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Introduction

What will now happen — once the phase of exhaustion has passed — is that
peace, not war, will have been discredited . . .
Politics means slow, strong drilling through hard boards, with a combination
of passion and a sense of judgement . . . It is of course entirely correct, and a
fact confirmed by all historical experience, that what is possible would never
have been achieved if, in this world, people had not repeatedly reached for the
impossible. But the person who can do this must be a leader; not only that, he
must, in a very simple sense of the word, be a hero.

(Max Weber, “The Profession and Vocation of Politics’, January 1919)'

This study is based on a simple premise: what needs to be re-appraised when
examining the history of international politics in the aftermath of World War I,
the twentieth century’s original cataclysm, is not crisis or the demise of
international order. It is, rather, the contrary: the achievement of any inter-
national stabilisation in Europe — even if it was to prove relative and ultimately
unsustainable.” Grave crises can engender a fundamental transformation of the
mentality and practices of international politics. This in turn can alter, and
improve, the very foundations of international stability.” As has been shown,
such a transformation gave rise to the durable Vienna system of 1814/15,
forged after decades of revolutionary, then Napoleonic, wars.”

To underscore the deficiencies of peacemaking in the twentieth century,
particularly those of British and American quests to re-establish international
order after the Great War, scholars of the ‘twenty years’ crisis’ have mainly
pointed to negative lessons — routes to disaster then largely avoided in achiev-
ing greater stability after 1945. They have not only expounded the ‘lessons of
Versailles’ and ‘appeasement’ in the 1930s but also, and notably, those of
Europe’s ‘illusory peace’ in the 1920s.” Is it really tenable to conclude that a
crisis of the magnitude of World War I did not lead to any forward-looking

! Weber (1994), pp. 359, 369.

2 Cf. the underlying premise of Maier (1988), p. 3.

3 For the wider context see Ikenberry (2001); Kennedy and Hitchcock (2000).

* See Schroeder (1994).

% See Marks (1976), pp. 143-6; Carr (1939), pp. 208-39; Ikenberry (2001), pp. 117ff.



2 The unfinished peace

reorientations in international politics? Did those who sought to stabilise
Europe in the 1920s, the first and crucial decade after the war — and before
the Great Depression — fail to make any substantial advances, comparable to
those of 1814/15?

To be explored here is what was the closest approximation of a viable Euro-
Atlantic peace order after the Great War. Was it, for all its shortcomings, the
treaty system of Versailles?” Or was it rather — as this analysis seeks to show —
the result of a fundamental recasting of transatlantic relations following a
drawn-out postwar crisis, which led to the emergence of a qualitatively differ-
ent international system? If the latter, then it was a system built half a decade
after Versailles — and on two main pillars: the London reparations settlement of
1924 and the Locarno security pact of 1925. Essentially, this study seeks to
shed new light on these agreements and what they founded: the ‘real’ post-
World War I peace order. What it envisages has not been attempted within one
analytical framework before. It will first re-appraise what made the advances of
the mid-1920s possible and set them apart from all previous attempts to pacify
Europe. Then, it will re-assess how far they could be sustained in the ultim-
ately brief period of ‘relative’ European stability between 1924 and the World
Economic Crisis of 1929-32.

The progress policymakers made along this stony path in the ‘era of London
and Locarno’ was indeed striking. But a comprehensive analysis also has to
re-examine two even more important questions, namely: why they ultimately
failed to transform the settlements of the mid-1920s into a more robust
international order, one that could have prevented Hitler; and why the system
of London and Locarno dissolved so rapidly under the impact of the Great
Depression — because of inherent limits, overwhelming pressures or indeed a
combination of both.

As T seek to substantiate, the remarkable degree of international stability
achieved in the decade after 1918 resulted from a formative transformation
process in the history of international politics: the most far-reaching attempts
afier Versailles to create a peace system that included Germany. Yet I also seek to
illuminate why this hitherto misunderstood or disregarded process could not
be sufficiently advanced, and legitimated, further in the latter 1920s — why it
remained unfinished. I hope to show, first, that the sharpest — and neglected —
focus for analysing this process can be found in a comparative examination. It
centres on the two bids for European consolidation that, for all their inherent
shortcomings, can be called the most far-reaching approaches to this end in
the interwar period. It is an analysis of two compatible and interdependent

® For recent, overall benign evaluations see Boemeke, Feldman and Glaser (1998); Macmillan
(2001).
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yet also markedly distinct stabilisation policies, the ideas underlying them,
and their impact on Europe between 1919 and 1932. These were, on the one
hand, Britain’s quest for appeasement and a new European equilibrium and, on
the other, America’s pursuit of a ‘Progressive’, economically orientated trans-
formation of an Old World destroyed by the Great War. What I thus pursue is,
in essence, a study of two policies of peaceful change that have not been
systematically compared before.’

I hope to show, second, that the most illuminating way of assessing the
prospects and limits of these approaches is to evaluate how far Anglo-American
policymakers, and their continental European counterparts, coped with the
problem arguably lying at the heart of Europe’s inherent instability after 1918:
the unsettled ‘Franco-German question’ of the 1920s. What I term as such is
the core problem, unresolved in Versailles, of finding a balance between the
removal of France’s preponderant security concerns — its anxieties on account
of les incertitudes allemandes — and the international integration of a vanquished,
originally revisionist and only newly republican Germany. This problem was
inseparably linked with a second key question of postwar international politics,
namely the ‘Polish—-German question’. What I term as such was the core
problem, also created at Versailles, how, if at all, a peaceful settlement of
the Polish—German dispute over the contested border of 1919 and the status
of German minorities in Poland could be achieved. Both central postwar
questions thus had one common root: the challenge of reconciling Weimar
Germany’s accommodation with the security of its neighbours.

Throughout the 1920s, the Franco-German question remained crucial, and
it will be at the centre of this study. But the status quo between Germany and
Poland was even more unsettled. And the situation in the east was in turn
profoundly affected by the question of whether pacific change in the west could
also buttress more constructive relations between the western powers, Germany
and Bolshevik Russia, superseding early tendencies of Soviet—German alliance-
building against Versailles. The ramifications of such eastern questions will
be duly considered. They became particularly important from the time of
Locarno. Yet that was also the first time when genuine, if still precarious,
prospects for pacifying eastern Europe were opened up. In sum, then, my
study aims to shed new light on Anglo-American efforts to recast the unstable
Versailles system and foster stability not only in western but also in eastern
Europe. Thus, I hope to elucidate interdependencies between two areas
previously often regarded as two sides of a dichotomy.

7 There have been valuable studies of British or American policies towards Europe and Anglo-
American relations in the 1920s. See Leffler (1979); Costigliola (1984); Grayson (1997);
McKercher (1984) and (1999).



4 The unfinished peace

The interpretative context: previous interpretations and the
need for a new approach

The reality and extent of such international stabilisation as was achieved after
1918 have remained contested ever since, particularly since 1945. This study
intends to complement but also, and principally, challenge prevalent interpret-
ations shaping today’s understanding of Europe’s ‘relative’ pacification in the
1920s. Broadly speaking, most previous attempts to explain its prospects, and
notably its limits, have taken the form of either nationally focused or Eurocen-
tric analyses. Some have claimed that Versailles and the agreements following it
led to a ‘European restoration’, which was then undermined by the Great
Depression. Most, however, have emphasised the ‘illusion of peace’ in the
interwar period, making it part of a new ‘Thirty Years’ War’ that only ended in
1945. And they have particularly criticised the Anglo-American failure to
reinforce Versailles and ultimately forestall Hitler.”

Comparatively subdued more recently has been the ‘idealist’ critique of
British and American policies after 1918. It hinges on the assertion that a
‘western’ diplomacy relying on a great-power accommodation with Germany
undercut what the League of Nations could have become: Europe’s central
agency of collective security safeguarding in particular the integrity of its
smaller nation-states.’

What has been more influential — and what this analysis mainly seeks to
challenge — can be subsumed under the ‘realist’ critique of 1920s international
politics.'’ Through the prism of the 1930s, ‘realist’ studies have branded the
accords of London and Locarno as centrepieces of misguided Anglo-American
policies that paved the way for Nazi German expansionism. For they allegedly
undermined the Versailles system and with it any chances of re-establishing a
balance of power to check Germany’s ‘inherent’ revisionism.'" Although never
systematically compared, both settlements have thus been implicitly linked.
Probably most far-reaching remains Stephen Schuker’s claim that, in forcing
the Dawes plan on France, Anglo-American politicians and financiers inflicted
the decisive ‘defeat’ on French postwar policy — which was then merely con-
firmed at Locarno. They would thus shatter Europe’s best hope for stability:

8 See Bell (1986), pp. 14-47. A still useful synopsis is provided by Jacobson (1983a).

% See the overview in Steiner (1993); Dunbabin (1993); Fleury (1998), pp. 507-22.

19 1t is characterised by a reliance on the balance-of-power paradigm to determine the stability of
international order. See Kissinger (1994), pp. 17ff; Mearsheimer (2001), pp. 42-51.

! ‘Realists’ thus distribute responsibility for the ‘illusory peace’ among national foreign-policy
approaches. See Marks (1976), pp. 143ff; Kissinger (1994), pp. 266-87; Schuker (1976), pp.
385ft. This has mainly been challenged by studies of German policy. See Kriiger (1985); Wright
(2002). Studies of French policy still largely follow ‘old’ realist premises. See Keeton (1987);
Pitts (1987).
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France’s bid to achieve it by containing or ultimately even fragmenting
Germany.'”

In a similar vein, it has been asserted that Anglo-American policies had a
clearly detrimental effect on central and eastern Europe, particularly the
security of Poland and Czechoslovakia. For their net effect, or so it has been
claimed, was to dismantle France’s eastern alliance system, diminishing the
eastern powers’ status as allies of the west in restraining Germany. They thus
allegedly eroded the ‘eastern barrier’ against a revisionist enfente between
Germany and Bolshevik Russia."’

From a different angle, recent perspectives of research have focused on the
structural conditions and forces profondes affecting post-World War I stability.
One has essentially explained its impermanence by highlighting fundamental
contradictions within the transatlantic states-system, especially the tensions
between ‘revisionist’ and ‘status quo’ powers.' " Invoking either the ‘primacy of
internal politics’ or that of economics, the other has pointed to postwar
nationalism, domestic crises or staggering financial impediments, particularly
in France and Germany."’

Concentrating on European diplomacy, some have claimed that the ‘edifice’
of Locarno essentially rested on sound foundations and only incisive ‘extrane-
ous events’, namely the Great Depression, made it collapse.'® Overall, how-
ever, most previous analyses have sought to show why ultimately all bids to
pacify Europe only produced a ‘semblance’ of peace. In the ‘realist’ interpret-
ation, the Locarno system’s demise was inevitable because its principal powers,
and particularly Britain, never corrected its basic flaw — the disregard for the
European balance of power; at the same time, the structural antagonism
between France’s search for a secure status quo and German revisionism
remained indelible."’

Focusing on America’s approach to European reconstruction, some scholars
have tried to establish causal links between Republican pursuits after 1919 and
the catastrophe of 1929."% Did US decisionmakers indeed adopt reckless loan

12 See Schuker (1976), pp. 3ff, 385-93, which remains the most thorough study of the Dawes
settlement.

B It is also still a predominant view that in reaction to the western powers’ ‘appeasement’ of
Germany and Warsaw’s ‘subjective defeat’ at Locarno, Polish policymakers were driven to ever
more nationalistic policies, especially under Marshal Pilsudski. See Wandycz (1961) and (1988);
Cienciala and Kormanicki (1984); Schattkowsky (1994c).

* See Clark (1997), pp. 75-98; Nye (1993), pp. 77-88; Girault and Frank (1988), pp. 121-62;

_ Maier (1981), pp. 327-52.

15 See Ferguson (1997); Feldman (1993); Knipping (1987); Becker and Berstein (1990), pp.
155-343.

'f See Grayson (1997), pp. 138-9; Jacobson (1983a).

17 See Jacobson (1972b), pp. 36773, yet also the more recent and affirmative interpretation in
Jacobson (2004); Marks (1976), pp. 143—6; Kissinger (1994), pp. 266ft.

18 See Kindleberger (1973), pp. 1-13; Kent (1989), pp. 373-90; Friedmann and Schwartz (1963).
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policies? Did they simply fail as leaders of the world economy’s new pre-
eminent power? Melvyn Leffler has concluded that Washington ultimately
pursued incompatible objectives: political aloofness and a US-dominated eco-
nomic order, German revitalisation and French security. Is this what produced
catastrophic unintended consequences in the 1930s?"’

Finally, it should be noted that notwithstanding valuable contributions to
1920s international history from both economic and ‘classic’ diplomatic his-
torians a certain dichotomy has emerged. The former have mainly focused on
US efforts at financial stabilisation, especially in Germany, and informal co-
operation among Anglo-American elites. In their view, the causes for Europe’s
‘relative’ stabilisation and its failure have to be sought in the ‘crucial’ area of
financial and economic reconstruction, zof in the political realm.”’ By contrast,
diplomatic historians have emphasised America’s political ‘isolationism’ after
1919, concentrating instead on security relations between the ‘Locarno
powers’.”" Arisen from this has, arguably, a certain tendency to separate two
processes that ought to be seen as interconnected and indeed interdependent. On
the one hand, there was a process of financial-cum-political stabilisation chiefly
but not exclusively propelled by America. On the other, there was a process of
political and strategic accommodation decisively advanced by Britain — yet
inconceivable without US support. This study seeks to examine both processes
in one analytical framework and to re-appraise how far on their own terms, and
in their combined effect, they contributed to more than a ‘semblance’ of peace in
Europe.

The main theme and theses of my study

Departing from both idealist and realist analyses previously undertaken, this
study seeks to open up a different, third perspective. It will pursue one
underlying theme: what progress there was towards Europe’s pacification in
the 1920s stemmed by no means from a — de facto elusive — return to pre-1914
balance-of-power politics. Nor were they, however, the result of imposing a
radically altered ‘Wilsonian world order’ underpinned by the League and
universal, supranational norms of collective security. Rather, the modicum of
European stabilisation achieved by late 1925 was the outcome of significant,
but ultimately unsustainable, advances in the pacific settlement of international
conflicts and integrative co-operation between states: the making of the unfin-
ished transatlantic peace order after World War I. These advances were made

19 Leffler (1979), pp. 362-8. See also Link (1970), pp. 620ff.

20 See Eichengreen (1992); Kindleberger (1973), pp. 14-69; Silverman (1982); Orde (1990); Burk
(1981); Hogan (1991); James (2001).

21 See Jacobson (1972b); Bariéty (1977); Kriiger (1985).
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by those who, in collaboration with Anglo-American financiers and in negoti-
ation with French and German policymakers, altered not only British and
American policies but also the course of international politics after 1923. Their
efforts were premised on distinct British and American principles of peaceful
change and political-cum-financial consolidation. Crucially, they began to
foster new ground-rules for reforming the ill-founded peace of Versailles and
integrating Weimar Germany into a recast western-orientated peace order — on
terms acceptable to France, improving Polish security and prevailing over both
communist and autocratic challenges in the 1920s. These terms indeed prefig-
ured those on which more durable Euro-Atlantic stability would be founded
after 1945.%

Yet by the end of 1925 the edifice of London and Locarno was by no means
already firmly entrenched. It was not yet a robust international system of
security and economic stabilisation. The main threat to its consolidation was
not that it merely concealed underlying — and essentially irreconcilable —
Franco-German differences or that it rested on such contradictory premises
that it sooner or later had to collapse. Nor did this threat emanate from
Bolshevik Russia. By 1923, it had become obvious that Lenin’s postwar bid
to spread the Bolshevik revolution and draw the states of central and western
Europe into a European federal ‘Union’ of Soviet-style republics had failed.
And in the latter 1920s Stalin prevailed with his maxims to concentrate on
building ‘socialism in a single country’ and to insulate Soviet Russia from
involvement in disputes between the capitalist powers, because he feared they
would only conspire to undermine Europe’s pariah regime in Moscow.”’ The
main risk was instead that policymakers on both sides of the Atlantic failed to
develop, and thus legitimate, further what they had begun to build in the mid-
1920s: the system of L.ondon and Locarno. What was thus all the more, not
less, indispensable after Locarno was a sustained forward engagement of this
system’s pivotal powers: Britain as the ‘honest broker’ of the fledgling Euro-
pean concert, America as the arbiter of financial-cum-political stabilisation
under the Dawes regime and chief creditor of France. The Franco-German
peace process could not be advanced decisively without a powerful third party
— an arbiter willing and able to mediate, using what political and economic
leverage it commanded. The same held true for Polish—German accommoda-
tion and, essentially, for the Euro-Atlantic peace order as a whole.

