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PREFACE

This book has been a long time in the making. Too many years have
elapsed since I accepted Lord Bullock’s invitation to write about Euro-
pean international relations between the two world wars. I started with
the intention of trying to understand the tangled international history of
the years that led to the crushing of hopes and illusions about the
forward progress of European civilization. At the time I believed that
it would also be possible and useful to review the literature on the inter-
war period and update accounts that were in general use some twenty
years ago. I hoped to move away from the existing emphasis on western
Europe and look at the growing monographic literature on eastern
Europe in order to provide a more complete and balanced picture of
what was, in my view, a single continent with shared as well as distinct
histories. I believed that post-war eras can have distinctive characters of
their own and that the 1920s should be treated as a decade which
followed an earlier world war, the focus of my previous historical
research, rather than, as was common, the precursor of the war that
followed. I also wanted to look at some of the questions resulting from
the expansion of the field of international history beyond the confines of
traditional diplomatic history.

So much has happened during the course of my writing that I
have been forced to rethink and rewrite sections of this book. First,
the Cold War came to an end and a new epoch in the history of
international relations began. The ending came, moreover, without
another great war between the two superpowers or an intra-European
war of major proportions. Consciously or unconsciously, these contem-
porary events were bound to affect my perception of the period with
which I was dealing. It was only as I was completing this study that
I realized how far my own life was marked by the Second World
‘War rather than the events which followed. During the course of my
writing I have become acutely conscious of the chronological ‘mental
maps’ that almost all historians carry with them. Reading new books
on the 1919-39 period, I can almost recognize when their authors
came to maturity, whether before or during the Second World War, or
in the Cold War or post-Cold War years. Secondly, the enormous
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number of relevant books that has appeared has meant that no single
person can canvas the field across in the major European languages,
not to speak of the others. It is not that the older books have become
dated; on the contrary, many have improved with the passage of
time, and one is astonished at how often their conclusions are confirmed
by newer research. New sources, however, have been opened. Even
the Soviet archives, so long closed to historians, are beginning—
admittedly in a frustratingly slow and irregular manner—to reveal
their contents to researchers. Secondary accounts of the inter-war
years can make use of east European sources that were unavailable
even ten years ago. The intelligence services of some countries have
also opened their records, allowing historians to explore the ‘missing
dimension’ in the histories of national foreign and security policies.
Quite apart from the availability of new sources, the geographic map
of historical enquiry has expanded beyond recognition, adding to the
number of questions which present-day students of international history
must examine. One consequence of this vast explosion of the field has
been the increasing number of collective works that have appeared in
almost every language. The technological revolution may well alter the
way international history will be studied in the very near future. The
computer-illiterate student of the field, like myself, may come to be
regarded as a dinosaur.

This book represents a journey in self~education. I hope that some-
thing of what I have learned will be communicated to its readers. It also
rests on the highly unfashionable premise that history is more than a
simple expression of opinion about the past, dependent on the person-
ality and viewpoint of the person who writes it. Though total object-
1vity is obviously impossible and no one can really reproduce the story of
the past freed from his or her own presumptions, I believe that it is
possible to illuminate the thinking and the actions of the major players in
this drama without gross distortions, and that one can describe the
outlines of the worlds, real and imagined, within which they operated.
I have tried to put together the many pieces of the European puzzle in a
meaningful manner. While there will never be one common or
accepted interpretation of these events, all approaches are not equally
valid. It is in the hope of explaining as well as I can the course of events
that led to one of the most tragic and inhumane periods in European
history that I have written this book.

This will be a two-volume study of the inter-war years. The separ-
ation underlines my conviction that the 1920s should be seen in the light
of the Great War and the peace treaties rather than as the prologue to
what happened in the Hitler era. This first volume falls into two parts.
Part I shows how the peacemakers and their successors dealt with the
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problems of a shattered Europe. The war had fundamentally altered
both the internal structures of many of the European states and trans-
formed the traditional international order. Differently from most his-
torians, I have shown that the management of the European state system
in the decade after 1919, while in some ways resembling that of the past,
assumed a shape that distinguished it both from the pre-war decades and
the post-1933 period. In handling the problems of war and peace,
reconstruction and stabilization, Europe’s statesmen were forced to
fashion new methods of addressing problems that were no longer
suitable for traditional treatment. What evolved was an international
regime run by those who still viewed Europe as the centre of the world
and who looked backward as well as forward, but who also experimen-
ted with new forms of international discourse, some of which survived
their subsequent destruction and reappeared after 1945. The multifari-
ous nature of European international relations at this time dictates a
somewhat non-sequential approach, as I have tried to untangle the
many threads, both internal and external, which constituted the differ-
ing national approaches to foreign affairs. At the same time I have tried
to convey the simultaneity and overlapping nature of the reconstruction
occuring in western and eastern Europe, in fascist Italy and the Soviet
Union, which marked the emergence of a very fragile international
regime.

Part II covers the ‘hinge years’, 1929 to 1933; both starting and
closing dates are only bookmarks of convenience. These were the
years in which many of the experiments in internationalism came to
be tested and their weaknesses revealed. Many of the difficulties
stemmed from the enveloping economic depression, but there were
other blows to the international regime which shook its foundations.
The way was open to the movements towards étatism, autarcy, virulent
nationalism, and expansionism which characterized the post-1933
European scene. The events of these years were critical to both
Hitler’s challenge to the European status quo and the reactions of the
European statesmen to his assault on what remained of an international
system.

The second volume will deal with the years 1933-9, again divided
into two unequal periods, 1933—8 and from 1938 to the outbreak of
war. An epilogue will take the story down to 1941. Hitler is at the centre
of this account. While I have few doubts about his ultimate intentions,
I will show how far the achievement of his long-range objectives were
due to the active support and compliance of the majority of Germans
and the reaction of the other European powers, both large and small.
‘While Hitler posed an exceptional challenge to the international system,
the policies of other statesmen dictated the course of the ‘twisted road to
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war’. I cannot hope to explain why Hitler succeeded in a politically
sophisticated and culturally rich nation like Germany, a problem which
continues to trouble historians, but I can examine the ideological
assumptions, perceptions of power, past experiences, and domestic
pressures that explain the actions taken by the main European players.
The second section dealing with the last months of peace challenges the
realist or neo-realist explanations of the outbreak of war. The point is
made that recently opened archives and the new questions raised by
contemporary international historians warrant the re-examination of the
Hitler period, despite the vast literature on the origins of the Second
World War. The epilogue, too, will look in brief at new interpretations
of the transformation of a limited European conflict into a world war
that radically changed both the existing and future configurations of
global power and influence. Though the two books are parts of a single
argument, they can be read separately without detracting from their
central theme. There was no straight line from the peace settlements of
1919 to the outbreak and spread of the European conflict, though the
Great War set in motion the shock waves that led to the loss of European
predominance.

This book is based primarily on printed and secondary sources,
although I have worked in the archives of four countries in order to
get a feel for the main actors in this complex story. Each chapter is
followed by a bibliography giving some indication of the books and
articles relevant to the chapter. The final bibliography lists primary
sources, public and private, used in this first volume. Footnotes, which
I have used sparingly, refer mainly to material from the sources. Wher-
ever possible, I have tried to cite this material in its published form.

If T were to acknowledge the many men and women in Britain,
France, Germany, Italy, Romania, Russia, Switzerland, Canada, and
the United States who have either answered my queries or looked up
papers I have needed, this paragraph would look like a Who’s Who in the
field of International History. I can only say that no one whom
I approached failed to assist me, and that the generosity of my fellow
historians has been quite amazing. I am truly grateful, and hope that this
general acknowledgement will prove acceptable. Archivists in Paris,
Bonn, Geneva, Birmingham University, Churchill College, the Bod-
leian at Oxford, and the University Library at Cambridge have been
uniformly helpful in the research for this volume. Like all researchers,
I found the facilities at the Public Record Office at Kew a real boost for
morale. I must record my deep indebtedness to my many research
students, coming from a variety of countries, most of whose Ph.D.
theses, now appearing as books, are cited during the course of this
volume. They have assisted me in a multitude of ways, extending
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from dog-walking to the identification and often translations of articles
and books that I otherwise would have missed. As I have never had a
university post, my main debt to Cambridge has been the opportunity
to have such students and to act as examiner for other Ph.D. candidates,
most of whom have kept me abreast of the latest work in a swiftly
changing field. I must single out two of my former research students, Dr
Felicity von Peters, who did yeoman service in trying to impose order
on my many files in the early stages of my research, and Dr Andrew
‘Webster, without whose labours the manuscript for this volume would
never have emerged from the computer. I owe too a special debt to
Dr Niall Johnson, who prepared the final copy of this book for the
Oxford University Press. Individual members of the History Faculty and
the Centre of International Studies have provided intellectual stimula-
tion and the opportunity to try out ideas.

New Hall has been my academic home throughout my academic
career in Cambridge, offering companionship, a much-needed room of
my own, and the chance to supervise undergraduates both from the
college and elsewhere. Without my New Hall salary, I might have
become a more popular author! I owe a debt of gratitude to the
Leverhulme Trust, the Nuffield Foundation Small Grants Scheme,
the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation, and the John
Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for grants that enabled me
to travel to archives in Britain as well as abroad, to employ a research
student to work in Moscow, and for support during the final prepar-
ations of this book for publication. The Leverhulme funding also
allowed me to secure the services of a historian and statistician,
Dr Declan Reilly, who compiled, with the assistance of others cited
elsewhere, the statistical charts included in this book. I am grateful for
his patience, perseverance, and above all for his explanations of what
statistics can or cannot prove. I wish to thank my two editors at Oxford
University Press, Ruth Parr and Anne Gelling, for their encouragement
and particularly Kay Rogers for her help in preparing the manuscript for
publication. Finally, I must mention my indebtedness to the three
anonymous readers of the manuscripts of both these volumes. They
have gone far beyond the bounds of their duties, to the surprise and
gratitude of my editors at the Oxford University Press. Their extensive
and detailed reports were of the greatest use. They are not responsible
for the stubbornness of the writer in rejecting some of their general
recommendations that would have resulted in a better but a very
different book.

I have two special debts to acknowledge. The first is to the late Lord
Bullock, the general editor of the Oxford History of Modern Europe.
Throughout these many years, he never faltered in his support for my
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work or in his belief that this book would finally see the light of day. His
comments, even when critical, were always encouraging and have
opened and not closed doors. My final debt 1s to my husband, George
Steiner, who will not believe that this book is really finished until he
actually holds the printed volume in his hand. I know that he will enjoy
the final product far more than the weeks, months, and years that were
spent on writing it. Whether he will find the book worthy of the effort
remains to be seen.

Zara Steiner
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PROLOGUE

he Great War was like a terrible volcanic eruption that left

immeasurable destruction in its wake. Millions were killed or

maimed; countless others were displaced by the hostilities and
their aftermath. Billions were spent on the fighting; land and industries
were destroyed and all the customary channels of global communica-
tion, trade, and finance were seriously disrupted. The raising of armies
and the mobilization of civilian populations on such an unprecedented
scale by the belligerent states reshaped their domestic landscapes. Many
aspects of the former world escaped obliteration and were even left
intact, but there was little that was not marked in some way by this man-
made catastrophe. The war was both conduit and catalyst, ‘the great
transformer through which the currents of history emerged with newly
determined strengths and directions’.” The war did more; it set in
motion new ideas and movements whose tremors were felt throughout
Europe and beyond. Even where the old elites remained in power, they
faced a fundamentally altered environment both at home and abroad
that required an expanded armoury of responses. While many of the
traditional modes of diplomacy remained in place, new techniques and
institutions were needed to deal with the vast expansion of the inter-
national map and agenda. The very concept of a ‘European system of
international relations’ was shattered by the Russian revolutions and
American participation in the war. The power positions of victors
and vanquished were altered by the length of the war and its human
and material costs. Many of the world’s financial and commercial
structures were swept away, along with some of the necessary conditions
for their re-establishment. Wartime actions fed national loyalties and
evoked heightened nationalism in all its myriad forms. Nationalist
demands and economic and social grievances unleashed by the break-
down of traditional structures created revolutionary movements in
many parts of Europe. The heady brew of self-determination reached

' Gerald Feldman, ‘Mobilising Economies for War’, in Jay Winter, Geoffrey Parker,
and Mary R. Habeck (eds.), The Great War and the Twentieth Century (New Haven,
Conn., 2000), 168.
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4 PROLOGUE

the Middle East, Central Asia, China, and South-East Asia. Once
opened, this Pandora’s box could not be shut. Victorious national
groups who freed themselves from imperial rule began turning against
their own ethnic and religious minorities. In contrast to, and coinciding
with, the heightened hostility towards the ‘other’, however defined,
there was a longing for the return of peace and for the fulfilment of
wartime promises of a better world, given expression in Leninist doc-
trines and the Wilsonian vision of a new international order. This had
been an extraordinary war that left permanent gashes on the European
landscape.

The war came to an end with the signing of the Allied armistice with
Germany on 11 November 1918. Bulgaria capitulated first and signed
an armistice on 29 September. The German appeal for peace on 4
October 1918 was rapidly followed by armistices on the part of Turkey
(30 October) and Austria-Hungary (3 November). The victors were
jubilant. The Allied and Associated powers had crushed Prussian mili-
tarism and suddenly won that victory which had eluded them for so
long. But there was quiet only on the western front. Though the guns
fell silent in the west, peace had not yet returned to continental Europe.
New armies were on the move in the east seeking to establish national
boundaries before the peacemakers met. The break-up of the Habsburg
empire and the civil wars in Russia meant that the futures of these

TaBLE 1. War Expenditure and Deaths, 1914-1918

Expenditure $bn. Dead
Britain 43.8 723,000
British empire 5.8 198,000
France 28.2 1,398,000
Russia 16.3 1,811,000
Italy 14.7 578,000
USA 36.2 114,000
Other 2.0 599,000
Total Entente/Allied 147.0 5,421,000
Germany 47.0 2,037,000
Austria-Hungary 13.4 1,100,000
Bulgaria-Turkey 1.1 892,000
Total Central Powers 61.5 4,029,000
Grand Total 208.5 9,450,000

Sources: Gerd Hardach, First World War (Harmondsworth, 1987),
153; J. Winter, The Great War and The British People (Basingstoke,
1985), 75.
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regions were still unsettled. Influenza swept the globe, causing more
deaths than the war itself. Millions of people were displaced by the
conflict, and shortages of food, coal, and shelter compounded the
miseries of daily life produced by the wartime upheavals. The collapse
or overthrow of traditional authorities meant that the governments
which had to wrestle with the immediate problems of dislocation and
disruption were often new and weak.

Four great empires disappeared, with their ruling dynasties either
exiled or killed. In Germany a republic was declared on 9 November.
The kaiser was forced to abdicate and the rule of the Hohenzollerns was
ended. The disintegration of the Habsburg empire during the latter half
of October had little to do with direct Allied action, for the subject
nationalities freed themselves before the armistice was concluded.
A South Slav state was established on 17 October, and on 1 December
the state of the Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes came into being (the name
“Yugoslavia’ was not used until 1929). Republics were created in Poland
(5 November), Austria (12 November), Czechoslovakia (14 Novem-
ber), and Hungary (16 November). The Emperor Karl went into exile
on 12 November and the Habsburg dynasty disappeared as quickly as
that of the Hohenzollerns. In Turkey, though the state and Sultanate at
first survived, a new government concluded the armistice at Mudros
acknowledging the loss of much of its former domain. Constantinople,
already occupied by Allied troops, was to be governed by a High
Commission with British, French, and Italian members. The Arab
lands were withdrawn from Ottoman control and placed under British
and French administration. The Greeks were given a zone in the Izmir
area and occupied all of Thrace. In Eastern Anatolia, Armenian and
Kurdish leaders laid plans for independent states. Meanwhile, British
wartime agreements gave hope to Arabs and Zionists alike that their
national aspirations would be recognized at the peace conference.
Tsarist Russia and the Romanov dynasty had already vanished in the
revolutions of 1917, with the tsar and his family murdered on 17 July
1918. The provisional government, dominated by liberals, that had
taken power in March 1917 continued to fight the war, only, after a
series of military defeats, to be overthrown by the Bolsheviks in No-
vember 1917.> A Russian—German armistice was followed by formal
peace talks in December 1917, that culminated in the draconian settle-
ment of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk, signed on 3 March 1918. The
Russians lost one-fourth of their pre-war European empire, including
the Ukraine, Baltic, Finnish, and Polish territories, and 40 per cent of their

> Western or Gregorian dating is used throughout, rather than the Julian calendar
followed by the Russians until 1 February 1918 which was fourteen days earlier.
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European population. Lands in the Caucasus were given to the Otto-
man Turks. Following the German defeat in the west, the Bolsheviks
emerged as the main contender for control of the former Russian lands.
By the end of 1918 the new regime was engulfed in a series of murder-
ous civil wars, as it fought internal foes and a variety of foreign armies.
Polish, Czech, Finnish, and Ukrainian soldiers were in the field, as were
military detachments from Britain, France, the United States, and Japan.
Despite mounting fears among Allied leaders about the consequences of
the November 1917 revolution, many in the west still hoped that a
liberal democratic regime might emerge in Russia. There was a good
deal of confusion about the Bolshevik success; concern and condemna-
tion in the victor states coincided with sympathy and goodwill in
European labour and socialist circles. Relations between the Allied
victors and the new Russian government were highly ambiguous, as
the Allies coupled support for the “White Russians’ opposed to the
socialist revolution with assurances to the Bolshevik ‘Reds’ that they
were not concerned with Russian domestic affairs. If for some the
Bolshevik message of class struggle and world revolution was one of
promise, for others the revolutionary movements in Germany, Hun-
gary, and Switzerland were frightening reminders of what might happen
if the Bolshevik revolution spread beyond the Russian borders. It was
not at all clear in that bitterly cold winter of 1918—19 where the ‘red
wave’ would stop. Along the Russian borders new states had already
emerged. The provisional government had recognized national aspir-
ations in Poland, Finland, and Estonia, and these changes were con-
firmed by the Bolsheviks. The Bolshevik leader, Vladimir Ilyich Lenin,
in his ‘Decree on Peace’ of 8 November 1917, held out the promise of
self~determination for all nations, though subsequent actions in Finland
and the Ukraine did not coincide with his words. The Allied interven-
tions and the German armistice made it unlikely that the Bolsheviks
would be able to reimpose Russian rule without a major military effort.

The experience of war brought more than changes to the states and to
the international system of the pre-1914 period. The war introduced
profound economic and social eftects that, with differing degrees of
intensity and importance, were to reverberate throughout the decade
and beyond. The war had to be paid for, and distributional questions
about the burden of payment affected both domestic and foreign pol-
itics. The war had brought new interest groups into the political arena,
and gave greater power to those who had formerly been excluded from
the ruling elites or whose influence had been muted in the presence of
older social groups. It was unlikely that, having tasted power, industri-
alists and businessmen would not demand a larger voice in the political
process than they had enjoyed earlier. The war, moreover, had caused
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tumultuous changes to the conditions of labour in Europe. Even the
peasantry of eastern Europe, most of whom had hitherto lived in static
and self-contained communities, was touched by the experience of
military service and the wartime demands for their labour. Demobiliza-
tion brought occupations and land seizures. Rural peasant parties mush-
roomed and expanded. News of the Russian revolutions spread and had
a major impact on the Balkan peasantry. The pressure for land reform
became so intense throughout the region that almost all the states
instituted land reforms in the post-war period. The ferment in the cities
in western as in eastern Europe was equally, if not more, marked.
Labour militancy reached a wartime peak in 1917-18, and the unrest
continued well beyond the armistice. With labour in short supply
during the war, the state’s failure to respond to working-class discontent
had provoked demonstrations, prolonged strikes, and revolutionary
action. The politicization and radicalization of the labour movements
varied considerably from country to country, according to their past
histories and the respective responses of the belligerent governments.
Working-class consciousness increased and unions and socialist parties
grew in membership and importance. Though successful revolutions
outside of Russia were rare, the divisions in the labour movement
created by the Russian example changed both working-class politics
and the attitudes of those in political and economic power. In some
states, as in Weimar Germany and fascist Italy, corporate solutions were
sought, but almost everywhere class conflicts and divisions altered the
content and even the forms of political conflict. Even the forces on
the left were divided; labour movements and unions had to respond
to the new challenge of the Communist parties. In all parts of Europe
the possibilities of social revolutions and the establishment of Bol-
shevik regimes, whether real or imagined, gave an importance to
Bolshevik Russia well beyond its immediate threat.

