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PREFACE

Tms book is written in the belief that theory and practice in politics
are never safely divorced, and that the practical difficulties, which
were encountered when the theory of self-determination was proclaimed
as the basis of a new international order, largely arose because there was
such a divorce. Our starting-point, therefore, is not the statement of a
right, but an attempt to discover how national self-determination has
operated as an actual historical process. The demonstration of its prac-
tical inadequacy naturally leads to a recognition of the need for a
fundamental re-examination of the theory. In the third place, having
discussed its historical foundations and theoretical implications, we
turn to the analysis of the contemporary world, with the object of dis-
covering the positive conditions which will determine the mode of
application of as much of the ideal of national self-determination as still
retains its validity. So-called realists, who believe that international
relations are a pure struggle for power, unaffected by ideals or ideas,
and sentimentalists, who close their eyes to the factor of power or believe,
that it can be argued away, will find little to their taste here. Others, it
is hoped, will find in the facts given here a collection of relevant
material on one of the greatest issues of the day, and in the opinions
at least a reasonable basis for discussion.

The preparation of this study has been facilitated and made pleasant
by the kindness of Miss Margaret Cleeve, Deputy Secretary of the Royal
Institute of International Affairs. Dr. R. A. Humphreys gave me
advice on the material for Chapter X. The whole manuscript was read
and re-read by Mr. E. H. Carr, to whom I am deeply grateful for a
thorough and constructive criticism which helped me to eliminate many
faults. For those that remain, and for all statements and opinions in
the book, I, of course, am entirely responsible.

A. COBBAN

University College, University of London

1944






PREFACE TO AMERICAN EDITION

Tms book was composed while international relations were still in
the turmoil of war, nor can it be pretended that with the restora-
tion of peace a stable situation has yet developed. Apart from a num-
ber of small alterations in Chapter I and in the last five chapters,
especially in the form of changes of tense from present and future
to past, however, the book remains substantially unchanged. It
was not intended to be a study of the transient phases of a rapidly
changing balance of power, but an analysis of a basic element in the
modern international system, and one which underlies many of the
surface phenomena of peace as well as of war. Geopoliticians and neo-
Machiavellians, who would like to eliminate the unmeasurable quanti-
ties from the international equation, must have been disappointed at
the persistence of such a principle as national self-determination,
which constitutes a disturbing and incalculable element in the neat
schema of power politics. It seems to them like a survival of a dead
age, the ghosts of Garibaldi, Mazzini, Byron, Bolivar, come back
with a faded scent of nineteenth-century liberalism to haunt an age
in which all that they stood for no longer has any right to exist. But
the events of the past two years are sufficient indication that the
idea of national self-determination is far from dead, and that the
aspirations it embodies have still to be taken into account in any
serious attempt to deal with the problems of the international order.
A simple statement of some of the concrete issues of the day will be
sufficient to prove this. It must, of course, be conceded that in one area
the principle of self-determination appears at first sight to have been
conspicuously ignored, in a way that should rejoice the hearts of our
political realists. The Soviet Union, on the conclusion of the war with
Germany, took strategic safeguards and territorial compensation by
annexations from Germany, Finland, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and
Roumania, and by reuniting the Baltic states to Russia. There are
easily comprehensible reasons for these annexations, which consisted
largely of former possessions of the Tsarist empire, but it is very
difficult to justify them as entirely in accordance with the principle
of self-determination. Yet the more significant fact is perhaps not
these territorial changes, which in any previous age would have been
taken for granted as the natural consequence of the collapse of German
and the revival of Russian power, but the fact that no attempt has
been made to reabsorb Finland or Poland, although the whole of the
one and a large part of the other were incorporated in the Russian
empire as recently as thirty years ago. This is nothing if not a testi-
mony to the strength of the sentiment for national independence.
Despite overwhelming local power, military occupation, and a strong
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sense of the requirements of strategic security, the Russian govern-
ment has most obviously felt itself under the necessity of exercising
its influence in all the smaller states on its European borders through
national governments and in as veiled a manner as circumstances
permit. Perhaps it has not been quite veiled enough, for in respect of
the states controlled by the U.S.S.R., the Western powers, and par-
ticularly America, have found occasion to present themselves as de-
fenders of their right to independent statehood. This virtuous role is
not a monopoly, however. Where Western influence has been the
stronger, as in Greece, the Russians have appeared as the defenders
of the rights of national independence, including freedom from inter-
ference, or at least acknowledged interference, by foreign powers
in internal political struggles. In Germany the situation is not dis-
similar, because there Britain, the United States, and Russia have ap-
pealed to, or rejected, the rights of self-determination, according as
their recognition appeared to promote or to injure their respective
interests.