This study seeks to consider all actors who decisively influenced the formu-
lation and implementation of international stabilisation strategies after 1918.
But it deliberately concentrates on individual decision-makers rather than
entire elites. And it focuses on policymakers rather than financial leaders.

22 See Cohrs (2003). 2 Cf. Service (2000), pp. 412-13, and (2005), pp. 380-1.
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For there were indeed certain actors who can be called the political protagon-
ists of peaceful change in Europe. To be sure, they faced political and strategic
challenges of European instability that to an unprecedented degree were
intertwined with financial problems — not only in the central areas of repar-
ations and inter-allied war-debts. But, as will be argued here, all of these
questions ultimately demanded not only financial expertise but also, and
essentially, political answers.

In the final analysis, policymakers, not financiers, were called upon — not
least by bankers like the Dawes loan’s main underwriter, J.P. Morgan — to
create the indispensable framework in which financial and political stabilisation
could be advanced. And they were the only actors in a position to tackle the
critical European security question, which underlay everything else. Finally,
they were the only ones who — if anyone — could perform one newly central task
of diplomacy in the first era of Euro-Atlantic history that really was an era of
democratic mass politics, namely to legitimate painstakingly forged inter-
national compromises domestically. In fact, they had to do so in highly
disparate domestic theatres on both sides of the Atlantic. It is from their
perspective, then, that the making of the ‘system of L.ondon and Locarno’ will
be traced. There were no heroes, and hardly any charismatic leaders, among
those seeking to reshape the western powers’ relations with Germany in the
decade after World War I. But they certainly had to drill through hard boards
to achieve any stabilisation.

On these premises, the prologue ought to show that, though Woodrow
Wilson and David Lloyd George strove hard at Versailles to forge a peace ‘to
end all wars’, neither became a principal peacemaker after the Great War.
A stronger claimant to this epithet was American secretary of state Charles
E. Hughes who sought to foster a transatlantic ‘community of ideals, interests
and purposes’ in 1923/4.”* And the same could be said for the British prime
minister Ramsay MacDonald and his evolutionary approach to rebuilding a
comity of states ‘beyond Versailles’ that included both Germany and the
United States.”” A re-appraisal of their efforts will be at the heart of this
study’s first part.

Then will follow what I believe is a new interpretation of Anglo-American
attempts to foster European stability between 1925 and 1929. It will focus on
the British foreign secretary Austen Chamberlain, who prepared the ground
for Britain’s ‘noble work of appeasement’ between France and Germany.”® And
it will focus on his US counterpart Frank B. Kellogg, who defined America’s

2 Thus Hughes in a 1922 address, in Hughes (1925).

% The policies of the Conservative foreign secretary Lord Curzon will also be considered. Yet he
was only cursorily involved in the main developments analysed here. See chapter 7.

26 Chamberlain speech in the Commons, 18 November 1925, Hansard, 5th series, vol. 188, col. 420.
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role in Europe as that of a benign, but also distinctly aloof, arbiter in the
European dispute, which guarded its ‘freedom of action’.”” Yet it will also
analyse a newly powerful approach to international relations already shaping
US policy after Wilson’s fall and finally ascendant in the latter 1920s. It was
the bid of Herbert Hoover, first as US secretary of commerce, then as
president, to recast Europe after the Progressive model of America’s ‘New
Era’ and to replace old-style European diplomacy by a rational, ‘economic’
modus operandi.”

The first main thesis to be substantiated is that the reorientation of Ameri-
can policy under Hughes and a new mode of Anglo-American co-operation
fostered by MacDonald paved the way for what was indeed the first ‘real’ peace
settlement after 1918: the London reparations settlement of 1924. Negotiated
between the western powers and Germany, it laid the foundations for the
Dawes regime and Europe’s ‘economic peace’ of the mid-1920s. Yet, thus
the second main thesis, this Pax Anglo-Americana would not have endured
without the second formative postwar settlement, the Locarno pact of 1925.
Locarno, in turn only made possible through the breakthrough of London,
essentially became its political security framework. At its core emerged a
western-orientated concert of Europe — a concert incorporating Germany.
With significant American support, it was forged under the aegis of British
diplomacy, reshaped under Chamberlain.

Based on this re-appraisal the study’s final part seeks to show that British
and American attempts to consolidate the system of London and Locarno
between 1926 and 1929 were by no means inherently flawed. They were not
doomed to be as limited in effect as the 1928 Kellogg—Briand Pact for the
Outlawry of War or as short-lived as the Young plan. Nor did they initiate a
pacification process by nature limited to western Europe, accentuating a new
dividing-line between a more or less functioning peace system in the west and a
destabilised Zwischeneuropa in the east. Rather, Euro-Atlantic co-operation
after 1925 opened up the best prospects for stabilising Weimar Germany,
and thus post-World War I Europe, by fostering its progressive integration
into the new international system — both politically and economically. Further
notable advances in this direction were made through the Young settlement
and the Hague accords of 1929.

Crucially, Anglo-American policies began to draw Germany away from the
pursuit of revisionism by force, reinforcing instead Berlin’s commitment to
moderate and economically underpinned policies of peaceful change in western
and eastern Europe. They also began to stimulate what remained difficult
reorientation processes in France and Poland, steering policymakers there away

27 Kellogg to Coolidge, 7 October 1924, Kellogg Papers.
28 Hoover address, 14 December 1924, Hoover Papers, box 75.
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from enforcing Versailles and towards accommodation with Germany. They
thus indeed initiated what became a genuine, if arduous, Franco-German peace
process in the latter 1920s. And they created the most favourable — if still far
from auspicious — preconditions for an ‘eastern Locarno’, especially a pacific
settlement of the Polish—German question, in the interwar period. Yet, while
having most, but not all, essential means, British and American policymakers
could not sustain these transformation processes after 1925. Once Europe’s
postwar crisis seemed contained, and its overall stabilisation assured, they
lacked the strategic interest, concrete incentives and political will to pursue
further forward engagement. They did not make the necessary commitments to
extend the limited Euro-Atlantic concert of 1925 into a wider, and more
robust, system of security and economic consolidation. There were no concrete
initiatives to settle what was at the core of the Polish—German antagonism, the
precarious border and minority questions. A Locarno-style agreement for
eastern Europe remained elusive.

Against the background of the cardinal European security question, finally
addressed yet not resolved by the mid-1920s, the main impulses for the still
arduous Franco-German accommodation process could not come from Paris or
Berlin. Nor could they come ‘only’ from Locarno politics or US-led recon-
struction efforts. Essentially, while also requiring time and domestic legitim-
acy, European stabilisation in west and east could only be genuinely advanced
through further strategic bargains. In other words, it required settlements
comprising both political and financial elements akin to those of 1924 and
1925. Yet those powers alone capable of doing so, America and Britain, no
longer took the lead in forging such bargains, at least not until 1929 when — in
hindsight — it proved too late and when, crucially, Hoover and his secretary of
state Henry Stimson placed financial interests and progressive aloofness over
political engagement in Europe. Though MacDonald and his foreign secretary
Arthur Henderson strove hard to turn the Hague accords into a further and
more far-reaching London-style settlement, it was beyond their means to fill
the gap that US disengagement left. All in all, the Anglo-American powers
thus only partially fulfilled their critical roles within the changing post-World
War I international order. In one respect, this was precisely due to the fact that
the peace settlements of London and Locarno had been so successful. There
were no further immediate crises spurring Anglo-American policymakers into
sustaining or even intensifying their stabilisation efforts.

They were thus even less in a position to master the gravest crisis facing the
international system of the 1920s, the Great Depression. It was not a crisis of
this system as such; yet nor was it a calamity whose origins lay entirely beyond
what political actors, namely the leading Republican policymakers of the ‘New
Era’; could have influenced decisively. Crucially, their decision not to underpin
the Dawes and Young regimes through political guarantees had a significant
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part in turning the US stock-market crash into a world crisis. Even more
detrimental proved Washington’s unwillingness to establish international
mechanisms for concerted crisis management in the world economic system.
While after 1929 Britain also shifted towards policies devised to safeguard
more narrow national interests rather than the Locarno concert, the second
MacDonald government’s room to manoeuvre was as limited as that of the
national governments following it. US policies contributed more to eroding
the peace order of the 1920s, which also precipitated the demise of Weimar
Germany. Ultimately, however, the system of London and Locarno could
only have been sustained if a/l of its principal powers had made a stronger
commitment to fortifying it — and if they had developed it further.

Analysing the evolution of international politics between 1919 and 1932 we
can thus discern all the more distinctly the constraints imposed on European
consolidation after World War 1. They were not only imposed by adverse
domestic conditions but also by distinct national traditions and foreign-policy
cultures in Britain, America and continental Europe. Ultimately, the Anglo-
American powers could not achieve a more fundamental reform of the Versailles
system — a reform that buttressed Germany’s international rehabilitation and
made its revitalisation as a great power compatible with European stability.
Neither Anglo-American nor French, German or Polish reorientations gained
sufficient impetus to overcome various forms of postwar nationalism and
reticence towards more forceful international engagements. As a result, peace-
ful change could not gain decisive momentum in the brief period of respite the
unfinished transatlantic peace order warranted prior to its disintegration in the

1930s.

Methodological premises: reorientations and
learning processes

In sum, as indicated, I posit that the underlying significance of London and
Locarno can only be gauged if they are understood as part of a wider,
essentially transatlantic recasting of international politics. This study proposes
a methodological approach to this end whose premises differ considerably from
those informing previous interpretations. The underlying premise is that in
order to assess the degree of stabilisation British and American policymakers
did and could achieve after 1918 one not only has to interpret their policies in a
new light, one also has to re-assess the postwar international system, the roles
Britain and the United States had within it — and the principal challenges they
faced.

Overall, my study is intended as a contribution to the historical and hence
essentially empirical examination of international conflicts and peace systems
in a critical era of transatlantic relations in the twentieth century. It is written
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in ‘an analytical mode’. In other words, its main aim is not to provide a unified
‘grand narrative’ of international politics in the first decade after World War 1.
Rather, based on empirical research I have sought to formulate core analytical
questions, develop a methodological approach and pursue appropriate levels of
analysis so as to find, ultimately, answers that can be substantiated empirically
as well. My analysis proceeds on two main levels that it seeks to interrelate,
combining two methodological approaches. On the one hand, it pursues a
systematic, comparative approach in order to draw parallels, and mark distinc-
tions, between British and American approaches to European pacification after
1919. On the other, it uses methods of systemic diplomatic history in order to
embed this comparison in an appraisal of the wider Euro-Atlantic international
system in the 1920s and 1930s.”’

Building on Paul W. Schroeder’s conceptual innovation, my study is based
on the premise that only one level of the international system can be described,
classically, as the interaction of state actors within a given geo-political setting
and the distribution of power among them.”’ On a more formative level, the
system of international politics can indeed be characterised as the constituent
principles and rules of a ‘shared practice’ or common pursuit, which in turn
are shaped by certain constituent ideas and assumptions.’' In my interpret-
ation, this system is thus constituted by the ideas and — often unspoken —
assumptions actors develop, the principles they formulate and the rules they
cultivate in pursuing their individual aims in the framework of a common
practice — here: the conduct of international politics, pursued within the
specific geo-political constellation of the post-World War I era. Alternatively,
such rules could also be called the rules of a game, which is fundamentally the
same for all the players involved. They are often determined by the most
powerful players more than by others. But the game itself is mainly shaped
through the goals not only they but also the smaller players pursue, the means
they employ and the possibilities they create within it.

What has to be considered when examining twentieth-century international
politics, however, is that in contrast to 1814/15 there was a further and ever
more important dimension to this ‘game’: a new dimension of legitimacy,
particularly domestic legitimacy. In an era of international relations between

2 My study especially takes into account categories for the analysis of twentieth-century Europe

developed by Charles Maier and above all those advanced for nineteenth-century international
history in Schroeder (1994) and Kriiger and Schroeder (2001). But in contrast to Maier (1988) I
naturally focus on international rather than domestic politics. See Schroeder (1994), pp. vii—xiii,
and (1993). See also Kennedy (1980), pp. xi—xii. I also consider relevant international relations
theory, such as hegemony and interdependence theory, yet only to illuminate historical
developments, not vice versa.

30 See. Mearsheimer (2001), pp. 42-51; Waltz (1979); Snyder and Diesing (1977), p. 28.

31 See Schroeder (1994), p. xii. Cf. also Ikenberry (2001), pp. 21-9.
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democracies on both sides of the Atlantic, including the originally very un-
stable Weimar Republic, pacification efforts were only sustainable if they
produced outcomes that were not only viable in the international sphere but
could also be legitimised in very disparate domestic settings.

Seeking to emphasise the centrality of ideas in the shaping of historical
processes, this analysis rests on one central premise. It is the premise that one,
if not the, central area in which to look for the origins of relative stagnation or
transformation in any system of international politics is the field of individual
outlooks and collective mentalities.”” I argue that the decisive changes which
initiated Europe’s ‘relative stabilisation’ in the mid-1920s, and later con-
strained it, originated at this level: at the level of ideas and assumptions
informing not only Anglo-American approaches to the two-dimensional pro-
cess of effecting and legitimating peaceful change in the western powers’
relations with Germany. As I hope to substantiate, of crucial importance in
this respect was the leading actors’ capacity to embark on individual and
collective learning processes: to conceive of new rules and pursue new and
different practices, if what had been thought and practised before had failed or
proved insufficient.” And by 1923, in the minds of decisionmakers both in
London and Washington, postwar peacemaking clearly had. How relevant were
the lessons they drew from the war and the crises following it? And how
conducive were the conclusions they (and financiers) drew from the advances
of the mid-1920s to achieving more than two significant settlements? How far
could they build on the premises of London and Locarno to turn these
settlements into a durable international system?

An exploration of my subject thus requires a systematic comparison of the
rationales and aims of those who shaped Anglo-American policies — key policy-
makers as well as their principal advisers in the Foreign Office, the State
Department and other government branches. As I seek to show, what informed
these policies were not only traditional ideas about external relations. There
were also novel concepts in the field of international politics, such as new
modes of economic diplomacy, advanced in reaction to the specific challenges
of the 1920s. Of particular interest will be tracing the crucial ‘unspoken
assumptions’ informing British, American and continental European policies
as well as each side’s perceptions of the Franco-German question, the Polish—
German problem and Europe’s general instability. This also involves examining

32 1t may be noteworthy here that recent cold war historiography has also emphasised the relevance
of ideas, both for Soviet and US conduct. See Gaddis (1997), pp. 288-92; Leftler (1999),
pp- 5014.

33 For an approach to historical analysis highlighting the ‘use and misuse’ of historical ‘lessons’, in
this case by American policymakers in the era of World War II, see May (1973), pp. ix—xii, 3—18,
19-51. For a theoretical rather than historical approach to learning processes in international
politics, see Jervis (1976), pp. 271-87.
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the British ‘official mind’ and its post-1918 attitude towards the United States
and perceptions of Britain prevalent among US policymakers and financial
elites. In particular, it will be re-assessed how far Anglo-American co-operation
was determined by a natural concord in stabilising the postwar order — a
concord premised upon the notion of a common history and strong political
as well as cultural links. And it will be evaluated how far this co-operation was
ultimately limited by bilateral rivalry and each side’s pursuit of narrower
national interests.

Finally, I focus on an even more critical — yet often neglected — aspect: the
comparison of contemporary perceptions of the international system as a whole,
especially the outlooks of Anglo-American decisionmakers on what kind of
system they desired to create. No less, however, I seek to bring out time and
again how this system’s configuration influenced their decisions as well as
particular outcomes. And I seek to show how internal constraints that all
policymakers faced one way or another — notably security concerns, financial
constraints and the (perceived) force of ‘public opinion’ — affected international
accommodation.

Yet what, if any, could be the guiding principle for a stable and legitimate
postwar system after 19197 As noted, most persistently advocated by ‘realist’
historiography has been the all-embracing phrase ‘balance of power’.”* What I
propose as a concept to replace it and to reveal the limits of this paradigm in the
field of twentieth-century international history is the concept ‘legitimate
equilibrium’. While this term may appear equally abstract, it seems more
appropriate to capture what some Anglo-American policymakers in the 1920s
sought to achieve. Paul W. Schroeder’s works have firmly established the
concept ‘political equilibrium’ in the analysis of nineteenth-century European
politics. For the era after World War I, T shall define ‘legitimate equilib-
rium’ as a maxim of reciprocity: a balance of rights, security, reciprocal
satisfactions and responsibilities within the international system — a balance
deemed legitimate and fundamentally fair not only by international policy-
makers but also by those on whose domestic support their policies depended.”