It was inevitable that wartime governments would become more
powerful and interventionist as people and resources were called to
the service of the state on an unprecedented scale. The challenges
from the left provoked strong reactions from the right, accelerating
the war-induced changes in political alignments. Though some of the
many transformations in political and socio-economic attitudes proved
short-lived, others survived to profoundly affect the peace settlements
and the shape of the post-war political and social scene. In order to enlist
the support of the population and maintain the loyalty of mass armies,
governments beat the nationalist drum. New techniques and instru-
ments of propaganda were directed at maintaining morale at home and
at the front. One result was that, in the post-war period, politicians in
every state had to respond to popular pressures on a scale not seen before
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1914. Another effect was to arouse popular feelings that were highly
destructive of order and compromise. Ethnic nationalism, whether in
the victorious or defeated countries, above all in eastern Europe, was
heightened in the scramble for territory that followed the armistice and
during the negotiation of the peace. Moreover, the war resulted in the
mass movements of people on an unimagined scale, not just from the
cities to the countryside, but across national borders. The term ‘refugee’
took on a new meaning with the forced exchanges of population, and
with the flood of men, women, and children from what had been the
tsarist empire. Those fleeing or expelled became one of the first prob-
lems that the infant international body, the League of Nations, had to
face. With their new immigration laws of the 1920s, the Americans
blocked the previous flow of immigrants from Italy and the states of
central and south-eastern Europe, increasing the pressures on national
governments to find alternative solutions to the problems of overpopu-
lation and unemployment.

The public declarations during 1918 of the British prime minister,
David Lloyd George, and the American president, Woodrow Wilson,
provoked in part by the Bolshevik revolution and Lenin’s speeches,
encouraged war-weary populations to think of a brave new world.
Lloyd George’s speech at the Trades Union Congress of 5 January
1918 spoke of a new Europe based on ‘reason and justice’ and on
‘government with the consent of the governed’.* While the prime
minister’s speech had been prepared through lengthy consultation, its
American counterpart had not. The celebrated ‘Fourteen Points’, pre-
sented unannounced by Wilson to Congress three days later, unilaterally
defined ‘the only possible program’ for world peace. His points fell into
two categories, general principles and territorial adjustments. The for-
mer included, as the first four points: ‘open covenants of peace, openly
arrived at’, ‘absolute freedom of navigation upon the seas’, ‘the removal,
so far as possible, of all economic barriers’, and the promise that ‘national
armaments will be reduced to the lowest point consistent with domestic
safety’. The fourteenth point was for Wilson the most important of all:
‘A general association of nations must be formed under specific coven-
ants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees of political inde-
pendence and territorial integrity to great and small states alike.’
Territorial stipulations were outlined concerning Russia, Belgium,
France, Italy, Austria-Hungary, Serbia, Romania, Ottoman Turkey,
and Poland. Critically, in these points Wilson employed the language
of nationality and self-determination, stating that various borders ought

* The full text of the speech is in David Lloyd George, The War Memoirs of Lloyd
George (London, 1936-8), 1. 1510-17.
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to be adjusted according to ‘historically established lines of allegiance
and nationality’, with the peoples within larger empires to be given ‘the
freest opportunity to autonomous development’.* Lenin had called for a
‘peace without annexations or indemnities’; the American president
held out the prospect of a new political and economic international
order that would preserve the future peace. Animated discussions fol-
lowed Wilson’s message, which was variously interpreted. For many in
Europe it offered hope for a better world at a time when peace was still
remote and the struggle undecided.

The end of the war came unexpectedly. It was General Erich von
Ludendorff of the German Supreme Command who first demanded an
armistice, and though the German military objected to its actual terms,
its political power was now eroded and it was the last imperial govern-
ment, the reform cabinet of Prince Max of Baden, that asked President
Wilson for an armistice based on the Fourteen Points. Despite its
decisive military defeat, the German army was still on French territory
when the armistice was concluded on 11 November, and the van-
quished did not feel crushed when their army marched back to
Germany. Until the end of September, German policy-makers had
stuck to the belief that they could hold on to most of their territorial
conquests. In accepting the armistice terms, the leaders of the newly
created republic spoke of a ‘just peace’ and the promise of participation
in the new world system which Wilson proclaimed. They intended that
the president should mediate between the republic and the Allies so that
Germany, regardless of its defeat, would retain its great-power status and
play its part in the reconstituted world order. The significance of the
Germans seeking armistice terms from an American president was not
lost on either side of the Atlantic. The armistice conditions were stern
and non-negotiable: German evacuation of all occupied territories in
the west and east (though not until the Allies should so require); the
delivery of armaments and rolling stock; Allied occupation of the left
bank of the Rhine, along with key bridgeheads and the establishment of
a ‘neutral zone’ on the right bank; the surrender of all submarines and a
major part of the surface fleet; and the continuation of the naval
blockade until all these conditions were met. Even the initial German
disappointment over the terms of the armistice, far harsher than
expected and in keeping with Allied aims, failed to shatter German
illusions about the role Wilson would play in Paris. The post-
revolutionary German government would enter the ‘dreamland of the
Armistice period’, the telling phrase of Ernst Troeltsch, the German
theologian.

* Wilson, speech to Joint Session of Congress, 8 Jan. 1918, in Arthur Link (ed.),
Collected Papers of Woodrow Wilson (Princeton, 1984), xlv. 534-9.
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Critical for Germany, the peace settlement, and the future of Europe,
a constitutional republic was established in Germany and the radical
revolutionaries defeated. The disappearance of the imperial regime in
Germany in November 1918 was the work of the old elites; it was
accompanied by widespread disorders and the creation of workers” and
soldiers’ councils. The two moderate socialist parties seized the initia-
tive, determined that Germany should be a parliamentary democracy
and that order should be restored. Elections held on 19 January 1919
resulted in a victory for the moderate republican parties, the Social
Democrats, the Centre Party, and the liberal-left German Democratic
Party, who together constituted the “Weimar coalition’. Five days later
the representatives of heavy industry and the trade-union representatives
concluded an agreement (the Stinnes—Legien Agreement) which
opened the prospect of a corporatist socio-economic settlement and
reinforced the unwillingness of the Social Democratic Party leaders to
countenance any attack on property. With President Friedrich Ebert’s
approval, the army and Free Corps volunteers (mercenary bands of ex-
soldiers) moved against the radical left. The street fighting in Berlin (10—
15 January) culminated in the attack on an ill-considered and chaotic
demonstration of extreme left socialists and communists and the deaths
of the Communist party leaders, Karl Liebnecht and Rosa Luxembourg,
on 15 January. The crushing of the so-called ‘Spartacus revolt’, in no
way deserving of the name, and the ‘white terror’ that followed was a
shattering defeat for the left-wing radicals. Strikes and armed conflicts
took place in February and March, and for a brief period, 4 April-1
May, a Soviet republic was established in Bavaria. All were suppressed.
The most radical sections of the working class turned to the Communist
party, creating an unbridgeable divide between moderates and extrem-
ists. Many of the sponsors of the new republic favoured extensive
political, economic, and social change, but all rejected the radical
transformation of either the state or society. Basic to the compromises
on which the Weimar republic was based was a working alliance
between the constitutionally minded sections of the middle and work-
ing classes. It was an uneasy partnership repeatedly threatened from both
the right and the left. The republic was, from the start, a fragile creation.

The Weimar coalition used the promise of a Wilsonian peace as a
means of courting mass support. At the same time, the threat that the
government might fall to the Bolsheviks was intended to influence
Allied opinion. Lloyd George’s ‘Fontainebleau memorandum’ of 25
March 1919, and the beginning of American food shipments to Germany
at the end of March, encouraged optimism that the tactic would work.
The argument that food shortages would lead to revolution was not
without effect. Without the March riots and supposed threats of the
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communists to the position of the government, it is doubtful whether
the British would have joined the Americans who, for a mixture of
selfish (there was a glut of American agricultural supplies immediately
after the war) and humane reasons, wanted to end the blockade. Most
Germans were shocked by the defeat and could not come to terms with
the outcome of the war. Germany had not been invaded; in both the
west and east German troops still stood on foreign soil when the fighting
stopped. President Ebert reflected prevailing opinion when he greeted
the troops returning from France: ‘I salute you, who return unvan-
quished from the field of battle.”® The majority of Germans refused to
accept the reality of the military disaster and, having never experienced
war on their own soil, hardly needed convincing that there had been a
‘stab in the back’.

It was against a changing and volatile background that the peace
would have to be concluded. There would be no breathing space nor
moment of repose while the maps were rearranged. The statesmen had
to deal with inherited and new situations that limited their freedom of
decision. The problems to be resolved were more numerous and far
more complex than those faced at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The
process of reconstruction had to take into account a war of extraordinary
ferocity that had extended beyond the frontiers of Europe and
destroyed, temporarily at least, much of the framework of normal life.
The prominence of the United States and the uncertain impact of the
revolution and civil war in Russia had to be considered by war leaders
unaccustomed to the presence of the former and fearful of the latter.
There was no way of judging what further changes were to come. The
‘Great War’ had begun as a struggle between states who were partici-
pants in a well-established European system of international relations; it
ended with that system shattered. Europe’s leaders were men of the pre-
war world, statesmen who looked backwards as well as forward. They
would have to reassemble the continental pieces, in quite different ways,
if the fruits of victory were to be preserved. The memory of an illusory
golden age still suffused the pages of Anthony Eden’s (Lord Avon) most
moving book, Another World, 1897-1917, published in 1976, but
however attractive it might have appeared to some who had survived
the ordeal of war, there was no possible return to the old order. The
disruptions were too many and the effects too widespread. It was a
changed world in which the rulers of Europe now operated.

> Quoted in Harold James, A German Identity (London, 1989), 116.
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1

The Hall of Mirrors:
Peacemaking in the West

I

1919. The place and date, which marked the anniversary of the

founding of the German empire in the Hall of Mirrors at the
French royal palace of Versailles in 1871, were chosen by the French.
The long wait following the armistice resulted from elections in the
United States and Britain, and from the time delegates from the far
corners of the world needed to arrive: it would take two months for
the Japanese delegation to reach Paris. In any case Georges Clemenceau,
the French premier, counselled delay until the political situation in the
former enemy states was clarified and governments in place were able to
discuss peace terms. Once opened, it would be another five months
before the conference was ready to present the defeated Germans, in the
form of the representatives of the newly formed Weimar republic, with
their non-negotiable terms of peace. These peace terms, the muddled
and lengthy process by which they were drafted, as well as the person-
alities and motivations of the men who drafted them, have been fiercely
and continually maligned since the very moment of their presentation.
The war’s final crime, it could still be declared in 1999, was a peace treaty
‘whose harsh terms would ensure a second war’." Such simplistic assess-
ments, which view 1919 solely in the light of 1939, take no account of
what was actually created at Paris and why. The magnitude of the task
confronted by the leaders of the victor powers staggers the imagination.
They faced the unresolved problems of pre-1914 Europe as well as the
situations created by the war. None of the war leaders, now peace-
makers, was blind to the changes wrought by the conflict. Yet the events
were too close and experiences too fresh to assess the full nature of these
transtormations. The best that could be done was to grapple with their
most immediate and most pressing consequences. The statesmen met in
Paris at a moment of high dislocation in the international order. It was a

T he Paris peace conference was formally opened on 18 January

' Economist, 31 Dec. 1999.
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time of systemic change, when it was possible to contemplate a new
international regime to replace the one that had so spectacularly col-
lapsed. Yet despite the popular hopes roused by President Wilson’s
proclaimed vision of ‘liberal internationalism’, the treaties of Paris did
not represent the victory of principle and morality over national interest.
If the treaties incorporated the principles of democracy, collective se-
curity (a term not yet in use), and self~-determination, they also reflected
the claims of state sovereignty and individual and often conflicting
national requirements. The Treaty of Versailles was unquestionably
flawed, but the treaty in itself did not shatter the peace that it established.

Neither the conditions in Europe nor in Paris were conducive to
rational peacemaking, and the chaotic methods of the three main
architects of the German treaty, Georges Clemenceau, David Lloyd
George, and Woodrow Wilson, did not help. Paris was scarcely the
best venue for a peace conference; the heated atmosphere, fanned by the
excesses of the Parisian press, was hardly conducive to reasoned delib-
erations. Geneva had been suggested but was rejected by Clemenceau
and the French. ‘I never wanted to hold the Conference in his bloody
capital,” Lloyd George complained, ‘but the old man wept and protested
so much that we gave way.”” Little could be done to prepare for a
gathering of unprecedented size in a city suffering from an acute
shortage of accommodation, fuel, and food. Administrative chaos dur-
ing the conference left tempers short, and men whose energies should
have been directed to questions of high policy found themselves en-
gaged in sorting out housekeeping problems of the most petty kind.
Though the precedents of 1815 were studied in detail, there was little
resemblance between the Congress of Vienna and the gathering at Paris.
In 1815 the peace was made by five powers; in 1919 twenty-seven allied
states were represented. Lord Castlereagh, the British foreign secretary,
came to Vienna with a staff of fourteen; in 1919 the British delegation,
not the largest, consisted of 207 persons backed by a considerable
supporting staft’ of typists, messengers, printers, chaufteurs, chefs, and
waiters. Representatives arrived not only from Europe but from all
continents, and from small states as well as large. The hotel corridors
were crowded with petitioners, some from states or would-be states,
others from organizations of all sizes, types, and concerns. Private
individuals clamoured to be received by ‘men of influence’. The
defeated nations—Germany, Austria, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Turkey—
did not attend, nor were the Russians invited to the deliberations.

* Lloyd George, in Sir William Wiseman’s peace conference diary, 19 Jan. 1919;
quoted in Margaret MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and Its Attempt to
End War (paperback edn., London, 2002), 35.
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The number of states represented and the variety of people demanding
to be heard were the inevitable result of the expansion of the diplomatic
map, both geographically and in the subjects of international concern.
The future architects of the peace remained sensitive to the public
mood. Unlike those who met at Vienna a century before, the leaders
of the four main victor states were elected representatives, responsive
and responsible to mass electorates. There were many who believed
that, for the first time in Europe’s history, the peoples’ voices would be
heard in the corridors of power. Well over 500 press correspondents
eager for news added to the confusion. None of the official delegations
had given thought to the problem of satistying the media’s thirst for
information. Though President Wailson’s Fourteen Points had
demanded, in the first point, that ‘there shall be no private international
understandings of any kind but diplomacy shall proceed always frankly
and in the public view’, this principle was rapidly discarded in favour of
private meetings. It was hardly surprising that the massive American
press corps howled in protest. These were not problems that had
troubled the peacemakers of 1815.

There had been little discussion about how the peace conference was
to be organized. It was at first expected that the victors would decide the
terms between themselves in a preliminary conference, and then nego-
tiate with the defeated powers. Drafting the German treaty took so
much time and energy, however, that the ‘preliminary conference’ soon
became the peace conference itself. The shape of the conference
evolved as the representatives of the great powers steadily took com-
mand. From 18 January until 24 March a Council of Ten, consisting of
two delegates each from Britain, France, Italy, the United States, and
Japan, met in the French foreign minister’s beautitully appointed ancien
régime room in the Quai d’Orsay (the French foreign ministry) under
Clemenceau’s chairmanship. The smaller states were permitted to pre-
sent their views to the Council, and did so, often at considerable length
and with great vehemence. Their representatives were present when the
Council reported back to the full plenary sessions of the Conference but
the latter were few and far between and were of little importance. There
were interruptions: President Wilson returned to the United States on
15 February, not to return until 14 March; Lloyd George was away in
London from 8 February until 14 March; and Clemenceau was forced to
withdraw temporarily as the result of an assassination attempt by a young
anarchist on 19 February. Discussions continued in their absence, but
nothing of importance could be settled. The Japanese ceased to attend
meetings on a regular basis. As in every twentieth-century peace con-
ference, the essential decisions were made by the very few. When the
chief negotiators reassembled in mid-March it was decided to turn the
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Council of Ten into a Council of Four, with Clemenceau, Lloyd
George, Wilson, and Vittorio Orlando meeting informally, usually in
the American’s private residence. Orlando, the Italian prime minister,
was never treated as an equal and took only a minor part in the drafting
of the treaty with Germany. Lord Riddell, Lloyd George’s publicity
agent, rightly noted that ‘no four kings or emperors could have con-
ducted the conference on more autocratic lines’.* In late April, baulked
of his demands, Orlando walked out and decision-making rested in the
hands of the remaining ‘big three’. Clemenceau, Lloyd George, and
Wilson debated every clause, sometimes every word, of the articles
which concerned them. Their proceedings were informal, chaotic,
and often acrimonious. At one point Lloyd George jumped up and
seized Clemenceau by the scruff of the neck, forcing Wilson to separate
the two men. It was not until Maurice Hankey, the experienced
secretary to the British delegation, came into attendance from 19 April
that agendas were created and proper minutes kept. Even then there was
little order in the way the great men proceeded, whom they conferred
with, what they decided, or indeed whom they informed of their
decisions. The ‘big three’ consulted those they trusted and bypassed
traditional advisers, excluding them from discussions and keeping them
in the dark about the conclusions reached. The professional diplomats
long used to dominating the European conferences of the past found
themselves shut out, outnumbered, and overwhelmed. In part, the war
itself and the Leninist and Wilsonian attacks on the ‘old diplomacy’ had
tarnished their reputations; but war is rarely kind to diplomats, and the
foreign ministries in all the belligerent powers were eclipsed during the
fighting. The multiplicity and complexity of the issues now raised gave
roles of far greater significance than ever before to the ‘experts’, the men
in the British Political Intelligence Department or the American ‘En-
quiry’, both in the preparations for the peace and in Paris itself.

The main inter-Allied conflicts over the German settlement were not
fully resolved until mid-April and quarrels with the Italians and Japanese
further slowed the rate of progress. Much of the detailed work was
handled by the fifty-two commissions or committees created by the
Council of Ten. Three different commissions dealt with financial issues.
Territorial questions were discussed in committees working independ-
ently of each other and often in ignorance of what was being discussed
elsewhere. Though it was assumed that the committee decisions would
be reviewed by the Council of Four, given the pressure of time most of

3 William R. Keylor, ‘Versailles and International Diplomacy’, in Manfred F. Boe-
meke, Gerald D. Feldman, and Elisabeth Glaser (eds.), The Treaty of Versailles:
A Reassessment after 75 Years (Washington, DC and Cambridge, 1998), 483.
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the territorial recommendations, many of which were only ready for
presentation in late March, were accepted without further consider-
ation. Only a few, such as over the Polish borders, produced long and
acrimonious debates. The pace became increasingly hectic during the
last weeks of April, and there were well-founded fears that the draft
treaty would not be ready in time. As time began to run out there was
also increasing uneasiness in the Allied camp about the German re-
sponse. The German delegation had already been waiting at the gloomy
Hoétel des Réservoirs in Versailles for a week when the final text was sent
to the printers. The chaos in the process of peacemaking could hardly
have failed to affect its substance. In the end, the last-minute rush of
work overwhelmed the co-ordinating committee created to check
through the whole draft treaty, a document of over 200 pages with
440 articles, which consequently failed to eliminate the inevitable in-
consistencies. The Council of Four never reviewed the draft treaty in its
entirety. Members of the victor delegations saw the text only a few
hours before it was given to the Germans, and it was only then that the
harshness of its terms was recognized. The Germans ended up being
presented on 7 May with a draft treaty to which they were given fifteen
days to make a written response. Any change of substance, it was feared,
could unravel the whole treaty. The peacemakers’ difficulties were far
from over.

II

It was obvious from the start that the settlement with Germany would
be of primary and overriding importance in Paris. In his speeches during
1918 Wilson had stressed that this settlement would be a ‘just peace’,
and that there would be no annexations or punitive damages imposed.
Nonetheless, the president’s messages, however interpreted in Berlin, in
no way qualified the jointly held belief of the three Allied leaders that
the Germans were responsible for the war and that justice did not
preclude punishment for ‘the very great offence against civilisation
which the German State committed’.* A ‘just peace’, both Wilson and
Lloyd George agreed, did not imply a ‘soft peace’. While insisting on
German guilt, the ‘big three’ never considered the destruction of
Bismarck’s creation. Germany was to be preserved as a unified nation,
but prevented from returning to those paths of aggression that had
resulted in a European catastrophe. It was over the questions of how
this was to be done that the Allied leaders disagreed. The problem of

* Quoted in Anthony Lentin, Lloyd George, Woodrow Wilson and the Guilt of Germany
(Leicester, 1984), 102.
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how to deal with Germany meant different things to different leaders.
United in war only by the need to defeat Germany, it was hardly
surprising that the dominant personages at Paris should soon fall out as
differences in national interests could not be disguised.

In every sense, the ‘German problem’ weighed most heavily on
France. They had, as they repeatedly reminded their friends, paid the
highest price of all for victory. Of all the belligerents, France had
suffered most in terms of her active male population; France had lost
1.3 million soldiers, over a quarter of all men aged between 18 and 27,
and incurred 700,000 wounded. The ten northern and eastern depart-
ments of the country had provided, along with parts of Belgium, the
main battlefields of the war in the west. Much of the industrial heartland
of France had been devastated. Neither its allies nor its chief enemy had
been similarly affected. Germany had proved, once again, more power-
ful than France, which achieved victory only as a member of a coalition.
France emerged from the fighting more damaged in human and material
terms than its defeated enemy, and with much of its adult population
suffering from a psychic shock that proved as deep and more long-
lasting than the German preoccupation with defeat. For the French,
reconstruction meant the constitution of a new political, economic, and
strategic order in which France was protected from renewed German
attempts at domination. French leaders remained throughout the 1920s
obsessed with the fear of German power. France had a security problem
that the other victor powers did not share. Only she had to live next to
Germany.