The situation becomes more complicated where, as in Persia, as well
as a state with national rights of its own, a party appeared, putting
forward a new claim to national self-determination on behalf of a
minority. Russian support of the Azerbaijan national movement
against the dominance of Teheran was opposed by American and
British defence of Iranian national independence against foreign
interference, and in this case both sides could plausibly claim to be
upholding the principle of national self-determination. An even more
desperate situation appeared in Palestine, because here it was not a
mere minority that demanded rights of self-government, but two
nations, each claiming possession of the same state, and simultane-
ously demanding national independence for themselves and rejecting
it for their opponents. Even more than in the Iranian situation here
was a potential cause of world war, if, for any reason of domestic or
foreign policies, two Great Powers were to take opposing sides in the
conflict.

Such a development is by no means a remote possibility. National
rivalries in a single state, fought out to the bitter end, are the un-
avoidable consequence of the principle of self-determination pushed to
its logical conclusion, and the temptation to foreign states to interfere
in such struggles is almost irresistible. For such national conflicts,
extermination or mass migration is the only final solution—perhaps
only the former can really be described as final. Circumstances may,
of course, keep such national struggles dormant, but it would still be
a little optimistic to believe, for example, that the states of Eastern
Europe will know no more of the internal conflicts which weakened
them so greatly before 1939. Even a state with as long a history as
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Spain has still a Catalonian and a Basque question; and Italy has not
yet solved the problem of Sicilian government, though in the South
Tyrol a regional solution has been put forward which shines like a
gleam of sanity in a world of nationalism.

In Europe, however, nationalism is temporarily held in check. It
finds a freer field of action in the Arab countries and in Asia. Here
also national independence raises more problems than it solves. Where,
as in French North Africa, the nationalist movement remains in the
stage of revolutionary agitation, the difficulties arising from the
absence of a homogeneous nationality have not yet appeared. We
may be sure that they will. With practically no minority problems
to complicate the issue, the Egyptians have successfully shaken off
the British Protectorate and military garrisons, though they have
not yet succeeded in winning acceptance of the thesis that the Sudanese
are really Egyptians. Even Egypt, however, serves to remind us that
national self-determination solves no economic problems. Egypt is
now a completely independent state, poor, overpopulated, and still
dependent largely on the export of a single staple product, free to take
advantage of the world market, and to negotiate with America,
Britain or Russia on equal terms.

When we turn our eyes to Asia, India presents us with what may
go down to history as the classic case of self-determination, and a
series of problems as fascinating to the social pathologist as their
incidence and outcome may be distressing to the humanitarian. The
Burmese have set their feet in the path of national progress, and at
present without open opposition from the non-Burmese peoples of
the interior. Malaya and Singapore would doubtless attain national
independence if they knew what nationality they were. Hong Kong
has become once again temporarily an oasis of peace, but there will
inevitably be increasing pressure for it to share the blessings of na-
tional independence with the rest of China.

Not only British but also the French and Dutch possessions are
changing their character rapidly. There is one factor in the Far
Eastern situation, however, to which adequate attention has hardly
been paid. The Japanese conquest proved a flash in the pan, but while
European control has been weakening, Chinese immigration in all
these regions has been growing steadily. In one country which remained
free from Western conquest, Siam, national sentiment is already
turning against what is regarded as Chinese imperialism. It requires
no gift for prophecy to see the same development in the other coun-
tries of Eastern Asia and Indonesia. The principle of self-determina-
tion, when it is directed not against the control of foreign officials
and armies, but against a peaceful penetration by the hard-working,
law-abiding Chinese merchant, peasant and laborer, with behind him
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the might of a huge if distracted empire, conscious of the ties of race and
the rightful claims of the ‘outland’ Chinese, will require a different
technique if it is to triumph over the new threat. In the maintenance
of their national claims against Chinese pressure, Thais, Malays, Java-
nese, and the rest, will be faced with new and interesting problems.

It is evident that no power, great or small, can escape the incidence
of the problem of national self-determination. Even the United
States of America, offered the choice of either filling some of the
more important areas of power vacuum left by the war or else seeing
a rival power fill them instead, is becoming increasingly conscious
of the difficulty of reconciling power with principle. Oil companies
are not armies of occupation, dollars are not bayonets, influence is
not empire. Yet the problems that economic connection between a
small and poor state and a great and wealthy one involve belong
fundamentally in the same class as those we have already mentioned.
Where, as in the Philippines, the United States has already agreed to
withdraw her power, she has discovered that she still needs strategic
bases; while the Philippines for their part are not unaware that eco-
nomically they cannot afford to cut their connections with America.
In Puerto Rico the national question is primarily an economic one.
In Korea the German situation is repeated on a small scale.

