their
sovereignty – and, in the 1930s, have turned away from many forms of cooperation
entirely. And yet, with the benefit of hindsight, we can still see how direct the
links are between those interwar efforts and the postwar institutions of inter-
national governance clustered around the United Nations, the European Union,
the Bretton Woods institutions and the International Court of Justice. The
recovery of that interwar history is the precondition for the kind of new histories
we find in this volume; it is the basis on which a narrative of continuity, even a
genealogy of our neoliberal present, can be written.

Of course, there is always risk that a history aimed at recovery can become
celebratory or an argument for the significance of the liberal internationalist
project imply that it was the only game in town. Historians writing during the
Cold War never made that mistake, for the catastrophes unleashed by fascism
were too recent, and the communist alternative too evident, for those ideologies’
competitive appeal to be lost to view.5 But if the new literature on the League
emerged well after those projects’ defeat, a sharp awareness of the persistence
of global inequality and poverty checked triumphalism. Instead, renewed
attention to the history of international organization occurred alongside, and in
critical conversation with, European history’s “imperial turn”, driving historians
to take seriously the ways in which internationalism – like humanitarianism,
like capitalism – was profoundly shaped by imperial interests and ideologies.6

Canonical historical moments like the Paris Peace Conference, the Weimar
crisis, or the Cold War, once seen through the lenses of East-West competition
or class conflict, were reinterpreted through an empire-centred geopolitical
frame.7 Efforts to abate human suffering or to establish international norms on
issues ranging from labour standards to women’s rights to human rights were
scrutinized for the ways in which they often implicitly identified Western practices
with “civilization” or rationalized poverty or deprivation as “backwardness”.8

In crafting those critical analyses, however, historians were often resurrecting
arguments made long before. As Robert Vitalis, Susan Pennybacker, Leslie
James and Penny von Eschen have shown, W.E.B. DuBois and the brilliant
group of African-American scholars gathered at Howard University between
the wars, and George Padmore and the network of Pan-Africanist intellectuals
in London, had already articulated a trenchant critique of the racism underlying
the liberal refurbishment of empire.9 Those critics had tried, but mostly failed, to
influence the League as well: indeed, if we can find in its archives much evidence
of official collaboration with established (read, Western) humanitarian
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organizations, they also document instance after instance in which officials
evaded or rebuffed claims for representation or justice from non-whites. The
request DuBois brought to Geneva for a coloured representative on the Mandates
Commission was turned down; documentation of atrocities against populations
under mandate were judged “not receivable” or buried in the files; painfully
crafted petitions for political rights were denied on the grounds that the Covenant
had defined subject populations as “not yet able to stand by themselves under
the strenuous conditions of the modern world”.10 In San Francisco as in Paris,
Marika Sherwood writes, calls for a swift dismantling of the European empires
were pushed aside. Meredith Terretta and Roland Burke, delving into the
United Nations archives, found that a still larger mountain of petitions and
appeals received – at least initially – little reply.11

Clearly, “internationalism”, whether in its Genevan or Manhattan dress,
looked very different if one were sitting in Indonesia or East Africa – as it also
did (so the Japanese, Soviets and Germans asserted between the wars) from the
vantage point of Tokyo or Moscow or Berlin. Other internationalisms were
born of that discontent, sometimes making a competitive bid for clients. Japan
tried – with some success – to pose as at once an anti-colonial power and the
leader of an Asian sphere; both Weimar and Nazi Germany, irritated at the loss
of the German colonies, lent support to anti-colonial movements; under the
banner of anti-imperialism, the Soviet Union held sway over an empire of its
own.12 But colonial nationalists did not embark on their struggle simply to fall
under another hegemon; some were concerned too that autonomy might bring
isolation and poverty. As Frederick Cooper reminds us, some newly independent
states tried to band together in regional federations or alliances;13 populations
that found new states no more solicitous of their rights or autonomy than their
former colonial masters appealed – as “minorities” in the interwar “new states”
had before them – to the international community for redress and relief. Critics
of the League or the United Nations did not, in other words, give up on inter-
nationalism: instead, they challenged themselves, and the world, to recast it.
And in this we can read a challenge to historians as well. It is not enough to
acknowledge and analyse Western internationalism’s imperial entanglements.
We need also to recover the alternative visions generated in multiple localities
and the alternative alliances formed without the West at their centre.