Few men in France had made a more realistic appraisal of their
country’s position in the post-war world, or were more anxious to
secure its future, than its premier, Georges Clemenceau, known as
‘the Tiger’. The 78-year-old Clemenceau may have seemed a man of
the past, and his square-tailed coats, shapeless hats, thick, buckled boots,
and suede gloves (worn because of his eczema) accentuated this impres-
sion. To Clemenceau, the problem of the peace settlement was the
problem of French security: how to protect France against another
German aggression, something which all of France believed was pos-
sible. In his relentless search for the means to enhance French security,
Clemenceau operated on the assumption that neither military defeat nor
the fall of the Kaiser would permanently weaken Germany nor curb her
continental ambitions. Germany would have to be disarmed, but this
would hardly be sufficient for future safety. Even as he savoured the
victory that was won at such high cost to France, Clemenceau under-
stood how easily the peace could be lost. Stripped to its essentials,
French security required the support of allies and military, territorial,
and economic changes that would restrict Germany’s capacity to again
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invade France. Neither the Rhineland nor Belgium was to become a
platform for future German attacks. Clemenceau intended, too, that the
peace settlements would provide opportunities to redress the unequal
balance of economic strength between the two neighbouring nations
that the war had not altered. While Clemenceau did not rule out the
future possibility of Franco-German economic co-operation, already
canvassed in the summer of 1919, it was only a possibility and had to be
on terms that would promote French industrial interests.

The direction of French policy lay in Clemenceau’s hands. Pere-la-
Victoire dominated his cabinet and enjoyed a strong position in the
French Chamber of Deputies. He was to win a striking vote of confi-
dence from the Chamber on 29 December 1918, 386 votes to 89, when
he outlined the conditions of peace in general terms and stressed the
need to preserve Allied unity. He was not totally free from domestic
concerns; there were differences with his old and hated rival the French
president, Raymond Poincaré (the feelings were mutual), and fierce
clashes with Marshal Foch, infuriated not to be named as a French
delegate to the peace conference. There were difficulties, too, with
territorially greedy generals and ambitious subordinates in the Rhine-
land. For the most part, however, the premier overcame opposition to
his policies and played his own hand. With few domestic commitments,
he came to the peace table free of obligations. He purposely refused to
reveal his diplomatic intentions to any but his most intimate advisers, of
whom André Tardieu, the former French high commissioner in the
United States, and Louis Loucheur, the minister of industrial recon-
struction, were the most important. The foreign minister, Stephen
Pichon, figured hardly at all. With the young, intellectual Tardieu as
Clemenceau’s closest confidante, the Quai d’Orsay lost power and
handled only matters of secondary importance.

Clemenceau never underestimated the difficulties of peacemaking.
As he confided to Poincaré: “We will not perhaps have the peace that
you and I would like. France will have to make sacrifices, not to
Germany but to her allies.”® A tenacious and stubborn fighter, the
Tiger was also a flexible negotiator, almost as skilful as Lloyd George
in finding ways out of difficult situations. His talents would be sorely
tested. Among Clemenceau’s peace aims, his chief goal was always to
secure a permanent alliance with Britain and the United States, not just
because of common ideological sympathies but because only such an
alliance would safeguard France. Clemenceau had a far deeper appreci-
ation of France’s weakness and its need for allies than those who, in the
relief and self-congratulation of the end of the war, thought that France

> Quoted in Anthony Adamthwaite, Grandeur and Misery (London, 1995), 39.
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could stand alone and still achieve those wide-ranging war aims that
would redress the pre-war balance between France and Germany. The
pre-conference exchanges with Lloyd George had not been encour-
aging; it proved difficult to pin down France’s slippery ally, yet Lloyd
George’s support was essential for France. It must still have seemed
easier to deal with the mercurial and elusive British prime minister
than with the stubborn and self-assured American president. France
needed the United States, both for immediate relief and for her post-
war financial and economic plans. While he made every effort to court
him, Clemenceau distrusted Wilson, deplored the vagueness of the
Fourteen Points (‘the good Lord himself had been satisfied with only
ten’), and had little interest in ‘Utopian theorists’ and their proposed
League of Nations except as a means of securing American underwriting
for France. The French premier’s views were in harmony with the
prevailing winds of domestic opinion to which he both contributed
and responded. Socialist and labour groups in France had welcomed
Wilson’s call for a new international order, but popular enthusiasm for
the president began to ebb in February 1919 and Clemenceau could
treat the League of Nations scheme as a matter of secondary importance,
to be dealt with by Léon Bourgeois, a former premier and member of
the international court of arbitration.

If the preservation of the wartime alliances took priority of place in
Clemenceau’s peace aims, the projected territorial changes that would
enhance French power and block future German attacks on France
absorbed the greater part of his attention and energy. He insisted on
the return of Alsace-Lorraine, with its 1814—15 frontiers which included
the salients around Saarbriicken and Landau, without a plebiscite. He
favoured the annexation of the Saar for strategic and economic reasons;
the military wanted a strategic border north of the Saar basin, while
French industrialists believed that possession of the Saar mines would
help to relieve France’s serious coal deficit. Even the addition of the Saar
coalfields would leave France short, and coal deliveries from Germany
would be high on the list of economic reparations. When forced to give
way on annexation, the French still hoped that, through the ownership
of the mines, they would succeed in converting the Saarlanders to the
advantages of joining France.

Clemenceau was as determined as Marshal Foch on the subject of the
Rhine frontier and the detachment of the Rhineland from Germany
The French claims, as presented by André Tardieu in a memorandum of
25 February, prepared in consultation with Clemenceau, included de-
mands for the termination of German sovereignty over the territories of
the Reich west of the Rhine and an indefinite Allied occupation of the
left bank and the Rhine bridgeheads. Except for Alsace-Lorraine, these
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German territories would be divided into one or more independent
states that would be neutral and disarmed and included in a “Western
European customs zone’. France, Tardieu insisted, had not the slightest
interest in annexing any part of the Rhineland, but he said nothing
about how they were to be governed. Clemenceau favoured the cre-
ation of an independent buffer state, a goal he was forced to abandon at
the end of March. He still continued to hope that the local autonomist
movements in the Rhineland might succeed, and implicitly permitted,
or at the least did not stop, the efforts of the French army of occupation
to encourage the separatist movements. Admittedly, he gave no clear
lead and was often surprised by the actions of his own officials; there
were confused and conflicting policies followed both in Paris and in the
Rhineland. While Clemenceau repudiated General Charles Mangin’s
open support for the abortive coup of the extremist, Hans Dorten, on
1 June 1919—a critical point in the Paris negotiations—he was not
unsympathetic towards more moderate and realizable autonomy pro-
posals, such as the mayor of Cologne, Konrad Adenauer’s, scheme for
creating a separate autonomous state, freed from the control of the
Prussian state but within the Reich. Efforts to win the sympathies of
the Rhinelanders through propaganda and economic carrots were in-
tensified in the summer and autumn of 1919.

In the north-east, for geo-strategic reasons, Clemenceau favoured the
restoration of an independent Belgium freed from the neutrality restric-
tions imposed by the treaties of 1831, with adjustments to its borders at
the expense of the Dutch, who would be compensated in Germany. As
in the case of the Rhineland, the intention was to block one of the
historic invasion routes into France. In essence, the French wanted to
dominate Belgium; there were hopes that any future war would be
fought on Belgian and not French soil. Clemenceau wanted to bring
Luxembourg within France’s political and economic orbit, despite
Belgium’s own ambitions in the Grand Duchy and intentions to create
their own economic union. The new arrangements were expected to
strengthen France’s western security system and fulfil long-held goals of
improving its economic position at German expense.

Clemenceau was hardly likely to ignore the problem of Germany’s
eastern borders. France had to face the problem of the deficit left in its
security by the Russian revolutions. Even British and American ‘guar-
antees’ of the western frontiers would not compensate for the disap-
pearance of the vast Russian army on the German border. The French
had already begun in 1917 to think of creating ‘an eastern barrier’ in
east-central Europe as a counterweight to Germany. It was mainly with
this in mind that they took the lead in publicly supporting Polish
independence and in recognizing the extensive territorial claims of the
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Polish National Committee, that included Danzig and a corridor to the
Baltic. It was with similar hopes that the French backed claims for an
independent Czechoslovakia that would include the German speakers
of the Sudetan, and favoured an enlarged Serbia and Romania. Clem-
enceau felt few compunctions about ignoring the principles of self-
determination; he sought independent, strong, and viable states that
would work together and provide a buttress against German expansion
and a barrier between Germany and Russia. It was assumed that the new
successor states would fall within the French sphere of influence, and
there were extensive plans for their economic penetration.

The French had given considerable thought since the early stages of
the conflict to their economic war aims and the possibilities of changing
the Franco-German economic equation in France’s favour. France
suffered from acute shortages of grain and coal, problems that would
continue into the post-war period. These shortages had been relieved
when America entered the war, and a number of pooling agreements on
food, raw materials, and shipping were concluded that were carried out
by inter-Allied agencies. However, all French attempts to press for the
extension of these wartime arrangements in order to combat a post-war
German economic offensive, including plans during 1918 by the then
finance minister, Etienne Clémental, to expand France’s industrial base
and create a customs union with Belgium and an independent Rhine-
land to isolate and weaken Germany economically, fell on deaf ecars.
American officials were determined to dismantle the wartime inter-
Allied agencies as rapidly as possible and return to normal trading
patterns. They considered the most-favoured-nation principle as sacro-
sanct, disliked the whole idea of inter-Allied co-operation, especially in
any institutionalized form, and continued to warn the Allies against any
kind of discriminatory measures against Germany. The British, despite
favouring some degree of post-war inter-Allied co-operation, opposed
the abolition of the most-favoured-nation principle and would not
make any commitment to a post-war economic union. Nor would
they back the French in the face of strong American opposition. Paris
and London anticipated that the Americans would either pool all war
costs or consider a cancellation or redistribution of Allied war debts in
order to equalize the burdens of the war on the respective belligerents.
Such illusions, fuelled by the growing public demand that Germany
should make restitution in kind and cash for the destruction it had
wrought, had soon to be abandoned. For many Frenchmen, the desire
to make the Germans suffer in a concrete way was probably as strong a
motive as the demand for reparations.

For his part, Clemenceau focused only on the need to repair the
physical damage done to France. His chief criticism of the draft armistice
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TaBLE 2. Inter-Allied War Debts, 1914-1918 (US$m Current
Prices)

Borrowing country  From USA  From UK From France  Total

Belgium 172 422 535 1,129
France 1,970 1,683 — 3,653
United Kingdom 3,696 — — 3,696
Greece - 90 155 245
Italy 1,031 1,885 75 2,991
Serbia (Yugoslavia) 1 92 297 400
Portugal - 78 220 298
Russia 187 2,472 955 3,614
Total 7,067 6,722 2,237 15,996

Source: H. G. Moulton and L. Pasvolsky, War Debts and World Prosperity (Washing-
ton, DC, 1932), 426.

terms was directed at the omission of any reference to Germany’s
obligation to repair the damage she had inflicted. Though the term
‘réparation des dommages’ was inserted at his request, he did not intend
to claim total war costs, which he believed would only reduce France’s
share of reparations. While not interested in the details of economic
policy and notoriously inept when it came to financial matters,
Clemenceau had a shrewd appreciation of France’s economic interests.
He was not consistently well served by his advisers. Even before the
peace conference opened, Louis-Lucien Klotz, France’s fatuous finance
minister, saw in the promise of German reparations a way out of the
struggle to conceal the inflationary methods used to cover France’s
snowballing budget deficit. Without stating a sum, he nevertheless
implied that the Germans could pay for the whole cost of the war.
There were others whose advice carried far more weight with Clem-
enceau than the incompetent Klotz. Clémentel, now minister of com-
merce, knowing by the time of the armistice that he would not get
American backing for his pooling arrangements and other plans, shifted
his attention to getting maximum Allied support for French reconstruc-
tion through the deliveries of coal and raw materials as well as cash
payments. Unlike Klotz, however, Clémentel feared the effects of a
flood of German marks into France which would fuel inflation and
make French exports less competitive. Clémentel and subsequently
Louis Loucheur, Clemenceau’s chief economic adviser, were prepared
to use the demand for high reparations as a bargaining counter with the
Americans, but they continued to insist that reparations in kind were far
preferable to cash transfers with all their attendant problems.
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It was mainly the failure to elicit a positive American response to the
French initiatives on continuing economic co-operation that shifted
attention to reparations as the chief means to achieve France’s economic
goals. Because the French were unable to rely on the United States and
Britain for future assistance, they focused on reparations for their im-
mediate reconstruction needs and for the fulfilment of longer-term
goals. Reparations could provide the means for institutionalizing inter-
national economic control of Germany and could be used to redress the
economic imbalance between Germany and France. In all these debates,
as he sought support for France, Clemenceau had also to prevent the
emergence of an Anglo-American combination in opposition to his
territorial and economic goals. “We have won the war: now we have
to win the peace’, he warned General Henri Mordacq, his military chef
de cabinet, ‘and it may be more difficult.”® Lloyd George, in particular,
had to be convinced of the need to weaken Germany and strengthen
France in the interests of the future peace of Europe.

The position of Britain on the eve of the peace conference was both
less and more complex than that of France. In 1914 Britain had been the
pre-eminent great power, although even then she was not strong
enough to remain neutral in the European struggle. As in the past, the
British fought a coalition war against Germany, but the costs of inter-
vention in the Great War, above all in human terms, were far higher
than anyone expected. More than 500,000 of her 700,000 British dead
were lost on the western front. The shock was all the greater because
few had thought in terms of a continental engagement. The closeness of
the margin of victory and its human toll encouraged some to speak of
isolation or withdrawal from Europe as soon as it became practicable.
Withdrawal proved impossible, however attractive the option might
have seemed, but there was a general conviction that the costs of
intervention had been far too high to ever be repeated. Britain never-
theless emerged from the war in a powerful position. It had put a huge
and formidable army in the field, kept the sea lanes open, instituted an
apparently effective blockade of Germany, and mobilized its economy
effectively—many believed more eftectively than any other European
nation. The empire had come to its assistance, if at considerable consti-
tutional cost and in some cases with less enthusiasm than was popularly
imagined. There were some grounds for concern. The slower pace of
Britain’s industrial growth and the American and German threat to its
share of the world’s industrial production had already created alarm
before 1914. If the staple industries had over-expanded during the war

® Quoted in D. R. Watson, Georges Clemenceau: A Political Biography (London, 1974),
327.
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TABLE 3. British War Loans to Dominions and Allies, Outstanding at the End
of the Financial Year (£ m)

1914-15 1915-16 1916-17 1917-18 1918-19 1919-20

Australia 6.3 29.8 491 48.6 49.1 51.6
Canada 12.6 28.4 59.5 103.0 72.4 19.4
New Zealand 5.8 11.3 18.2 23.0 29.6 29.6
South Africa 11.7 17.9 17.7 16.7 16.6 15.8
Colonies 3.1 3.8 2.3 3.1 3.2 3.2
Total British empire 39.5 91.2 146.8 194.4 170.9 119.6
France 20.3 191.3 373.0 434.5 514.8
Russia 174.2 400.6 571.2 568.0 568.0
Italy 49.5 157.0 282.8 412.5 457.4
Other Allies 14.2 44.5 78.1 106.2 152.8 180.8
Total Allies 14.2 288.5 827.0 1,333.2 1,567.8 1,721.0
Loans for relief and 0.9 2.3 2.5 11.6
reconstruction

Total 53.7 379.7 974.7 1,529.9 1,741.2 18522

Source: E. V. Morgan, Studies in British Financial Policy 1921-25 (London, 1952), 317.

(their decline would be much sharper than before 1914), the new
industries, fostered by the conflict, could be expected to grow quickly
in the post-war world. If Europe recovered, British industry would
again flourish. More worrying was the fact that, though still a world
creditor, Britain now owed the Americans $4.7 billion. The pre-war
financial relationship between the two countries was dramatically re-
versed. The war, moreover, had destroyed the international exchange
system that had provided Britain with a positive balance of payments
and made London the financial centre of the world. Britain’s leaders
were convinced that this position could be restored through careful
husbandry and American co-operation. As the war ended, too, there
were difficulties in Ireland, India, and Egypt that were overtaxing
Britain’s contracting military resources. The British navy was still the
largest in the world, but the United States was emerging as a powerful
rival, with plans to build a ‘navy second to none’. Britain was great by
virtue of its empire alone.

There was a cacophony of voices as Britain’s political leaders con-
sidered what role the country should play in reconstructing the post-war
world. ‘Atlanticists’ believed that an Anglo-American combination
would sustain and nourish the new world order. ‘Europeanists’ claimed
that British pre-eminence would depend on the restoration of a stable
and prosperous Europe, in which Germany would take its place.
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Imperialists looked to an enlarged and reconstructed empire as a source
of investment and trade, and argued that its imperial strength would
enable Britain to pursue a policy independent of the United States, its
main potential rival. Still others argued for a shift of attention from
continental brawls to the more pressing needs of the recently enlarged
electorate at home. Though the influence of these different and often
overlapping groups varied, their diversity reflected the complexities of
the British situation. British power and influence in 1919 was fully
comparable to that enjoyed before the war, but she was also more
vulnerable to the consequences of the more atomized world resulting
from the breakdown of the pre-war international order. There could be
no return to the Pax Britannica.

The prime minister, David Lloyd George, looked forward to his
sojourn in Paris. The “Welsh Wizard’ was a master negotiator, quick,
ingenious, and persuasive. He thrived on difficulties. His abundant
energies and rapid changes of direction both amused and infuriated
Clemenceau and Wailson. ‘Figaro here, Figaro there’, muttered
Clemenceau during a performance of The Barber of Seville, ‘he’s a kind
of Lloyd George.”” The ‘Khaki election’ of 14 December 1918 had
shown a swing to the right amid a dramatic outburst of nationalist and
anti-German fervour, sentiments encouraged during the latter half of
1918 by the government to combat civilian fatigue, and fanned by
sections of the press. Lloyd George had already spoken of a ‘sternly just,
relentlessly just’ peace. On 5 December he demanded that the ‘arch-
criminal’ Kaiser be tried for ‘high treason against humanity’.” Though
the League of Nations idea had warm support in all parties, the demand
for retribution and restitution swept the country. Every candidate
opposing a harsh peace was defeated. The wartime Coalition govern-
ment was returned with a large margin, and the election was seen as a
personal triumph for Lloyd George. It was, in fact, a sweeping victory
for his government’s Conservative wing. The prime minister, highly
sensitive to shifts in popular mood, had to deal with the Conservative
backbenchers in the House of Commons, over whom he had only
limited control. While their demands taxed his considerable oratorical
and tactical powers, he proved infinitely resourceful in disarming critics
and maintaining his supremacy over both colleagues and Commons. It
proved the same with his control over the British delegation. Foreign
Office officials, and even the foreign secretary himself, Arthur Balfour,
both already demoted in importance by Lloyd George during the war,
had to work through the prime minister’s confidant Philip Kerr, editor

7 Lentin, Lloyd George, Woodrow Wilson, and the Guilt of Germany, 122.
8 1
Ibid. 25.
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of the influential journal supporting closer imperial union, the Round
Table, to secure information or even to reach the prime minister at all.
The Treasury and Board of Trade, the service departments, special
cabinet committees, with imperial as well as British ministers, all con-
sidered British policy and further diminished the role of the professional
diplomats.

Lloyd George, never short of self-confidence, saw himself as the
‘honest broker’ at the peace table and the conciliator of men and
nations. The problem of how to deal with Germany was, for him, the
problem of how to punish Germany and yet preserve a stable and
economically healthy Europe. A successful peace settlement, in his
view, would require German acquiescence and French self-control.
Like Wilson, Lloyd George believed the peace treaty should be just
and harsh. He had no doubts about German guilt. In 1918, out of
personal inclination as well as for reasons of political expediency, he
favoured a peace that would teach the Germans ‘an unforgettable
lesson’. Germany had to be punished, constrained, and deterred. Yet
he knew that the defeated enemy could not permanently be held in a
subordinate position. It was not in Europe’s nor in Britain’s interest to
leave her thirsting for revenge. Any future ‘Alsace-Lorraines’ would
serve only to inflame the spirit of German nationalism. The prime
minister wanted a treaty that the Germans would accept as the price
of their defeat. He looked forward to the construction of a stable Europe
that would include a chastened Germany and operate a self-regulating
mechanism to keep the peace that would not require outside interven-
tion. Britain would retain her influence as the pivotal state in this newly
created equilibrium, but at the lowest cost possible. There was a strong
desire in the British cabinet, which Lloyd George fully shared, to return
to those traditional policies of peace, stability, and trade that had so long
served Britain’s national interests. Something more was needed, how-
ever, than the restitution of the old system of the ‘balance of power’,
though this did not mean the substitution of the Wilsonian League of
Nations for the pre-war mechanisms of great-power diplomacy. If
Europe settled down to peace, the British could look to their imperial
interests.