With this yardstick, it is to be assessed how far British and American policies
could actually provide something approaching hegemonic stability after 1918,
within a Euro-Atlantic system comprising states of vastly unequal power
capabilities and postwar positions. Conversely, it is to be examined how far
the systemic conditions then prevailing allowed for the construction of an order
not resting on a crude balance of power, impossible to attain, but a new postwar
equilibrium. Crucially, to be sustainable the new international system had
to gain legitimacy in the eyes of all the principal actors: the victors and

3* See Waltz (1979), pp. 84F. 3 Schroeder (1994), p. 582.
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the vanquished; political decisionmakers, key interest-groups and electoral
majorities.

Analytical premises: Britain and America in the post-World
War I international system

This study thus argues that Europe’s consolidation in the 1920s ultimately
depended, not on an ‘effective’ balance of power, elusive after 1918, but on how
adequately the international system’s de facto pivotal powers fulfilled their
roles of fostering stability and peaceful change. More precisely, it hinged on
how far their principal policymakers learned to fulfil these roles — and to what
extent they were not only willing but also in a position to make the political,
financial and strategic commitments this entailed. In turn, this depended to a
considerable degree on how far they could, or felt they could, legitimate such
commitments internationally and domestically.

Yet what made the policies implemented by Britain and the United States
from 1923 ‘policies of peaceful change’ under the specific conditions of the
1920s? For purposes of orientation, I propose the following ‘working defin-
ition’: each approach was essentially characterised by one underlying rationale.
It was the rationale to establish, first, new rules of pacific settlement and
conflict-resolution within a given international order, underpinned by existing
treaties and provisions of international law — here: the peace order, or disorder,
of 1919. Their second and final purpose, however, was to apply and reinforce
these rules so as to alter, in a peaceful manner, the existing order and to replace
it, ultimately, by a qualitatively new international system. Here, as described, it
was to be a system no longer based on containing and excluding Germany but
constructed to ensure its stabilising integration. ™

If borne out, the approach informing this analysis may elucidate what consti-
tuted, and what constrained, the effective exercise of stabilising preponderance
in post-World War I Europe. And it may permit us to gauge how far some of the
calamities facing Europe — though by no means all of them — can be explained by
the fact that the 1920s were a fulcrum stage in a protracted transition process.
It was the transition from the ‘constructive’ British hegemony of the early
nineteenth century to the American hegemony of the latter twentieth century,
from the pre-1914 Pax Britannica to the post-1945 Pax Americana.”” As will be

36 Cf. Carr (1939), pp. 208-39; Claude (1964), p. 232; Link (1970), p. 618; Kennedy (1983),
pp. 21ff.

37 Cf. the different periodisation in McKercher (1999), pp. 1-5. For the wider debate about the
transition, and comparison, between two distinct hegemonies, the Pax Britannica and the Pax
Americana, see Kennedy (1988), pp. 193-203, 665-92; May (1961); Schroeder (2004c); Maier
(1987), pp. 148-52, and (2002); Ferguson (2003); Ikenberry (2001), pp. 80-116, 163214,
Kupchan (2003), pp. 247-62.
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shown, there was no clear, let alone a benign, hegemon in the post-World War I
system. Yet for all the difficulties this and the general transition process caused
Britain and America were the only powers capable of shaping and transforming
the ground-rules of international politics in Europe. Further, and crucially, they
were the only powers that could induce France and Germany to accept these
rules and endorse peaceful change. Even though each was in its own way
constrained — Britain, financially; America, politically — they could do so not
only due to their power capabilities but also by virtue of their foreign-policy
approaches and systemic leverage.

The Great War had thrust the United States into the role of the newly pre-
eminent financial power and ‘world creditor’, not least of substantial war-debts
owed by the former allies Britain and France.” At the same time, through the
war the centre of gravity in the international monetary system had shifted from
London to New York. The old pre-eminence of the City of LLondon and pound
sterling as the determinant of the international gold standard was more and
more replaced by the US gold-dollar system — a process which culminated in
Germany’s inclusion within this system in 1924. America was hence also in a
predominant position to set the rules for a liberal-capitalist world economy. At
the same time, however, it faced the challenge of providing political leadership
in accordance with the power it wielded.

Contrary to the rising American power, the real potential hegemon of the
post-World War I era, the British Empire had emerged from the war victorious
but by no means strengthened. Even if after the Treaty of San Remo the
Empire’s extension had reached its all-time zenith in 1920, Britain’s altered
role in the post-1918 constellation was marked by the accentuated ‘Janus-faced’
nature of her position. What appeared on the imperial horizon was the danger
of strategic ‘over-extension’, a widening gap between her expanding commit-
ments and the relative diminution of her resources, not least due to the postwar
contraction of the ‘Victorian economy’, which was underscored by Britain’s
war-debts.”’ Yet Britain remained, not only in Chamberlain’s view, Europe’s
pivotal balancing power, positioned to play a decisive role in overcoming the
Franco-German antagonism. It could fulfil this role, and was called upon to do
so, not so much through military deterrence as by bringing its to bear its
diplomatic weight to further peaceful change.”’

3 Cf. Burk (1985), pp. 10ff; Reynolds (1991), pp. 105ff; Artaud (1979).

39 Cf. Rowland (1975); Orde (1990), p. 11. See chapter 11.

0 cr. Ferguson (1998b), pp. 395-6; Kennedy (1988), pp. 407-13; Hobsbawm (1969), p. 204. The
San Remo Treaty added large-scale mandates in the Middle East. Cf. Monroe (1981), p. 74.

#1 Chamberlain to Howard, 18 March 1925, DBFP, 1, XXVII, no. 256.
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The ‘architecture’ of this study

On these methodological and analytical premises, this study is structured
systematically yet also follows an overall chronological pattern. Following the
introductory prologue, it falls into three main parts and an epilogue, which
each pursue one principal theme. Each part comprises systematic ‘blocs’ of
comparative examinations and, subsequently, chapters centring on the sys-
temic analysis of core developments in international politics between 1919 and
1932. T thus hope to capture not only the dynamism of change but also the per
se more static systemic and structural features marking international relations
after 1918.

Prologue

The prologue sets out by analysing the challenges of peacemaking in the
aftermath of the Great War and the long period of widening imperialist
competition and nationalist antagonism preceding it. And it compares the
two first British and American attempts to build a new peace order on the
carnage of 1918: Lloyd George’s bid for a moderate settlement with Germany
and a new directorate of great powers; and Wilson’s quest for an entirely novel
peace system, anchored in the League of Nations and based on national self-
determination and collective security. It then re-appraises the ‘truncated peace’
of Versailles and its consequences, showing why neither British nor American
peace efforts in 1919 could found anything even coming close to a sustainable
postwar order for Europe.

First part

On these premises, the first part of my study explores what those policymakers
who followed Wilson and Lloyd George perceived as the core problems
causing European instability after 1919 — those left behind by the war but also
those created or exacerbated at Versailles. It then analyses what concepts each
side developed to settle the cardinal problem of the 1920s: the unresolved
Franco-German question. And it shows how each side sought to come to terms
with the climactic Franco-German conflict over the Ruhr — as well as the larger
problems of reparations and European insecurity underlying it. Then follows a
re-appraisal of what impact British and American stabilisation strategies had on
the recasting of postwar relations between the western powers and Germany
after the caesura of 1923. Finally, my analysis seeks to shed new light on the
making of the Dawes plan and the 1924 London settlement, re-evaluating it as
the first ‘real’ peace settlement in Europe after the Great War.



18 The unfinished peace

Second part

In the second part, the main aim is to build on these findings to re-assess the path
to, and making of, the second substantial peace settlement in post-World War I
Europe, the Locarno accords. By placing this process in a wider transatlantic
context, the pact of October 1925 is re-interpreted as part of a more far-reaching
consolidation process — and as the second pillar of an essentially Euro-Atlantic
peace system emerging in the mid-1920s. As outlined above, my overriding
interest in all three parts will be to elucidate, first, what — if any — lessons British
and American policymakers drew not only from the war and Versailles but also
from the European crises following it.

Then, it will be re-assessed how far the strategies decisionmakers in
Washington and Whitehall pursued de facto furthered a more general reorien-
tation towards shared — broadly speaking, Anglo-American — principles and
rules of pacific settlement and peaceful change in international politics. What is
to be examined, then, is — first — their effect on, and compatibility with, the
western-orientated policy of peaceful revision pursued by Weimar Germany’s
pre-eminent foreign minister Stresemann. And it is to be examined — second —
how far they were reconcilable with France’s more status quo-orientated but
also changing security policy. Already readjusted under the Third Republic’s
pre-eminent postwar premier, Raymond Poincaré, it was mainly altered by his
successor, Edouard Herriot, and above all the subsequent foreign minister,
Aristide Briand.

Thus, a particular emphasis will be on evaluating — both from the French
and the German perspectives — what influence Anglo-American policies, and
leverage, had on policymaking in Paris and Berlin. In particular, I consider how
far they could spur concomitant reorientations on the part of those who sought
Franco-German reconciliation in the 1920s. A similar approach will be pursued
to re-assess the Polish—German problem and its repercussions for Locarno
politics. Not least, it will be examined what impact Anglo-American policies
had on Poland’s postwar quest for security between Germany and Bolshevik
Russia. And it will be analysed how those who led it, chiefly Marshal Jozef
Pilsudski and the foreign ministers Aleksander Skrzinsky and August Zaleski,
responded to the changes initiated at L.ondon and Locarno.

Third part

The study’s final part and its epilogue seek to provide new answers to two
cardinal questions. How far could the emerging transatlantic peace order of the
mid-1920s be sustained? And why was it undermined so quickly and thor-
oughly by the colossal shock-waves of the Great Depression? To this end, it
will first re-examine the limited yet remarkable consolidation of Europe’s
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nascent Pax Anglo-Americana in Europe’s period of ‘relative stability’ (1926-9).
Often called the ‘Locarno era’, it was more precisely the era of London and
Locarno, the Dawes regime and the security pact.

At the outset, the remaining challenges of Euro-Atlantic stabilisation will be
assessed. Also to be analysed, however, is a further stage in the reorientation of
Anglo-American stabilisation policies: essentially the retreat from further for-
ward engagement on behalf of peaceful change after Locarno, which was not
reversed until late 1928. Then, it will be assessed what this meant for the
consolidation not only of western but also of eastern Europe. The main focus
will again be on Franco-German relations, particularly on both powers’ at-
tempt to forge a ‘final postwar settlement’ at Thoiry in 1926. Further, concen-
trating on the negotiations over the Kellogg—Briand Pact of 1928, the prospects
of widening the Locarno concert into a broader Euro-Atlantic security system
will be assessed. What effect all of these developments had for Polish—German
relations — and vice versa — will also be considered. Finally, I shall re-appraise
what can essentially be seen as attempts to build on the precedent of the 1924
Dawes accords in order to achieve a ‘final settlement’ of reparations and the
pivotal Rhineland question. These led to the final transatlantic ‘grand bargains’
of the interwar period: the Young plan and the Hague settlement of 1929.

Epilogue

The epilogue will focus on the eventual dissolution of the ‘unfinished transat-
lantic peace order’ after the onset of the World Economic Cirisis in 1929. It will
re-evaluate how far Anglo-American policymakers and their continental Euro-
pean counterparts could find ways to manage a crisis of such unprecedented
proportions and how far they had room for manoeuvre to salvage the inter-
national system of the 1920s. Re-evaluating the caesura of the 1931 Hoover
Debt Moratorium, my analysis will end with the demise of the Weimar
Republic, and world order, in 1932/3. My main interest lies in re-appraising
how far this outcome was inescapable, not least due to the ‘inherent contradic-
tions’ of Anglo-American attempts to recast the system of 1919 and constrain
German power — or whether this hitherto predominant interpretation has to be
revised.



Prologue: the truncated peace of Versailles and its
consequences, 1919—1923

If there was a peace settlement after World War I, it was not forged in 1919.
The Paris Peace Conference did not, and could not, lay the foundations for a
stable and peaceful international order, certainly not in Europe. It could not
even achieve what alone was in the realm of the possible so shortly after the
unprecedented catastrophe of 1914-18: to establish a basic framework for
postwar security, political stabilisation and economic reconstruction in a shat-
tered Old World. It appears more illuminating to interpret the Versailles
settlement as the first yet by no means the most balanced or far-reaching
attempt to cope with the legacy of the Great War — and to establish a stable
and legitimate peace system for the emerging Euro-Atlantic world of the ‘short
twentieth century’.

The peacemakers of Versailles were not only unable to come to terms with
the most critical problems and core structural challenges of the postwar era —
notably the lack of international security — but effectively exacerbated them.
This crystallised in the unresolved German question — the question of what
shape and what place the vanquished power was to have in the postwar
international system. It could only be addressed after an extended period of
post-Versailles crisis, and on different premises, when — from 1923 — concrete
lessons were drawn from the deficiencies of what had been decided in 1919.

Appraisals of Versailles have come a long way from early, heavily politicised
indictments of the treaty that portrayed it essentially as either too draconian or
far too lenient. Most recent studies, by contrast, have given rise to a basic,
albeit still far from complete, consensus: namely that the settlement repre-
sented ‘the best compromise’ that could have been forged under the conditions
of 1919." Then, one of the harshest and most influential critics of the peace, the
economist John Maynard Keynes, concluded in his famous Economic Conse-
quences of the Peace that what the victors had imposed on Germany amounted
to a ‘Carthaginian peace’. As Keynes, a representative of the British Treasury
at Versailles, saw it, the Big Three had utterly failed to lay proper foundations

! Boemeke, Feldman and Glaser (1998), p. 3. Cf. Sharp (1991); Macmillan (2001); and the special
JMH issue on Versailles, 51 (1979).
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for peace, which should have been rational economic foundations. Instead,
Wilson had given in to the statesmen of the old Europe and what they
produced was predicated on flawed political precepts — ‘preoccupations’ that
related to ‘frontiers and nationalities’, the ‘balance of power’ and ‘the future
enfeeblement of a dangerous enemy’. He admonished that the treaty, and
particularly its call for reparations, was not only ‘reducing Germany to servi-
tude for a generation’ but thereby also eliminating ‘central support of the rest
of Europe’ and thus ‘sowing the decay of [its] whole civilized life’. Unless
corrected, it would thus plunge Europe into economic chaos and a ‘war of
vengeance’.” Keynes’ critique sparked a flurry of ‘revisionist’ interpretations of
the treaty from the 1920s onwards.”

Yet there has also been a fundamental and even more enduring ‘realist’
critique of Versailles in general and of Wilson’s role and policy in particular.
First voiced in post-World War I France, it was later, in the 1940s, formulated
most powerfully by Hans Morgenthau and Walter Lippmann and subsequently
refined by those who followed in their wake. It has centred on the claim that,
chiefly under Wilson’s influence, the peacemakers of 1919 failed to establish a
powerful balance of power against German revisionism — an order that essen-
tially reined in the defeated power by force, on the basis of a firm alliance of the
victors. In the judgement of Morgenthau and Lippmann, the very premises of
Wilsonianism and its emphasis on collective security and the power of public
opinion were flawed. Wilson’s main failure was that he did not comprehend
that there was no tenable alternative to the pursuit of power politics to re-
establish international order after World War I. And foremost among these
was, of course, particularly when seen against the horizon of the 1930s, the
problem of German power. Morgenthau thus concluded, historically hardly
accurately, that at Versailles Wilson betrayed the ‘traditional’ US interest in
re-erecting a ‘viable’ balance of power in Europe.®

Recent attempts at reconsidering the negotiations and settlement of 1919
have cast them in a far more benign light. They have emphasised the —
indisputably severe — domestic and international constraints under which the
principal peacemakers had to operate. And they have underlined that all sides
had to make certain compromises if they wanted to salvage some essentials of
their peace programmes. Thus, notably Wilson had no choice but to accept
some of Georges Clemenceau’s harsher demands vis-a-vis Germany for the
sake of salvaging the League. Indeed, with a view to the German problem, it
has been asserted that the victors of 1918 did not at all aim to impose an

2 Keynes (1919), pp. 9-10, 35f. Cf. Skidelsky (1983), pp. 384-8.

3 cf. Fry (1998), pp. 587ff; Boemeke, Feldman and Glaser (1998), pp. 6-10.

* Morgenthau (1952), pp. 4-27. Cf. Lippmann (1944), pp. 180~1, and (1943), pp. 6-8; Smith
(1994), pp. 103—4.
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outright punitive treaty on Germany, let alone to dismantle it. Rather, they
sought to constrain German power while preserving its integrity as far as
possible — and genuinely struggled to found a stable international order.’