What might that multi-local history of internationalism look like? The essays
collected here suggest some answers. This volume grows out of a conference
titled “From the League of Nations to the United Nations”, held at the European
University Institute in Florence in the spring of 2013. Its organizers were graduate
students and postdoctoral fellows; most contributors too were in the early stage
of their careers. For them, the international history that had emerged in the last
decade was not “new”. It was the established work in the field, a canon to
which they turned their critical eye. Most came to that task, moreover, not as
Europeanists but from fields – Latin American history, African history, East
Asian history, Middle Eastern history – in which it is inconceivable to leave
empire out and in which the rupture of 1945 may seem less significant than the
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continuities across the late colonial period. They began, in other words, not
from the standpoint of Geneva or Brussels, but rather from Buenos Aires or
Tokyo or Aleppo, asking not how international officials and institutions
addressed those outside the West but rather how internationalism was conceived
and negotiated by those non-Western actors themselves. What changes, when the
optic is shifted?

Certainly, no parsimonious claim about the character of liberal internationalism
can arise from such a move. Instead, appropriately, we are reminded that the
impact of international interventions will vary by local context. Thus, while the
League has often been accused of underestimating colonized peoples’ national
feeling and capacity for statehood, Sarah Shields argues that, in some post-
Ottoman areas, League processes actually foisted national definitions on popu-
lations that had hitherto defined themselves in more complex ways. Likewise,
Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and José Pedro Monteiro point out that in a country
like Portugal, insecure about its imperial standing and often charged with
inhumane practices, reform campaigns provided local reformers with powerful
allies and arguments to deploy against their own conservative opponents. Local
contexts could change the meaning, and sometimes even trump the authority, of
international texts and institutions.

But shifting the optic doesn’t only help us to see how ostensibly universal
norms were remade through local practice. We also discover international
campaigns or institutions born in the so-called “periphery” as well. Thus, José
Antonio Sánchez Román shows how Latin American economists worked to
craft an alliance among less-developed nations able to challenge an interwar
orthodoxy around deflation and tax rules for multinationals, while Nova
Robinson recovers a mainly “Eastern” women’s alliance working to expand
membership of the League’s women’s committees beyond the West.14 Yet, if
these actors sought to build a truer or more broadly inclusive internationalism,
in other cases regional alliances were openly preferred. Latin American states
considered the Pan-American Union a more effective vehicle for their interests
than the League, Mats Ingulstad and Lucas Lixinski tell us; Konrad Lawson
tracks how Japanese internationalists exiting the League imagined and sought to
build new federations and alliances. Just as empires compete as well as collude
in an imperial world, so international institutions sometimes struggle for advan-
tage, their reach and effectiveness contingent on their capacity to accommodate
or restrain a host of local initiatives or needs.

The view from without thus reveals a rich landscape of competing visions
and structures. And yet, the institutions of the liberal internationalist project –
that is, the League and the United Nations – still appear to have been, and to
remain, uniquely privileged sites for activism. State-based and inclusive as they
are, necessarily becoming universal as colonial territories gained independence,
they were and are more susceptible to shifting geopolitical pressures or even pro-
grammatic reinvention than economic organizations like the IMF or the G-7 – as
demonstrated by Florian Hannig’s essay on the UN’s evolving role in providing
humanitarian aid. Surely Robinson’s main actor, the activist Nour Hamada,
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sought membership on the League’s commission on women because she
believed in the League’s capacity for democratic renewal and reform; likewise,
the Jewish organizations studied by Nathan Kurz tried to embed the individual
right of petition in United Nations regimes and the Lebanese statesman and
philosopher Charles Malik and the African-American political scientist Ralph
Bunche spent so much of their lives working within those regimes, because they
thought United Nations bodies could be structured to provide some recourse
against despotic power. True, we cannot marshal all these “deeply quixotic”
actors – to borrow Andrew Arsan’s phrase – behind a single banner or cause.
But then, such a move would hardly be true to the history of internationalism
or produce a better international history.
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Rocking on its hinges? The League
of Nations, the United Nations and
the new history of internationalism
in the twentieth century