‘With a display of adroitness that few could match, the prime minister
managed to secure most of Britain’s war aims either before or during the
first weeks of the peace conference. The armistice left the country in
possession of the greater part of the German fleet, until it was scuttled by
the Germans at Scapa Flow on 21 June. She would soon receive the bulk
of the German merchant fleet. By the time the war ended the German
colonial empire was mainly in British or British empire hands. With the
disappearance of the German naval and imperial threat, Britain could
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afford to take a more detached view of continental affairs. As
Clemenceau outlined the French demands in London during a visit in
December 1918, it became clear that the two prime ministers put a
different weight on their twin objectives—security and stability. The
British had no territorial demands in Europe. They would insist on the
restoration of Belgium, the ostensible if not the real reason for their
original intervention, and support France’s claim to Alsace and Lorraine.
Lloyd George’s military advisers were sympathetic to a French military
frontier on the Rhine, but the prime minister, suspecting French
annexationist ambitions, resolutely opposed detaching the Rhineland
from Germany and rejected the idea of an Allied military presence on
the Rhine. He had an open mind about the Saar. He thought that
Germany should be disarmed, though this only became a British war
aim at the end of 1918 as a means of satisfying the widespread demand
for the demobilization of the British armies and the ending of conscrip-
tion. Lloyd George viewed Clemenceau’s territorial objectives with
considerable suspicion: he had no intention of substituting France for
Germany as the hegemonic power in Europe. Though the prime
minister accepted the French need for security, he had no wish to
become France’s underwriter if its European insurance policy failed.

Like the Americans, the British thought they would be the ‘honest
brokers’ in determining the dispositions in the east of Europe. There
was considerable sympathy for the principles of self-determination,
particularly within parts of the Foreign Office, where officials argued
that peace would be best secured if based on the principles of nationality
and self-determination. Lloyd George came late to the idea of the
dissolution of the Habsburg monarchy, and followed the French in
taking up the cause of Polish independence, which he accepted without
enthusiasm, and in his recognition of Bohemian and south Slav aspir-
ations. There was, however, no agreement in London among the British
experts about the size and borders of a restored Poland, and uncertainty
about the future frontiers of Czechoslovakia and the Kingdom of the
Serbs, Croats, and Slovenes. Whereas the French thought of Poland as a
barrier against Germany as well as against Bolshevik Russia if the
“Whites” were defeated, Lloyd George became more concerned with
the problems of instability created by the likely inclusion of large
numbers of Germans in Poland and its potential for future conflicts.
There were varying degrees of support for ideas such as an Austro-
German union, which officials believed was inevitable, or a Balkan
Federation in south-eastern Europe, which would promote stability
and provide welcome opportunities for British finance and trade. It
was not only the French who harboured extensive economic ambitions
in the region.
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The question of German liability for the costs of war must be seen, as
in the case of France, against the background of fears about a post-war
German economic offensive. During the war British planners had also
considered a package of discriminatory trade measures against the Cen-
tral Powers, but the proposals were dropped in the face of American
opposition and a negative response in liberal and labour circles at home.
At the heart of the debate over German liabilities was the distinction
between making restitution only for the damage and destruction
wrought by the war in the Allied countries versus paying the far larger
overall costs the Allies had incurred in fighting the war. Concern over
Britain’s post-war position coloured Treasury views about reparations
and indemnities: the Treasury wished to keep Germany’s liabilities at a
level that would not disturb the normal terms of trade nor depend upon
Germany creating an export surplus that would hurt British trade and
industry. While John Maynard Keynes, the Treasury spokesman, calcu-
lated a total figure of /3,000 million, which would not even cover
Allied material damage, the Treasury ultimately concluded that Britain’s
interests would be best served if the Germans paid a reparation bill of
only £2,000 million. These were not the figures produced by the
Cabinet Committee on indemnity which met in November—December
1918, under the chairmanship of the Australian prime minister William
Hughes, a leading anti-German spokesman and champion of high
reparations. The committee’s members supported a huge indemnity
(£24,000 million was the figure mentioned). Their final report recom-
mended that the Germans be required ‘to make good the destruction of
property and to indemnify the Allies for the cost of the war’.? Despite
divisions in the cabinet on almost every aspect of reparations policy, the
majority agreed that the Germans should be pressed for the highest
indemnity possible short of one requiring an army of occupation.
Behind this conclusion was not only the upsurge of anti-German feeling
during the election campaign, but Britain’s own financial weakness and
Dominion demands for compensation. Until the eve of the election
Lloyd George had taken a cautious approach to the question, but his
underlying commitment to securing war costs for Britain pre-dated the
election campaign. The cabinet decision to adopt the Hughes Com-
mittee report and the appointments of Hughes, Lord Sumner, and Lord
Cunliffe, known hardliners, to the Inter-Allied Commission on Rep-
aration, were indications that the British negotiators in Paris would
demand a figure far in excess of what the Treasury thought possible or
wise. The Germans had lost the war and should pay for it.

® Robert E. Bunselmeyer, Cost of the War, 1914—1919: British Economic War Aims and
the Origins of Reparations (Hamden, Conn., 1975), 103.
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Any demand going beyond compensation for material damage suf-
fered was bound to lead to conflict with the Americans. The ‘Lansing
Note’, the pre-armistice agreement of 5 November which the Germans
had accepted as part of the armistice terms, specified that compensation
should be paid for all damage done to the civilian populations and their
property ‘by the aggression of Germany by land, by sea and from the
air’."® Though the Foreign Office and Treasury argued that this pre-
cluded any claim for the costs of the war, this was not the view of the
prime minister nor the majority of his cabinet. In election campaign
speeches voters were encouraged to believe that the government would
demand that Germany should pay the whole cost of the war. Lloyd
George refused to retreat even when Wilson arrived in London in
December insisting that there should be no indemnity against Germany.
Still supremely careful about the critical relationship with the American
president, the issue was not pressed at the time.

The idea of a League of Nations had been under discussion in Britain
since 1917. Lloyd George, more concerned with winning the war, was
not unsympathetic and allowed examination of the League idea to go
ahead. On 20 March 1918 the Phillimore Committee, composed of
Foreign Office officials and historical experts, proposed an alliance of
victor states pledged not to go to war without submitting disputes to
arbitration or to a conference of member states that would make
recommendations for peaceful settlement. Sanctions would be imposed
on non-complying countries. Though criticized by some, notably
Philip Kerr and Jan Smuts, the influential South African premier, as
too cautious, by the time the war ended it was agreed that British
planning should move along the committee’s lines rather than in a
more radical direction. The subject was again debated after the armistice
negotiations when, in the weeks before the arrival of the American
president in Europe, the cabinet took up the question of British strategy
at the forthcoming peace talks. There appeared to be two possible
negotiating options: either a partnership with the French and the sup-
port of a strengthened France as proposed by Clemenceau, or co-
operation with the Americans and the acceptance of Wilson’s alternative
international order. Opinion grouped decisively around the latter pos-
ition. The cabinet was by now under strong pressure to go well beyond
lip service and to consider seriously the form and role of the new
international body. In November 1918 the League of Nations Union
was founded, with a large and impressive list of members of all political
persuasions, to provide a single focus for pro-League agitation. Because

' Alan Sharp, The Versailles Settlement: Peacemaking in Paris, 1919 (Basingstoke and
London, 1991), 80.
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of its wide membership and close links with each of the political parties,
the new organization could not be ignored. In late November Lord
Robert Cecil, the former minister of blockade, was appointed to head a
new League of Nations section in the Foreign Office and asked to
produce draft proposals for the League. Submitted on 17 December,
the ‘Cecil plan’ followed the Phillimore Committee’s recommenda-
tions: the League was to be a great-power conference system with a
permanent secretariat and a structure for the settlement of disputes and
the imposition of sanctions. Meanwhile, General Smuts, who was
preparing the British brief for the peace conference and strongly sup-
ported the American orientation, took up the idea in submissions to the
war cabinet and in an influential pamphlet, The League of Nations:
A Practical Suggestion, also published in December. He argued the case
for a strong international organization in the most persuasive and mov-
ing language. Only an effective international body, Smuts insisted,
would keep the peace, attack the problem of armies and armaments,
and protect and nurture those peoples left in the wake of the collapse of
the Russian, Austrian, and Turkish empires. Herein lay the origins of
the mandates system which, after a considerable Anglo-American de-
bate in Paris, was extended to the German colonies as well. Smuts
outlined plans for an executive council of great powers with sweeping
authority and minority representation of the middle and small powers,
along with a general conference and permanent secretariat. Forced to
consider the questions that Lloyd George would discuss with the presi-
dent, there was a full-scale debate on the League in the Imperial War
Cabinet on 24 December. The cabinet rejected the ‘guarantees of peace’
(the term ‘collective security’ was not used until the 1930s) and the
automatic sanctions embodied in the Phillimore, Cecil, and Smuts
proposals. It opted for a less formal international body, modelled along
the lines of either the Supreme Council or the Imperial War Cabinet,
that would provide a mechanism for international discussion but would
leave national sovereignty unimpaired.

Wilson’s triumphal visit to London at the end of the month was critical
tor Lloyd George’s approach to the League. The prime minister believed
that by backing the new institution he would gain American support on
other questions still dividing the two nations, and win American under-
writing for the future stability of Europe. The earlier meetings with Foch
and Clemenceau had not been reassuring; the League of Nations was an
acceptable price for effecting an Anglo-American entente. At the same
time, Lloyd George would satisty the highly vocal supporters of the ‘new
diplomacy’. Lloyd George was intent on creating a partnership with
Wilson, and started with certain advantages over Clemenceau. There
was a common interest in the future stability of Europe and a strong
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preference for a policy of non-intervention in continental conflicts.
Though their security situations were clearly different, Wilson and
Lloyd George had far less to fear from a revived Germany and more to
gain. Anglo-American contacts had been forged and expanded during
the war, above all in financial circles, pointing to a post-war partnership
that would marginalize France. A shared tradition of moral liberalism
found expression in the British population’s warm response to Wilson’s
vision of a new international order. Nevertheless, the prime minister
moved cautiously; co-operation with Wilson was not without risks.
Britain would stay in close contact with France in case the American
partnership proved abortive or the president failed to carry his pro-
gramme at home. ‘After all,” minuted Eyre Crowe, one of the most
insightful officials in the Foreign Office, ‘we must remember that our
friend America lives a long way off. France sits at our door.”"" In fact, co-
operation with Wilson lasted only until Lloyd George had achieved his
immediate aims during the early weeks of the conference. The subse-
quent atomization of the negotiations precluded permanent partnerships,
and co-operation tended to be issue specific.

‘When President Woodrow Wilson, the first serving president to visit
the continent, came to Europe in December 1918, he was greeted with
wild acclaim. There were cheering crowds and flowers to mark his
progress; streets, squares, and bridges were renamed in his honour. Yet
neither in his own country nor in the victor states was the upsurge of
idealism sustained. Wilson’s popularity and negotiating power was at its
peak during October 1918; it would diminish once the president
crossed the Atlantic, and plummet after his return to Paris in mid-
March 1919. The changing domestic political atmosphere had a critical
impact on the peace treaty. A Democratic president re-elected in 1916
pledging to keep America out of the war, Wilson’s appeal for a Demo-
cratic Congress was rejected, and instead, in the Congressional elections
of 5 November 1918, the Republicans gained control of both Houses of
Congress, and the president’s personal and political foe, Henry Cabot
Lodge, became chairman of the all-important Senate Foreign Relations
Committee. Wilson was aware of his political weakness at home and of
the rising tide of militancy but, caught up in the emotional response to
his arrival in Europe which bolstered his self-confidence, he believed
that he could win the support of ‘the people’ for his new vision of a
peaceful post-war world. The tragic figure of the Paris drama was to
suffer the ignominy of misjudgement.

' Minute by Crowe, 7 Dec. 1918, in M. L. Dockrill, ‘Britain, the United States and
France and the German Settlement, 1918-1920’, in B. J. C. McKercher and D. J. Moss
(eds.), Shadow and Substance in British Foreign Policy, 1895-1939 (Edmonton, 1984), 218.
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For the first time in European history, an American president was the
central figure in the disposition of continental aftairs. American power,
real and potential, would have to be considered in the reconstruction of
Europe. The president was well aware of the critical difference that
American intervention had made to the Allies. He was equally cognizant
of the unique position of the United States as the leading financial and
economic power, at a time when all the European states were suftering
from the effects of war. American participation in the struggle was
predicated on the assumption that the defeat of German militarism
would give the United States the major voice in shaping the peace.
Just as before 1917 he had hoped that the United States might mediate
between the belligerents, after America’s entry he saw his nation as the
arbiter of Europe, the only truly disinterested power in the conflict. To
Wilson, the real issue at hand was how to use the opportunity presented
by the end of the war and peacemaking to refashion a new world order.
The problem went beyond the settlement with Germany itself, and
perhaps this is why he would be the most disillusioned of the ‘big three’
with the ultimate results of the Paris conference. Wilson’s appeals for a
‘peace of justice” and a ‘new world order’ created reverberations in the
Allied countries and in the enemy camp as well. It was this vision of a
future without war, as well as the realities of American power, that
explains the wave of enthusiasm that greeted the president when he
came to Europe.

The tall, prim, ex-Princeton University president, inclined to ser-
monize and to appeal to higher laws, arrived with the highest of
expectations. America’s mission, he told Congress, was ‘to redeem the
world and make it fit for free men like ourselves to live in’."* Like so
many of his countrymen, he was convinced that the United States,
through providence and design, had escaped the cycles of war and
repression which had marked European history. Other nations could
learn and profit from the singular American experience. The European
conflict confirmed Wilson’s belief that the balance of power and the
alliance systems of the past were bankrupt, and that it had been the
irresponsibility of the European leaders which led the continent to its
catastrophic war. The ‘stern Protestant preacher’ demanded that his
fellow Americans should show the way to a new conception of inter-
national relations that would allow men to live in peace and harmony.
His was a statement of a new liberal internationalism intended to meet
the challenge of the bankrupt Europe and the new Bolshevik creed. The
idea of American uniqueness and European depravity had a long history;

'? Woodrow Wilson, Presidential Messages, Addresses and Public Papers, vol. 11, ed.
R. S. Baker and W. E. Dodd (New York, 1927), 14.
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in the past these ideas had nourished American isolationism. Menaced
by none, Wilson’s calls for American intervention and a leading role in
shaping the new world order represented sharp departures from trad-
itional policy.

Wilson’s vision of this post-war world was never spelled out in any
detail. As with the other two Allied leaders, he excluded all but a few
close associates, including the secretary of state, Robert Lansing, from
his thinking about the peace. Wilson instead used his closest confidant,
Colonel Edward House, as his chief adviser and substitute until the
colonel fell from favour after the president’s return from the United
States in mid-March. With Wilson’s tendency to keep his own counsel
and to avoid pre-conference planning, there was little personal contact
during his voyage to Europe on the SS George Washington between him
and the many American experts brought along to advise the delegation,
though they may well have been cheered by the president’s statement,
‘You tell me what’s right and I'll fight for it’."* Wilson purposely
discouraged public discussion about the League, and came to Europe
with only the vaguest ideas about its organization. The Fourteenth
Point declared that ‘a general association of nations must be formed
under specific covenants for the purpose of affording mutual guarantees
of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states
alike’. The very use of the word ‘covenants’ stressed the spiritual base of
the new social contract that was to replace the old system that had failed
so catastrophically. In some of his early speeches Wilson called for a
general guarantee of political independence and territorial integrity by
all states and for all states. In August 1918 he pressed for a universal
system of compulsory arbitration and general disarmament. At no point,
however, before or after Wilson came to Europe, did he say how this
new system was to be organized. The Fourteen Points made no specific
mention of ‘self-determination’, a concept which was to be honoured
far more in the breach than the observance both in the German and later
in the eastern settlements. The concept was first publicly aired by
Wilson to a joint session of Congress on 11 February 1918 called to
consider the Central Powers’ reply to Wilson’s peace terms. The four
‘principles’, to be added to the Fourteen Points, stressed the need to
consider the interests and nationalist aspirations of those concerned and
to warn against treating ‘people and provinces’ as if they were ‘mere
chattels and pawns in a game, even the great game, now forever
discredited, of the balance of power’."* Even here, the endorsement of

'3 MacMillan, Peacemakers, 16.
'* A.S. Link (ed.), Collected Papers of Woodrow Wilson, vols. 45—8 (Princeton, 1965—
85), xlvi. 322-3.
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self-determination was a general one that could be variously interpreted.
Equally vague was the promise of autonomous development for the
peoples of Austria-Hungary and the readjustment of the frontiers of
Italy. The evacuation and restoration of Belgium was a sine qua non, but
those of the Fourteen Points referring to the return of Alsace-Lorraine
and the restoration of an independent Poland with free and secure access
to the sea left many questions unsettled. It was only in the talks with
Lloyd George en route to Paris that Wilson made clear that he would
oppose the French demands for an enlarged Alsace-Lorraine or the
inclusion of the Saar basin within the French domain. This vagueness
was equally true of the Wilsonian demands for ‘the removal, as far as
possible of all economic barriers and the establishment of an equality of
trade conditions’ (Point 2), and for no indemnities and low reparations.
The president looked to a new and secure world order that would foster
American economic goals; security and prosperity were inexorably
linked. A capitalist free-trade economy, he believed, would be equally
beneficial for all states. Like the Gladstonians, Wilson assumed that free
competition, an open-door policy, and an end to intrusive government
controls would contribute to world peace and prosperity. The president
had not considered how his country’s new economic power might be
utilized. As with so many other issues, beyond general principles there
were no specific war aims.

The main aim of the economic peace, from the American viewpoint,
was that the Europeans should be encouraged to reconstruct their
economies and restore world trade as quickly as possible, so that there
would be sufficient sums to pay back their debts to the United States and
to buy American exports. If Germany was crippled financially, such a
return to normality would be delayed. With the reconstruction of
Germany and return to sound financial practices, Europe would re-
cover, pay off the costs of the war, and prosper. In Paris Wilson
assembled an impressive group of financial and economic experts,
including Norman Davis, the assistant secretary of the Treasury and
his chief financial adviser, already in close contact with Keynes, and
Thomas Lamont from J. P. Morgan & Co., the largest American
overseas investment house, but it was to prove a far more difficult
scenario to implement than the experts anticipated. American officials
and financial and business leaders agreed that restrictive trade arrange-
ments of the kind proposed by the French and British would delay
world recovery and adversely affect American interests. Wilson’s aides
quickly pulled out of existing inter-Allied councils and vetoed attempts
to prolong wartime pooling arrangements. To some extent, this rejec-
tion of economic co-operation was reinforced by a shared conviction
that the management of economic aftairs should be returned to private
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TasBLE 4. US Dollar Loans, 19151919 ($m current prices)

Jan. 1915-Apr. 1917 1917-19 (Liberty Act)

Allies

France and Britain 2,102 7,157

Russia and Italy 75 1,809

Canada and Australia 405 []

Germany 8 0

European neutrals 12 3441
Other 72 126

Total 2,674 9,436

Notes: *Included in ‘Other’; 'Greece and Belgium.

Source: Barry Eichengreen, Golden Fetters: The Gold Standard and the Great
Depression, pbk. edn. (1992), 84.

hands in the interests of maximum efficiency and international peace.
Nor did the Americans wish to continue arrangements which might
give the British a greater direction in economic affairs. Herbert Hoover,
in charge of relief operations, was deeply suspicious of the intentions of
the Europeans and opposed any programme that prompted inter-Allied
control of American resources. He agreed to a temporary scheme of
inter-Allied food control only when it was accepted that he should
direct relief operations.