In many respects, the peacemaking efforts of Versailles were indeed remark-
able attempts to overcome the imperialism, power politics and rivalries that had
plunged Europe and the world into the Great War. And notably Wilson’s was a
remarkable and sincere quest to construct a radically new and better world
order, one based on tenets of national self-determination, collective security
and enlightened public opinion. Yet the agreement he, Lloyd George and
Clemenceau managed to hammer out remained beset by fundamental difficul-
ties. It not only failed to cope with cardinal issues, above all the future of
Germany. It also created some of the most virulent problems and fault-lines of
the postwar period: above all the reparations conundrum and the precarious
situation on Germany’s western and eastern borders.

The main reason why Versailles fell short of a ‘good peace’ was not that it
failed to satisfy the essentially economic requirements of postwar stability. Nor
was its cardinal flaw that it failed to establish a functioning balance-of-power
system that kept German revisionism in check — nor that it failed to follow
early French proposals and eliminate the German threat once and for all by
dismembering the defeated power. Rather, the settlement of 1919 could not
found postwar stability, certainly not in Europe, because it remained, in
essence, a truncated peace. More precisely, it even remained a ‘doubly trun-
cated’ peace. For the system it established, the system of Versailles, was marred
by two fundamental shortcomings. What mattered most was that the leaders of
Britain, France and the United States, who became the decisive peacemakers in
1919, could not even begin to settle the central question they faced — the
question how the vanquished Germany was to be treated and how its treatment
could be reconciled with the creation of a sustainable European peace order.
Yet what in many ways proved no less decisive was that the victors, and
especially the American president Woodrow Wilson, could neither establish a
‘new world order’ underpinned by the newly pivotal power in European and
world politics, the United States.

That no solution emerged from Versailles as to how to deal with Bolshevik
Russia or, in Keynes’ verdict, how to ‘regain’ the then still civil-war torn
country for the western world, compounded the difficulties. But it was not
one of the major shortcomings of 1919 because there was as yet no way of
‘regaining’ Russia. The western victors of the war were at that point still bent
on overthrowing the Bolshevik regime, which they regarded as a temporary yet
potentially contagious menace. But all their efforts to contain the Russian

5 Thus the summary of recent scholarship in Boemeke, Feldman and Glaser (1998), p. 2.
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revolution by drying up its source, both through direct intervention in the
Russian civil war and the support of counterrevolutionary forces, were to
fail. Nor, however, were there even rudiments of a common platform on
which to build a peace order with Bolshevik Russia. Obviously, not only
Wilson’s blueprint for peace clashed violently with Lenin’s aspirations for a
federal Soviet Union of Europe. Denied diplomatic recognition, the Bolshevik
regime remained excluded from the peace negotiations; and, for the foreseeable
future, Bolshevik Russia remained an ostracised power and cardinal factor of
uncertainty in postwar international politics.”

Under the circumstances, it was impossible for the principal plenipoten-
tiaries assembled at Versailles to forge a settlement that created a stable status
quo in Europe. And it was likewise all but inconceivable to forge a legitimate
peace — to agree on peace terms that, however harsh or lenient, not only suited
the differing aims of the victors but were also even remotely acceptable to the
vanquished. In the final analysis, an insurmountable dilemma emerged: Wilson,
the British prime minister Lloyd George and the French premier Clemenceau,
who came to be known as the ‘Big Three’ of Versailles, could not (yet) approach
a solution to the German problem mwith the leaders of the defeated, only newly
republican Germany. Yet nor did they manage do so without them, once it
became clear that Germany would not be represented at the negotiating table.

In a wider perspective, the victors could not even agree on something more
fundamental amongst themselves: the basic mechanisms and ground-rules of a
postwar system of international politics. They failed even to lay the ground-
work for a system through which, over time, they and the vanquished could
seek to forge what was indispensable: mutually tenable compromises. For such
compromises were indispensable for the consolidation of post-World War 1
Europe. Above all, it had to be a system that eventually permitted the integra-
tion of Germany. For, as both Wilson and Lloyd George came to realise ever
more acutely in 1918/19, no European peace could be sustained, without
Germany’s co-operation.” This was especially critical for addressing the lack
of international security that lay at the root of the European crisis after 1918.°
In short, then, Versailles opened up no prospects for what Europe’s stabilisa-
tion required more than anything else: strategic bargains with Germany over

% Keynes (1919), p. 211. Cf. Mayer (1967), pp. 21-30, 284ff; Service (2000), pp. 412—-13; Jacobson
(1994), pp. 11-36; Jacobson (1998).

7 Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, PWIW, XLV, pp. 534-9; Imperial War Cabinet minutes, 30 December
1918, PWw, LIII, p. 568; Wilson’s and Lloyd George’s statements in the Council of Four, 27
March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 31-2, 39-40.

8 This was clearly perceived not only by Wilson and Lloyd George. See Crowe memorandum, 7
December 1918, cited in Rothwell (1972), p. 254; Colonel House diary, 19 December 1918,
Pww, LI, pp. 448-9; Bowman memorandum, 10 December 1918, in Seymour (1926-8), IV,
pp- 280-1.
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the shape of the postwar order, the basis of European security — and over how
to distribute the costs of a war of unprecedented destructiveness.

As a result, international instability was aggravated rather than overcome in
1919. It was aggravated in particular because the Versailles system rested on what
remained a precarious compromise between three disparate and to a large extent
conflicting approaches to peace. Wilson’s aspiration to ‘make the world safe for
democracy’ was doubtless the most radical and progressive. He sought to effect
no less than a transformation of what he regarded as a bankrupt prewar order. His
vision was to replace it by a new order based on the principle of national self-
determination and a supranational system of collective security under the Cov-
Covenant of the newly established League of Nations, which also was to include
—as soon as possible —a democratic Germany.’ This reached much further than,
yet was not wholly incompatible with, Lloyd George’s quest for building peace
through a new directorate of great powers and moderation vis-a-vis Germany. It
was harder to reconcile with Britain’s claims for ‘full reparation’. Most import-
antly, however, both American and British peace aims were in cardinal aspects
irreconcilable with Clemenceau’s peace agenda — his quest for sécurité, to be
achieved by establishing a new balance of power against German revisionism and
preferably also by substantially dismembering the voisin d’outre-Rhin.

It is not surprising in view of these differences that what ‘Big Three’
hammered out at Versailles ultimately became an ill-founded settlement. Not
only did the peace of 1919 leave Bolshevik Russia outside what was to become the
postwar international order. Crucially, it was indeed imposed on and excluded the
vanquished power Germany. The latter, in a process of transition to an as-yet
highly unsettled Weimar Republic, would hence be isolated and beset by a
‘revision syndrome’ regarding the peace treaty.'’ At the same time, an inescap-
ably less than even-handed application of the self-determination principle left
central and eastern Europe structurally unstable, with the newly recognised
nation-states Poland and Czechoslovakia encompassing German minorities and
sharing contested borders with their western neighbour. As Wilson’s key adviser
and America’s most seasoned foreign-policymaker at the time, Colonel House,
laconically remarked after Versailles, ‘empires cannot be shattered and new
states raised upon their ruins without disturbance’.’ Finally, whatever designs
there were to remedy these problems through the Versailles system collapsed, or
were at least severely impaired, when it ‘lost’ what was to have been its principal
power. Wilson’s failure to gain the US Senate’s approval for the Treaty
of Versailles — and the Anglo-American security pact with France — all but
undermined the edifice of Versailles before it could even begin to consolidate.

° Wilson Senate address, 22 January 1917, PWW, XL, pp. 539ft.
10°Cf. Salewski (1980); Kriiger (1993).
' House diary, 29 June 1919, Seymour (1926-8), IV, pp. 488-9.



1 The wider challenges
The legacy of the Great War and the era of imperialism

Yet the cardinal reasons for why the efforts of 1919 could found no durable
peace lie far deeper. This was due neither to Clemenceau’s pursuit of harmful
designs on Germany nor, primarily, to the fact that Wilson’s principles were
too rigid to make for workable solutions to Europe’s underlying postwar
problems, chiefly that of security. Rather than focus on explaining what the
peacemakers at Versailles did or did not achieve, a re-appraisal of their efforts
should elucidate what they could — and more importantly what they could not —
achieve under the conditions of 1919. Answering this latter question requires
not only a fresh look at the protagonists’ aims and strategies as well as the
constraints they faced, both international and domestic. It also requires placing
the Paris negotiations in their proper historical context — against the back-
ground of how the international system had evolved in the ‘long’ nineteenth
century. Crucially, Versailles followed a long period of escalating imperialist
rivalry preceding the July crisis of 1914. This historical canvass can only be
sketched in broad brushstrokes here; but it is indispensable.

What, then, were the most critical issues facing Anglo-American policy-
makers? And what were the main structural challenges that, to a greater or lesser
extent, figured on their ‘mental maps’? In short, they not only had to cope with
the immense human and material costs of the war on both sides of the trenches —
unprecedented death tolls, devastation on the battle-fields and the immense
political, economic and social consequences of a conflict that nearly ruined all
major European belligerents. Nor did they ‘merely’ have to cope with the
nationalist fervour whipped up in all warring countries to mobilise entire
populations for four gruelling years of trench-warfare — and with these popula-
tions’ heightened expectations as to the dividends of the peace. Policymakers
also had to come to terms with a yet more daunting legacy. For beyond its
immediate causes and key factors like Germany’s aggressive militarism, the war
was the outcome of decades of growing power-political rivalries under the
banner of imperialism." And behind these lay, in modern European history,

! For the interminable debate on German war-guilt see Fischer (1967); Berghahn (1993). For the
wider debate over the origins of the Great War see Strachhan (2001); Joll (1992); Schroeder (2004b).
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three centuries of intermittent yet continually widened international conflicts
within a for the most part competitive, war-prone state-system.

This system had been fundamentally recast in 1814/15. Some scholars have
argued that the Congress of Vienna established a balance of power on which the
order of nineteenth-century Europe rested. And they claim that it was the
‘abdication’ of its principles that caused World War 1. In this interpretation,
European leaders failed to keep the continental balance sufficiently flexible to
prevent great-power conflicts from spinning out of control.” But, as has been
shown more recently, the Vienna system was sustained, not by a balance of
power but by a new political equilibrium of rights and satisfactions, guarded by
its key mechanism, the Concert of Europe. Underpinned by a moderate and
overall stabilising British hegemony, and a comparatively restrained Russian
hegemony in the east, this provided the framework for a remarkably long
period of European peace.’

In the light of this, it seems more accurate to conclude that the wider origins
of the catastrophe of 1914 have to be sought in a momentous shift occurring in
the latter half of the nineteenth century: the shift from the European concert to
a war-prone balance-of-power system after the Crimean War (1853—-6). While
still — albeit precariously — moderated through Bismarckian realpolitik, compe-
tition between Europe’s great powers intensified after the Franco-Prussian war
and the German unification of 1871." Yet it was the globalisation of this
competition in the core period of imperialism (1880-1914) that ultimately led
to the erosion of the Vienna system. It was replaced by an inherently unstable
(im)balance between two increasingly rigid alliance blocs. In the imperialist
order, Britain could no longer fulfil the vital hegemonic role that it had played
earlier in the nineteenth century in equilibrating the European international
system. At the same time it proved ever harder, and in the end impossible, to
develop effective mechanisms for settling great-power conflicts — mechanisms
that could have prevented the cataclysm of 1914.

Undoubtedly, the imperialist era saw striking instances of the great powers
managing to prevent the escalation of local crises to all-out war, notably in the
Balkans.’ Yet it also saw the culmination of one ultimately far more detrimental
trend: all European powers increasingly prepared themselves not for crisis
management but for war. To defend their security, status and interests vis-a-
vis their international competitors, they came to rely chiefly on secret diplo-
macy, armed strength and alliances serving ever less to manage conflicts and

% See Kissinger (1994), pp. 226-7; Mearsheimer (2001), pp. 42-3; and the different interpretation
in Steiner (2003), pp. 258-77.

3 This has been shown convincingly by Schroeder (1994). Cf. Kriiger and Schroeder (2001).

* Cf. Langer (1962); Baumgart (1999).

SCf. Langer (1968); Taylor (1954); Schéllgen (2000).

® See Diilffer, Kroger and Wippich (1997).
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moderate the conduct of the other powers and ever more to prevail in an
eventual clash. They not only sought to fortify their state and military machin-
eries for this purpose; they also increasingly drew on imperialist yet at the
core nationalist ideologies to mobilise their populations.” Of course, some of
the Great War’s principal combatants — Britain, France and notably Austria-
Hungary and Russia — had to pursue such mobilisation efforts within what
were partly integrated yet for the most part highly heterogenous empires. In
turn, they provoked — immediately or over time — not only defensive national-
ism on the part of challenged ‘new’ powers like Japan but also the rise of
nationalist counter-movements among the minorities these empires comprised,
which ranged from reactionary to progressively anti-colonialist.

Further, while the prewar era had also witnessed the first veritable ‘globalisa-
tion’ of the international economy, growing capitalist interdependence did not
have the effect that some observers, like Norman Angell, predicted: to make a
major war unthinkable, because it threatened to destroy the web of international
commerce and bring about economic collapse.” For economic was also a function
of political rivalry as governments sought to harness dynamically growing yet
also fluctuating national economies to strengthen their states’ power bases and
military capabilities.” By the end of the nineteenth century, all major European
powers apart from Britain had established similar forms of ‘mercantilistic’, state-
run economic organisation and sought to protect key industries and agricultural
interests through tariff barriers. And even though Britain maintained free trade
throughout the Empire till 1914, the proposal of Colonial Secretary Joseph
Chamberlain in 1903 to establish a protective ‘imperial preference’ had sparked
far-ranging discussions.'’ Yet could the old order be replaced by a ‘liberal’ world
economic system, as demanded by its new hegemon, the United States, and
British liberal internationalists like Keynes?” And, more importantly, could
such changes indeed hold the key to Europe’s pacification?

Undoubtedly, the adverse conditions for postwar stability were also deter-
mined by a collapse of trade and widespread economic malaise. The need for
revitalising European economies and to establish an international financial
system that could cope with this task, and in which the new lender of last
resort, the United States, would have to play a predominant role, was impera-
tive. What mattered even more, however, was to deal with the political conse-
quences of the prewar era and the war itself. Yet by 1918 there was no longer
any European mechanism to rely on; nor were there even basic premises of

7 Cf. Joll (1992), pp. 42-108, 174-98; Nicolson (1937), pp. 40ff; Hobsbawm (1992); Benner
(2001).

8 See Angell (1913).

9 Cf. Hobsbawm (1987); Kennedy (1988); Cain and Hopkins (2001).

10 Cf. Steiner (2003), pp. 15-16; Thompson (1997).

" Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, 8 January 1918, PWW, XLV, pp. 537-8; Keynes (1919), pp. 9ff.
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what would hence be crucial: a transatlantic international system (let alone a
global one).

The war had led to the irreversible breakdown of Europe’s pre-1914 pen-
tarchy of great powers and the balance-of-power system which had caused it in
the first place.'”” With the demise of two of the pentarchy’s three eastern
Empires, Austria-Hungary and T'sarist Russia, the war had shattered the basis
for even a nominal re-establishment of the old order, or rather disorder. The
third, the vanquished Wilhelminian Empire was in a process of transition to an
as-yet inherently unstable Weimar Republic, isolated like Bolshevik Russia and
in search of a new political role in European and world politics. While eastern
central Europe became the structurally most unsettled region of Europe, the
international centre of gravity had thus shifted to the west.

If from any power, the main impetus for re-establishing European peace had
to come from the western victors of the war. At the same time, while Britain
and France had achieved their costly victory only with support from overseas,
the rise of the United States as ‘the power that finally determined the outcome
of Europe’s conflicts’ had widened the European into an essentially transatlan-
tic state-system.~ But it was still highly unclear how far Wilson would be able
to convince public opinion in his own country that the United States was called
upon to take on an unprecedented role in this system — that it had to become
the principal guarantor of the new world order he envisaged. Most of all, it
remained doubtful whether he could legitimate such a role vis-a-vis a US
Congress that was dominated by a Republican opposition deeply suspicious
of far-reaching global commitments."*

When the armistice was signed between the Allies and the Central Powers on
11 November 1918, all sides thus confronted a deeply unsettled status guo and
an unhinged state-system. In even greater disarray, however, were the basic
premises — the ground-rules and assumptions — governing international rela-
tions. By 1918, the tenets of balance-of-power politics, which had been at the
core of prewar diplomacy, were widely discredited. By many they were seen as
having led the powers into the abyss of 1914. Yet this was not a notion
espoused by all leading policymakers in Europe, certainly not in France. Nor
was it unanimously embraced in Britain. There, influential voices like the
acting foreign secretary Lord Curzon and his assistant permanent under-
secretary Eyre Crowe were still reluctant to discard what they regarded as a
venerable tradition of British ‘balancing diplomacy’. Having viewed Britain’s
entry into the war as a legitimate defensive act against Germany’s aggression,

12 See the overviews in Joll (1992), pp. 1-9, 234—40; Bell (1986), pp. 31-47.

13 Bracher (1978), p. 19. Cf. Kennedy (1988), pp. 366ff; Duroselle (1994).

" This was a constant source of uncertainty in 1919. See Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 31-2; War
Cabinet minutes, 28 February 1919, CAB 23/15.
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both believed that Britain’s role in the postwar world had to remain that of
regulating Europe’s balance of power. They believed that this was what British
interests commanded, chiefly to prevent the re-emergence of any German
threats, yet also to moderate French postwar policy."”