Simon Jackson and Alanna O’Malley

When the last remaining servants of the League of Nations (LON), led by Sean
Lester, its final Secretary General, arrived at the San Francisco conference in the
summer of 1945, belatedly invited by the United States government, they were
“given no role and only seats in the last row of the gallery”. Amidst “much
evocation of new orders and new worlds”, the main players at the conference
scrupulously made “as little mention as possible of the organisation that had
gone before”.1 This act of diplomatic theatre symbolized a wider rupture with
the past, ensuring that the nascent United Nations (UN) would not be tarnished
by association with its purportedly “failed” predecessor. San Francisco, gleam-
ing on the Pacific, was separated by a wide continent and another ocean from
war-ravaged Europe, and particularly from the LON’s cavernous, empty head-
quarters in Geneva: the founding of the UN was meant to be a hinge, pivoting
the world into a new era full of promise.2

In certain respects, it was – and it did. Differences between the League and
the UN were pronounced from the outset. The UN, and especially its General
Assembly, was fundamentally more representative of peoples and nations than
had been the “League of Empires”, to employ Susan Pedersen’s apt term; and it
grew far more so as decolonization, in complex partnership with the Cold War,
swelled the ranks of the member states.3 The UN also lacked certain powers
that the League had enjoyed, most noticeably as a result of the introduction of
the veto-system in the Security Council. But despite these major changes the UN
also quietly assimilated – often in ways artfully hidden from the global public’s
view – many of the LON’s organizations and experts. It built on their work in a
range of “technical” (though still eminently political) areas, from healthcare to
social and economic development policies, through institutions such as the
reformed World Health Organization and the Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC).4

Historians have long chronicled the UN’s rise from the ashes of World War
II, yielding a spectrum of conclusions from the laudatory and teleological to the
critical and disaggregating.5 Across that spectrum, however, many of them have
shared a view of the League as a salutary failure, the indispensable political
counterpoint and analytical premise of the UN’s rise. This failure is habitually
sketched in a brisk opening panorama peopled with Klemens von Metternich,



Lenin, Woodrow Wilson, Aristide Briand and Adolf Hitler, before the author
turns to a portrait of the post-1945 dawn.6 Karl Polanyi wrote, for example, that:

In vain did Geneva look toward the restoration of such a [balance of
power] system in an enlarged and improved Concert of Europe called the
League of Nations; in vain were facilities for consultation and joint action
provided in the Covenant of the League, for the essential precondition of
independent power units was now lacking.7

Only in the last decade have historians gone back to the LON, asking not why
it failed – and by implication why the UN “succeeded”, or might yet succeed –

but how the League worked, and what legacies its machinery, its personnel and
its global audience inspired.8 This book’s contributors advance through the
breaches in older historiography engineered by those scholars and our debt to
them is manifest. But by pooling expertise on a variety of themes, periods and
geographies we can offer a view of the League and the UN from a far wider
variety of standpoints and across a broader chronology than any single histor-
ian might hope to. The overall effect is not merely to supplement the new
international history of the League and the UN with a bestiary of additional
case studies, but to globalize it methodologically, offering what Susan Pedersen
in her foreword to this volume calls a “multi-local” grasp of liberal inter-
nationalism at work around the world.

We deliver this across the approximate period from the 1920s to the 1970s,
the long moment of the rise of the nation-state as a dominant political form
worldwide, while also dropping periodically back into the late nineteenth
century in order to appraise the legacies of the “first age of globalization” and
note the influence of the burgeoning, self-consciously “new internationalism”

characteristic of that era.9 Ranging primarily, then, from the “Wilsonian Moment”
at the close of World War I to the conjuncture of the Helsinki Accords and the
twin rise of human rights and neo-liberalism in the 1970s, the book nuances and
contextualizes the hallowed rupture of “Year Zero”, 1945, rather than dwelling
exclusively on and singularizing that moment.10 As a whole the essays thereby
provide both a panorama of the two institutions across the twentieth century and a
core focus on the continuities and disjunctures between the League and UN. At the
level of the institutions themselves, one result is to respond to Andrew Webster’s
inviting comment on a key recent monograph on the League that:

it would have been intriguing to track at greater length some of the currents
running from [the] League to United Nations. The precedents, procedures,
and indeed very people involved with the governance of mandates did not
disappear with the end of the League itself. On the contrary they explicitly
informed what came next.11