Wilson, like the American Treasury and the overwhelming majority
of the American people, also took the view that the massive debts
incurred by the Allied governments to the United States in fighting
the war would have to be paid. As a later president, Calvin Coolidge,
was to comment in one of his pithy epigrams: ‘They hired the money,
didn’t they?’ The Treasury intended to use the funds to control inflation
and to reduce the national debt, which had risen from $123,000 million
in 1916 to over double this figure in 1919. There was a widespread view
that no connection should be made between Allied war debts and
German reparations. The financial experts agreed that there should be
compensation for war damages but not for war costs. They wanted a
fixed and reasonable sum to be paid within thirty years. Norman Davis,
Wilson’s chief financial adviser, spoke in early January of a figure
between $10,000-$20,000 million. The Treasury was not indifferent
to the European plight or to the interconnection between the restor-
ation of international trade and the prosperity of the United States.
It considered making long-term loans to American exporters and
providing small amounts of credit to the Europeans for a transitional
period. But it would be up to private bankers to smooth out whatever
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difficulties might accompany the return to normal trade. The American
refusal to link war debts and reparations was based, too, on assumptions
about the possibilities of European recovery through self-effort and
private endeavours which Europeans felt underestimated the destruc-
tiveness of the war. Having been thwarted in their earlier efforts to
extend inter-Allied co-operation, the French and the British continued
to press for such a linkage. In his much-quoted letter written to Colonel
House in July 1917, President Wilson pointed to a time when the war
was over, when ‘we can force them [the Allies] to our way of thinking,
because by that time they will, among other things be financially in our
hands; but we cannot force them now’."® But the financial weapon was
a blunt instrument, and American policy would not be so stern.
Demanding payment for war debts and stopping the flow of credits to
allies would only create the hostility and disunity that Wilson hoped to
avoid. Nor would such actions be in the American interest. Given the
marked differences between the American and Allied economic aims,
the economic peace, like so much of the rest of the Versailles treaty, had
to be a compromise if it was to be concluded at all.

Wilson’s idealism was not naive. It was always combined with a
shrewd appreciation of the practicalities of his situation. No one be-
comes president of the United States with his head in the clouds. He
knew that his grandiose plans would arouse opposition. He knew, too,
that Britain and France were bound by wartime treaties affecting terri-
torial settlements to which the United States was not a partner and that
could compromise the president’s position. There would have to be a
bargaining process if the presidential promises were to be fulfilled.
Wilson’s linkage of intervention in the war with his vision of a peaceful
future was aimed at courting a politically influential section of the
American electorate. Similarly, his turn to the Allies and the modifica-
tions of the armistice terms must be seen in terms of practical politics. He
had to take into account both the changing political scene at home and
the need to secure agreement with the Allied leaders in Paris. The defeat
of the Democratic Party in the November 1918 elections contributed to
the president’s tougher line towards the Germans after his arrival.
Knowing the difficulties over the League that he would face in the
Senate, the president decided that the Covenant, the heart of his peace
programme, should be part of the German treaty. Though he was to
grossly mishandle the League fight in the Senate itself, he knew, as he

' Stephen A. Schuker, ‘Origins of American Stabilization Policy in Europe: The
Financial Dimension, 1918-1924’, in Hans-Jiirgen Schréder (ed.), Confrontation and
Cooperation: Germany and the United States in the Era of World War I, 1900-1924 (Oxford,
1993), 380.
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bargained in Paris, that the German treaty had to satisty the majority
party and voters who had turned against a lenient peace. Even if he won
his domestic battles, Wilson would be dependent on his fellow peace-
makers to defend the peace settlement. The president’s carrots and sticks
proved far less effective than he expected. This was, in part, because he
was restricted in what he could do by the nature of his own non-
interventionist principles and belief in a liberal trading system. Both
the forthcoming battle in the Senate and the need to have the support of
the Allies meant a presidential retreat from the statements of principles
sketched before he came to Paris. His own belief in the need to chastize
the Germans meant that the often purposely inflated hopes of the
German leaders were dangerously misplaced. The German government
never appreciated Wilson’s situation nor understood his attitude towards
Germany. Like his European colleagues, the president believed that
Germany was the ‘guilty party’, whose leaders had to be punished and
which would have to prove itself worthy before it could be admitted
into the new international system. He never gave his full support to the
German government created by the November revolution, and con-
tinued to demonstrate a certain ambivalence towards its leaders
throughout the spring of 1919.

Ultimately, American disinterestedness proved a liability and not an
asset. Clemenceau and Lloyd George were powerful enough to shape
the peace in a European image. There is little question that the battles in
Paris left Wilson drained psychologically as well as physically. He clung
to the hope that the League of Nations would correct the mistakes of the
peacemakers. The president could not impose his ideal treaty on men
concerned with the practicalities of peacemaking. In the end, it was only
in regard to the League that the president’s wishes appeared fulfilled.

111

The League of Nations was a radical departure from past international
practice. Its weaknesses arose from the attempt to restrict the behaviour
of member states which, by their very definition, acknowledged no
superior secular authority. There were those in the Anglo-American
political elites who had their doubts about the new institution. The
Allied leaders were warned, in the first instance by Henry Cabot Lodge,
that the president’s idea would meet formidable domestic opposition.
Lord Robert Cecil, the main British spokesman, knew that the pro-
jected League was a more powerful institution than the British cabinet
wanted. The French representatives were unenthusiastic for the oppos-
ite reasons. Their hopes for a powerful Allied institution to enforce the
treaty were blocked by the Anglo-American partnership. The question
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of the League was taken up, as had been Wilson’s intention, at the very
start of the conference. The British and American delegates met pri-
vately and worked out a joint proposal which the president, as chairman
of the Commission on the League of Nations, accepted as a working
draft. The Hurst—Miller plan reflected the work done earlier in London,
and though there were some moments of conflict between Wilson
and Cecil, the Covenant was very much the product of this Anglo-
American partnership. The structure of the League incorporated Smuts’s
proposals: an executive Council of the great powers (Britain, France,
Italy, Japan, and the United States), an Assembly where all states would
be represented, and a permanent secretariat. The states at the peace
conference would be members; the admission of others would require a
two-thirds vote. Pressure from the smaller powers on the commission
led by Belgium resulted in a redrafting of the Council article to admit
minority representation on the Council for the smaller states. Four other
states would be appointed to the Council on a rotating basis, beginning
with Belgium, Brazil, Spain, and Greece. Decisions in the Council
would be taken by unanimous vote, guaranteeing the control of the
major powers over its decisions. There was no question that Wilson and
Cecil intended that the Council should be the effective heart of the
League, and that its actions would depend on the agreement of the great
powers. While there was to be an International Court of Justice (Article
14), building on the precedents of the pre-war Hague conferences,
Wilson was less than enthusiastic about the loose and admittedly weak
system so favoured by American jurists, and saw the Court as only one
part of the far more radical structure constructed at Paris.

The president’s key contribution to the League draft was Article 10,
which obligated member states ‘to respect and preserve as against
external aggression the territorial integrity and existing political inde-
pendence of all members of the League’. Cecil, well aware of the
opposition in the British cabinet to binding obligations, tried to modify
this unconditional guarantee or make it less rigid, but the president
remained adamant. This represented the heart of his new system. It
would make the League something more than a debating society or an
enlarged concert of Europe. As it stood, however, any change in the
status quo could be interpreted as a threat to a member nation. The best
that Cecil could achieve was Article 19, which stated that the ‘Assembly
may from time to time advise the reconsideration by members of the
League of treaties which have become inapplicable and the consider-
ation of international conditions whose continuance might endanger
the peace of the world’. This was the only provision in the Covenant
providing for peaceful change. Its physical separation from Article 10,
and the limitations on what the Assembly could do, reflected Wilson’s
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unwillingness to weaken the Covenant. He was supported by the
French, who looked to the League to enforce rather than to revise
the peace settlement. In practice, Article 10 was effectively nullified
by the Council’s unanimity requirement on all substantive questions.
Article 11 provided a less absolute conception of the League’s purpose.
‘Any war or threat of war,” it stated, ‘whether immediately affecting any
of the members of the League or not, is hereby declared a matter of
concern to the whole League, and the League shall take any action that
may be deemed wise and effectual to safeguard the peace of nations.’
This allowed for the widest variety of possible reactions. The League
would be enabled to fulfil its functions as a body for conciliation.

In dealing with the settlement of disputes, Wilson followed the
British procedures worked out in the Phillimore Committee. Articles
12, 13, and 15 of the Covenant provided that member states had to
submit ‘any dispute likely to lead to a rupture’ to arbitration, judicial
settlement, or consideration by the League Council, and that there must
be a three-month delay after any decision before a ‘resort to war’.
Members agreed not to go to war against any state which complied
with the arbitrator’s award or with a unanimous Council decision.
There were no enforcement provisions. While members agreed that
they would carry out ‘in full good faith’ any arbitral award, refusal to do
so would merely lead to a recommendation on action by the Council. In
the case of disputes referred to examination by the Council, if no
unanimous decision was reached then member states were free to act
as they saw necessary ‘for the maintenance of right and justice’. Under
Article 16, it was to be disregard of these provisions for conflict reso-
lution (it did not refer to Article 10) which would invoke the applica-
tion of sanctions: ‘Should any member of the League resort to war in
disregard of its covenants under Articles 12, 13, or 15, it shall ipso facto be
deemed to have committed an act of war against all other members of
the League.” The sanctions provided for by Article 16 stipulated an
absolute and immediate economic, financial, and diplomatic boycott,
wartime experiences with the blockade weapon having strengthened
belief'in its efficacy. If non-military deterrents failed, the Council could
recommend to the states what military forces they might supply ‘to
protect the covenants of the League’. In a series of proposals which
deliberately challenged the whole Anglo-American conception, the
French delegate, Léon Bourgeois, demanded an extended system of
compulsory arbitration and an executive council backed by an inter-
national army. The British and Americans successfully blocked these
French and Belgian efforts. Contrary to French hopes, the Council
would have no armed forces of its own and could do no more than
request members to supply them when needed. At most, there would be
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a permanent commission to advise the Council (Article 9) on arma-
ments of new members, disarmament plans, and military, naval, and air
questions generally. Nevertheless, the sanctions clauses still went further
than the Lloyd George government thought wise. Here again was an
uneasy compromise between the absolute freedom of the sovereign state
and the wish for collective action to restrain offending states.

In essence, the French idea was an enlarged defensive alliance against
a revived Germany. Bourgeois proposed that only a thoroughly
reformed and disarmed Germany could be admitted to the League.
The Covenant also included a provision (Article 8) making the Council
responsible for reducing armaments ‘to the lowest point consistent with
national safety’, fulfilling one of Wilson’s pledges in the Fourteen
Points. The obligatory disarmament of Germany was linked elsewhere
in the peace treaty with the encouragement of the general disarmament
of all. Though it was commonly accepted that the arms race had been a
major cause of the recent war, the references in the Covenant to
disarmament were relatively few and innocuous. It was a question left
for future deliberation. What emerged from the conference deliber-
ations was not what the French wanted but, as Cecil warned them, it
was as much as they could expect. They had no choice but to agree.
Clemenceau remained highly sceptical about the League’s utility. With-
out armed forces at its disposal, the League had no ultimate weapon of
enforcement but would be dependent on the goodwill of its members.
The French premier sought other safeguards for the security of France.

The president achieved his League goals because of British co-
operation. He paid a price for this support. In Point 5 of his Fourteen
Points Wilson had spoken of an ‘impartial adjustment of colonial claims’
which would take into account both the interests of the colonial powers
and ‘the interests of the populations concerned’. The president refused
to sanction the annexationist demands of the Dominions and Japan,
whose Pacific ambitions had already raised considerable unease in
‘Washington. The British, despite the shifting fortunes of war, had placed
the partition of the German and Turkish empires high on their list of
priorities. They were pledged, moreover, to support the annexationist
claims of Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa as well as those of
Japan. In attempting to bridge the gap, General Smuts extended his
original proposals for international oversight of colonial territories into a
far more elaborate ‘mandate’ system under League supervision to cover
all new European colonies. The colonies, depending on their stage of
development, would be divided into ‘A’, ‘B’, and ‘C’ categories. ‘A’
mandates, later restricted to the Turkish territories, would be given only
administrative advice and assistance before achieving independence. ‘B’
mandates would come under the direct rule of the mandatory power,
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and ‘C’ mandates would be administered as ‘integral portions’ of the
mandatory power’s territories. It was only after considerable pressure
that William Hughes, the Australian prime minister, was convinced that
‘C’ mandates were little more than annexed territories by another name.
The League would see to it that the prohibitions against slavery, arma-
ments, and fortifications in the ‘B’ and ‘C’ mandates were observed.
With regard to ‘B’ mandates, the League would ensure that an open-
door policy was preserved with regard to the trade of all League
members. Lloyd George pressed this mandate proposal on the president
as early as 24 January. Incensed by Hughes’s opposition, and still hoping
that the system of international supervision over Germany’s former
colonies could be strengthened, Wilson postponed the assignment of
the mandates until early May. The delay was mainly for appearance’s
sake, for the territories already had been informally allocated. Ultim-
ately, Wilson was less concerned with colonial problems than with the
rights of nationalities in Europe. In principle, the president won his case;
in practice, the division of the spoils between Britain, France, South
Africa, New Zealand, Australia, Japan, and Belgium generally followed
the lines of military occupation (Lebanon and Syria were among the
exceptions), and confirmed the colonial bargains struck during the war.
Italy received no mandates, adding further fuel to Italian discontents.
Lloyd George’s success was made easier because of Clemenceau’s ab-
stention from the arguments between the president and the Dominion
representatives. Clemenceau cared little about colonial issues: he took
small interest in the disposition of the German colonies or the Anglo-
American debate over mandates. Yet the French did not come away with
empty hands; they received 60 per cent of the Togoland and the bulk of
the Cameroons, easily yielded by the British whose interests lay in East
Africa, and would be allowed to conscript troops within these ‘C’
mandates. They would later get Syria and Lebanon, both recognized as
mandates, in the division of Turkey’s Arab lands. The new system
reflected pre-war attitudes and the new mood of liberal internationalism.
It institutionalized the system of colonialism, maintaining the distinctions
between advanced and backward people and between colonial rulers and
native populations. According to Article 22, the ‘tutelage’ of those
peoples ‘not yet able to stand by themselves under the strenuous condi-
tions of the modern world. .. should be entrusted to advanced nations
who by reason of their resources, their experience or their geographical
position can best undertake this responsibility’. Yet it also introduced,
admittedly in a very limited form, new concepts of state accountability to
an international body.

It 1s true that Wilson proposed that the League’s Covenant should
require all new states and League members to bestow equality of
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treatment on ‘all racial or national minorities’, and to provide guarantees
against interference or discrimination against any creed or belief which
was not actually inconsistent with public order or public morals. His
proposals, however, met with considerable opposition, even in the
American delegation, on the grounds of violating state sovereignty
and because of the practical problems of defining and enforcing a
freedom-of-religion clause. Traditional attitudes and domestic purities
also coloured the treatment of the Japanese recommendation in April
that the Covenant be amended to include the recognition of ‘the
principle of equality among nations and the just treatment of their
nationals’. A number of states, in particular Australia and the United
States, fearing that this might affect their ability to control foreign
immigration, vetoed the Japanese clause. Wilson believed that the
acceptance of a racial-equality clause would lead to Senate rejection of
the treaty. For Americans, Australians, and South Africans, racial equal-
ity was a highly emotive issue. Liberal, internationally minded Japanese
were deeply offended by the absence of a racial-equality clause, and the
check by the ‘so-called civilized world’” was not forgotten. Japan was
given a share of the victor’s spoils. It acquired the former German Pacific
islands north of the Equator as ‘C’ mandates (Wilson opposed outright
possession, despite Japanese occupation and the recognition of its claims
by the British, French, and Italians in 1917). There were realistic
American fears at the time, shared by Australia and New Zealand, that
Japan would fortify the islands and exclude foreign trade. Japan also
demanded Kiaochow and other key points on the Shantung peninsula,
which the Chinese had leased to Germany in 1897 and which the
Japanese seized at the start of the war. American and Chinese objections
received only limited support from the British who, along with the
French and tsarist Russians, had already recognized the Japanese pos-
ition and who, in view of their own multiple concessions in the Yangtse,
could not accept the presidential proposal that all foreign concessions in
China be internationalized. In the end, engaged in a fierce contest with
the Italians over Fiume and fearful that the Japanese would abandon the
treaty negotiations and even reject the League, Wilson yielded. The
Chinese, unmollified by the face-saving stipulation won by Wilson that
Kiaochow was to revert to China at some unspecified date, were
outraged. They left the conference and refused to sign the Versailles
treaty. The Japanese victory was seen generally as a striking presidential
defeat on the issue of self-determination. In China, fury over the Paris
negotiations mobilized Chinese students; on 4 May 3,000 demonstrators
converged on Tiananmen Square, in a massive rally that marked a new
stage in the development of Chinese nationalism. Disillusionment with
the west and disappointments with their own brand of western-style
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democracy led some to look to the new Bolshevik government in
Russia as a role model, particularly when the latter promised to give
up all the earlier tsarists’ conquests and concessions. A year after the
peace conference a small Chinese Communist Party was formed. The
Bolshevik promise was not kept.

These were not the only presidential retreats at Paris. When Wilson
returned to Washington after the Covenant was presented to the con-
ference on 14 February, it was clear that, if it was to be accepted by the
Senate, he would need at the least a clause explicitly preserving Ameri-
can rights under the ‘Monroe Doctrine’, the warning by President James
Monroe in 1823 against European intervention in the affairs of the
American continents. Lloyd George now demanded his pound of
flesh, insisting on an Anglo-American naval agreement which would
restrict the completion of the American naval building programme
proposed in 1918. Admittedly, the House—Cecil agreement of 10
April represented only a partial victory for the British. The Americans
agreed to delay the completion of the 1916 programme only until after
the peace treaty was signed, and then to reconsider the implementation
of the 1918 schedule. In return, Cecil pledged British support for the
American amendment. Article 21 consequently specifically exempted
the Monroe Doctrine and other such ‘regional understandings’ from the
application of the Covenant. Wilson, nonetheless, felt that he had
steered the Covenant to the end he wanted. The League would be
the guardian of the peace settlements as a whole: where they needed
fixing, ‘one by one the mistakes can be brought to the League for
readjustment, and the League will act as a permanent clearinghouse
where every nation can come, the small as well as the great’.'® The
final draft of the Covenant was presented to the plenary conference on
21 April. It was adopted, as Wilson had demanded, as Part I of the peace
treaty. In this case the ‘special relationship’ between London and
Washington functioned well. But this partnership was not extended to
the rest of the treaty terms.

v

It was only after the terms of the Covenant of the League of Nations
were settled that the ‘big three’ could turn to the multitude of other
questions that had appeared on the agenda. The first of these was what
the French considered to be the heart of the peace treaty, the military,
territorial, and economic safeguards for France. The French proposals

'S, P. Tillman, Anglo-American Relations at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 (Prince-
ton, 1961), 133.
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for the disarmament of Germany caused little dissension, except insofar
as they were connected with the Rhineland compromise. Conscription
and the general staff were abolished, with the Germans restricted
to an army of 100,000 men serving not less than twelve years (officers
for twenty-five) and dedicated exclusively to the purpose of ‘the
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maintenance of order within the territory and to the control of the
frontiers’. Lloyd George won his point that it should be a volunteer
force rather than, as Foch wanted, a conscript army. The French would
have accepted a larger army with shorter terms of enlistment. Restrictive
maximum limits were set on the amounts of artillery, machine-guns,
rifles, and ammunition which the army could possess. Germany was
forbidden to have an air force, to possess tanks, armoured cars, or
submarines, or to manufacture such weapons for others. The German
navy was drastically curtailed, with a maximum of six heavy cruisers and
six light cruisers subject to upper limits of 10,000 tons and 6,000 tons
displacement respectively. Compliance would be monitored by an
Inter-Allied Military Control Commission. The defeated enemy was
to dismantle many of its fortifications, including all those within 50
kilometres east of the Rhine and those on the island of Heligoland
which guarded the entrance to the Elbe and Weser rivers on which
Hamburg and Bremen were located. The Kiel Canal was to be opened
to all vessels and German rivers internationalized. Ominously for the
future, the preamble to the military clauses (Part V of the treaty) stated
that the restrictions on Germany were imposed ‘in order to render
possible the initiation of a general limitation of the armaments of all
nations’.