But the view that old-style power politics had caused the war and had to be
overcome was certainly prevalent among liberal and leftist circles in Britain and
the United States. It was advocated by such influential pressure-groups as the
American League to Enforce Peace (LEP) and the British League of Nations
Union (LNU).'® And, crucially, it was a guiding aim of what the American
president himself envisaged. In his widely noted speech at London’s Guild
Hall on 28 December 1918 Wilson declared that the critical task of peacemak-
ing was to discard an ‘old order’ in which the international ‘balance’ had
depended on ‘the sword’ and ‘the unstable equilibrium of competitive inter-
ests’.'” The British wartime premier Lloyd George and Lord Robert Cecil,
then minister for the blockade, also took up this call, not without conviction
but chiefly on grounds of realpolitik. Their main aim was to pave the way for
close postwar co-operation with Washington.'®

Not the only, but probably the principal challenge peacemakers at Versailles,
and their successors in the 1920s, faced was to replace the old by a new system
of international politics, which included the hence indispensable American
power in efforts to reconstruct Europe. Their daunting task was to establish a
security architecture that addressed French and wider European concerns; that
underpinned Europe’s economic recuperation; that accommodated competing
national aspirations particularly in eastern Europe and that finally also created
the preconditions for a more constructive modus vivendi with Bolshevik Russia.
Yet the crucial requirement was to accommodate Germany without jeopardis-
ing the security of its neighbours, above all France and the re-established
Polish state. For, as the perceptive South African prime minister, Jan Christian
Smuts, impressed on those gathered at Versailles in March 1919, ‘Germany
will remain, despite everything, a dominant element in continental Europe, and
it would be a folly to believe that we can reconstruct the world without her
assistance.”'” This was to be the yardstick for all peacemaking efforts after
World War L.

15 See Curzon’s statements, War Cabinet meeting, 30 December 1918, PWIY, LIIL, pp. 565-6.
Crowe memorandum, 7 December 1918, cited in Rothwell (1972), p. 254; Crowe minutes, 30
and 31 December 1918, FO 371/4353/£29/PC152.

1(_’ Cf. Knock (1992), pp. 56-7; Birn (1985); Ceadel (1980).

17 Wilson address at Guild Hall, 28 December 1918, PW¥, LIII, p. 532.

18 Cecil memorandum to Imperial War Cabinet, 17 December 1918, CAB 23/42; War Cabinet
minutes, 30 December 1918, PWW, LIII, pp. 565-6.

19 Smuts letter, read by Lloyd George to the Council of Four, 27 March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I,
p. 38.



2 Wilson, Lloyd George and the quest for a ‘peace
to end all wars’

How did Wilson and Lloyd George intend to cope with these wider challen-
ges? How and how far did they perceive them and the more immediate
problems of 1918, all crystallising around the German question? How precisely
did they envisage forging a ‘peace to end all wars’? To explore this, not only
their goals and strategies must be compared. It also has to be re-assessed on
what assumptions each statesman operated, against which constraints each
sought to legitimate his endeavours and what lessons each had drawn from
the Great War.

Towards a new world order? The aspirations and limits of
Wilson’s Progressivism

The alleged ‘“failure’ of Wilson’s peace policy at Versailles was already widely
highlighted at the time, not least during the ratification debates in the US
Senate.' In the eyes of Keynes and other liberal critics the problem lay not with
the tenets of Wilsonianism itself but the fact that they had been compromised
at Versailles, essentially by the machinations of European power politics as
practised by Lloyd George and Clemenceau. Keynes’ verdict was that Wilson’s
inability to make his interlocutors accept his laudable programme contributed
decisively to the ‘Carthaginian peace’.” More clout, though, have had sub-
sequent ‘realist’” condemnations of Wilson’s approach. As we have seen,
Morgenthau, Lippmann and their followers claimed that Wilsonianism was
not viable because it failed to appreciate that world politics was governed by the
balance of power. And they have asserted that, under the circumstances of
1919, the primary US interest, which Wilson neglected, lay in aiding Britain
and France in establishing a postwar order on these premises. In their eyes, he
thus utterly failed to deal with the central problem of the interwar period, that
of German power.’

! Keynes (1919), pp. 9-10.

2 Jbid., p. 35; Wilson meeting with Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 19 August 1919, PWW,
LXII, pp. 339-411.

3 Lippmann (1943), pp. 6-8; Morgenthau (1952), pp. 4ff. Cf. Smith (1994), pp. 103-9.
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By contrast, favourable assessments of Wilson’s peace policy stress that, while
it could not be realised in 1919, his vision was inherently forward-looking and
ultimately borne out in the twentieth century, making it a ‘Wilsonian century’.
All in all, thus the claim, the evolution of international relations since 1945 has
borne out what Wilson predicted in 1917 — namely: that a stable, liberal world
order could only flourish on the principles of collective security and national
self-determination; and that the application of these principles would also
harness nationalism to democratic — and peaceful — ends.” But in terms of the
aspirations he had —not least to make Germany part of his new system — Wilson’s
quest to ‘end all wars’ failed miserably in the interwar period. The question thus
remains: did it come to nought because of its inherent contradictions — or
because the international constellation was such that it could not (yet) bear fruit?
In fact, one question cannot be divorced from the other.

In the light of his time, it seems more appropriate to conclude that Wilson’s
most forward-looking impulse was his aspiration to establish novel inter-
national institutions, and an unprecedented covenant of rules, to recast the
inherently war-prone ‘order’ of the pre-1914 era. In 1919, his was the most
consistent, yet also the historically and strategically most uninformed, attempt
to create a genuinely new world order. He envisaged it as a system in which the
‘strong’ powers co-operated in the maintenance of world peace, committed
themselves to universal rules for peaceful conflict-resolution and thus also
protected the interests and integrity of the ‘weak’ states, hence equal under
international law.” Historically as important, his was the first attempt to
commit the rising world power United States to such an order — to becoming
an arbiter of peace, particularly in Europe but also the wider world. But in both
respects Wilson pursued too radical an agenda. It was too radical to offer
constructive answers to the specific problems of 1918 notably the future of
Germany, and to make possible international bargains germane to stabilising
war-ravaged Europe. Particularly his bid for a universal application of the self-
determination principle failed at Versailles and de facto led to outcomes
hindering European consolidation, especially on Germany’s eastern borders.
Yet, critically, Wilson’s design was also too ambitious to gain sufficient
legitimacy at home, in the courts of the Senate and US public opinion.”

On the surface, the American president’s ‘crusade’ was directed squarely
against the forces of autocracy and the ‘old order’, as embodied above all by
the Wilhelminian Empire but also the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. Following
the October revolution, it was of course also a bid to contain the forces
of Bolshevism, to prevent them spreading from a civil war-torn Russia to

* See above all Link (1979); Knock (1992); Ninkovich (1999); Smith (1994), pp. 90ft.
5 Wilson speech, San Diego, 19 September 1919, Shaw (1924), I, p. 1017.
% Cf. Ambrosius (1987), pp. 172-206; Stone (1970), pp. 100-27.
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Germany and western Europe.” But Wilson sought to spur an even wider
transformation. He sought to dismantle ‘old-style’ power politics as such,
including that practised by the heretofore more or less democratic imperial
powers Britain and France. Contrary to what contemporaries and later ‘realist’
critics have claimed, Wilson was essentially right in identifying the prewar
order’s fundamental problem. He highlighted it in his seminal ‘peace without
victory’ speech before the Senate on 22 January 1917, two months before
America entered the war, when demanding that ‘(t)here must be, not a balance
of power, but a community of power; not organised rivalries, but an organised
common peace’.” This peace, which Wilson outlined in 1917/18, was to be
founded on two principles indeed never applied before: universal collective
security and national self-determination. And it was to be guaranteed by an
equally unprecedented ‘universal association’, the League of Nations. It was
to bolster the global spread of democracy and, eventually, comprise only
democratic nation-states.’

Wilson also sought to further peace through a reorganisation, and liberalisa-
tion, of the world economic system. When on 8 January 1918 he presented his
famous Fourteen Points, he gave the ‘removal, so far as possible, of all
economic barriers and the establishment of an equality of trade conditions’
among all signatories of the peace high priority.'” Wilson thus intended to
break down the ‘closed’ tariff systems of the Central Empires (and France),
which in his view had eroded peace almost as much as their militarism. They
were to be supplanted by a non-discriminatory trading system based upon the
American ‘open-door’ principle. Wilson thus espoused a precept of US foreign
economic policy first championed under his Republican predecessor William
Taft to ‘open up’ the Chinese market in opposition to European imperial
interests in 1899-1900. Making the open-door paradigm a global standard
was to become one of the most constant maxims of US foreign policy in the
1920s."" The liberalisation of foreign trade was a core interest of an economic
power rapidly rising to global predominance. But it remained to be seen how
far Wilson could prevail on an increasingly protectionist Congress to apply
such maxims at home and refrain from levying new tariffs.'”

For all the weightiness of economic concerns, however, Wilson’s bid for a
new world order was essentially politically motivated. The prescriptions of his
Fourteen Points were all distinctly political in nature, and so was the thrust of
his subsequent endeavours. In turn, his peace policy had strong legalistic and

7 Cf. Mayer (1967), pp. 21ff.

8 Wilson Senate address, 22 January 1917, PWW, XL, pp. 536-7.

? Wilson address, Guild Hall, 28 December 1918, PWW, LIIL, pp. 532ff.

' Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, PWW, XLV, p. 537.

"' For a detailed analysis see chapter 5.

12 Cf. Williams (1972b), pp. 12ff; Hawley (1979); Leffler (1981); Smith (1994), pp. 92-5.
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moralistic components. But it was essentially unhistorical, conceived with no
more than superficial consideration for any broader historical precedents or
understandings not derived from the exceptional American experience. In
many ways, Wilson’s quest can be seen as an ambitious attempt to internation-
alise Progressive principles of American policy, as he interpreted them. On one
level, he sought to make the US Monroe Doctrine of 1823 the world’s essential
charter. Defining it as befitted his purpose, Wilson in January 1917 proposed
that all ‘nations should with one accord adopt the doctrine of President Monroe
as the doctrine of the world: that no nation should seek to extend its polity
over any other nation or people . . . that all nations henceforth should avoid
entangling alliances which would draw them into competitions of power’."’

On a deeper level, Wilson’s peace policy was invigorated, and limited, by his
Progressive worldview. It was Progressive in the sense that Wilson sought to
apply standards from the realm of American domestic politics to the sphere of
international conflict-resolution. He sought to reform world politics by draw-
ing on liberal maxims from the domestic reform agenda that he and other
American Progressives championed. Translated to world politics, these in-
cluded above all ‘open covenants openly arrived at’ and the rule of international
law, notably clear rules for adjudicating international disputes.'”

Yet Wilson of course derived his standards from one of the most exception-
ally fortunate state- and nation-building processes in modern history. In
contrast to the United States, modern continental European states had for
centuries evolved in close proximity to potentially and often de facto adversarial
neighbours. The evolution of strong, armed — and often autocratic — states and
their specific foreign-policy practices are incomprehensible without due regard
for these essential geo-political conditions. By comparison, the American
republic emerged almost entirely free from external threats (the only notable
exception being the war of 1812). The claim to preserve this state of affairs, and
US hegemony in the western hemisphere, informed the Monroe Doctrine.

Wilson thus was indeed a Progressive internationalist.'” But what made his
approach most distinctive was his espousal of what for lack of a better word
could be called a credo of American ‘exemplarism’. In many ways, it was the
opposite of US exceptionalism, the notion that the American republic was a
unique ‘shining city on the hill’, to be shielded from corrupting foreign influ-
ences. In fact, Wilson’s was only the first of two ‘exemplarist’ designs advanced
by American policymakers to recast Europe before Nazism. The second was
the Republicans’ Progressive design, whose contours emerged under Secretary

13 Wilson speech to League to Enforce Peace, 27 May 1916, PWW, XXXVIIL, pp. 113ff; Wilson
Senate address, 22 January 1917, PWW, XL, pp. 536-9.

" Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, PWIV, XLV, pp. 534-9. See Hofstadter (1955) and (1962).

'3 Thus Knock (1992). See also Knock (1998), pp. 111-30.
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of State Hughes and Commerce Secretary Hoover in the early 1920s.'® Not
unlike his Republican opponents, if more fervently than them, Wilson believed
that the principles enshrined in the US constitution were universal and that the
American polity could serve as a model for all mankind. Yet, in contrast to
them, he also believed that Washington should take the political lead in
globalising this model, or more precisely his version of it.

There was no precedent for such a momentous step in the history of
international or American politics. To take it, Wilson had to bridge an immense
gap. He not only had to persuade his European counterparts that his was the
way of the future. He also had to convince US public opinion and, above all, a
Congressional majority that it was not only imperative for world peace but also
in America’s own best interest. In retrospect, there is no doubt that Wilson
faced a gigantic up-hill struggle, especially on the domestic front. It was not
until the turn of 1918/19 that, on his way to Europe, he translated the
Fourteen Points into a concrete peacemaking agenda, which he then presented
in London, Paris and Rome. In shaping this agenda, he relied on a small
entourage of advisers, most prominently his special envoy Colonel House
and, for League affairs, Isaiah Bowman, while Secretary of State Robert
Lansing was only marginally involved.'” Far more than Britain’s, however,
American policy was essentially determined by one man.

Wilson at first contemplated preserving a modified Austria-Hungary as a
stabilising anchor in central Europe but later dismissed this prospect. His
ambitions pointed in a different direction: all autocratic empires had to lose
their controlling influence on world politics. They had to be reformed, and if
necessary broken up, to accord the different nationalities they had comprised
‘the freest opportunity of autonomous development’. Most notably, Wilson
demanded the creation of ‘an independent Polish state’ on ‘the territories
inhabited by indisputably Polish populations’ and with ‘a free and secure access
to the sea’. He was convinced that the aspirations of all nations, particularly the
smaller ones, could be directed to democratic ends. Like other liberal inter-
nationalists of his time, he indeed saw an intimate correlation between a state’s
constitution and its international behaviour. Democracies, thus his core as-
sumption, would no longer be prone to wage war amongst each other. Yet to
safeguard such democratic peace, they had to unite in what he in January 1918
called a new ‘general association of nations’."”

Indubitably, no feature in Wilson’s postwar edifice was more important than
its centrepiece, or rather superstructure: the League. Yet his plans for it long
remained remarkably imprecise. They were only fleshed out just before the

' On Republican progressivism see chapter 5.
17" Cf. Walworth (1986); Gelfand (1998), pp. 189-203.
18 Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, PWW, XLV, pp. 537-8.
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opening of the peace conference in January 1919, not least influenced by
proposals of the South African premier Smuts.'” The ‘general association’ of
nations Wilson presented to the delegates at Versailles was to found peace on
universal disarmament, enabling arms reductions not only among the van-
quished but also the victors. But most of all it was to establish two new
mandatory standards of international politics: the commitment of all
member-states to seek a peaceful resolution, and if necessary arbitration, of
international disputes; and the commitment to collective security, prescribing
that, in the last resort, all members would aid a victim of aggression. Thus, the
League was to become ‘a single overwhelming, powerful group of nations who
shall be the trustee of the peace of the world’.

Most profoundly, world peace would be underpinned by what Wilson saw as
the ultimate power in international affairs: ‘the moral force of the public
opinion of the world’. The scrutiny and civilising power of ‘the public view’,
which he deemed inherently anti-aggressive, could hence act through the
League’s ‘instrument’. Wilson was confident that, if properly organised, no
potential aggressor would ultimately dare contravene this force — and that it
would also influence the public in a belligerent state.”” Yet, while attaching
high hopes to ‘open diplomacy’, the American president was not a one-sided
idealist. He envisaged that if public opinion failed economic sanctions could be
invoked. And behind everything else stood the threat of collective sanction: the
majority’s military intervention against an aggressor once all arbitration efforts
had failed. In short, this also was to protect France against German revision-
ism. It should be noted, however, that although he met Clemenceau in Paris in
December 1918 Wilson never gave special consideration to French security
prior to Versailles.”’