More widely, the result of the book’s chronology is a significant nuancing of the
naturalized binaries historians have piled onto that broad-shouldered year,
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1945: empire versus the nation-state, (anti)-Fascism versus the Cold War, racial-
civilizational hierarchy versus developmental-economic hierarchy and group-
based rights claims versus individual rights claims.12 In this way we contribute
to a wider debate on the periodization of the twentieth century stimulated by
the growth of global histories of empire as a political formation, which often
end in 1945.13 We also challenge other chronological patterns, such as Charles
S. Maier’s influential analysis of the two post-war moments of 1918 and 1945 in
terms of embedded liberalism; a paradigm still entrenched in international history
and international relations (IR).14

Indeed, in the neighbouring discipline of IR we hope more generally to refi-
gure the ways in which constructivist, post-structuralist, critical and historically
minded IR scholars conceive of international institutions, by providing a bridge
to the new international history, one supported by a solid span of case studies.
We hope thereby to foster a more sustained and mutually beneficial exchange
between the fields. IR scholars of varied theoretical allegiance, from Robert
Cox and Martha Finnemore to John Ikenberry and Thomas Weiss, have long
analysed the ways in which institutions contribute to the construction of inter-
national norms and global orders, while debate on the nature of international
organizations has regularly divided such noted structural realists as John J.
Mearsheimer from such broadly liberal internationalists as Anne-Marie
Slaughter.15 Exponents of more global approaches to IR, meanwhile, have
increasingly deployed historical approaches to focus on bloc politics, smaller
states and civil society actors, and, as in the case of Amitav Acharya for
example, have emphasized the importance of non-Western theories and regional
specificities.16 The essays below will nourish such approaches, helping to
reframe and more thoroughly historicize views of the LON and the UN and the
ways they shaped the international order. For instance, they bring into focus
not just how institutions changed as bureaucracies but also how international
practices relating to the end of empire, nation-building in the postcolonial
world and the creation of rights regimes evolved. As part of this process, many
of the chapters tease out specific visions of how institutions worked simulta-
neously as negotiated platforms, forums for debate and, in some cases, agents
themselves. Nathan A. Kurz’s incisive study of petitioning of the League and
UN, for example, offers a new interpretation of the international legal system at
mid-century by positioning the LON and UN athwart locally specific yet inter-
nationally resonant strands of political reason.

We thereby challenge IR scholars to far more granular historicizing of
how institutions work and how they effected and continue to effect change
in both state policies and broader cultures of the “international”. Instead of
playing off the varying schools of thought against each other, we encourage
critical and positivist IR theorists alike to deliberate more historically and in
more fully achieved context on the dynamic role that these organizations
have played in relation to broader internationalisms across time. It is argued
in many of the chapters below that internationalism was far more than the
product of what the UN or LON did centrally in New York and Geneva, or
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how they funnelled or shaped the sovereign power of empires and nation-
states. Rather, internationalism in this volume includes regional cooperation,
non-state activism, the rise of international civil society and the global dia-
logue between local, subaltern protagonists and the international visions of
elites. As the case studies show, all of this sustained an array of different types
and forms of internationalism, and thus offers plentiful resources to IR scholars
who have long moved past static categories of analysis such as “development”
and “modernity”. In undercutting the telos of such logics, the book furnishes,
to take George Lawson’s terms, different “context[s] and narrative[s]” of inter-
nationalism, but it also sharpens and refreshes modes of enquiry based on the
social scientific staples of “eventfulness and ideal-typification”.17

Across the watershed of 1945, then, the essays examine the evolution of
internationalist ideas, institutions and practices at – and between – the League
and UN. The essays make their arguments through empirical research on fields
of internationalist activity from political strategy to economic development,
from international law to practices of rights and from humanitarianism to the
changing forms of empire. Changes in internationalist thought and practice are
thereby appraised in contexts such as the re-constitution of political identity in
the Middle East or the imperial use of forced labour. Overall, we show how the
LON and UN both shaped and were shaped by global internationalisms, in the
rich variety of its protagonists – liberals, socialists, fascists and communists all
engaged with the League and UN through national representation and through
intersecting international organizations, we should note – and the grinding tec-
tonics of its norms.18