By indicating such difficulties it is not intended to suggest that the
initial statement of the continuing power of the principle of self-
determination requires modification. It is true that, given the terms
in ‘which the principle of self-determination is usually stated, it is
possible that the conflicts resulting from it are insoluble. That un-
fortunately does not dispose of the force behind the principle; an in-
soluble problem does not cease to be a problem for that reason. Condi-
tions of military occupation under which many countries have lain may
temporarily tie down the safety valve of national feeling, but this does
not decrease the pressure. Countries ‘as small as the former Baltic
states may be digested by a great empire without undue disturbance,
but it is noticeable that these three tiny states are the only ones
among those created in 1919 which the new era of Great Power politics
has ventured to delete from the map of Europe, while in the Middle
East and Asia a host of new nations have sprung up in arms from the
dragon’s teeth of nationalism sown by the West.

The demand for national self-determination, therefore, still stands
on the agenda of world politics. We may hail the nation-state as the
supreme political achievement of Western civilisation, or we may
regard nationalism as a disease which if not taken in time will destroy
civilised life—and it is not uncommon for both views to be held at
once—but neither approval nor disapproval is very relevant to some-
thing that may be regarded, at least for our time, as a natural force,
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a mighty torrent which is equally capable of serving the purposes of
man or destroying him. Our duty is not to shut our eyes to it, and
not to pretend that it does not have the consequences which it does
have. These consequences fall primarily into two groups, according
as we look at the demand for national self-determination from the
point of view of individual states or of international relations. Inter-
nally, nationalism has passed from the stage of state-making to that
of state-breaking. Most of the nationalities which were fairly dis-
tinctive and homogeneous and inhabited a definable territory
achieved national independence by the end of the first World War or
shortly after. Indeed, in more than a few of these so-called nation-
states dormant nationalities were already coming to the surface and
destroying former smooth assumptions of unity. The newer nation-
states of Asia have not even had the time to be born before repro-
ducing the situation, which it used to be thought was peculiar to im-
perial régimes, of two or more nations warring in the bosom of a
single state.

These divisions, as we have said, are the source of international as
well as internal unrest. Zones of small, internally divided states con-
stitute the belts of greatest weakness in the thin crust of international
peace. This is not, of course, the result of the deliberate policy of the
smaller states themselves, nor is it the necessary consequence of the
disproportion between them and the Great Powers. Where, as in
Central America, a belt of small states lies entirely in the shadow
of a single great state, even though they are weak and internally
unstable, their existence constitutes no threat to general peace. But
other zones of small and internally divided nation-states lie in the
penumbra where the shadows of two great powers intersect. Such
zones are faults in the political structure of the world, and like geo-
logical faults they are the areas in which disturbance is most likely to
arise. The danger of war undoubtedly comes primarily from Great
Power rivalries, but small states, where they are divided and unstable
and subject to the influence of more than one Great Power, may act
as the priming which will set off an explosive situation.

The solution is not the abolition of small states. The forces which
have enabled small states to survive to the present day, and even,
during the last thirty years, to increase considerably in number, have
not ceased to operate. To say that we do not believe in small states, to
denounce nationalism, or to repudiate the principle of national self-
determination, may be emotionally satisfactory but is no constructive
solution. Denunciation will not change the facts. An important
antithesis in the modern political mind is that between the liberal
idealists and the advocates of power politics. Our new Machiavellians
make great play with the failure of the liberal hopes for world order,
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perhaps without realising that the very force of national sentiment,
which has been most influential in bringing about this failure, is also
now playing a large part in preventing the concentration of effective
power in the hands of the two or three world powers, whose existence
alone as powers the realists are prepared to recognise. The dilemma of
self-determination is not the whole problem of world peace, but it is a
very important part of it. Unless we are prepared to say that the prob-
lem is insoluble and to sit back in philosophic expectation of the
worst, the only constructive line of thought is to attempt to restate
the issue in different and less irreconcilable terms. It is the aim of this
book to do that, taking, in the words of Rousseau, men as they are
and institutions as they might be.

UniversiTY COLLEGE
University oF LoNDoN
1947
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One
THE PROBLEM OF NATIONAL INDEPENDENCE

DURING the first World War it was generally believed by public
opinion in the Western democracies that there was a right of
national independence which the Central Powers had overthrown, and
that the primary object of the Allies was the reinstatement of this
right. The democratic conception of government being added to it,
the combined ideal obtained widespread recognition as the principle of
self-determination. On this point there is less general agreement at the
present day. The second World War was again a struggle against a
German bid for hegemony in Europe and as such could be regarded
as partly fought in defence of the independence of the smaller nations,
but on the future of these the most diverse opinions were expressed,
ranging from an assertion of unlimited national sovereignty to proposals
for the complete absorption of all nations in a world state.