From the outset, the American president confronted a perhaps inevitable
tension inherent in his design. It was the tension between the League’s ideal of
equality for all its members and the need to ensure that its Covenant would
actually be enforced. Wilson’s thinking on this problem underwent a note-
worthy evolution in 1918/19. He never abandononed his conviction that, as
there could be no equality of power or territory among the world’s nations, the
League’s central premise had to be ‘equality of rights’. Yet, directly exposed to
the European postwar crisis, Wilson realised that to sustain his design it was
crucial to endow the more powerful states with special responsibilities. Thus,
if less than Lloyd George — and still far removed from Franklin Delano

19 See Smuts (1918).

20 Wilson address, Guild Hall, 28 December 1918, P, LIII, p. 532; Wilson address, 14
February 1919, PWW, LV, p. 175; Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, PIWIW, XLV, p. 536. For Wilson’s
early plans see his speech to the League to Enforce Peace, 27 May 1916, PWIW, XXXVII,
pp- 113ff. Cf. Knock (1992), pp. 76-7.

21 House diary, 19 December 1918, PWW, 1111, pp. 448-9.
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Roosevelt’s ‘Four Policemen’ concept of 1945 — he accepted a new emphasis.
For, as he put it in September 1919, ‘only the power of the strong can maintain
the right of the weak’.””

It is important to understand that Wilson did not want America to become
a quasi-European power. On 30 December 1918, he reminded his audience at
London’s Free Trade Hall that the United States had ‘always felt from the very
beginning of her history that she must keep herself separate from any kind of
connection with European politics’. And the war had not changed this. Ameri-
cans still had ‘no interest’ in European balance-of-power machinations. In-
stead, Wilson eventually endorsed British plans for a League Executive
Council. It would include temporary representatives from among the smaller
states but, at the core, the United States, the European great powers and, for
Asia, Japan. As permanent members, they would underpin postwar security.”’

As Wilson’s design was universal, he sought to draw not only the newly
democratic Germany but also Bolshevik Russia into the League’s orbit. He
thus hoped to bolster not only their acceptance of the peace but also democ-
ratisation processes drawing both countries away from reactionary or commun-
ist alternatives.”" In his ‘Fourteen Points’ Wilson had offered German leaders a
conciliatory settlement and ‘a place of equality among the peoples of the
world’.”” In other words, to give it a stake in the new order, Germany was to
be admitted to the League as swiftly as possible. This also remained the main
aim of American policy at Versailles. As will be seen, it was overall compatible
with British blueprints for a new international concert. But it was diametrically
opposed to what Clemenceau originally sought, namely to erect a peace order
around and essentially against Germany. In the face of French opposition,
Wilson had to concede before the peace conference even opened that Germany
could only join the League after ‘a period of probation’. Nevertheless, he
insisted that postwar stability was elusive if the victors remained pitted against
the vanquished.”

In private, Wilson had asserted in 1917 that by the time of peacemaking
Washington would be able to prevail on its allies to accept his programme
because they would be ‘among other things, financially in our hands’. Once in
Europe, however, he recognised that to implement his ‘vision’ he needed one
partner above all: Britain. This went beyond the rhetoric of his declaration at

22 Wilson Senate address, 22 January 1917, PWW, XL, p. 536; Wilson speech, 19 September 1919,
Shaw (1924), 11, p. 1017.

2 Wilson speech, 30 December 1918, PI¥/I¥, LIII, p. 550; Wilson speech, 19 September 1919,
Shaw (1924), 11, p. 1017.

2 Cf. Mayer (1967), pp. 361-2, 570-1.

% Wilson, ‘Fourteen Points’, 8 January 1918, PV, XLV, p. 538.

2% Diary of Dr Grayson, 6 January 1919, PWW, LIIL, p. 622; Council of Four, 27 March 1919,
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Buckingham Palace that the two ‘great nations’ were called upon to ‘organise
the moral forces of the world’ in accordance with ‘the right and justice’ they
represented.”’

Wilson remained far from envisaging a peace controlled by a kind of shared
Anglo-American hegemony. On a personal level, he continued to distrust
Lloyd George.”” And he also remained cautious because, as he confided to
Clemenceau, ‘the American people were anti-British . . . the easiest thing in the
world would be to get them to build a navy larger than the British navy’. But
the more acrimonious the negotiations became, the more ‘higher realism’
commanded forging a common approach with the British premier — irrespect-
ive of Wilson’s antipathy to him and British imperialism. In January 1919, the
American president thought it ‘good politics to play the British game “more or
less” in formulating the league covenant . . ., thus gaining British support that
would be withheld from a personal program’.”’ Indeed, Wilson’s quest would
be futile if it remained a personal crusade. He had to make compromises with
his European interlocutors. The essential question was what kind of comprom-
ises these would be, and whether they would compromise what he really sought
to achieve.

Towards a new directorate of powers — and a moderate peace?
Lloyd George’s peace policy between domestic, imperial and
international constraints

At the end of the war, the ‘mercurial’ British wartime premier found himself in
a harder position than the ‘prophet’ Wilson.”” To a certain extent, Lloyd
George had put himself in this position, or at least aggravated it, by pursuing
peace aims and raising expectations that were hardly reconcilable. For he had
claimed early on that he had it in his power to shape a moderate and lasting
peace. And he had asserted that he could do so while fulfilling his main
promise during the ‘Khaki elections’ of December 1918 — to make Germany
pay for the hardships it had caused Britain and the Empire.”’ Lloyd George’s
role at Versailles and the consistency of his peace policy have remained deeply
controversial. Was he, as Keynes claimed, essentially an opportunist improviser

27 Wilson to House, 21 July 1917, in Stannard Baker (1927-39), VIL, p. 180; Wilson remarks, 27
December 1918, PWW, LII1, p. 523.

28 House diary, 31 December 1918, House Papers. Cf. Tillmann (1961), pp. 68f.

2 House diary, 19 December 1918, PIWIV, LIIL, p. 448; Grayson diary, 6 January 1919, PIVI¥,
LIII, p. 622.

3% Thus Smuts on Lloyd George and Nicolson on Wilson. See Wilson (1970), p. 357; Nicolson
(1931), p. 209.

31 Cf. Nicolson (1931), pp. 21ff. On Lloyd George’s policy see Dockrill and Goold (1981); Goldstein
(1991); Rothwell (1972).
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too unprincipled to make an economically reasonable peace, constantly oscil-
lating between his desire for leniency and public opinion’s demand for retri-
bution?”” Or was he rather the only ‘consummate politician’ at Versailles,
seeking to negotiate a balanced settlement yet having to manoeuvre between
the opposite poles of Wilson and Clemenceau?™

From a distance, Lloyd George’s course in 1919 and thereafter seems not so
much dictated by personal whims or lack of principles. Rather, his policies
evolved in response to a twofold, and formidable, challenge not of his choosing.
He had to reconcile, and ultimately failed to reconcile, what were indeed two
inherently conflicting requirements. On the one hand, for all its physical and
economic exhaustion the British Empire emerged from the war as one of the
most powerful victors. Politically pivotal as a European power and potentially
also as mediator between Europe and America, Britain had to play a leading part
in any attempt to found a stable peace. And Lloyd George was genuinely
convinced that his government had to prevent a re-emergence of prewar patterns
of international rivalry, which had produced such disastrous consequences.’"

Yet, on the other hand, any British leader in 1918/19 had to satisfy the
claims in Britain and the Dominions to be compensated for the deprivations of
four arduous years of war. Facing miners’ and dockers’ strikes during the
Versailles conference, Lloyd George had to cope with the immense adjust-
ments of reconverting the wartime to a peacetime economy; and he had to
initiate overdue social reforms. Further, he had to consolidate what no one
among Britain’s ruling elites was yet prepared to scale back, let alone relin-
quish: the Empire. In short, the prime minister had to make good on his
promise to create not only a ‘land’ but an Empire “fit for heroes’.”” To achieve
this, and to repay Britain’s substantial war-debts to America, he was resolved to
gain ‘reparations’ from Germany.’® Though generally critical of prewar im-
perialism he, like most War Cabinet members, had no doubt — and certainly
did not question in public — that Wilhelminian militarism had caused the
catastrophe of 1914.%

During the war, Lloyd George had disclaimed any British interest in general
indemnities.”® But once it was won, and to ensure victory in the December
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37 See Lloyd George’s parliamentary defence of Versailles, 3 July 1919, Hansard, 5th series, vol.
117, cols. 1211-32.

38 Lloyd George speech, 5 January 1918, in Temperley (1969), I, pp. 189-92.



The quest for a ‘peace to end all wars’ 39

elections of 1918, he vowed to ‘make Germany pay’. It was to pay not only for
the devastation its ‘aggression’ had caused in Belgium and northern France but
also for the human and financial toll the war had taken on Britain. In an
election campaign also featuring the slogan ‘hang the Kaiser’ Lloyd George
did not shy away from capitalising on widespread anti-German sentiment. Yet,
as Harold Nicolson, his private secretary at Versailles, stressed, he ‘never
completely lost his head’ in the ‘welter of democracy’: he always added that
Germany’s capacity to pay had to be considered — and that German payments
must not ‘inflict injury upon our own export and international trade’.”’

To strike this balance without rescinding any claims also became the
central aim of the Treasury’s peace planning. Whereas the Khaki election’s
outcome was unequivocal — the Lloyd George coalition won decisively — the
government’s stance on reparations remained ambivalent. The assumption that
there was a way to safeguard British trade without substantive concessions on
indemnities marked British reparations policy throughout the 1920s. At
Versailles, for all their rhetoric of moderation the British delegation would
not cede an inch."

Preceding Wilson’s Fourteen Points, yet much less noted, Lloyd George had
first outlined Britain’s wider war aims in a speech on 5 January 1918. He did so
in response to pressures from liberal and leftist circles grouped around Labour
and the League of Nations Union, yet even more importantly to build bridges
to Wilson. Convinced that America had to be Britain’s crucial partner in
forging peace, LLloyd George was mindful of the latter’s ‘peace without victory’
agenda. On Britain’s behalf, he proposed three pillars of postwar order: a
restored ‘sanctity of treaties’; a territorial settlement predicated on the right
of self-determination or the consent of the governed; and, notably, a newly
established league of nations whose main purpose would be to ‘limit the burden
of armaments and diminish the probability of war’. The British premier saw
the need to guarantee postwar stability, and particularly French security,
against renewed German aggression. But he also saw a key British interest in
offering peace terms to Germany that permitted future reconciliation. Thus,
though demanding reparations Lloyd George presented a comparatively leni-
ent peace programme. He declared that while Britain supported France’s claim
for Alsace-Lorraine to right ‘the wrong of 1871, it was not fighting to achieve
‘the break-up of the German peoples or the disintegration of their State or
country’. And although denouncing its military autocracy as a ‘dangerous

3% Nicolson (1931), p. 23.
40 Gee Keynes memorandum, 26 November 1918, Keynes (1971), XVI, pp. 348—78; War Cabinet
minutes, 24 December 1918, CAB 23/42. Cf. Bunselmeyer (1975), pp. 84f.
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anachronism’ he did not make destroying Germany’s ‘Imperial Constitution’
an explicit British war aim."’

Nevertheless, the prime minister generally assented to building the European
postwar order on the principle of self-determination, if with consideration
for the Central Powers. To reach out to Wilson and placate liberal and
Labour opinion at home, he pledged his support for ‘an independent Poland’.
Like Wilson, he originally favoured preserving an internally reformed
Austro-Hungarian Empire. He thus championed ‘genuine self-government’,
by which he meant extensive home-rule rather than the outright secession of
Czechs, Slovaks and Yugoslavs. During the subsequent peace negotiations,
however, Britain rejected Wilson’s unmitigated espousal of self-determination
— essentially for fear of the repercussions this might have for the British Empire,
particularly in Ireland. Moreover, British policymakers were far warier than
their American counterparts that such radical changes might undercut stability
from the start, particularly in eastern Europe. '

How, then, did Lloyd George envisage realising Britain’s war aims? And,
more importantly, how did he propose to meet the underlying challenge of
forging a peace that reinforced European and imperial consolidation? British
policy under Lloyd George only gradually evolved into a more coherent
strategy. It remained marred by contradictory assumptions, often governed
by tactical considerations and short-term interests. But its guiding rationales
became nonetheless discernible by late 1918.* And they were further concret-
ised during the conference itself, becoming most distinct in Lloyd George’s
famous Fontainebleau memorandum of March 1919. It embodied his ‘vision’
of an integrative, ‘moderate’ peace ultimately guaranteed by a new directorate
of great powers; yet it also stressed that Britain was unwilling to yield on its
indemnity claims to further this ‘grand design’."!

The core elements, and tensions, of Britain’s agenda can be summarised as
follows: a departure from prewar alliance policies and the not so ‘splendid
isolation’ preceding them; consideration for French security demands but also
the deep-seated anxiety that Britain could make too far-reaching commitments;
and an adamant interest in reparations from Germany coupled with the
concern to see it stabilised as a republic and integrated into the postwar order

# Lloyd George speech, 5 January 1918, in Temperley (1969), I, pp. 189-90. Cf. the critical
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as soon as possible.”” As formative, however, became a new transatlantic
orientation, the desire for partnership, and burden-sharing, with the United
States. For only such a partnership would allow Britain to steer the new great-
power directorate its prime minister envisaged and, crucially, commit America
to upholding European stability.*® By contrast, Bolshevik Russia was to remain
excluded from any international agreements until its regime assumed a less
‘hostile’ attitude — or, even better, was toppled. Like Wilson, Lloyd George
held that the Russian problem could only be addressed following a peace with
Germany, and once the Russian civil war was decided.”’

It should not be forgotten though that after the armistice the British War
Cabinet by no means agreed on whether Britain should pursue a new or a
‘traditional’ course to prevent a recurrence of 1914. An influential minority,
notable among them Lord Curzon and the Australian prime minister William
Hughes, still advocated reliance on what they saw as time-honoured practices
to secure the hard-won victory. What they desired to salvage, not least against
Wilson’s encroachments, were Britain’s imperial prerogatives and a basic
common interest with France in forestalling German attempts to reverse the
defeat. Deeply sceptical about Wilson’s aspirations, both held that the time for
‘reasonable’ power politics was by no means gone; Britain would fare best by
forming an alliance with France to contain Germany and protect the strategic-
ally vital shores of western Europe. At the same time, they hoped that this
could serve to calm France, facilitating future moderation towards Germany. **

As noted, the Foreign Office’s higher echelons, and notably Eyre Crowe,
still shared this outlook at that stage. Crowe originally doubted that despite its
fledgling democratisation Germany would ever alter its unsettling ways. He
also argued that while America was an increasingly important ‘friend’, it was
also ‘a long way off’. France, by contrast, sat ‘at [Britain’s] door’ and had to be
treated as a vital partner in efforts to stabilise postwar Europe. Crowe warned
that Britain should not rely too readily on elaborate League and disarmament
schemes to guarantee the peace.”’

A majority in cabinet, however, including Cecil, Smuts and Lloyd George
himself, had reached different conclusions. Essentially, their position was that

*5 War Cabinet minutes, 30 December 1918, PWW, LIII, pp. 565—6; Treasury memorandum, 26
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while power questions could not be eradicated from international affairs, and
Britain had a right to eliminate the threat of the German fleet, balance-of-
power calculations could and must no longer determine the postwar world.
And they reckoned that, not an entente with France, but a re-orientation
towards the United States held the key to reinforcing the peace and Britain’s
global position. Lloyd George’s finessing should not conceal that his policy was
guided by more fundamental conclusions he had drawn from the war’s carnage
and its causes. In contrast to Curzon and Hughes, and like Cecil and Smuts, he
recognised that the prewar order required a decisive reform. In the run-up to
Versailles, Lloyd George thus reaffirmed his support for the League.”

In December 1918, both Cecil and Smuts presented the War Cabinet with
plans that placed the League at the centre of the postwar system yet were
nonetheless distinct. What Smuts put forward in his The League of Nations: A
Practical Suggestion dovetailed with Wilson’s vision.”' He proposed a League
that was both powerful and egalitarian, envisaging it as an organisation giving
the smaller powers a tangible say and only a slim majority to the great powers
in its Executive Council. Further, the League, and not the colonial powers,
would oversee Germany’s former colonies through a mandate system. Cecil
also desired to make the League the world’s main decisionmaking body. He
hoped to prevent future wars by establishing a tightly knit arbitration system to
settle international disputes. Essentially, however, he envisaged the League as
the seat of a refashioned concert of five great powers — apart from Britain and
America, France, Italy and Japan. These were to be clearly in charge of the
postwar system. Cecil saw this mechanism as the League’s ‘pivot’. Originally
excluded, the vanquished Germany was to be admitted in due course — if it
complied with the victors’ terms.”