Crucially, the book takes this approach not just from the habitual “centres”
of League and UN politics, the fetishized lieux de mémoire of Geneva, New
York City or Bretton Woods, where the clacking of secretariat typewriters
echoed against the carved wheat sheaves of prosperity foretold, but from a
global, multi-local perspective.19 We do not neglect the importance of the poli-
ticians and diplomats who strode the stage in the Palais des Nations in Geneva
or at the UN Headquarters in Manhattan, or ignore the administrative and tech-
nocratic bureaucracies that operated the scenery and drafted the scripts.20 But our
central argument is that although the LON and UN shaped internationalism
from the centre, as political proscenia, technocratic clearing houses and vehicles
for world ordering, they were just as powerfully moulded by internationalisms
that welled up globally, far beyond the main stages of Geneva and New York
City.21 As such, the history of internationalism at and between the League and
UN must be grasped as much in Japan and Argentina, for example, as in Geneva
and Manhattan. Indeed, as historians including Meredith Terretta and José
Antonio Sánchez Román argue, the prisons of West Africa or the banks of the
Amazon and Tigris were places just as “international”, and quite as constitutive
of “internationalism”, as the smoke-filled committee rooms and champagne-
oiled assemblies overlooking Lac Leman or the East River.22

To give an example, Nova Robinson’s essay in this book, on international
women’s rights from 1920–1953, opens at a typical League event – a pre-Assembly
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reception in Geneva that included a keynote by Maria Vérone, a leading French
advocate of women’s rights, and that likely also featured the popping of cham-
pagne corks, the massed “artillery of the League of Nations”.23 But crucially,
Robinson also weaves into her account the campaigns of the General Oriental
Feminist Alliance, a regional Arab women’s organization based in Syria, and
appraises the January 1931 gathering, in Lahore, of the All Asian Women’s
Conference. By bringing the delegates at Lahore into analytical conversation
with the delegates who saw Vérone at her Swiss podium, Robinson shows how
the internationalist “spirit of Geneva” was partly made in the Punjab. In doing
so she also warns international historians against reproducing, in the balance of
their research, those hierarchies and exclusions that structured the cast and
made the stars of the cacophonous, long-running performances in Geneva and New
York City.24 Likewise, Konrad Lawson’s study of the visions for world federalism
conjured in the ruins of defeat by Japanese politician-writers Ozaki Yukio and
Kagawa Toyohiko shows how the global re-ordering that took place after 1945
must be grasped not just at San Francisco or Bretton Woods. Instead, Lawson
shows how the discussions and disappointments of San Francisco, for example,
reverberated in East Asia, and catalyzed the transformation of older social and
geopolitical ideas for use in Japanese post-war society.

As noted above and as the geographical and archival diversity of these examples
suggests, the strength of a collective volume lies in its ability to “allow various
specialists to enter into a broader dialogue while addressing specific, common
themes”.25 Methodologically, meanwhile, the wider scope of a collective analysis
allows for a blend of the insights of de-centred ethnography, lately exemplified by
Lori Allen’s work on human rights practices in Palestine, with wide-angled
views on the spatially expansive institutional cultures of internationalism, as in
the work of Anne-Isabelle Richard, Helen McCarthy and Glenda Sluga on the
associational infrastructure of the League, and finally with political studies of
the dynamics in play on the central stages of Geneva and Manhattan.26

Accordingly, the essays that follow together construct a multi-scalar, dialogical,
and fine-grained historical analysis of the role of international organisations as
they shaped and were shaped by internationalism across the twentieth century.
They present an exceptionally wide – though not comprehensive – ensemble of
actors, stretching across class hierarchies and racialized geographies, and they
show how the interactions of those actors tested the limits of the League and
UN as international institutions, and developed internationalism as a variegated,
global practice.

For international historians and students of international relations the
consequences of this argument are significant, since they mandate a critical
re-engagement with area studies, global history and social history, and with a
variety of sources far beyond the holdings of the international organizations
themselves. For if the appeal of the League and UN archives has consisted in
their apparent convocation of the world’s opinions and petitions under one
roof, and perhaps in their translation of that polyglot clamour into English and
French, the idea that the overlapping internationalism of the two international
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organizations welled up at the margins quite as much as it was made at the
centre challenges the epistemological hegemony of those documents.27 As Terretta
has aptly noted of the new wave of human rights histories – in a manner
applicable to the wider historiography on internationalism and international
institutions – they have generally excluded

the narrative accounts of grassroots activists in favour of official state
documents, UN resolutions, or the letters, speeches, and writings of elected
office-holders, UN representatives, and colonial administrators … But how
far can we go … without contextualizing the particular settings in which
human rights discourses were invoked?28

In the case of international organizations such as the League and the UN,
meeting this challenge will require international historians to travel further,
learn more languages and above all to collaborate more systematically in order
to capture the meanings and practices of internationalism at the LON and the
UN.29 This volume takes a step in that direction.