While representatives of the smaller nations insisted on their abso-
lute rights of sovereignty and independence, opinion in the greater
powers tended to attribute the collapse of international peace to the
‘balkanization’ of Europe, and looked with alarm on the possibility of a
re-creation of the conditions that proved so unstable before 1939. ‘The
idea of nationality as a basis for independent statehood,” wrote Profes-
sor Cole in 1941, ‘is obsolete.’! ‘In the case of great states surrounded by
smaller neighbours’, he argued, ‘it is inevitable, if state sovereignty is
to remain the basis of political relationships, that the great states should
seek to engulf their neighbours, and the small states be kept alive, if
at all, only when they are in the position of buffers between the great.”
An American writer similarly proclaimed the necessity of eliminating
‘great differences in military strength between states within the same
power zone’, and concluded that an unspecified number of small states
would have to sacrifice their independence, as constituting ‘a political
hazard to the whole international community.’® ‘It is unlikely’, said
another, ‘that the small sovereignties destroyed by the Nazis can be
restored. It is doubtful that the small nations of Europe will rise from
their servitude to Nazi tyranny as small nations.’

A critical attitude toward small states has in the past found more
frequent expression in German than in British political thinking. The
German political mind, conditioned by a long struggle for national
unity against the small states, because of whose rivalries Germany as

1 G. D. H. Cole, Europe, Russia, and the Future, 1941, p. 18.
244, p. 101.

3N. J. Spykman, America’s Strategy in World Politics: the United States and the Balance of
Power, 1942, p. 468.

4 R. Strausz-Hupé, Geopolitics: the Struggle for Space and Power, 1842, p. 191.
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a whole remained weak and exposed to the constant menace of foreign
invasion, had a deep-rooted dislike of what it called Kleinstaaterei. The
German worship of size, and contempt for small nations, reached its
climax with the rise of the Nazi Party. ‘What’, asked Hitler in a speech
of March 1938 on the Austrian question, ‘what can words like ‘‘in-
dependence” or ‘“‘sovereignty’” mean for a state of only six millions?
... To-day it is only under quite peculiar presuppositions that such
small state formations can have a possibility of life. . . . . Even the
German Reich is too small: it needs a complement of colonies: how
should a state which was but the size of a single province succeed?’!

Great Britain and America, on the other hand, explicitly denounced
and repudiated this method of dealing with the lesser nationalities.
The Atlantic Declaration of August 1941 said: ‘They respect the right
of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will
live; and they wish to see sovereign rights and self-government restored
to those who have been forcibly deprived of them.” The Anglo-Russian
Treaty of Alliance of May 1942 was less specific, but it contained
an acceptance of the principle ‘of not seeking territorial aggrandise-
ment for themselves and of non-interference in the internal affairs of
other states.’

A factor that was sometimes forgotten in the discussion of this prob-
lem was the opinion of the smaller nationalities themselves. These
became increasingly restive in the face of signs of great power men-
tality on the part of their Allies. To give but one example: ‘When
writers, diplomatists, men of action and men of imagination so loudly
discuss an Anglo-American direction of world affairs’, wrote the Presi-
dent of the Norwegian Parliament, ‘they will be met with these ques-
tions: what should entitle those two powers to act for all countries and
particularly for the small nations? Is there anything in their near po-
litical past that gives them the full confidence of the rest of the nations?
Have their politicians and their diplomats shown a wisdom, a foresight,
a moral courage to which the world can look for guidance? Were they
prepared? Could they read the script on the wall? Or is the present
holocaust largely due to the sins of commission and the sins of omission
of those responsible for great power policy since the last war?’?

The determination of the peoples of Europe to throw off the alien
yoke was, moreover, almost as important a factor in 1944 as it had been
in 1919. ‘It was easy enough’, writes Mr. Harold Butler, of the Ver-
sailles Treaties, ‘to condemn the peace settlement as the “balkaniza-
tion of Europe” from arm-chairs in London. It was all very well for
the economists to demonstrate by industrial and banking statistics
that the new grouping of the states was unworkable, and to a large

1N. H. Baynes, The Speeches of Adolf Hitler, April 1922-August 1939, 1942, II. 1, 487-8.
2 C. J. Hambro, How to Win the Peace, 1943, pp. 99-100.
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extent they were right. But national sentiment takes little account of
statistics. To the traveller who witnessed the ecstasy with which all
the liberated peoples were revelling in their newly won freedom, it
was obvious that the peace settlement was in its broad lines not only
right but inevitable.”” Whether we agree with this conclusion or not,
the same forces of national feeling have certainly not ceased to operate,
nor have they become weaker in the course of the last quarter of a cen-
tury. We may approve them, or we may condemn them, but we cannot
ignore them; and they will pay little heed to either our abstract ap-
proval or condemnation.