While praising Smuts’ Practical Suggestion, Lloyd George largely followed
Cecil’s design. To underpin his plea for moderate settlement at Versailles, he,
too, drew on the ‘historical precedent’ of 1815. In his interpretation, Wellington
and Castlereagh, although formerly France’s ‘bitterest enemies’, had then
opposed Prussia’s desire to impose ‘crushing terms’ on the vanquished. Instead
of destroying France, both had sought incorporate a power ‘whose presence
was necessary for civilisation and European stability’ into the congress system.
The victors of 1918 were well advised to treat Germany with equal foresight.””
More than Cecil, Lloyd George came to envisage the League essentially as a
supplementary organisation. It could offer the great powers a platform for

0 War Cabinet minutes, 30 December 1918, PIWI¥, LIIL, pp. 565-6; 17 and 31 December 1918,
CAB 23/42; Lloyd George (1938), I, pp. 77ff; War Cabinet minutes, 26 October 1918, CAB
23/40.

> Smuts (1919). Cf. Egerton (1978), p. 83.

‘:Z Cecil memorandum, 17 December 1918, CAB 23/42.

% See Lloyd George statement, 27 March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, p. 31.
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concerting their efforts, assist them in providing what ultimately only they, not
the League, could provide: security. Britain’s backing for the League was thus
informed by the desire to adapt a rationale of nineteenth-century British policy
to post-World War 1 realities. It was the rationale to safeguard a European
equilibrium, and core national interests, by operating through an international
concert. In 1919, Lloyd George sought to establish a directorate hence not only
including Europe’s principal powers but also the newly crucial United States.”

In different guises, this aim would also shape British policy after the fall of
Lloyd George. To realise it at Versailles, it was indispensable to reach an
understanding with Clemenceau; yet forging a common agenda with Wilson
was imperative. Indeed, Lloyd George was prepared to make numerous con-
cessions, not least on the League, to spread the burden of maintaining postwar
order on British and American shoulders. This rationale often lay behind what,
at first glance, not seldom appears as opportunistic British conduct. Although
abidingly sceptical of Wilson’s wider aspirations, LLloyd George indeed became
the first British premier pursuing a broadly transatlantic approach to Europe’s
pacification.” By the end of 1918, he regarded an entente with America as the
cornerstone of the peace he envisaged. Having met with Wilson in December,
he sought to strike strategic bargains with an American president whose
prestige in Britain reached a zenith at that point, as it did all over western
and central Europe. Above all, Lloyd George and Cecil supported American
League schemes. As Cecil underlined to the War Cabinet on 30 December,
the ‘greatest guarantee’ of a ‘settled peace’ was ‘a good understanding with the
United States’, only to be ‘secured’ if Britain was prepared ‘to adhere to the
idea of the League of Nations’.”

Lloyd George did not want to see Wilson impose his will on the peace
conference in the manner of a ‘conquering hero’.”’ But his core assumption was
that for all their differences, notably in colonial and naval affairs, there was an
overriding congruence of interests between the British Empire and the United
States. Wilson needed British support to implement his design; and Britain had
every interest in engaging Washington in Europe’s consolidation. This could
underpin a kind of Anglo-American super-directorate in the postwar world,
serving to re-assure France, contain the Bolshevik revolution and further
Germany’s eventual rehabilitation.

Lloyd George and Lord Balfour, then his foreign secretary, agreed with
Wilson that ‘Germany’s inclusion’ into the new order was not a matter ‘for the

> War Cabinet minutes, 17 December 1918, CAB 23/42.
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immediate future’ but had to be approached as early as possible. To facilitate
Anglo-American agreements on matters of especial interest to Britain, such as
limiting Wilson’s aspirations for a ‘Freedom of the Seas’ for the sake of
imperial defence, the War Cabinet decided to make the League the ‘first
subject’ at Versailles. Of course, there were also core financial interests at
stake. As Churchill, then secretary of state for war, reminded his colleagues,
it was critical ‘to induce the United States to let us off the debt we had
contracted with them’. If Wilson accepted this premise, but only then, should
Britain be lenient vis-a-vis Germany.’” This nexus became a maxim of British
reparations policy throughout the 1920s but, as Washington never accepted
such linkage, it remained a maxim of wishful thinking.

Apart from reparations, however, what clearly prevailed was the mutual
interest in focusing on what united rather than divided Britain and America
clearly prevailed. This notably applied to the most tangible issue affecting both
powers’ strategic interests: the postwar naval regime. While agreeing that it was
imperative to destroy the German fleet, British and American policymakers
were deeply divided over the ‘Freedom of the Seas’ and the world’s future
naval regime. At the close of the war, its elites regarded Britain as the world’s
supreme military power. And Lloyd George told Wilson that Britain would
‘spend her last guinea to keep a navy superior to that of the United States’. At
bottom, however, the old and financially weakened hegemon found it ever
harder even to maintain parity with its financially stronger competitor.
Following the armistice, Lloyd George proposed that Washington should curb
its planned naval construction in return for Britain’s backing of the League.
For his part, Wilson had an interest in curbing the power of the influential ‘Big
Navy’ party in Washington. In short, both powers reached a preliminary naval
compromise, agreeing to resolve their differences at a separate summit, which
was then achieved at the 1921/2 Washington conference.”’ Subsequently,
Lloyd George and Wilson used their leverage to ensure that major naval
questions were never seriously broached at Versailles.”’

Likewise, Britain and America confirmed each other’s wider — self-accorded
— prerogatives. After some altercations, Lloyd George supported Wilson’s
claim that ‘nothing’ in the League Covenant would ‘affect the validity of . . .
regional understandings like the Monroe Doctrine’. To buttress the strategic
partnership, Britain eventually also underwrote a League-based mandate
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system for Germany’s former colonies.”’ In return, Wilson desisted from
challenging British colonialism through his self-determination agenda. And,
if never explicitly, he dropped his demand for ‘Feedom of the Seas’, which had
implicitly threatened Britain’s long-standing naval security doctrine — above all
the prerogative to impose naval blockades.’”

8 Article XXI of the Covenant, PWW, LVIIL, p. 195. The War Cabinet had originally backed the
Dominions’ demand to control contiguous German colonies. See War Cabinet minutes, 30
December 1918, PWW, LII1, pp. 562-3.

62 Cf. Tillmann (1961), pp. 46-54.



3 The ill-founded peace of 1919

What, then, were the central issues Lloyd George and Wilson had to tackle at
Versailles? At the heart of the conference agenda lay the question what shape
and place Germany was to have in the new international system. It was
intricately bound up with the question of what price Germany would have to
pay, both in terms of reparations and territory, for a war that in the eyes of the
victors had been principally caused by its aggression. Around these questions,
all wider challenges facing the peacemakers in Europe revolved — above all the
paramount security question. What, if any, security architecture could bolster
postwar stability? How far could Wilson’s vision of a L.eague-based world order
harmonise with Lloyd George’s bid for a new great-power directorate? How
far, if at all, could both be reconciled with Clemenceau’s aspirations? As will be
seen, the French premier wanted to ban the German threat through a settle-
ment based on force, a firm victors’ alliance and an eastern neighbour stripped
of much of its prewar territory, notably the Rhineland. Yet the German
problem also underlay a second fundamental question — that of how to strike
a balance between French security interests, the American championing of self-
determination and the requirements of a stable international order. These
particularly clashed in one area: eastern central Europe. Here, the interests of
the defeated power stood against Polish, Czech and Slovak claims for nation-
states of their own. That these would have to be established in part on
heretofore German territories threatened to create new and acute seedbeds of
international conflict.

Against this background, inter-allied controversies centred on four cardinal
issues, which — unresolved at Versailles — would also remain the core issues of
international politics up to the ‘Great Depression’: the Rhineland problem;
inseparable from it, the future underpinnings of European security; the Polish—
German border settlement; and the issue of reparations. Here, Wilson’s call for
a peace not burdened by punitive indemnities stood against British and French
claims for sizeable indemnities. And these claims could never be divorced from
what was not even on the Versailles agenda but always on the minds of British
and French delegates: Washington’s demands for a full repayment of its war
loans. How to come to terms with the Russian question remained a further, and
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most elusive, problem, with multiple ramifications for the future European
order. Apart from seeking ways to oust the Bolshevik regime the Big Three
never seriously approached a ‘resolution’ of this question at Versailles. Yet it
should be emphasised again that they simply did not have it in their power to
achieve this, to accomplish more than a basic containment of what they decried
as the Bolshevik menace. This was to affect any subsequent attempts to
stabilise Europe and particularly to recast the western powers’ relations with
Germany, introducing an inherently unsettling element; but it never proved
disastrously destabilising.’

In sum, it was all but impossible for Wilson, LLloyd George or any other
peacemaker to lay solid foundations for a new world order in 1919 —immediately
after a conflagration on the scale of the Great War. But it was even more
inconceivable to pacify postwar Europe, at least in the short and medium term,
by profoundly altering its geo-political configuration. During the peace con-
ference, no other than Wilson himself acknowledged the immense potential for
conflict arising from the fact that, in his words, the victors were ‘compelled to
change boundaries and national sovereignties’; for ‘these changes [ran] counter
to long-established customs’. He did not ‘fear future wars brought about by the
secret plotting of governments, but rather conflicts created by popular discon-
tent’, adding that ‘(i)f we ourselves are guilty of injustice, such discontent is
inevitable’.” Wilson believed that this could be forestalled by negotiating ‘with
moderation and fairness’, particularly vis-a-vis Germany. In fact, however,
reorganising Europe’s map on the basis of self-determination was bound to
produce discord and competing claims, especially because it had to be accom-
modated with the victors’ security interests, notably those of France. And
satisfying these interests, and their claims for reparations, was hardly conceiv-
able without creating even more disputes — particularly if the new order was to
be thrust upon the vanquished power without negotiations.’

In short, given the scope of the problems and forces profondes they had to
grapple with, the utmost Versailles could achieve was to lay the basic ground-
work for a European peace order. The peacemakers’ critical task was to agree
on rules and mechanisms enabling them to manage the conflicts arising not
only at but also afier the conference — conflicts that were simply unavoidable.
For only thus could they hope to pave the way for what was crucial but not yet
achievable in 1919: to strike the essential bargain agreements with Germany
that were imperative to stabilise both its republican order and the international
system as a whole.! Yet, as will be shown, the victors failed to meet this task.

' Cf. Mayer (1967), pp. 284-343; Jacobson (1998), pp. 451fF.

2 Council of Four, 27 March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, p. 31. Cf. Walworth (1986), pp. 12ff.
3 Council of Four, 20-3 April 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 290-310.

* Council of Four, 5-6 May 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 442-89.
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What immensely complicated any attempt to settle the German question,
and to agree on ground-rules to this end, was the fact that policymakers on all
sides had to ensure that whatever they decided would enjoy not only inter-
national but also domestic legitimacy. As Harold Nicolson stressed in
defending Lloyd George, the latter was as little a free agent at Versailles as
his principal interlocutors. Being democratically ‘chosen delegates’, it was
‘wholly impossible’ for the ‘plenipotentiaries’ to act ‘in flagrant violation’ of
the public opinion in their respective countries, which equally applied to those
representing Germany’s interests.” In other words, Wilson, Lloyd George and
Clemenceau not only had to hammer out an agreement at the negotiating-table.
They also each had to placate very different primary concerns among their
domestic audiences, voiced by increasingly influential public opinion-makers
and pressure-groups — be they security, reparations or the avoidance of entan-
gling commitments. Mutatis mutandis, the same was of course true for the new
and embattled leaders of what in January 1919 became the Republic of Weimar,
who clamoured to be represented at the peace conference in the first place.
Indeed, in an era of uneven yet spreading democratisation, the new relevance of
domestic politics created an array of constraints unprecedented in the history
of modern peacemaking. Versailles was thus far removed from the comparatively
arcane proceedings of the Congress of Vienna.”

It is hard to understate the scale and radical nature of the changes that
Wilson demanded on the basis of the Fourteen Points. The peace conference
had to reveal how far European governments were prepared, after the experi-
ences of 1914-18, to base their security and prosperity on entirely new
foundations — how far they would be willing to accept, and able to justify
domestically, that these should hence be guaranteed by a League regime of
collective security and a new covenant of international law. And it also
remained to be seen how far they would be willing to rely on guarantees that
would ultimately have to be upheld not only by Britain and France but also by
a power that had never taken on such commitments before, the United States.

Clemenceau and the French search for sécurite

While by no means posing the most radical demands within the French
spectrum, what Clemenceau presented as his country’s agenda at Versailles
went against the grain of the British and American peace programmes. In many
ways, both in his aims and the methods he proposed, Clemenceau’s approach
to peacemaking was even diametrically opposed to what Lloyd George and

% Nicolson (1931), pp- 89-90.
% Cf. Goldstein (1998), pp. 147-66; Soutou (1998), pp. 167-88; Schwabe (1998).
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Wilson sought. But it also stood pars pro toto for the wider anxieties and
interests of Germany’s neighbours that the Anglo-American powers had to
address. Foremost among the French premier’s concerns was not revenge or
retribution. Rather, it was the search for sécurité, the aim to ensure that France
would never again be threatened by a superior German power. This governed
all other French demands, and Clemenceau doubtless reckoned that it also was
what French public opinion chiefly demanded.’

In short, Clemenceau did not believe that lasting security could be achieved
either through a lenient, ‘equitable’ settlement with Germany or by relying on
Wilson’s abstract notions of collective security. The conclusions he had drawn
from the war’s carnage were fundamentally different from those shaping
Wilson’s or even Lloyd George’s policy. He presented a peace programme
informed by the experience of decades, if not centuries, of intermittent yet
constantly widening European hostilities that, particularly since the Franco-
Prussian war, had pitted France against its eastern neighbour. He also did so in
view of the harsh settlement that the newly united Germany had imposed on
France in 1871 and the latter’s blood-letting, deeply exhausting victory
in 1918. And he did so, finally, in the face of what he and other French
decisionmakers perceived as a defeated power deeply resentmg its capitulation
and waiting to seize the first opportunity to right this wrong.”

On these premises, Clemenceau envisaged a peace settlement that, on one
level, relied on classic balance-of-power prescriptions yet also went far beyond
nineteenth-century realpolitik in order to contain Germany. On the one hand,
he sought from Britain and America the firmest possible alliance guarantees
against future German attacks. These could be supplemented, but not re-
placed, by the League’s collective-security provisions. When meeting Wilson
in Paris in mid-December 1918, the French premier had already voiced his
doubts about the prospects of making the League ‘workable’ as the postwar
order’s central security mechanism. As Colonel House put it, Clemenceau
‘believe[d] in war’ rather than American visions of peace. By the end of
December, Clemenceau felt obliged to assure the French Chambre that he
was still ‘faithful’ to an ‘old system which appears to be discredited today’,
which he defined as a ‘system of alliances’. This faith would also inform his
positions at the peace conference.’

The second and far more radical agenda that France pursued had been
hammered out following the armistice but was not fully disclosed to Wilson

7 See Clemenceau (1930), pp. 3ff, 50ff. Cf. Stevenson (1982) and (1998), pp. 87-109; Soutou
(1989), pp. 490ft; Duroselle (1988), pp. 720ff; Miquel (1977), pp. 141ff.

8 Cf. Soutou (1998), pp. 168-9.
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and Lloyd George until the conference opened. It hinged on imposing far-
reaching territorial, economic and security restrictions on Germany, designed
to pre-empt its resurgence not just in the short term. Essentially, Clemenceau’s
was the attempt to redress the imbalance of economic and demographic
potentials between France and Germany that had emerged since 1870 and
was bound to grow wider unless altered by force.'” In 1919, a French nation-
state of 40 million faced a neighbour of more than 60 million inhabitants and a
gross domestic product more than one-and-a-half times that of France.

Apart from insisting that Alsace-Lorraine should be returned to France
without a plebiscite, Clemenceau demanded that Germany be stripped of its
military might and settled with punitive indemnities. The wider French aim
was to weaken Germany’s economic potential, or at least its command over it."’
Beyond this, Clemenceau and his principal advisers, André Tardieu and Léon
Bourgeois, intended to dismember Germany. While not aiming to undo Bis-
marck’s work completely, their goal was to deprive the voisin d’outre-Rhin of its
most critical strategic assets. Although this clashed with self-determination,
France thus supported Poland’s claims to be reconstituted in the ‘historical’
frontiers of 1772, including all of Upper Silesia, what became known as the
‘Polish Corridor’ and Danzig. Against US opposition, Paris equally championed
Czech claims for the Sudetenland.