Efforts to institutionalize the management of the world order have a history
as old as the exercise of imperial power. Moreover, the narrower process of
institutionalization has frequently been accompanied by the attempts of legis-
lators, national states and varyingly mediated global publics to systematize and
contest the wider objectives and meaning of internationalism as a social and
cultural force field.30 From the Magna Carta to the Diet of Worms, and from
the Hague Conventions on International Law of the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries to the geopolitical clearing houses built at the Congresses of Vienna
and Berlin, collective strategies to create and govern a system of international
relations, and to develop legally binding agreements in order to realize a specific
vision of world order, have underpinned a variety of systems of what we now
refer to as global governance.31 In the litany of institutions that have shaped
international relations and their interpenetrated norms and cultures, however, the
League and the UN are distinguished, as Glenda Sluga has lately noted, by their
emergence within global wars of unprecedented scale and destructiveness.32 The
League slowly took shape in the years around 1920, following the defeat of the
Central Powers in World War I, while the United Nations came into being, as
we saw above, during the post-World War II moment around 1945, an extension
of the alliance that had defeated the Axis Powers. But while both institutions
were forged during wartime, each developed its own visions for how to manage
peacetime relations, facilitate social progress and resolve international security
dilemmas, due in part to the wider context and deeper roots of their respective
eras. Nathan A. Kurz’s essay in this volume, for example, on Jewish NGOs in
the late 1940s, shows how numerous protagonists at the UN, many of whom
had worked for or in contact with the League, set out to create, interpret, and
disseminate various narratives of its operation in the 1930s so as to justify specific
policies after 1945. We must therefore acknowledge both institutions as distinct
regimes of global governance, specific centres of their respective internationalist
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force fields, the character of which is legitimately open to historical interpretation
in isolation. But as Kurz’s work neatly illustrates, we must also see the LON
and UN as a single, interpenetrated, and temporally layered whole, whose
empirical global history is indispensable to that work of exegesis and is only
now being written.33

Based on the famous “Fourteen Points” outlined in January 1918 by the
American President Woodrow Wilson, the League of Nations came into being
as an instrument with which to manage international security crises, and crucially,
to keep the power of Germany and other aggressor states in check following
World War I. Wilson presented his “Fourteen Points” as a series of edicts about
how the imperial world system would be reformed, and how relations between
states would henceforth be managed; its often vague premises were elaborated,
mitigated and reworked at the Paris Peace Conferences in 1919. The Covenant
of the League was its governing charter and statement of purpose, and was
drawn up by Wilson and his advisors in contentious collaboration with the
victorious allied powers, dominated by Great Britain and France. It was an
effort to realize many of the Wilsonian principles, setting out policies supposed
to prevent another world war. The Covenant therefore proposed a series of
security measures, including disarmament and the use of arbitration to settle
international disputes.34 It also contained a list of treaties on a variety of related
technical and social issues, from drug and human trafficking to global health
initiatives and labour conditions, and two geopolitical management systems
that acted to “adjudicate relations of sovereignty”: protection of minorities,
mainly in Eastern Europe and the Balkans, and administration of former sub-
jects of the Central Powers in the Mandated territories, scattered through the
Middle East, Africa and the Pacific.35

The League’s birth in the mirrored delivery room of Versailles meant that it
was dominated by the victors: of its fifty or so member states, Germany joined
only in 1926 and left again seven years later, the USA never joined at all and the
Soviet Union joined only in 1934. Despite this, the League was never simply a
tool of Britain and France. Having survived its formal abandonment by the
USA (informal American involvement continued, notably on trade), it became an
ungovernable theatre for international publicity and norm-making in the 1920s.
Increasingly, especially in the 1930s, it also became a factory of influential tech-
nocratic knowledge production, as in the case of the economic and financial
activities lately documented by Patricia Clavin and Jamie Martin.36 Overall, as
Susan Pedersen has convincingly argued, what was most important about the
League was its role as a public platform, managed by an international bureaucracy
of technicians and experts, on which individuals, other international organizations
and nations-in-the-making or groups possessed of qualified sovereignty could air
their views and petitions and find an audience.