This brings us to the problem discussed in this book. Given the
strength of the sentiment of national independence, and the existence
in Europe and throughout the world of an array of separate nations,
conscious of their identity and requiring satisfaction in the form of
political rights, the real task is to integrate them into the fabric of a
stable, prosperous, and peaceful world. This problem has been much
debated in the past, and will doubtless be discussed even more in the
near future. Our object is not to add another to the many ex parte
statements, but to attempt a study of the fundamental issues involved
in the demand for what was called in 1918 the right of self-determina-
tion. Such a study appears to fall into four main divisions: first, an
historical account of the rise of the concept of national self-determina-
tion, its triumph in 1918, and its subsequent collapse; secondly, an
analysis of self-determination as a theoretical and practical principle;
thirdly, an examination of the methods adopted, with more or less
success, by the three great allies, Britain, the United States, and the
U.S.S.R,, in dealing with the smaller nations within their spheres of
influence; and, fourthly, a discussion of the economic and strategic
implications of self-determination in the contemporary world.

1 H. Butler, The Lost Peace, 1941, p. 124.
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THE RISE OF NATIONAL SELF-DETERMINATION
UP TO 1918

I. NATIONAL SELF-DETERMINATION AS A THEORY

THE right of national independence, which came to be called, during
the first World War, the principle of self-determination, is, in
general terms, the belief that each nation has a right to constitute an
independent state and determine its own government. This description,
however inadequate by itself, is sufficient to enable us to answer one
necessary preliminary question. Before venturing on a study of national
self-determination, it is reasonable to ask what kind of thing it is. Our
answer must be that it is a theory about the relationship that should
prevail between the nation and the state, the latter being understood as
any separately governed political community. Logically, therefore, we
should begin with an attempt to define the nation. It is clearly not
enough to avoid the issue by saying that we know a nation when we see
it: there is only too much evidence that we do not. But on this subject
an extensive literature has already accumulated to which the reader can
be referred.? To attempt a definition of the nation, or even more of the
concept of national self-determination, at this point, would be to pre-
judge the whole issue of our study. Ifit is objected that we cannot study
something we have not defined, the only answer is that, rightly or
wrongly, historians and scientists are doing this all the time. To begin
with a theoretical analysis would be to endanger the whole historical
basis of our study, and to produce an essentially non-historical account
disguised as history.

In this chapter we propose to give a brief survey of the principle of
self-determination, not from the theoretical point of view, but as a
practical historical force. It must be made clear at the outset that we
do not include under this description every kind of national revolt. The
movement for national independence, or self-determination, falls into
the same category as utilitarianism, communism, or Jeffersonian
democracy. It is, as we have said, a theory, a principle, or an ideal, and
no simple, unconscious national movement can be identified with it.
Struggles such as the rising of the French under the inspiration of Joan
the Maid, or the Hussite Wars, are fundamentally different from the
national movements of the last hundred years because of the absence of
a theory of national self-determination, which could only appear in the
presence of a democratic ideology. Now, democracy, in the modern
sense of the word, was born in the second half of the eighteenth century.
Such democratie tendencies as are to be found before this time take the
form of assertions of a right of representing the people in the government,
of checking the government by the political action of the people, or of

1 See especially Nationalism, a Report by a Study Group of Members of the Royal
Institute of International Affairs, 1939.



UP TO 1918 5

directing it in the interests of the people. But with the French Revolu-
tion democracy became something more than this. It was not merely
the representation of individuals, much less of classes or corporations,
in a parliament exercising a constitutional control over the government:
the people itself became the supreme authority, the single active
principle in the state. It passed from the role of subject to that of
sovereign.

The post-medieval form of the theory of the Divine Right of Kings,
which had been the chief political gospel of the early modern period,
received a mortal blow from the French Revolution. It was replaced by
the Divine Right of the People. Under the influence of the new national
and democratic ideas, the people ceased to be an atomic dust of
individuals: it took shape and form, became a whole, was called the
Nation, endowed with sovereignty, and identified with the state. The
revolutionary theory that a people had the right to form its own
constitution and choose its own government for itself easily passed into
the claim that it had a right to decide whether to attach itself to one
state or another, or constitute an independent state by itself. The
effect of revolutionary ideology was to transfer the initiative in state-
making from the government to the people. Nation-states had formerly
been built up, in the course of centuries, from above, by the influence of
government : henceforth they were to be made much more rapidly from
below by the will of the people. The logical consequence of the
democratization of the idea of the state by the revolutionaries was
the theory of national self-determination.

1II. DEMOCRACY AND NATIONALITY DURING THE NINETEENTH
CENTURY

AS France itself had not to be liberated from the sway of foreign powers,
the strictly democratic element in revolutionary ideology was naturally
the one to be emphasized inside France. The principle of national self-
determination, however, also received practical application during the
early years of the Revolution. It appeared in the attitude which the
French Assembly adopted towards the proposal for the union with
France of Avignon and the Venaissin in 1791, and of Savoy and Nice in
the following year. A series of speakers urged that only the clearly
expressed will of the populations concerned could justify a change in
sovereignty, and the Assembly decreed that before annexation a formal
expression of the will of the people should be obtained by the holding of
plebiscites, which were conducted on the whole with remarkable
impartiality.