Chiefly, however, French policymakers sought to gain control over the
Rhineland. Tardieu envisaged severing all territories on the left bank of the
Rhine from Germany and organising them into neutral, disarmed states.
Nominally independent, these would in practice fall under French tutelage,
not least as part of a ‘Western European Customs Union’. Further, the
Rhineland and all bridgeheads across the Rhine were to be occupied indefin-
itely by the Allies. At Versailles, Tardieu insisted that France required
Germany’s dismemberment as an essential foundation of its postwar security.
Just like Britain and America, it needed a ‘zone of safety’. While, as naval
powers, the latter had created such a zone by wrecking Germany’s fleet,
France, ‘unprotected by the ocean, unable to eliminate the millions of Germans
trained to war’, had to establish it on the Rhine.'”

The French delegation pursued its territorial aims in part to increase its
bargaining power vis-a-vis Wilson and Lloyd George and to obtain satisfactory
security guarantees. Fundamentally, though, France desired both: maximal
Anglo-American commitments and a materially reduced German threat. What
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Clemenceau and his advisers envisaged was undoubtedly the harshest version
of an intentionally defensive but effectively punitive peace advanced at
Versailles. It foreshadowed what the French premier at the time, Raymond
Poincaré, would later seek to achieve by invading the Ruhr area. In 1919,
French policy not only threatened to undermine Wilson’s vision of a ‘peace to
end all wars’. It also thwarted any prospects of approaching a settlement with
Germany.

The German dilemma in 1919 — no prospects for a sustainable
peace with or without Germany

De facto, though it would be raised time and again during the Versailles
conference, one of the most critical procedural questions of peacemaking was
thus answered before it even began: the defeated power would not be repre-
sented at the negotiating-table. Wilson had originally intended to invite not
only German but also Russian representatives to Versailles. Yet neither he nor
Lloyd George could overcome France’s veto. At the same time, both came to
espouse the view that, given the virulence of the Franco-German antagonism,
it would be impossible to forge a settlement with the Germans. Instead, the
‘Big Three’ agreed that Berlin would merely be allowed to respond to allied
proposals in written form. This the new German foreign minister Ulrich von
Brockdorff-Rantzau did in March 1919, with some 1mpact especially on British
public opinion, yet to little effect at the conference itself."”

The new centre-left government under Philipp Scheidemann essentially
argued that Germany’s new western orientation and anti-Bolshevik course
could only be sustained through a lenient peace settlement, essentially on the
basis of Wilson’s Fourteen Points.'* The underlying aim of the spiritus rector
behind this approach, Brockdorff-Rantzau, was that of every German foreign
minister of the 1920s: to restore Germany’s great-power status as swiftly
as possible. Backed by Germany’s provisional president Friedrich Ebert, he
thus demanded Germany’s immediate admission to the League’s Executive
Council."”

Brockdorff-Rantzau’s tactic was to present counterproposals designed to
show that the victors’ peace plans were not only inconsistent with Wilson’s
Fourteen Points and the professed allied aim to foster German democratisation
but also impracticable. He argued that their implementation would damage the

13 Council of Ten, 13-23 January 1919, FRUS 1919, TI1, pp. 536ff; Council of Four, 24 April-
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victors’ own best interests — they would destabilise Germany, open the gates to
Bolshevik infiltration and undermine Europe’s economic reconstruction.
Hoping to prepare the ground for actual negotiations, Brockdorff-Rantzau’s
appeal was especially directed at America and Britain. To start a bargaining
process, the German foreign minister underscored Berlin’s readiness to trade
long-term financial obligations for moderate territorial provisions. On the
advice of the German bankers Carl Melchior and Max Warburg, he in February
1919 made an offer of 100 billion Goldmark as compensation for war damages.
In return, Germany was to retain its territorial integrity in the borders of
1914."° But there were to be no negotiations. Any German hopes finally came
to nought in early May.

Dismayed, the German delegation condemned the ensuing treaty as ‘the last
dreadful triumph’ of old-style power politics, an attempt to punish Germany
betraying a ‘moribund conception of the world, imperialist and capitalist in
tendency’.'” Brockdorff-Rantzau even recommended that his government
should refuse to sign the treaty. Yet, rather than risk an allied occupation,
Germany eventually did sign it. In a wider perspective, his futile endeavours
merely highlight one fundamental dilemma marring all peacemaking efforts at
Versailles. Even if Wilson and Lloyd George had been able to persuade
Clemenceau to admit Germany to the talks, it would have been exceedingly
difficult to agree on anything close to a mutually acceptable settlement. Con-
flicting peace aims and the domestic pressures weighing on all sides, yet
especially on the leaders of France and a German republic whose very survival
still hung in the balance, would have left very little room for compromise.
Thus, not only would a participation of German representatives have produced
deadlock and most likely a breakdown of the negotiations. They would also
have been in far too weak a position — internationally, as the vanquished,
domestically, because of unrealistic expectations — to attain a satisfactory
agreement, one that, in Wilson’s words, did not furnish Germany ‘with
powerful reasons for seeking revenge at some future time’."”

But it was not possible either, and certainly not achieved at Versailles, to
mould without German representatives a ‘moderate’ and ‘fair’ settlement
acceptable to Berlin."” Lloyd George’s exhortations notwithstanding, it was
simply beyond the victors to lay down peace terms as if they were ‘impartial
arbiters’; and the fact that they ultimately imposed them had to erode their
legitimacy in Germany from the start.”” Any peace decreed by the victors could
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be presented by German propaganda as a ‘dictated’; ‘shameful’ peace. As it
turned out, Versailles would indeed be perceived as such, rejected by a vast
majority of Germans, including the old and new elites of what would become
the Weimar Republic.

The tenuous compromises of the victors: the Rhineland
settlement and the short-lived security arrangements of 1919

Thus, the Paris Peace Conference remained a gathering of the victors. All in all
twenty-seven powers were called on to participate, but not the mightiest
vanquished power, nor the Soviet pariah. In their absence, the Supreme
Council made up of the Britain, the United States, France and Italy soon
became the central decisionmaking body. There were also the Council of Five,
which in addition included Japan, and the Council of Ten, which also com-
prised smaller powers. But all major decisions affecting Europe’s future were
made between the ‘Big Three’, Wilson, Lloyd George and Clemenceau.”’

In fact, both the American president and the British prime minister came to
act as advocates of what they perceived as German interests vis-a-vis France
(with the notable exception of Britain’s stance on reparations ). By virtue of the
political and financial leverage he commanded, Wilson was poised to become
the conference’s main arbiter. And this is certainly how he saw himself.”” But,
pursuing his more general priorities, he was not able to fulfil this role. Neither
he nor Lloyd George could forge a peace acceptable to all sides. The longer the
deliberations lasted, the more palpable it became that this was and remained an
elusive prospect.

Once the conference had opened on 12 January 1919, it soon became clear
that, amongst themselves, the victors faced one paramount challenge: how to
square the circle between Wilson’s ideals and Clemenceau’s essentials. Argu-
ably, the only power capable of mediating between French and American
conceptions of peace was Britain. And Lloyd George indeed regarded himself
as the ‘master politician’ who could achieve this, guiding the first bid to
establish a Euro-Atlantic peace order.”” Yet he was unable to accomplish
his self-chosen mission, both because essential aspects of what Wilson and
Clemenceau sought remained irreconcilable and because British interests,
certainly those touching reparations, were incompatible with the position of
an ‘impartial’ umpire.
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In the conference’s opening stages, inter-allied fault-lines first emerged, not
surprisingly, when it came to discussing the League and foundations of post-
war security. Clemenceau’s key aide, L.éon Bourgeois, affirmed that France
would only endorse a robust société des nations. In his design, the League was
a mechanism that enforced the peace settlement, kept Germany in check and
oversaw the fulfilment of its disarmament obligations. As such, it had to be
endowed with its own international forces to reinforce sanctions and act against
aggressors. At the same time, it was to be a framework for the victors’ conti-
nued co-operation, ensuring their postwar control and the Anglo-American
commitment to French security. By contrast, Germany’s accession to the Lea-
gue had to be ruled out, even at a later stage. France threatened to shun the
League unless Britain and America met these demands.”’ Yet what Bourgeois
outlined of course conflicted with core premises of both American and British
League policy. Although Wilson was prepared to go to great lengths in
accommodating France to realise his peace programme, he felt he had no
mandate to endorse such far-reaching proposals. At bottom, French plans
threatened to undercut what he envisaged the League to become: not an
institution enforcing peace by military might but a ‘universal association’
relying on collective security and ‘world opinion’ — and seeking to integrate
the vanquished power. Albeit remaining a less ardent believer in the League,
Lloyd George strongly supported Wilson. He adhered to Cecil’s rationale that
this offered the only prospect for establishing a great-power concert incor-
porating America; and he insisted that the door for drawing Germany into the

5

new organisation had to be kept open.”

When its hopes of obtaining a ‘muscular’ League vanished, the French
delegation shifted to emphasising the more draconian side of its peace aims.
Above all, it accentuated what Clemenceau had contemplated from the outset:
the demand for a Rhenish buffer state. In late February, with Wilson absent
from Versailles, Colonel House all but ceded to French pressure for the
creation of an independent Rhenish republic de facto controlled by Paris.
House noted that he had come ‘to recognise the force and unanimity of French
feeling that future invasions by Germany must be made absolutely impos-
sible’.”® Soon thereafter, however, French aspirations encountered staunch
Anglo-American opposition. For they threatened to erode what Lloyd George
and Wilson regarded as the minimal requirements for stabilising Europe on the
basis of the Versailles settlement, yet also eventually with Germany. Back at

* For Bourgeois’s proposal see Geouffre de Lapradelle (1929-36), I, pp. 169ff. Cf. Stevenson
(1998), p. 93.

% Wilson address, 28 December 1918, PWW, LIII, p. 532; Wilson speech, 19 September 1919,
Shaw (1924), II, p. 1017; Miller (1928), II, pp. 61ff.

26 House acted against Wilson’s instructions. See House to Wilson, 19 February 1919, Wilson to
House, 20 February 1919; House diary, 27 February 1919, Seymour (1926-8), IV, pp. 3326, 344-5.
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Versailles in March, Wilson overruled his chargé d’affaires, re-affirming his
rejection of any French schemes that blatantly contradicted his aspirations for a
peace without annexations.”’

The British position on the Rhineland was unequivocal and would remain so
throughout the 1920s. British decisionmakers regarded a semi-independent
Rhineland under French control as a recipe for constant instability. And as
one British delegate, Philip Kerr, remarked, France’s excessive claims would
also counteract allied ‘solidarity’, undercutting the willingness of Britain and
its Dominions to come to France’s aid once again should another war with
Germany erupt.”” Confronted with what he saw as Clemenceau’s dangerous
aspirations, Lloyd George in late March withdrew to Fontainebleau, accom-
panied by his key advisers.”” There, he produced his widely noted yet ambiva-
lent call for a moderate peace. The Fontainebleau memorandum sprang from
profound concerns that the British premier shared with Wilson, namely that
Germany would succumb to Bolshevism, and Europe to widespread disorder,
unless Britain and America could mitigate French demands. Lloyd George
argued that the Allies should avoid as far as possible ‘transferring’ German
populations to other states. And he insisted above all that there must be ‘no
attempt to separate the Rhenish Provinces from the rest of Germany’. Funda-
mentally, he declared, a stable peace depended on eliminating ‘causes of
exasperation constantly stirring up the spirits of patriotism’ and ‘fairplay’ in
Germany (and among the victors).”"

During the Council of Four’s subsequent deliberations Wilson endorsed
Lloyd George’s plea. If he ever wanted to realise his peace aims, the allies had
to show ‘moderation’ towards Germany. And they had to ensure that its new
leaders would not be swept from power either by old-guard forces or the
looming Bolshevik threat. As Wilson argued on 27 March, the ‘greatest
mistake’ the victors could make was to ‘furnish [Germany] with powerful
reasons for seeking revenge at some future time’ — to give ‘even an impression
of injustice’. But this mistake could simply not be avoided in the constellation
of 1919.”"

Predictably, Clemenceau came out strongly against what he considered
Lloyd’s George’s ‘illusory’ design. In his verdict, the British premier sought
to appease Germany at its neighbours’ expense. As he also — rightly — remarked,
Lloyd George based his call for conciliation on a distinct double-standard. He
was not prepared to offer any concessions harming cardinal British interests —

27 Cf. Schuker (1998), pp. 296ff. 2 Tardieu (1921b), p. 173.

2 These included the conference’s influential secretary, Maurice Hankey, Kerr and the chief of the
General Staff, Sir Henry Wilson.

3 Fontainebleau memorandum, 22 March 1919, Lloyd George (1938), I, pp. 403-16; see also
PWWw, LVI, pp. 259-70.

31 Council of Four, 16 and 27 March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 20, 31.
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interests that were financial and imperial. Clemenceau thus insisted that if it
was indeed ‘necessary’ to placate Germany, ‘she should be offered colonial
satisfaction, naval satisfaction, or [commercial] satisfaction’.*” It indeed seems
revealing that, while warning not to overburden Germany, Lloyd George
reiterated that the defeated power owed the allies ‘full reparation’.* Similarly,
Wilson, who rightly feared Congressional opposition, rejected any compromise
on what affected tangible US interests, namely the repayment of French and
British war-debts, to encourage a lenient treatment of Germany. At bottom,
though, Clemenceau rejected the entire rationale of what Wilson and Lloyd
George envisaged. In his eyes, the victors’ main obligation was ‘to do some-
thing to spare the world from German aggression for a long time’. And this
meant enforcing the peace without half-hearted concessions that would not
appease the vanquished anyway.”"

Ultimately, these differences could not be resolved at Versailles. What the
‘triumvirate’ did manage, yet only after a bitter struggle in the conference’s
final phase (March—June 1919), was to forge — tenuous — compromises on two
of the thorniest issues: the Rhineland and the Polish border. On the third,
reparations, not even this proved possible. In Nicolson’s judgement, it was only
because of the Fontainebleau memorandum’s ‘fiery stimulus’ that ‘the rulers of
the world really concentrated on making peace with Germany’.” In fact,
however, the political skills of Lloyd George, who changed fronts between
Wilson and Clemenceau, siding with the former on security and the latter on
reparations, only played one part in this process. The other, essential, part was
played by Wilson, even though his influence was waning towards the end.

Already before Lloyd George’s retreat to Fontainebleau, he and Wilson had
rallied to a common approach to counter Clemenceau’s Rhineland agenda. It
led to a bargain between the three principal powers that avoided dismantling
Germany while seeking to address French security concerns in a new way. This
bargain rested on two main pillars. One of them, however, was temporary from
the start and the other would crumble when Wilson lost the ‘treaty fight’ in
1920. The first was a concession to French demands for a buffer zone. In return
for France’s abandoning its claim for a ‘free Rhine state’, the Rhineland was to
be jointly occupied for a period of fifteen years to ensure German compliance
with the peace treaty. And it was to be permanently demilitarised (i.e. Germany
was prohibited from maintaining any ‘military installation’ not only on the
Rhine’s left bank but also within a zone of fifty kilometres on its right bank).*

3 Lloyd George (1938), I, pp. 416-20. Cf. Dockrill and Goold (1981), p. 29.

33 Fontainebleau memorandum, 25 March 1919, Lloyd George (1938), I, p. 415.
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36 Council of Four, 27 March 1919, Mantoux (1992), I, pp. 39—40; War Cabinet minutes, 28
February 1919, CAB 23/15.
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In response to the criticism that German protests had sparked among liberal
and Labour opinion in Britain, Lloyd George subsequently demanded a drastic
curtailment of the occupation. He raised the stakes by insisting that unless
Germany was appeased the Allies would have to invade it. Following Britain’s
last-minute intervention in early June, Clemenceau conceded that the Rhine-
land could be evacuated before the fifteen-year deadline if Germany fulfilled its
treaty obligations.”” The second pillar of the inter-allied settlement emerged in
response to French demands for more ‘tangible’ security guarantees. Britain
and the United States finally agreed to offer Paris an explicit guarantee that,
‘acting under the authority of the League’, they would ‘come to the immediate
assistance . . . of France in case of unprovoked aggression of Germany’.
Considering even these overtures insufficient, Clemenceau only accepted them
for lack of better alternatives.’®

On the basis of these understandings, France agreed to join the League, but
only on condition that Germany would remain excluded for the foreseeable
future. Both Wilson and Lloyd George had pressed for making Germany’s
admission a clear provision of the treaty. In early June, the British premier even
threatened to withdraw from the conference unless this was conceded. Yet,
although Wilson backed his demand, Clemenceau did not budge. The formula
finally enshrined in the treaty centred on the pledge that Germany could join
the organisation in the near future — if it showed good faith in fulfilling the
peace terms. This left France with ample leverage to block Berlin’s entry in
accordance with its security interests.

The British government did not offer its commitment lightly — and made it
dependent on an American ratification of the treaty. Lloyd George sought to
satisfy Clemenceau’s security demands precisely because L.ondon wanted to
avoid having to 