As was anticipated, there were fierce battles with the British and the
Americans over the Rhineland question. Clemenceau mistakenly as-
sumed that Lloyd George would support his demands for a permanent
end to German sovereignty west of the river and the creation of buffer
states. He was forced to retreat. Lloyd George would accept neither the
detachment of the Rhineland nor its military occupation, and was backed
by Wilson. The Americans were insistent: the League and not the
Rhineland would solve France’s security problems. As House put it, ‘if
after establishing the League, we are so stupid as to let Germany train and
arm a large army and again become a menace to the world, we would
deserve the fate which such folly would bring upon us’."” The British
prime minister broke the deadlock by offering France, as soon as Wilson
returned from America in mid-March, a military guarantee of immediate
aid against German aggression. It was a sensational ofter, and seemingly
strengthened by Lloyd George’s promise to authorize the building of a
Channel tunnel, already under discussion (though ultimately to be
rejected) in London, so that British troops could be quickly dispatched
to France. By means of a last-minute sleight-of-hand, he made the British
guarantee dependent on the Senate ratification of a parallel but separate
American guarantee that he had persuaded Wilson, who minimized its

7 House diary, 9 Feb. 1919, quoted in MacMillan, Peacemakers, 182.



THE HALL OF MIRRORS 49

importance, to offer. The possibility of an alliance proved irresistible.
Clemenceau was clearly aware of the risks, even if he overlooked the fine
print of the agreement which further qualified the offer of support. In
return, Clemenceau abandoned his demand for the separation of the
Rhineland and permanent occupation of the left bank. Yet, in what has
been called by the American historian, Stephen Shuker, ‘the diplomatic
equivalent of trench warfare’, Clemenceau demanded and won further
concessions. The left bank of the Rhine and a 50-kilometre strip on the
right would be permanently demilitarized: the Germans were forbidden
to send soldiers or maintain any military installations in that zone.
Further, any German violation of this was stipulated to mean that ‘she
shall be regarded as committing a hostile act against the Powers signatory
of the present Treaty and as calculated to disturb the peace of the world’
(Article 44). The provisions meant that Germany was precluded from
constructing defences around the Rhine—Ruhr area, the centre of its
industrial strength. The French leader had to be content, after a battle
with Wilson in Lloyd George’s absence, with a fifteen-year occupation of
the Rhineland and the river bridgeheads (at Cologne, Coblenz, Mainz,
and Kehl), with phased withdrawals at five-year intervals if Germany
observed the terms of the treaty. Lloyd George was furious at Wilson’s
surrender to Clemenceau’s demands. With the ending of conscription,
British troops would be in short supply and needed for imperial policing
duties, and should not be required to stand on the Rhine. Clemenceau’s
Rhineland compromise was further eased by the promise that, if the
guarantee treaties did not materialize and the securities against German
aggression were unsatisfactory, the occupation could be prolonged. After
some hesitation, Clemenceau also insisted on the adoption of a French
Finance Ministry proposal that linked the fulfilment of the reparation
clause with the threat of immediate reoccupation (Article 430), giving
the reparation settlement an important security aspect. There was much
argument in later years whether Article 431, promising the withdrawal of
the occupying forces before the fifteen-year limit if Germany fulfilled her
undertakings, referred to reparations only or to the whole treaty as was
understood at the time. These safeguards did not satisfy Marshal Foch or
President Poincaré. Foch’s attempt to head a revolt against Clemenceau’s
leadership fizzled out, however, when, at the crucial Council of Ministers
on 25 April, Poincaré remained silent out of fear of provoking a political
crisis and the ministers unanimously approved the draft treaty terms. The
French premier understood the risks of his bargain, but judged that only
an agreement of the three powers, notjust in the present butin the future,
could guarantee the future peace.

The dispute over the Saar between Clemenceau and Wilson proved
to be more bitter than over the barrier on the Rhine. Clemenceau called
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the president pro-German, and the latter threatened to go home. Lloyd
George called in the experts, who found an acceptable compromise.
The prime minister was less opposed to the Saarland annexation than
Wilson, who insisted that the French claims to the loyalties of the
Saarlanders were totally spurious. The French were given the Saar
coalfields for fifteen years and, pending a plebiscite at the end of that
time, could occupy the territory. Wilson demanded, however, that the
Saar should remain under German sovereignty until the vote was taken,
and backed the recommendation that the territory should be governed
in the interval by a League of Nations commission. If reunited with
Germany, the Germans could buy back the mines. Wilson had to be
satisfied with a victory that left open the future disposition of the Saar
and gave the League a role to play, but which allowed the French the
chance to meddle in the region’s domestic affairs. When forced to give
way on outright annexation, the French still hoped to succeed in
converting the Saarlanders to the advantages of joining France. As
early as July 1919, a committee was created under the supervision of
Clemenceau and Tardieu to encourage a positive result in the eventual
plebiscite.

The rectification of borders with Belgium and Denmark clearly
favoured French strategic interests. There was good reason for the
Belgians—who played a poor hand at Paris, and were less strongly
supported by the British than they had expected—to suspect the French
of hegemonic ambitions. Belgium was restored as an independent state
and given the tiny former German territories of Eupen, Malmédy, and
Moresnet. A plebiscite in Luxembourg, held on 28 September 1919,
while French troops were in occupation, resulted in an overwhelming
vote for the Grand Duchess and for economic union with France. The
French position in Luxembourg was later used as bait to secure Belgian
adhesion to a military alliance, but France, in any case, was able to secure
and retain control over the duchy’s railway system which contained vital
parts of Europe’s rail network, most significantly three lines from
Germany to the Paris basin formerly under German control. Plebiscites
were to be held in northern and central Schleswig in July 1920; northern
Schleswig became part of Denmark, the rest went back to Germany.
The divisions followed the nationality lines.

The clash between Clemenceau’s hopes for a contained Germany and
Lloyd George’s concern for the future stability of Europe was central to
the Allied decisions on Poland. Clemenceau’s interest was to use Poland
as a check to Germany and a barrier against the spread of Bolshevism.
Lloyd George, and in some measure Wilson, came to believe that a
compact Poland restricted to its ethnic core would prove a more stable
influence in Europe than the more powerful and ethnically extended
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state favoured by the French. In the territorial committees considering
Germany’s eastern borders and the claims of the new states, the French
representatives argued the case for their future client and generally
succeeded in winning generous terms. Though there were disputes,
the British and American experts, intent on assuring the economic and
strategic viability of the new states, retreated from the strict application
of self-determination principles. As a result, German territorial losses
in the east were considerable and the Poles, as the French intended,
were the main beneficiaries. The Commission on Polish Affairs was
sympathetic to the Poles. The Germans surrendered almost the entire
province of Poznan, a large part of West Prussia, an enlarged ‘corridor’
to the Baltic sea which split East Prussia from the rest of Germany, and,
as a main port, the predominately German Hanseatic city of Danzig. It
must be remembered that, Danzig aside, most of these territories were
heavily Polish so that the division, in reversing the pre-war situation,
favoured the dominant nationality. The important coalfield and indus-
trial area of Upper Silesia was also assigned to Poland. Despite objections
from the British experts, there was also to be a plebiscite in Allenstein,
the area of East Prussia nearest Poland. Over 2 million Germans now
came under Polish rule. In 1919 many in Britain believed that the Polish
settlement was a gross violation of Wilsonian principles, though it is
more likely that the American president was caught up in the difficulties
of applying the doctrines of self-determination to the actual situation in
central Europe and to the multiplicity of goals that the peacemakers had
in mind. Wilson relied on the League of Nations to right whatever
wrongs were committed.

It was Lloyd George who led the opposition to the Polish Commis-
sion’s recommendations. ‘Poland was drunk with the new wine of
liberty supplied to her by the Allies’, Lloyd George believed, and
‘fancied herself as the resistless mistress of Central Europe’."® He repeat-
edly clashed with the Poles, not only over the Polish—-German border
but over their conduct in Galicia and the Ukraine. Lloyd George rightly
perceived that Germany would find the loss ofits territory to Poland and
the inclusion of German citizens in a Polish state as one of the treaty’s
most intolerable parts. ‘My conclusion’, he told the Council of Four on
27 March, ‘is that we must not create a Poland alienated from the time
of its birth by an unforgettable quarrel from its most civilized neigh-
bour.”™ He secured, after Wilson’s return in mid-March, the backing of
the president, who had previously accepted the advice of his pro-Polish

" Norman Davies, God’s Playground: A History of Poland (Oxford, 1981), ii. 393.
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advisers, Robert Lord and Isaiah Bowman, on the need for an enlarged
Poland with access to the Baltic. Wilson’s change of attitude had as
much to do with his exasperation with the French—over the Rhine-
land, the Saar, their demands on German territory for Poland, and also
André Tardieu’s secret exchanges with key American Republicans—as
with Poland itself. In addition, the quarrel with the Italians over Fiume
made him more sensitive to the clashes of nationality claims. Both Lloyd
George and Woodrow Wilson were admittedly increasingly irritated by
the behaviour of Roman Dmowski, the Polish delegate in Paris, and
outraged by the excessive appetites of a weak and divided government.
The sharp differences between Dmowski and Jozef Pitsudski, the Polish
military leader, over Poland’s relations with her eastern neighbours fed
Anglo-American suspicions about its annexationist ambitions. Whether
the Poles would have fared better had Dmowski been less abrasive and
the Polish representatives presented a united front remains an open
question, but larger issues than the questions of Polish internal debates
were involved in the setting of the country’s western frontier. Taking
new advice, with Clemenceau pressed heavily by Lloyd George and
Wilson, the Council of Four agreed that the mainly German-speaking
Danzig and its environs should be made a free city under the jurisdiction
of the League. The Poles would control the railways, bring the city
within the Polish customs union, and conduct its foreign relations.
Again due to Lloyd George, there would be a plebiscite in Marienwer-
der, which contained the vital Danzig—Warsaw railway but had a pre-
dominately German population. The demand for plebiscites, as well as
later compromise over Upper Silesia, while satistying Wilsonian prin-
ciples, were attempts to meet the most pressing German grievances.
Even with these modifications, many of which were due to coalition
politics, Poland emerged as a major power in the centre of Europe, with
the French as its most loyal backers. Given its geographic situation,
between Germany and a still unsettled and unrecognized Bolshevik
Russia, Poland’s future was bound to be fraught with difficulties.
There could be no ‘just’ solution of the Polish question according to
the principles of self-determination. By its very nature Poland was a
multinational state, reconstituted from the inhabitants of three former
empires who, even in their pre-war situations, did not represent homo-
geneous ethnic blocs. Poland had not existed as an independent state for
over a century. Given the circumstances of its birth, it is almost surpris-
ing that the boundaries of the Polish state survived intact until the
Fourth Partition of 1939—and that the eastern frontier, settled by the
Poles and the Russians in 1921, should have conformed more closely to
what Dmowski’s supporters demanded than what the British and the
Americans had thought desirable. In this respect, far more was owed to
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the efforts of the Poles themselves than to the assistance of the treaty-
makers.

The borders of Czechoslovakia and the future status of Austria, set by
experts sitting in separate territorial committees, offended even more
strongly against the principle of self-determination. The Czechoslovak
borders were established by the different peace treaties concluded in
Paris, and were eventually delimited by boundary commissions under
each treaty. Those drawn at the expense of the German-speaking
populations aroused the most internal opposition. They did not pro-
duce, however, major disputes among the peacemakers, nor provoke
German protests. Edvard Benes, the Czech foreign minister, was a more
attractive and adroit statesman than Dmowski and a more effective
supplicant at Paris. Lloyd George was one of the few who disliked
him and found the Czech claims excessive. The French, with whom
Benes had excellent contacts, were determined to establish a state with
industrial resources and defensible borders; the commission on Czecho-
slovak affairs provided the Czechs with both. The Czechs were awarded
part of Upper Silesia and the German—Austrian areas of Bohemia with
their important coal and industrial resources. Protests from the Bohe-
mian Germans (who were not Germans but Austrians) were discounted.
The American delegates argued for modifications, but Clemenceau
swept aside such troublesome details and opted for the simple solution
of following the pre-war border between Germany and Bohemia.
When the Council of Four, where Colonel House was deputizing for
the ailing American president, discussed the Commission’s report, the
matter was quickly and almost casually settled. Beset by controversies
over the western and eastern frontiers of Germany, the Council
accepted Clemenceau’s suggestion, with the Italians supporting France.
Neither Lloyd George nor House raised any objections to the inclusion
of 3 million German-speakers in the new Czechoslovakia, and there
was no talk of future ‘Alsace-Lorraines’ in Europe. The president
backed his representative. Only the Austrians protested strongly against
the Allied action when the treaty was in its final stages, and their
opposition counted for little. The ban on Anschluss (unification with
Germany) represented a clear break with the principle of national self-
determination. With good reason, Clemenceau insisted that union
would dangerously increase German power, and convinced Wilson
and Lloyd George to support his view. It was the president who,
unwilling to establish a permanent veto on union, found the acceptable
formula that made Austrian independence inalienable unless the League
of Nations decided otherwise. This satisfied Wilson’s conscience while
still preserving the French right to prevent future changes in Austria’s
status. Lloyd George played almost no role in this decision. The French
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were backed by the Italians and by the Czechs, who had a vested interest
in preserving an independent and separate Austria. The opinions of the
Austrians who massively supported union were disregarded.

Whereas the League resulted from an Anglo-American initiative and
represented a Wilsonian victory, the territorial clauses of the Versailles
treaty bore the imprint of France’s security needs but also the impact of
Polish and Czech nationalism, and the efforts of their respective wartime
émigrés who successfully lobbied for support in the victor countries.
Clemenceau sacrificed the strategic frontier on the Rhine (the occupa-
tion represented an important, if temporary, victory) for the Anglo-
American guarantee which, unfortunately for France, would prove to
be an unredeemable cheque. Even allowing for this not entirely un-
anticipated disaster, he did not go away empty-handed. He had com-
bined the promise of future Anglo-American support with a series of
physical guarantees. He won a demilitarized Rhineland and a fifteen-
year occupation that could be shortened but also prolonged. He lost the
battle for sovereignty over the Saar but, as in the Rhineland, the way
was left open for an extension of French influence. While he had
accepted limits to Polish ambitions in Danzig and Upper Silesia,
Clemenceau could take satisfaction from the creation of a large Poland
and an economically and strategically viable Czechoslovak state. Con-
trary to what his French critics claimed, he probably won as much as he
could in Paris without sacrificing the inter-Allied solidarity so essential
for France, if she was to reverse the process of pre-war decline in
order to face a country with a larger population and greater industrial
potential.

Germany lost some 27,000 square miles of territory and between 6.5
and 7 million people. Her losses included over 10 per cent of her pre-
war resources and an estimated 13.5 per cent of her economic poten-
tial.*® This involved the loss of raw materials for industry as well as
agricultural lands, leaving Germany more heavily dependent on its
industry and industrial exports than before the war. Its territorial losses
included Alsace-Lorraine, and many of the people lost were French or
Polish. Given the shared view of German culpability for the Great War
and the terms of the German treaty imposed on Russia at Brest-Litovsk,
the territorial demands, while considerable, were neither unduly nor
unprecedentedly harsh. Germany was left intact. Its basic unity was
preserved, as was its ability not just to sustain itself but to recover
much of its former economic status. Unlike later settlements, the
Versailles territorial changes did not involve the disposition and forced
removal of millions of people. If ideals over self-determination were

*® Figures from Sharp, The Versailles Settlement, 127-8.
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compromised, as was inevitable when the principle was applied in
practice, territorial, strategic, and economic realities were incorporated
in the drawing of borders, at least, inasmuch as the Allied powers could
impose their will.

A%

There was no reparation settlement as such. The only decision reached
was an agreement to create a Reparations Commission which would
determine by May 1921 what sums the Germans were to pay. The only
concrete demands made were for a preliminary payment of 20,000
million gold marks and certain designated reparations in goods. Few
anticipated such a postponement of this vexatious question. The diplo-
mats had been content to leave the issue to the financial experts, the
Commission on Reparations and the Supreme Council (by the end of
March, the Council of Four), advised by a small group of specialists. The
reparation problem was thus not only discussed in isolation from the
territorial issues but separately from the other financial and economic
parts of the treaty. Why did the subject become so contentious that it
had to be taken up at the highest political levels, and why did such an
evasive conclusion emerge?

Part of the answer lay in the public domain. Few questions connected
with the peace aroused more popular feeling. In France and Britain, as
well as in Italy and Belgium, the reparations question was politicized
before the start of the peace conference. A combination of anti-German
feeling and the hope that the burden of paying for the war could be
shifted onto German shoulders coloured the political landscape. In April
1919 over 300 deputies in the French Chamber supported a manifesto
insisting that Germany pay for the whole cost of the war and not just for
damage done. It was not a matter of restitution but a claim for retribu-
tion against the enemy. In Britain the election promises of 1918 were
not forgotten. The Daily Mail, first in December 1918 and again in late
March 1919, when rumours of compromise circulated in London,
initiated a campaign against any reduction in reparation claims. On 8
April, 233 Unionist MPs signed a telegram of protest to Lloyd George,
and the prime minister was forced to return to London to defend his
policy before the Commons. Whatever was decided in private had to be
defended in public. The second problem was that neither between nor
within the main delegations was there any agreement on what Germany
could or should be expected to pay, or on how the receipts should
be allocated. John Foster Dulles, a young lawyer and member of the
American group, insisted that Germany’s lability as defined by the
Lansing Note should be limited to compensation for damage done to



56 THE HALL OF MIRRORS

the civilian populations of the Allies and their property, and should
exclude the costs of waging the war. The American team failed to speak
with a united voice, however: Lamont and Davis quarrelled, and
Bernard Baruch, a Wall Street banker and adviser to Wilson, could
hardly stand working with Lamont. The French, who with the Belgians
had the strongest case for reparations as defined in the Lansing Note,
could move in the American direction as long as their claim to priority
in payments would be maintained. Loucheur, once he replaced Clém-
ental as Clemenceau’s chief financial adviser, was prepared to reduce
French demands in return for a priority of payment to cover France’s
material needs. Yet in French political and financial circles there was no
consensus even as to whether reparations were the most suitable instru-
ment for remedying France’s financial problems. The British were the
most divided. The few Treasury experts in Paris, led by Keynes, con-
tinued to warn of the dangers of too high a reparations bill, but failed to
convince the British representatives on the Reparation Commission.
Led by Hughes, the Australian prime minister and chief advocate of
extensive reparations, the latter tried to establish a connection between
German ‘aggression’ (the word used in the Lansing Note) and the
absolute right of the victors to demand payment for war costs. They
needed an inflated bill if Britain was to get its share of the German
payments. The prime minister’s own political agenda favoured this
view. He had insisted during the election campaign that ‘Germany
must pay the costs of the war up to the limit of her capacity’, and that
‘you will find that the capacity will go a pretty long way’.>" British
representatives sought an arrangement of payments that would provide
as large a share of the reparation bill as possible, as much as a third of any
future sum set, and contested French claims for priority. Such clashes did
not make the negotiating process any easier. Even when the various
experts did concur, their advice was not necessarily accepted by their
political masters.

The final explanation for the unsatisfactory outcome must be found
in Wilson’s unwillingness to use the financial weapons at his command
to secure the reparation solution he wanted. Both the British and French
hoped that Americans would become the benefactors of Europe, but the
Americans refused to assume this role. They argued that debts con-
tracted should be paid. Without the full use of America’s financial power
and dedicated to the creation of a liberal economic order, Wilson found
himself in a relatively weak position. Whether because of concessions
made to settle Franco-British clashes or concessions made in the face of a

! Election address at Bristol, 11 Dec. 1918, in David Lloyd George, The Truth About
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Franco-British united front, Wilson steadily gave way on most of the
reparation points that he considered most essential.

From the start, problems arose over the size of the reparations bill.
Little progress was made by the end of February in calculating Allied
claims. The first subcommittee (valuation of damage) became so in-
volved in disputes over the question of admissible claims that they ended
up with a list which included every conceivable item. Nor was any
progress made on setting a provisional sum that the Germans could
afford to pay. There were genuine difficulties, but also the wish not to
disappoint home electorates with unrealistic expectations. No one knew
what Germany could actually afford. There was the danger that the
German government might fall if the sum demanded was too high and
the treaty too harsh. The French and Americans finally reached a
compromise, setting a maximum figure of £8,000 million, but Lord
Cunliffe insisted on a far higher sum, completely out of line with what
his own Treasury experts considered possible. In mid-March, in order
to break the deadlock, the matter was sent to the Council of Four,
which referred the question to an informal committee of three—Davis,
Loucheur, and Edwin Montagu, the former financial secretary to the
British Treasury. The experts, all moderates, recommended that the
Germans pay a fixed sum of £6,000 million over a thirty-year period,
while admitting privately that the utmost Germany could pay was
£3,000 million. Lloyd George vacillated infuriatingly. He rejected this
compromise, blaming the state of British public opinion, yet in his
‘Fontainebleau memorandum’ of 25 March, prepared at a time when
the possibility of a harsh peace posed the spectre of a Bolshevized
Germany, he warned that ‘we cannot both cripple her [Germany]| and
expect her to pay’ and admitted that each amount being considered
‘greatly exceeds what, on any calculation, Germany is capable of pay-
ing’.”* His warnings, however, were not followed by any perceptible
lowering of the British figures. The American president found the sums
being discussed wildly inflated and the ever-growing list of claims for
compensation totally unacceptable. But he contested the proposed
solution, first suggested by Lamont, of postponing a decision until
after the peace conference. On 28 March Klotz, the French finance
minister, formally suggested that the final figures be settled by an Inter-
Allied Reparation Commission meeting after the peacemakers dis-
banded. Lloyd George, who had previously favoured a fixed sum to
be incorporated in the treaty, was not adverse to the delay, which he
thought might lead to saner figures. Though by this time he did not

*? Michael L. Dockrill and J. Douglas Goold, Peace Without Promise: Britain and the
Peace Conferences, 1919—1923 (London, 1981), 51.