This idealistic frame of mind did not survive for long unadulterated.
The change in revolutionary policy was inaugurated by Cambon’s
Report of 15 December 1792, in which revolutionary zeal carried the
day over democratic idealism. The Report in effect authorized the
destruction of the existing authorities in the conquered countries, and
the establishment of revolutionary governments by force. From this
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point onwards the Revolution rapidly diverged into paths of aggression,
as a result of which its own principles were turned against it. The
consequent rise of national feeling in the conquered countries proved
the rock on which the Napoleonic Empire was to be shattered. The
downfall of Napoleon brought the re-establishment of the anti-
democratic and un-national governments of the ancien régime. But,
defeated in the realm of practical politics for the time being, the new
principle of democratic nationalism triumphed in the realm of ideas,
and this was the vital fact for subsequent history. ‘The self-
consciousness of nations’, writes Sir Ernest Barker, ‘is a product of the
nineteenth century. ... In the world of action apprehended ideas are
alone electrical; and a nation must be an idea as well as a fact before
it can become a dynamic force.’*

This is not the place to re-tell the general history of nationalism since
1815. It was far from being a merely theoretical development. Great
social and economic forces were at work: the rise of national conscious-
ness cannot be separated from the growth of a new middle-class society.
The principle of nationality reached its height between 1848 and 1870
and found expression in a series of plebiscites. It was recognized by an
international Congress, when at Paris in 1856 it was decided that
a plebiscite should be conducted under international supervision in
Moldavia and Wallachia to determine their future. Mazzini was the
greatest prophet of the new idea, and its greatest apparent triumph
the union of Italy. But the theory of national self-determination, now
fully launched on the tide of history, was disintegrating as well as
unifying in its influence. Its logical consequence was that any state
which could not persuade its people to regard themselves as a single
national community, and so become a nation-state, must lose its cohesion
and its diverse elements fly apart. This is what happened to the Austrian
and Turkish Empires. The history of self-determination is a history of
the making of nations and the breaking of states.

In consequence of the appearance of the principle of self-
determination out of the first and more democratic phase of the
French Revolution, and its subsequent development in a series of
prolonged struggles against the autocratic empires of Napoleon, the
Sublime Porte, the Habsburgs, and the Romanovs, the connexion
between the nationalist and the democratic movements became strongly
established. The war of 1914 to 1918, which was fought, after the
collapse of Russia, by a group of parliamentary states against three
great autocratic empires, ranging on the one side the aggressive
imperialist ambitions of Germany, and on the other all the nations in
Europe threatened by them, seemed to confirm this association and
carry it to its highest point. By 1918 nationalism and democracy were
generally taken as synonymous in the thought of the Western nations.
The nation-state was regarded as the political expression of the demo-
cratic will of the people.

A more careful examination of the process of national liberation

1 E. Barker, National Character, 8rd ed., 1989, p. 128.
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might have suggested doubts, arising from two different considerations.
The success of national revolts in the nineteenth century, when they
did succeed, is not to be interpreted as the triumph of democratic virtue
unaided by force. On the contrary, nations only achieved their in-
dependence when they had the effective backing of a strong military
power. Where this was lacking, as it was to the Poles, national
independence was not achieved. Moreover, the democratic elements
in the movement were very restricted. The wishes of the people were
represented generally, not through a direct vote, but by the election of
an assembly, often on a very narrow franchise. The Ionian Isles,
when they voted for union with Greece in 1862, had a population of
nearly 250,000, but in the plebiscite only 18,419 voted.! The Italian
plebiscites of 1860 embodied a very rudimentary democratic procedure.
The Times described the plebiscite in Savoy and Nice in these terms:
‘The vote was the bitterest irony ever made on popular suffrage—the
ballot box in the hands of the very authorities who issued the
proclamation; no control possible; all opposition put down by in-
timidation.’® Doubtless in most cases the true wishes of the populace
were represented by the plebiscites, but it has to be admitted that it
was democracy with a difference. Bearing all these considerations in
mind, we are bound to conclude that the association between
nationalism and democracy, and therefore the theory of self-
determination itself, may have been the result, not of their innate
interdependence, but of historical accident. Recent experience has
certainly thrown doubt on the belief that there is such an inevitable
and inherent connexion between the two principles as the theory of
self-determination has generally been taken to imply.