Turning to the UN, as preparations began in earnest for a new international
organization even before World War II concluded, policy-makers on both sides
of the Atlantic were keen – as noted above – to avoid any association with the
tarnished image of the League. The United Nations was received in San
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Francisco with fanfare from the war-weary international public, and was greeted
especially enthusiastically in the Global South, where it appeared initially as a
crowbar to pry open the imperial system. From its inception therefore, the new
organization did not just protect the interests of the Western powers (though
those powers worked hard in that direction), but again became an important
platform and a mechanism through which the international visions of other
actors were amplified and heard. Advocates for decolonization, civil rights
activists and a range of other groups objecting to imperial practices tried to
make use of the UN platform. One such example was the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), led by American sociologist
and activist W.E.B. Du Bois, who seized upon the organization as a means by
which to pursue his agenda for civil rights.37 The San Francisco planners’
announcement of a new era of universal ideals was music to the ears of the
beleaguered societies still living under imperial or mandated rule, to the
nationalist aspirations of their future leaders under the colonial yoke, but also
to the international anti-colonial movement that would radically impact the UN
in the 1960s and 1970s. At the same time, the more truly representative struc-
ture of the new organization was lauded as a platform for discourses about
rights, the universalizing of human rights and the deconstruction of the racialist,
imperialist liberal international order.

As the organization developed through the 1950s and 1960s it was particularly
shaped by the visions and ambitions of anti-colonial actors who sought to imple-
ment and realize the principles enshrined in the Charter by creating, through the
UN, mechanisms, tools and policies designed to end colonial empire and
imperialism through formal means. The successes of the decolonization process
can thus be partly attributed to the role of newly-independent states lobbying in
the chambers of the Security Council and the General Assembly for a shift in
norms of imperial politics, and to their invigoration of the unrealized potential
of the Charter.38 During these same years, the visionary Secretary-General Dag
Hammarskjöld adopted an interventionist approach to international politics,
empowering his office with the support of the anti-colonial lobby and driving
the anti-colonial agenda forward.39 In the process, he helped to activate the
agency of the UN, positioning it as a peacekeeping organization, a neutral
arbiter between states and as a monitor of peace settlements – from the Suez
Canal in 1956 to the Partial Nuclear Test Ban Treaty in 1963.

Building on these achievements, through the 1970s and the 1980s the UN
developed as much more than a “Parliament of Man” paralyzed by the hard
realities of Cold War politics. From asserting the rights of states to control their
natural resources, to efforts to reshape the international economic order,
through to the development of human rights and the expansion of forms of
developmental practice through the 1970s and the 1980s, internationalism
became increasingly various and visible.40 The end of the Cold War and the
resurgence of interest in the UN as a means of managing international con-
flicts led to the humanitarian interventions of the 1990s in Bosnia, Rwanda
and Kosovo. Out of these experiences, both positive and negative, emerged
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the doctrine of “Responsibility to Protect,” which, though increasingly cri-
tiqued, continues to help define how the international community approaches
questions of intervention, protection of citizens and conflict resolution. The UN
remains at the centre of a wide array of debates on how to manage interna-
tional relations, development, humanitarianism, social and economic equality,
environmental problems and international security dilemmas.

In sum, both the League and the United Nations operated not as unified
actors, but rather as “platforms” for both formalizing and splintering political
ideas and international norms, and as laboratories and toolkits of legal and
technical procedures. Those procedures were used to generate new types of
dissidence locally, with which to then return to the fray on the “platforms” of
Geneva and New York City.41

How, then, did the League and the UN effect change – and in relation to
which forms of global internationalism – during the shift from a world of
empires to one of nation-states? Although the chapters that follow inter-connect
in a rich variety of ways, we have placed them into three broad thematic sections,
the first focused on the production of norms, the second on the development of
expertise and the third on the global re-ordering of empire through the League
and UN. In each section the emphases on the differences and inter-connections
between the League and the UN, and on a multi-local and global perspective,
remain constant.