58 THE HALL OF MIRRORS

want a big reparations bill, he still pressed for a hefty British share of the
final total. To secure this, Lloyd George had cleverly combined two
British proposals. The first was a formula suggested by Smuts which
separated claims for war damage into two categories, damages to persons
and damages to property. Smuts expected that these enumerated claims
would in fact limit the overall total and not exceed Germany’s restricted
capacity to pay. Secondly, Lloyd George backed Lord Sumner’s de-
mands that pensions and separation allowances be included as war
damage. The prime minister then argued that, though the Allies were
entitled to compensation for all war costs, the Germans could not remit
such astronomical accounts. It was more reasonable to restrict the sums
demanded to Smuts’s two categories of damage, including, of course,
pensions and allowances. By this device Britain’s share of any sum
ultimately paid by Germany was greatly increased. The prime minister
won French acceptance of this formula; the question of priorities
remained unsettled. In the end, Belgium got a priority but France did
not.

Wilson fought hard against the abandonment of a fixed sum and
argued that the postponement of a decision would leave the door
open to inflated and punitive demands. He also took umbrage at the
British extension of their claims against Germany. The British and
French closed ranks; Lloyd George threatened to leave the conference
if his demands were not met. The president, worn down by his battles
over the Rhineland and Saar, pressed by the prime minister, and cajoled
by Smuts, capitulated on both fronts on 1 April. There was a further
American retreat on 5 April, when Colonel House was deputizing for
the sick president, whose health was collapsing under the strain of the
negotiations. Both the expert committee of three and Smuts had sug-
gested the establishment of a permanent commission which could vary
Germany’s annual payments according to their assessment of its ability to
pay. House agreed to allow this Reparation Commission the right to
prolong German payments beyond thirty years, thereby relaxing the
time limit the Americans had always demanded. Two days later the
Council of Four decided that Germany’s debt could not be reduced
without the consent of all the members of the Reparation Commission.
There was a further clash between the French and the British when
Klotz demanded that the Reparation Commission base its future calcu-
lations on the total sum owed to the Allies rather than on Germany’s
capacity to pay. At this point Wilson lost his patience, and on 7 April
summoned the George Washington to Brest. This time Clemenceau
climbed down; the issue could be fought out later in the Reparation
Commission itself. The French negotiators carefully drafted the terms of
reference for the commission, and their precautions paid high dividends
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when the United States, which was intended to chair the commission,
refused to ratify the treaty. Once Wilson announced that the Americans
would be represented, Lloyd George believed that an Anglo-American
combination on the commission could be used against the French.
Confrontation was again postponed. Wilson’s intention that there
should be no indemnity and that Germany’s reparations should be
narrowly restricted had been thwarted. These presidential defeats
were in danger of being multiplied when the three leaders began to
debate the form in which Germany’s liability should appear in the treaty.
Wilson proposed a repetition of the terms of the Lansing Note; Clem-
enceau and Lloyd George were insistent that there should be an un-
equivocal statement of Germany’s total liability, to satisfy their
respective publics. Clemenceau demanded that it be clearly stated that
it was the Allies and not the Germans who were qualifying their
unlimited right to compensation on the grounds of practicability.
Again, it was House, anxious to end the haggling, who proposed a
compromise based on a suggestion of Norman Davis that distinguished
between Germany’s complete moral responsibility for the war and its
consequences and its limited legal liability for reparations. This would
meet British and French political objectives, while preserving the cat-
egories of liability found in the Lansing Note. Article 231, the so-called
‘war guilt’ clause, became the first reparation clause and the prologue to
the actual enumeration of the Allied claims against Germany. Dulles,
who had worked on its wording, thought that he had both established
German liability and limited it. In a very brief space of time this article,
intended to bridge the gap between what was politically desirable and
what was practically possible, became the symbolic representation of the
‘unjust peace’ for the Germans and their sympathizers.

It was only towards the end of April, after the draft of the reparation
section had been completed, that Lloyd George again argued that the
Germans would not accept the treaty. It may have been these fears that
prompted the prime minister on 24 April to present the president with a
radical scheme by Keynes for European reconstruction: a bond issue by
the former Central Powers and the eastern European successor states,
with interest rates guaranteed by the Americans, the main Allied
powers, and the neutral states. One-fifth of the proceeds would be
used by the defeated states to purchase food and raw materials; the rest
would be distributed among the Allies as a first reparation payment.
Wilson rejected Keynes’s politically unrealistic proposal: it depended on
bringing American capital into Europe, out of which a considerable
share would go back into Allied pockets in the form of reparations. The
bonds would be used by the participating countries to pay off their war
debts. As most of the money would be raised in the United States, the
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burden of what was in effect an unsecured loan would rest on American
investors. The net effect of the scheme was to shift the burden of paying
for the war from European onto American shoulders, something which
neither Congress nor the electorate would allow. The American Treas-
ury offered a three-year moratorium on the servicing and amortization
of Allied war debts, but would not consider the Keynes proposal.

Though an American alternative was proposed, the president was
unwilling to reopen the reparation question. American and British
experts, after private consultations with their German counterparts,
were convinced that the Germans could not pay even the interim
amounts demanded (/1,000 million), and argued that the effort
would place an intolerable burden on the German economy. They
found the German counter-proposal of /5,000 million in reparations,
prepared by the Hamburg bankers, including Carl Melchior and Max
Warburg, worth considering. Despite his own misgivings, Lloyd George
refused to give way. He was determined not to accept a figure that might
be lower than what the Germans could be made to pay. By the time the
new Reparations Commission met, the prime minister predicted, public
tempers would have cooled and the Allies could agree on a reasonable
sum which the Germans would then pay. The enemy would be pun-
ished, Britain and its empire compensated, and, better still from his
standpoint, the French would not walk away with overfull pockets
at Britain’s expense. Nor were the French dissatisfied with the outcome.
A late intervention by Klotz assured France of some payments in cash
and kind before the Reparation Commission met. By postponing the
decision on a fixed sum, Clemenceau had safeguarded France’s position
with regard to both the amount and timing of German repayments and
had gained the possibility of sanctions against default. The French
premier did not actually believe that the Germans could raise the sums
being discussed in Paris, but any realistic figure would have created
political difficulties in the Chamber. He preferred the Reparation
Commission to make the necessary adjustments. In the absence of direct
assistance, apart from loans, from the Americans and the British, France
would have to look to Germany to get her due. This solution to her
problems would depend on Britain’s backing in the absence of the
Americans and German compliance.

The reparation clauses of the treaty, Articles 231 through 244, began
with the statement of the responsibility of Germany and her allies (the
same clause was included in the other peace treaties) for Allied loss and
damage. Article 232 narrowed the actual scope of German financial
liability, and an annex defined the categories to be included. In eftect,
the Americans were able to restrict claims to an enlarged version of those
enumerated in the Lansing Note. Article 233 left the setting of the
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reparation sum to a Reparation Commission consisting of the four
major powers and delegates from Belgium on German, Yugoslavia on
eastern, and Japan on naval questions. The commission was to reach
agreement on a figure by May 1921 and draw up a schedule of payments
for thirty years. It could postpone payments after hearing German
representations and take into consideration Germany’s capacity to pay.
It could not cancel any part of the reparation agreement without specific
authorization from the member states. In the interim, Germany was to
pay 20,000 million gold marks in cash and kind, including deliveries of
coal for ten years and shipments of livestock and chemicals.

The treaty imposed other economic and financial restrictions on
Germany. The drafting of the general economic clauses took place
before the main decisions were reached on what became the far more
important territorial and reparation questions. The ‘big three’ focused
their attention on these and paid scant regard to what was being decided
in the economic commission and subcommissions. Little was done to
integrate the different sections of the treaty dealing with financial,
commercial, and economic matters. The economic clauses, nonetheless,
also represented a compromise between Wilson’s hopes for a world
economy based on ‘open door’ principles and free trade, and the Anglo-
French wish to maintain some form of Allied oversight over the post-
war economic order and to check any new German bid to re-establish
its economic primacy on the continent. The British hoped to limit
Germany’s export capacity in order to protect their own overseas
trade, but, conscious of the connections between the revival of German
strength and British prosperity, were unwilling to see Germany exces-
sively damaged. The French, though increasingly looking to reparations
as the way to readjust the Franco-German economic balance in their
own favour, sought ways to transfer German economic resources to
France and to protect herself and the new successor states from German
economic domination. Along with its colonies, Germany’s foreign
financial holdings were to be confiscated and all German merchant
ships above 16,000 tons and smaller vessels surrendered, reducing the
German merchant marine to one-tenth its pre-war size. The treaty
contained discriminatory measures restricting Germany’s freedom to
trade, including the suppression of its tariff freedom for at least eighteen
months and the granting of most-favoured-nation treatment to the
Allies and Associated Powers without reciprocity for five years. There
were special economic safeguards for the Rhineland and the surrender
of the Saar coalfields to the French. By the time the territorial transfers
were completed in 1921, Germany had lost 80 per cent of'its 1913 iron-
ore output, most of it in Lorraine, and 30 per cent of steel production,
with all the former capacity and much of the latter going to France. If
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German economic power was cut, much of what was won in Paris by
way of the economic clauses gave the French, Poles, and Czechs only
temporary protection against Germany and a short head-start period. It
is doubtful whether the American president would have agreed to any
longer period of interference with German trade and the establishment
of the liberal trading regime. Germany was left, as Wilson intended,
with its basic industrial capacity intact and in a position to return on
equal terms to that regime in the not-too-distant future. The final
balance sheet would depend on the degree to which the French could
capitalize on their neighbour’s momentary weakness and on the de-
cisions of the future Reparation Commission.

VI

The Allied draft was presented to the Germans on 7 May at the Trianon
Palace in Versailles. The Germans were given fifteen days to reply in
writing, though the deadline was later extended to 29 May. The treaty
was a shock both to the German delegation and to their countrymen,
the latter shaken first by the unexpected military defeat and then by the
shattering of hopes deliberately raised by the Weimar government.
Though they had been given a good deal of information about the
progress of the negotiations, the German government still believed it
could negotiate a “Wilsonian’ treaty. From January 1919, when the
foreign minister, Ulrich von Brockdorft-Rantzau, a figure from the
old imperial Wilhelmstrasse (Foreign Ministry), prepared the first draft
peace plans, until the last version of the ‘Guide Lines for the German
Peace Negotiators’ dated 21 April 1919, the Germans looked to a
lenient treaty based on their interpretation of the Fourteen Points.
There were warnings that this optimistic reading of their future was
misplaced. The first blow came with the release of the League of
Nations draft on 14 February and the news that Germany would be
excluded from the very body which was to be its means of returning to
great-power status. Philipp Scheidemann’s government in Berlin
responded by drafting a proposal for a more radical and democratic
League to demonstrate their loyalty to the new idealism. This, it was
believed, would pacify domestic public opinion and convince Wilson
that the new Germany had cut its links with the past. Similarly, the
threat that, if pressed too hard, the republic might fall and a Bolshevik
regime be established was intended to influence Allied opinion. If
Wilson and Lloyd George were more concerned than Clemenceau
about a left-wing reaction in Germany, the president’s fears diminished
after the failure of the weak March revolutionary movements. Nor,
as some German leaders hoped, would he take the lead in an anti-
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Bolshevik campaign in which the Germans could join. The Scheide-
mann coalition (majority Socialists, Centre party, and Democrats) never
enlisted his full confidence. The anti-Bolshevik argument proved to be a
double-edged sword. Colonel House, in Wilson’s absence, was suffi-
ciently worried that he opted for a speedy conclusion to the negotiations
even at the cost of concessions to Clemenceau.

The Germans refused to believe that the American president would
not listen sympathetically to their demands for revision. The tactics of
the German government were misdirected, as they tried to play the
United States off against its associates and return the victors to the
Fourteen Points. They again raised the spectre of a Bolshevik revolution
in Germany and attacked the moral and legal basis of Germany’s exclu-
sion from the League and the territorial and reparation clauses. The
bitterest criticism was directed against the eastern frontier changes,
above all Upper Silesia, important for its industrial assets, West Prussia,
and Danzig. In the west, the Germans objected to the Saar arrangement
and the territorial cessions to Belgium. Counter-proposals were made
for the evacuation of the Rhineland within six months of the treaty
being signed. The ‘war guilt’ clause was also strongly condemned. The
German counter-proposal on reparations offered 100 billion gold marks,
with the demand that Germany should maintain its territorial integrity as
of 1914. The ‘Observations of the German Delegation on the Condi-
tions of Peace’ presented on 29 May were in a volume of over 100
pages. The preface, prepared by a scholar of international law, dealt with
the differences between the treaty and the Fourteen Points. The
Germans demanded membership of the League of Nations and the
retention of Upper Silesia, the Saar, Danzig, and Memel. The central
theme, however, was the ‘utter destruction of German economic life’.?3
A supplement outlined the disastrous consequences of reparations;
Warburg wanted to show that the economic consequences of the
peace would require its future revision. The German case was presented
in a manner calculated neither to win Wilson’s support nor to move the
Allies.

It was not Wilson but Lloyd George who proved willing to meet
some of the German objections. The British prime minister was genu-
inely worried that the Germans would reject the treaty, and that military
action, already being considered by Marshal Foch, or the reimposition
of the blockade might prove necessary. He was under strong pressure for
revision throughout April and May from the members of his delegation
who condemned the financial and economic clauses of the treaty as far

3 Niall Ferguson, Paper and Iron: Hamburg Business and German Politics in the Era of
Inflation, 1897-1927 (Cambridge, 1995), 219.
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too harsh and in contradiction of the armistice terms. Keynes, worn out
and on the verge of breakdown, insisted that the reparation clauses were
morally unjustified and financially unworkable. There was a chorus of
hostile criticism at the end of May, led by General Smuts as well as
cabinet ministers summoned from London to consider the treaty terms.
Though Lloyd George refused to reopen the reparations question, he
was more sympathetically inclined towards demands for changes in
the Polish settlement, preferring for the most part to leave to Germany the
areas that were undoubtedly German and holding plebiscites where
the loyalties of the local population might be in question. He agreed,
too, to ask for modifications in the cost, length, and nature of the
occupation regime in the Rhineland and to hasten the date of German
entry into the League if she fulfilled the treaty obligations. When the
delegation pressed for more radical proposals on 2 June, the exasperated
prime minister turned on his critics. He pointed out that no one present,
not even Smuts, who subsequently spoke of the treaty’s ‘poisonous spirit
of revenge’, was willing to forgo its colonial and financial benefits.

It was not a propitious moment to reopen the earlier debates. The
negotiators were tired and nerves were overstretched. Everyone wanted
to go home. The atmosphere in Paris was tense. Alarmed by an outbreak
of mutinies in the army, the French military chiefs brought troops back
to the capital. Striking workers paraded the boulevards, waving red
banners. Lloyd George found Clemenceau in no mood to accept even
modest changes, despite threats that Britain would not participate in a
renewed war or in a reimposed blockade. Clemenceau did not believe
the Germans could reject the treaty. The “Tiger’ had won his victory in
the cabinet, but his support in the country had diminished. The treaty
terms were the minimum that he could get through the Chamber. He
was, as a consequence, particularly infuriated by Lloyd George’s last-
minute demands for revision. Wilson shared his contempt for what
appeared to be a domestic political manoeuvre on the prime minister’s
part. Wilson had been incensed by the arrogant speech attacking the
morality of the treaty given by the seated Rantzau-Brockdorft when
given the peace terms on 7 May. During May the president grew
increasingly stubborn in his defence of the treaty, despite the opposition
of almost the whole American delegation to its terms. On 3 June, at a
hostile meeting of the American delegation—its only general gathering
during the whole peace conference—the president insisted that
justice had been done. There could be no concessions merely to get
the Germans to sign the treaty. Irritated by the German demands, the
underlying though rarely dominant punitive streak in Wilson’s attitude
towards Germany came to the foreground. Germany could not
be readmitted to the ranks of civilized nations until she had been
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properly chastized and had admitted her guilt. ‘The treaty is undoubt-
edly very severe indeed,” the president admitted, but it was not ‘on the
whole unjust . . . [given] the very great offence against civilization which
the German state committed’.** Behind Wilson’s obstinacy lay his
concern to preserve the fragile unity between the victors that still
remained. He feared the divisive effect of reopening contentious issues.
There was, too, the inescapable fact that President Wilson would have
to defend the treaty in the Senate. He could not further compromise his
position before he returned. Except on the question of reparations,
where he initiated one more unsuccessful attempt to establish a fixed
sum (he suggested 120 billion gold marks), the president did not use the
Anglo-French quarrels to propose substantive changes. On the Polish
issue, he found himself more in opposition to the British than to the
French. Throughout the negotiations Wilson had seen himself as the
impartial judge, punishing the wrongdoers and assisting the victors. In
this sense, he was consistent to the end.

Lloyd George demanded a plebiscite in Upper Silesia and changes in
the Polish—German frontier. The president at first refused to consider a
vote in an area that was clearly Polish, and, backed by Clemenceau,
engaged in a fierce debate with the prime minister. But the latter
brilliantly forced the president to concede point after point, and the
case for a plebiscite for Upper Silesia was won. This was one of the few
substantive concessions to the Germans. A newly established Commis-
sion on the Eastern Frontiers of Germany worked out the details of the
plebiscite and new territorial and economic modifications of the earlier
settlement. The Polish prime minister, the great pianist Ignacy
Paderewski, reluctantly agreed to the new arrangements. No other
major concessions were offered, though the League of Nations was
now to supervise popular consultations in Eupen and Malmédy, and
German transit rights across the ‘Polish Corridor’ were strengthened.
On the Rhineland issue, Clemenceau gave way to Lloyd George on the
question of occupation costs and the protection of civilian life against
military interference. He would successtully resist, however, the British
demand for a reduction in the length of occupation. Wilson acted as
intermediary between the two disputants. Discussions between the main
British and French delegates produced an agreement that the occupation
could be terminated before the fifteen-year limit if Germany fulfilled
her treaty obligations. The French premier, backed by Wilson, was
equally adamant in his opposition to Germany’s immediate admission
to the League. The formula accepted barely altered the original draft.

4 Klaus Schwabe, Woodrow Wilson, Revolutionary Germany and Peacemaking, 1918—
1919 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1985), 342.
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Lloyd George, as Smuts feared, did not demand the revision of the
reparation clauses. With Clemenceau, he blocked Wilson’s one effort to
re-examine the question of Germany’s total liability. Nor was the
president amenable to new discussions on this subject. He insisted that
Germany was the guilty party and must, in principle, agree to full
restitution. Wilson reminded Lloyd George that he had been repeatedly
thwarted in his own efforts to achieve a fixed sum, and would not now
consider changes in clauses that he had never wanted to accept. The
Council agreed that the reparation clauses should remain unchanged
unless, as Lloyd George had suggested, the Germans made an offer of an
acceptable fixed sum within four months of signing the treaty. None of
these last-minute alterations touched the substantive interests of the
‘big three’. Wilson’s resistance to revision gave added weight to
Clemenceau’s opposition to change. None of the statesmen was willing
to undo what had been so laboriously constructed.

The revised treaty, its alterations marked in red ink, was presented
to the Germans on 16 June, with a five-day ultimatum. The German
delegation found the revised treaty unjust, dishonouring, and unwork-
able; they advised rejection, despite knowing there was no alternative
to acceptance. Already, on its way back from Versailles to Weimar,
the German delegation train had been stoned. No one wanted to
take responsibility for signing such an unpopular peace. While the
Scheidemann cabinet debated in Berlin, the Allies approved General
Foch’s plans for a military advance on the German capital. The
German leaders and their parties, with the exception of the Independent
Socialists, found the treaty unacceptable but were divided on the
question of rejection. The Centrist politician, Matthias Erzberger,
knowing that Germany could not fight, and anxious to preserve national
unity, convinced his Catholic Centre party to accept the treaty with
two reservations, the ‘war guilt’ clause and the surrender of Germans
accused of war crimes. With his cabinet deadlocked, Scheidemann
resigned on 20 June, three days before the Allied deadline. A new
government, put together by President Ebert who had been persuaded
to stay in office, headed by Gustav Bauer and based on the Socialist
and Centre parties, took office. The new cabinet convinced the Na-
tional Assembly to authorize the signing of the treaty, with the Erzber-
ger caveats. The Council of Four rejected the German reservations.
President Wilson composed the twenty-four-hour ultimatum. Advised
that the Reichswehr was too weak to face an Allied advance, the
Bauer government capitulated. The German cabinet signed the treaty
under protest, and without abandoning its condemnation of the ‘un-
heard of injustice’ of the conditions of peace. Hatred of the Treaty of
Versailles, and particularly its reparations provisions, though of varying
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importance during the life of the Weimar republic, would be the one tie
that bound the deeply divided nation together. The final ceremony,
staged to celebrate the French triumph and underline the enemy’s
humiliation, took place in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles on 28
June 1919.

VII

The Treaty of Versailles has been repeatedly pilloried, most famously in
John Maynard Keynes’s pernicious but brilliant The Economic Conse-
quences of the Peace, published at the end of 1919 and still the argument
found underpinning too many current textbooks. It was Smuts who,
during June 1919, suggested to Keynes, who had already resigned from
the British Peace Delegation in protest, that he should write an account
of the financial clauses and their consequences. Though Smuts repented
of his advice, Keynes wrote his highly influential account, deftly por-
traying Wilson’s alleged defeat and craven surrender to the Welsh
wizard and the wily Tiger. Keynes’s powerful but slanted critique of
the reparation clauses became the source of the much broader revisionist
case against the ‘unjust treaty’ in Britain. The German opponents of
reparations won a delayed victory. The reverberations of Keynes’s
arguments were still to be heard after Hitler took power. They are still
heard today.