III. DEVELOPMENT OF THE EXPANSIONIST IDEA OF THE STATE
IN GERMANY

THE identification of the nationalist movements of the nineteenth
century with the ideal of democratic self-determination appears even
more difficult when we examine the development of political thinking
in Germany. Whereas national unity in France and England was the
creation of the great medieval monarchies, Germany remained
politically divided until the second half of the nineteenth century, and
then the peculiar conditions of German political life and thought
dictated a very different course for the national idea from that which
it had followed in Western Europe. The absolute sovereignty of the
state authorities had been accepted without qualification in Germany.
Not that the petty German princes were in theory more absolutist
than the Bourbons in France, but, whereas in France absolutism had
been constantly challenged both by practical and theoretical oppo-
sition, in Germany it is difficult to find a single voice raised against it

1S. Wambaugh, 4 Monograph on Plebiscites, 1920, p. 129.

3 The Times, 30 April 1860, quoted in G. Schwarzenberger, Power Politics, 1941, pp.
292-8.
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from the sixteenth until the end of the eighteenth century, except in
a few isolated centres of rather feeble constitutionalism. Moreover, at
the time when worship of the state seemed to have reached its
crowning-point in Germany, with the career of Frederick the Great,
France was on the eve of a revolution which was to strike a fatal blow
at the roots of Bourbon absolutism.

Germany, of course, did not remain uninfluenced by the democratic
current of opinion. The alliance between liberal Europe and the force
of nationality reached its zenith in the Revolution of 1848, when the
national and democratic principle of self-determination was accepted
in the form of a policy of voluntary and democratic unification for all
Germany; nor was there anything exclusive in the claim, for the same
right was recognized as an attribute of other nations, just as it was by
the founder of Italian nationalism, Mazzini. Thus the Austrian envoy,
who was President of the Frankfurt Assembly, declared with reference
to the problem of Schleswig: ‘I believe that it would be no breach of
faith to the cause of Schleswig, no treason against the cause of
Germany, if, supposing that a part of Schleswig should express the
desire not toremain as a part of Germany, this desire should be complied
with.’ Even in 1864, when the Schleswig question again became
critical, the Prussian government pressed for the holding of a plebiscite.
After the war with Denmark, Prussia was no longer willing to accept
this solution, and soon liberal Germany was a thing of the past.

It is to be noted, however, that even in the German Declaration of
Rights of 1848 the emphasis was more on the sovereignty of the nation
than on the rights of individuals. The democratic and liberal elements
in the nationalism of the 1848 Revolution were very limited, and
collapsed without great resistance when the task of achieving political
unity was taken over by the Prussian monarchy. The decisive fact in
the evolution of a nation-state in Germany was the existence in that
vast area of one powerful, closely integrated, absolutist state, with
a great past enshrined in historic tradition, and the promise of an even
greater future. Prussia was the single hard crystal suspended in the
solution of German society. Only by solidifying round Prussia could
the formless, non-political, national feelings of the Germans acquire
political substance. In doing so they took to themselves the peculiar
character of the Prussian state. This would not have been possible,
of course, unless similar tendencies had existed in German politics as
a whole. But while there had been diverse possibilities in the Germany
of the eighteenth century, the influence of the Hohenzollern state
system ensured that governmental absolutism should be the dominant
political trend of the new German national state of the nineteenth
century.

Thus during the nineteenth century two very divergent political
ideals, embodying two different conceptions of the state, appeared in
Western Europe and in Germany. But the theorists and statesmen
who advocated self-determination of nations as a principle of universal

1 Wambaugh, p. 879.
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application did not realize that it might mean different things in dif-
ferent political contexts, and that the difference between the
democratic English and French idea of the state and the autocratic
German idea would vitally affect the development of the process of
self-determination.

IV. DECLINE OF SELF-DETERMINATION IN THE LATTER PART
OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

THE weakening of the forces of liberal nationalism was not
a phenomenon peculiar to Germany in the second half of the nineteenth
century. A leading characteristic of this period was the development
in many states of a policy of positive and energetic denationalization
towards minorities. The Germans attempted ruthlessly to germanize
their Polish subjects. In 1870 Polish regiments in the Prussian Army
marched to battle behind bands playing their national airs. A few years
later such a thing would have been impossible. Similarly Russia began
a policy of russification in her border provinces. The Young Turks
rather later fired the train that was to destroy their empire by
attempting a policy of wholesale turkification.

During a period in which aggressive nationalism, in the form of
imperialism, was advancing rapidly, the principle of self-determination
naturally receded. A few years before the end of the century, Lecky
could write that, ‘On the whole, the doctrine of the absolute and in-
defeasible right of nationalities to determine their own form of
government seems to me now less prominent among the political ideas
of the world than it was in 1848, and at the period of the emancipation
of Ttaly.’* The attack, moreover, did not come only from one flank.
While the more reactionary forces in Western society were moving in
the direction of a militant imperialism, at the same time the left wing,
under the influence of socialist ideology, had come to regard the
national movement as a bourgeois trick to divert the workers from
their true destiny. Some schools of socialism, besides denouncing
nationalism, also condemned democracy, at least as it operated in
a capitalist society. Socialism thus looked with suspicion on both
clements in the theory of self-determination. There were, of course,
socialist parties in Austria and Russia which were prepared to support
national movements as a means of weakening capitalist imperialism,
but the influence of the socialist movement as a whole, with its cosmo-
politan ideals, could hardly be regarded as favourable to the general
development of national self-determination.