In the opening section, both institutions are viewed as arenas in which new
international norms were produced through the connection of global, multi-local
networks with the increasingly representative national memberships of the
League and UN. Building on Susan Pedersen’s sustained focus on the League as
a generator of new international norms, three chapters trace the patterns of
local interaction with the League and UN that shaped norm construction in the
crucial realms of human rights and national economic and political sovereignty.
Both institutions, the chapters show, served to collate and broker norms, gradually
codifying these shifts into recognized but non-binding international norms, or
in some cases into international law. Nevertheless, as Aurélie Élisa Gfeller has
lately emphasized, even norms produced within hierarchical and Eurocentric
international organizations are marked by “specific, locally rooted dynamics”
and by the efforts of a globally diverse set of “norm entrepreneurs”.42

Illustrating this interplay of global, multi-local dynamics and the collating
work of the League and UN, Andrew Arsan contextualizes the role of the
Lebanese diplomat and scholar Charles Malik in shaping human rights norms.
Malik is seen in numerous accounts as a figure of the UN “centre” par excellence,
carved out alongside the likes of René Cassin as a founding father of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948.43 While acknowledging
Malik’s central role in the committees of the early UN, Arsan shows how his
allegiance to Heideggerian thought and his long steeping in the traditions of
Lebanese national particularism mean we must see neither Malik, nor the
norms of human rights he helped elaborate, as examples of “conventional”
post-1945 internationalism, even to the degree postulated in the revisionist
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accounts, such as Samuel Moyn’s, that have lately downplayed the salience of
human rights in the 1940s.44 Instead, Arsan argues we must recognize the
irreconcilably tangled multiplicity and specificity that informed Malik’s critique
of the sovereign nation state as the basis of internationalism. In doing so we
may better come to terms with the powerful Middle Eastern and League-era
influences on the elaboration of the universalist UN human rights regime.

José Antonio Sánchez Román, meanwhile, focusing on norms of economic
sovereignty, outlines the emergence, well before the fabled era of the Economic
Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) in the 1940s, of a
“new, unevenly and intermittently unified global periphery”, including Brazil,
Romania and Iran, in the League’s technical economic meetings of the 1920s.45

By focusing on the politics of fluvial trade, shipping and the international
taxation of imperial big business in the 1920s, Román shows that while norms
of economic sovereignty crystallized at League meetings in Geneva, Brussels and
Barcelona, they did so in part through the creation of new connections between,
for example, Brazil, Iran and British Mandate Iraq on river navigation, or
between Argentina and South Africa on monetary policy.46 Drawing on several
Argentinian and Brazilian archives, and marrying business history with global
intellectual history to remarkable effect, Román also shows how Latin American
jurists, such as the Venezuelan Federico Álvarez Feo, fought against the recycling
at the League of nineteenth-century imperial legal practices of extraterritoriality
and against influential business lobbies’ use of a “free trade” economic vulgate
to camouflage their monopoly power. As Feo proclaimed, arguing that the
League committee for double taxation should investigate foreign utility com-
panies gouging citizens of Latin American states: “the law of supply and
demand does not work in many South American countries.” Feo’s assertion,
Román demonstrates, was an early instance of the wider and longer-term Latin
American attempt to refuse the concept of “backwardness” between roughly
1920 and 1980, and to work through the League and UN to reshape economic
sovereignty accordingly.

The illumination provided by a “de-centred” Latin American perspective on
the international order recurs in Mats Ingulstad’s and Lucas Lixinski’s chapter
on Pan-Americanism at the League and UN. They show how the international
politics of empire and decolonization, as they emerged in Geneva and subse-
quently in New York, were powerfully affected not just by the European
empires’ self-preservation instincts, as influentially described by Mark
Mazower, but by norms of regional and hemispheric internationalism with
roots in the Latin-American nineteenth century. Latin-American states’ experi-
ence with the Monroe Doctrine, which underpinned the hegemony of the United
States in the Western Hemisphere, informed their approach to both the League
Covenant and the UN Charter. Article 51 and Chapter VIII (on regional
arrangements) of the latter were particularly influenced by Latin American
perspectives.47 As Jesús-María Yepes, a Colombian jurist and successively a
delegate to the LON Assembly, the wartime Pan-American conferences and the
1945 San Francisco conference put it:
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