The Treaty of Versailles was not a ‘Carthaginian peace’. Germany was
not destroyed. Nor was it reduced to a power of the second rank or
permanently prevented from returning to great-power status. Outside
of Russia, it remained the most populous state in Europe. With the
disintegration of Austria-Hungary and the fall of Tsarist Russia, the
application of the nationality principle left Germany in a stronger
strategic position than before the war. It was now surrounded on almost
all its borders by small and weak states, none of which, including Poland,
posed a danger to its existence. Heightened claims to national inde-
pendence would impede, if not block, any moves towards combination
and effective containment of Germany. The Russian defeat and Bol-
shevik revolution freed Germany from one of its foremost rivals and
from the threat from any other major power in the Balkans. Germany’s
productive capacity and industrial potential were left intact. Despite the
loss of Saar coal and Lorraine iron ore, Germany remained Europe’s
‘industrial power-house’, able, in a remarkably short time, to dominate
the trade of the central and eastern European states.”* Even in the short

5 Sally Marks, ‘Smoke and Mirrors’, in Boemeke, Feldman, and Glaser (eds.), The
Treaty of Versailles, 360.
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term, the Versailles treaty did not leave Germany prostrate; on the
contrary, German industry revived, and some historians believe that
stabilization might have come earlier had the political structure been
less fractured. It has even been argued that stabilization was delayed in
order to obtain a reduction in reparations. Many of the restrictions on
German economic recovery were of a short-term nature and would
lapse in 1925, the longest breathing space that Clemenceau could win
for a country that had suffered more in both human and material terms
that its defeated enemy. Reparations did not cripple Germany, despite
the sometimes hysterical debates that ensued; the terms in the treaty
were less onerous than the Germans (and their Anglo-American sym-
pathizers) proclaimed. The problem of payment, when a sum was set,
was always a political rather than an economic question. German
complaints over their harsh treatment under the terms of the Versailles
treaty should be measured against what the draconian Brest-Litovsk
treaty with Russia had demonstrated about their own ideas on peace
settlements.

The Versailles treaty was, nonetheless, a flawed treaty. There is a
good deal of truth in the charge of Clemenceau’s nationalist critic,
Jacques Bainville, that the treaty ‘was too gentle for what is in it
that is harsh’.*® It failed to solve the problem of both punishing and
conciliating a country that remained a great power despite the four
years of fighting and its military defeat. It could hardly have been
otherwise, given the very different aims of the peacemakers, not
to speak of the multiplicity of problems that they faced, many well
beyond their competence or control. Little beyond the common wish to
defeat the Germans had kept the war coalition together; apart from
a shared belief in Germany’s responsibility for the war, there was even
less consensus among the treaty-drafters in Paris. The settlement was
turther weakened by the way the treaty was drafted and by the erratic
methods of its creators. It was never reviewed in its entirety, and
compromise or postponed solutions contributed to its incoherence
and inconsistency. It is no surprise that the Treaty of Versailles was a
bundle of compromises that fully satisfied none of the three peace-
makers. The ambiguities, real and imagined, of the military victory in
1918 were as critical and distorting for the deliberations as the pressures
of popular politics. Even Henry Kissinger, a fierce critic of the treaty,
admits that ‘having considered the prewar world too confining,
Germany was not likely to be satistied with any terms available after
defeat’.”” The widespread German unwillingness to accept the reality

26 Pierre Miquel, La Paix de Versailles et opinion publique francaise (Paris, 1972), 404.
*7 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (London, 1994), 242; empbhasis in original.
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of that defeat would make it even more difficult to establish the treaty’s
legitimacy. This was a very different world from that of 1815, or of
1944-5.

The Versailles treaty was indeed a victor’s peace, framed to punish and
constrain the Germans and to vindicate the Allied sacrifices. This was
what President Wilson meant when he claimed that, though this was a
harsh treaty, it was a just one. But it was also meant to create a legitimate
post-war order that the defeated as well as the victor nations could
accept. The establishment of the League of Nations, whatever the
reservations of the victor powers, held out the promise of a more
just international regime which the excluded could one day join.
The principle of self-determination, never clearly defined, was not
universally applied, for there were few clear-cut ethnic boundaries in
east-central Europe. Borders could not be drawn with only ethnic
considerations in mind; political, strategic, and economic factors had
to be considered. The principle was not applied to Germany; other
priorities had to take precedence. Wilson hoped that some of the
difficulties could be settled within the framework of the League of
Nations. The Germans particularly resented the territorial losses in the
east; Germans had long ruled over Poles, even where the latter were the
majority, and the reversal of positions was intolerable. The Germans
were hardly likely to welcome the creation of an independent Poland,
whatever its shape or size. It was, however, the gap between what had
been promised and what was done that most troubled those in the
Anglo-American peace delegations who looked to Paris for the start of
a new chapter in the history of Europe.

The treaty represented an amalgam of realism and idealism; the
traditional means of securing peace after victory were combined with
new proposals for managing inter-state relations. Less haste and a more
methodical approach might well have produced a more internally
consistent treaty, but would not have fundamentally affected its sub-
stance with regard to the treatment of Germany. While there was no
question of dismantling Bismarck’s creation, Clemenceau managed to
wrest much from his fellow peacemakers to compensate for France’s
wartime sacrifices and its uniquely exposed position. The drastic cuts in
Germany’s military power and its territorial, financial, and commercial
losses gave France a considerable measure of protection and an oppor-
tunity, if limited in time, to compensate for the population gap between
France and Germany and for the remaining differentials in their indus-
trial power. France could not, however, sustain her treaty position
without the support of allies. Much in the Versailles treaty was left
undecided and would depend on the manner of its enforcement.
Clemenceau was right when he claimed that it was ‘not even
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a beginning, but the beginning of a beginning’.>® The treaty terms could
have been enforced if the British and French had stood united after the
American withdrawal. In this event, there would have been room for
revision but it would have taken place within agreed and clearly defined
limits. The omens at the Paris peace conference were hardly encour-
aging in this direction.

The fairest assessment of the peace conference and its results may have
been that of Clemenceau: ‘In the end, it is what it is; above all else it is
the work of human beings and, as a result, it is not perfect. We all did
what we could to work fast and well.”** The ‘captains and the kings’
departed. Their underlings were left to pick up the pieces and to get on
with the unfinished business of peacemaking. The treaties with Austria,
Hungary, and Bulgaria had to be concluded and that with Ottoman
Turkey still drafted as the victors pondered and fought over the distri-
bution of the spoils. There was no quiet on the castern fronts and, like
Banquo’s ghost, the absent Russians cast their shadows over the peace-
makers’” attempted mapmaking.
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Distant Frontiers:
Peacemaking in the East

I

in a different Paris suburb, were slowly but steadily concluded

over the succeeding months: with Austria (St-Germain), Hun-
gary (Trianon), Bulgaria (Neuilly), and Turkey (Sévres). While for the
‘big three’ the German treaty was the centre of major interest, the pre-war
map of eastern Europe was even more drastically altered in terms of states
and boundaries. Austria-Hungary ceased to exist. New states emerged at
the expense of the defeated Habsburg, Hohenzollern, and tsarist empires.
The treaties changed the domestic composition as well as the geographic
lines of the older Balkan countries. Poland was resurrected and Czecho-
slovakia created; Serbia was transformed into the Kingdom of the Serbs,
Croats, and Slovenes. Romania doubled in population and size, a ‘cres-
cent rubbed into a full moon’. Greece should have made substantial
territorial gains; Albania was left in its state of anarchy. The result in the
Balkan peninsula was to heighten the sense of difference between the
winners and losers from the war. Turkey, if the Sévres settlement had
proved lasting, would have been reduced to a mere fragment of its former
self. All the settlements were reached in the absence of Russia, at a time
when Allied troops were in Russian territory and when there were still
hopes that Lenin’s government might be overthrown.

The destruction of Austria-Hungary was not exclusively the work of
the victors. The Allies had wavered through 1917-18 between hopes
for a separate peace with Vienna and support for nationalist independ-
ence movements. The restitution of Poland became a French war aim
soon after the Russian revolution, but Polish independence would have
been compatible with either strategy. President Wilson’s reference to
the subject peoples of Austria-Hungary who ‘should be accorded the
freest opportunity of autonomous developments” was far more loosely
phrased than his promise of Polish independence in the Fourteen
Points.” It was only after the possibility of a separate peace with

T he peace treaties with the other defeated belligerents, each signed

" A.S. Link (ed.), Collected Papers of Woodrow Wilson (Princeton, 1984), xlv. 527.
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Austria-Hungary faded from the diplomatic agenda in the spring of 1918
that the three major powers opted for the nationalist solution. Polish and
Czech representatives, as well as Romanians campaigning for a large
share of eastern Hungary, had been at work in the Allied capitals. The
South Slav leaders, too, found western—though not Italian—support
for a new state along and north of the Adriatic coast. By the time the
armistice was concluded the old empire had all but dissolved from
within, and even those who had fought fiercely for the Habsburgs
looked to their respective national committees for leadership. The
would-be successor states declared their independence before the
peace conference opened. As there were only token Allied armies in
south-eastern Europe when the war ended, the Italians and R omanians
quickly moved to establish new military positions in disputed territories.
Each of the successor states seized as much land as possible along
necessarily vague frontiers. It was against this background, complicated
further in Hungary by the success of Béla Kun’s Bolshevik revolution in
Budapest in March 1919, that the eastern treaties were concluded. The
peacemakers had neither the will nor the military force available to alter
in any significant way the locally determined balance of power. Unlike
the German treaty, these settlements and the details of the frontiers of
the new or enlarged states were mainly negotiated by the foreign
ministers and the experts in the territorial committees, where the French
or British views tended to prevail. There was little guidance from above.
Most of the issues raised by the treaties with Austria, Hungary, and
Bulgaria did not demand the attention of the ‘big three’; the prolonged
and bitter clash with the Italians over their extensive claims for com-
pensation was the exception.

No one—and this is clear from reading the committee discussions—
understood the full complexity of the task at hand, despite the prelim-
inary work done by officials before the peace conference assembled.
The complications of the local situation, even its geography, would have
taxed any group of experts, quite apart from questions of national
interest. Statistics were unreliable and maps inaccurate. Ethnic lines
were so confused, above all in border areas, that no simple ethnic
solution was possible. Strategic and economic considerations clashed
or took precedence over claims of nationality. The use of plebiscites
made little sense in the emotionally charged atmosphere of the times,
though they were used in a number of disputed cases. The organization
of the commissions and committees dealing with these states made the
experts’ tasks no simpler. Overlapping but separate committees handled
identical problems in different contexts. Decisions made by the experts
on the Romanian commission helped to shape the boundaries not just
of Romania but of Yugoslavia, Greece, and Bulgaria as well. With the
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exception of Poland, most of the territorial commission recommenda-
tions were accepted by the ‘big three’, who had neither the time nor
competence to review their experts’ work. Central and eastern Europe
was largely terra incognita; this was not the moment for basic geography
lessons. Those representing the new or expanding states lobbied inces-
santly for the satisfaction of their territorial demands. It was inevitable
that overworked and tired officials were influenced by the personalities
of those representing the disputing claimants. The Czechs were particu-
larly fortunate in this respect, above all in comparison with the Poles.
Edvard Benes, that ‘intelligent, young, plausible, little man’, in Harold
Nicolson’s words, was well received and his claims sympathetically
reviewed by most, even where the principles of self-determination
were clearly violated.” He had the advantage of strong support from
the pro-Czech lobby in London, skilfully mobilized by the well-liked
Tomas Masaryk and by the influential official and writer R. W. Seton-
Watson and journalist Henry Wickham Steed. Lloyd George, by con-
trast, believed Benes little more than a French pawn and found his
territorial demands exorbitant. Eleutherios Venizelos, the Greek prime
minister, on the contrary, was greatly favoured by Lloyd George, and
even the normally sharp-sighted and level-headed Foreign Office offi-
cial Eyre Crowe admired the Cretan charmer.

As had been promised by President Wilson, though in the vaguest
terms, the creation of new states was to conform to the principles of
‘self-determination’. Admittedly, at the time and still today it proved
almost impossible to give an exact meaning of the concept. In 1919 the
American secretary of state, Robert Lansing, asked himself: “When the
President talks of “self-determination” what unit has he in mind? Does
he mean a race, a territorial area, or a community?”® Even the four
principles announced to Congress on 11 February 1918 provided only a
general endorsement of self-determination that could be variously inter-
preted. Though the president linked the principle with popular sover-
eignty, the implications were barely grasped. Wilson was surprised and
upset by the number of claimants in Paris, and wished that he had never
used the term. Many in the Anglo-American peace delegations were
alarmed by the possible consequences of its application, for the echoes of
this highly popular idea reverberated far beyond the boundaries of
Europe.

Asmighthavebeen expected, each claimant wanted self-determination
for itself but not for its neighbours. In a sense, those responsible for

* Harold Nicolson, Peacemaking 1919 (London, 1933), 240.
3 Robert Lansing, The Peace Negotiations: A Personal Narrative (Boston and New York,
1921), 97-8, cited in MacMilllan, Peacemakers, 19.
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re-drawing the territorial maps were faced with a fait accompli in eastern
Europe and could only deal with the consequences. The leaders of the
nationality movements had already laid claim to statehood and troops
crossed frontiers to establish national claims. Insofar as ethnic principles
were applied, the makers of the peace were adapting the international
system to the realities of the European situation. The ‘national prin-
ciple’, which had been gaining legitimacy and popularity throughout
the previous century, was given international endorsement, and ethni-
city and other forms of linguistic and cultural commonality were rec-
ognized as the basis for state-building. Wilson believed the principle’s
identification with democracy made it a better guarantee of peace than
the old principles of legitimacy. While many of the nationalist move-
ments proved ephemeral and some of the newly created states enjoyed
only the briefest of lives, for the successful the peace treaties provided
the stamp of international recognition. The recognition of the national
principle’s legitimacy marked one of the major seismic shifts in the
international order established in 1919.

The principle could only be applied irregularly and was often ig-
nored. It was violated or compromised when the strategic interests of
the victor states were engaged, and was neither applied to the defeated,
nor to the colonies of the victorious European powers. It was much
modified in practice when new boundaries were drawn. Clemenceau
told the Council of Four, ‘the conference has decided to call to life a
certain number of new states. Without committing an injustice, may it
sacrifice them by imposing on them unacceptable frontiers toward

TaBLE 5. Territory and Population Changes in Eastern Europe, 1914-1930

Area (sq. km.) Population (000)
1914 1921 1914 1921 1930

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 676,443 51,390

Austria 85,553 6,536 6,722

Hungary 92,607 7,600 8,684

Czechoslovakia 140,394 13,613 14,726
Bulgaria 111,800 103,146 4,753 4,910 5,944
Poland 388,279 27,184
Romania 137,903 304,244 7,516 17,594 18,025
Serbia 87,300 4,548
Yugoslavia 248,987 12,017 13,930

Sources: 1. P. Berend and G. Ranki, “The Economic Problems of the “Danube Region” at the Break-
up of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy’, Journal of Contemporary History 4 (1969); League of Nations
Statistical Yearbooks 1920-1940; Steven Morewood and Derek H. Aldcroft, Economic Change in
Eastern Europe Since 1918 (Aldershot, 1995).



DISTANT FRONTIERS 85

Germany?™* The territorial commissions, anxious to create durable and
viable nations, considered strategic, economic, geographic and other
such factors when drawing up the new frontiers. Rival states, basing
their demands on the principles of nationality, laid claim to the same
territories; the Banat, the bone of fierce contention between Romania
and Yugoslavia, was such a rich mixture of nationalities and languages
that no purely ethnic division was possible. Nonetheless, as a result of
the peace treaties the number of people in eastern and central Europe
living under alien governments was reduced by half, and the boundaries
drawn in 1919 conformed more closely to the linguistic frontiers in
Europe than at any time before.

Unfortunately, in freeing the old minorities the peace settlements
created new ones. The irregularities of the ethnographic map of Europe
left many national minorities, some long at odds with their new political
masters, exposed to a danger that was magnified by the granting of self-
determination to some but not all national groups. Belatedly, the peace-
makers realized that these latter groups had to be protected. The Jews
were a special case. There were pogroms in Poland immediately after
the armistice and during the peace conference itself. Pressure from
Jewish and other minority organizations forced the ‘big three’ to take
up the issue on 1 May 1919. A Committee on New States was created
and drafted the Polish minorities treaty, signed at the same time as the
Versailles treaty, which became the model for the minority-protection
clauses included in the other three treaties. The peacemakers agreed to
offer some form of legal protection to national minorities, not just for
their political and judicial rights but also for the free exercise of their
religious, linguistic, educational, and cultural practices, but they proved
unwilling to consider Wilson’s original idea of a universal minority-
protection clause to be included within the Covenant of the League of
Nations. The minority-protection system recognized the destructive
and destabilizing consequences of the self-determination principle, but
the system was applied only to a special category of states and within
narrowly drawn limits. The list of countries required to sign the minor-
ity-protection treaties was extended to cover other new, expanded and
defeated states, most situated in eastern Europe, whom the victors
thought insufficiently advanced to protect their minorities without
some form of oversight. Almost all bitterly resented being singled
out in this fashion. ‘Minority rights’, a highly sophisticated concept,
was hardly applied in practice even in well-established democratic
states. The ‘big three’ wanted unitary states and hoped for peaceful

* D. Perman, The Shaping of the Czechoslovak State: A Diplomatic History of the
Boundaries of Czechoslovakia (Leiden, 1962), 132.
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assimilation. There were to be no ‘states within states’ and no direct
appeals from minority groups to the League. Minorities had to find a
state sponsor, after which the Council of the League could call attention
to infractions of the treaties. Disputes could be referred to the Perman-
ent Court of International Justice and, depending on the ruling, the
Council could initiate sanctions against the offending state. It was a
cumbersome process. The representatives of minority groups were left
dissatisfied while the governments that had to sign the treaties remained
bitter and resentful. Nonetheless, the attempt to provide some sort of
international protection for minorities through the League, however
qualified, flawed, or inadequate, was an attempt to expand the existing
fabric of internationalism. Like so many parts of the treaties, self-deter-
mination and the minority treaties combined moral principles and the
dictates of realpolitik at a time when the international system favoured
sovereign states in general and the great powers in particular.

II

The Italians entered the peace conference with extensive territorial
demands already recognized by Britain and France in the secret Treaty
of London (26 April 1915). Of the main Allied powers, only Italy was
more concerned with the settlements with Germany’s allies than with
Germany itself, as the promises made to Italy in 1915 could only be
fulfilled in the Adriatic and in the former territories of the Habsburg and
Turkish empires. Italy was promised possession of the Tyrol to the
Brenner Pass (the Trentino and South Tyrol), Trieste, Gorizia (Gorz)-
Gradisca, a large part of Istria and the offshore islands, the northern part
of Dalmatia with adjacent islands, and a protectorate over Albania,
though other claimants would have to be considered. The bribes were
sufficient to secure the Italian frontiers, though not enough to turn the
Adriatic into an Italian lake. Italy was also offered various colonial
pickings, though these were less precise. It was promised undefined
‘equitable compensation’ in the zone of Adalia should the Ottoman
empire collapse, and given the right to compensation in Africa if Britain
and France secured a share of the former German colonies. The Treaty
of St-Jean de Maurienne (April 1917), promising the province of
Adalia as well as recognition of full Italian sovereignty over the Do-
decanese islands, occupied after the Italo-Turkish War of 1912, was
denounced on the grounds that Russia never ratified the agreement.
These old-fashioned territorial promises, used to secure Italy’s en-
trance into the war, were not compatible with Woodrow Wilson’s
Fourteen Points, and the American president took up the battle of
principle in Paris. The president thought he had won the hearts of the
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battered Italians and that they would be strong supporters of a Wilsonian
peace. In fact the Italian leaders more accurately gauged the public
mood. The fourth of the ‘big four’, Vittorio Orlando, prime minister
of Italy since October 1917, came to Paris with the weakest hand to
play. He and his complex, dour, and strongly nationalist foreign minis-
ter, Sidney Sonnino, were under intense domestic pressure to produce
the fruits of victory promised as rewards for entering the war. Territorial
acquisitions were the only possible compensation for the terrible batter-
ing suffered by the Italian forces in their war against the Austrians. The
ignominy of the Italian defeat at Caporetto, when the Italian army had
collapsed, had lasting effects. The costs of the war and the economic and
social upheaval it created served to undermine a weak economy and an
already shaky parliamentary system. By the time the war ended Italy was
in political turmoil, its economy in a state of chaos an