However, since socialism as yet exercised no decisive influence over
the policy of any state, the effective opposition to the principle of
self-determination came from the forces of imperialism and the ex-
pansionist tendencies with which they were associated. It can hardly
be disputed that the greatest barrier to the further progress of national
self-determination in Europe at the beginning of the twentieth century

1 Lecky, Democracy and Liberty, 1896, 1. 418.
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was to be found in the power and policy of the great empires of Central
and Eastern Europe—Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and Turkey.
So overwhelming were these imperial powers that the lesser nations
were driven back on the defensive, except in the Balkans, where the
weakness of the Turks and the rivalries of the other empires gave them
their chance.

The contemporary observer might very reasonably have felt doubt
in 1914 about the future of the movement for national self-determination.
Indeed, one of the soundest of French historians, Charles Seignobos,
writing a year before the outbreak of a war which was to release the
pent-up forces of a host of nations, could argue that the national
movement was in its decline. Apart from Norway and the Balkans,
no fresh nation had achieved independence for over half a century,
while the annexation of undoubtedly non-German populations in
Schleswig and Lorraine by the new German Empire marked a definite
regression for the principle of nationality. Government, Seignobos
believed, had become too strong to allow much hope of success to
national risings in the future. ‘The hope of winning their independence
by force of arms’, he concluded, ‘is closed henceforth to little nations
oppressed by foreigners,’!

There seemed much evidence to support such a view. Great
imperial powers dominated every continent, either by actual pos-
session or through spheres of influence. So long as Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and Russia ruled Eastern Europe, national self-determination
was not practical politics for its many subject peoples. Russia and
Great Britain between them controlled most of the continent of Asia,
except where the rising sun of Japan’s imperial power was dawning
in the Far East. Africa was partitioned between the great powers of
Europe and their satellites, except for Abyssinia, where the meeting
of British and French spheres of influence had created a no-man’s-
land into which Italy had failed to penetrate. Finally, the Monroe
Doctrine provided a rather threadbare disguise for dollar diplomacy
and the overlordship in the two Americas of the United States.

The revival of the forces of national and democratic self-
determination, and their rapid advance to a position of apparently
universal acceptance, only came as a result of developments that
appeared after the outbreak of war in 1914. It was hardly to be
expected, however, that in the early stages of the first World War
the idea of national self-determination should play much part. The
Belgian and Serbian issues could be generalized, but into no more
than a defence of the independent sovereignty of small states. The
French based their claim to Alsace-Lorraine on historic grounds, not
on any right of self-determination. How far the Allies were from
accepting any general principle of national self-determination is shown
by the terms of the secret treaties signed with Italy, Roumania, Japan,
and Russia.

1 Ch. Seignobos, etc., Les Aspirations autonomistes en Europe, 1918, p. x.
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V. THE GREAT POWERS AND THE SUBJECT NATIONALITIES,
1914-1918

THE national principle only slowly came to assume the dominant
position it held in 1918, and it emerged rather through force of
circumstances than as a result of deliberate policy on the part of any
of the great powers. National liberation was to be, as it had been in
the time of Napoleon, a by-product of war.

The outbreak of a general European war naturally encouraged dis-
contented minorities everywhere, and the presence of such minorities
on either side presented the enemy with an opportunity which they
could not afford to neglect. In the earlier part of the war the Germans
employed the national weapon much more extensively than their
opponents. The Allies professed to be fighting for the rights of small
states, and the invasion and occupation of Belgium and Serbia gave
them at least a prima facie case, but the Central Powers had a not
ineffective riposte, which was embodied in the simultaneous German
and Austrian notes of 11 January 1917. The Austrian note may be
quoted here, as the German note used identical arguments. ‘If the
adversaries demand above all the restoration of invaded rights and
liberties, the recognition of the principle of nationalities and of the free
existence of small states, it will suffice to call to mind the tragic fate
of the Irish and Finnish peoples, the obliteration of the freedom
and independence of the Boer Republics, the subjection of North
Africa by Great Britain, France, and Italy, and, lastly, the violence
brought to bear on Greece for which there is no precedent in history.’?
It is interesting to see reflected in this protest the difference between
the Central European and the Western conception of nationality. For
the latter the political fact of statehood, as in Belgium or Serbia,
constituted the crucial issue; for the former the existence of a cultural
or racial unity was just as important. That this distinction had
a definite effect on war policy is shown by the readiness of the
Germans and Austrians to dismember the Russian Empire, careless of
the precedent they were establishing, and the reluctance of the Allies
to appeal to the minorities in the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

The decisive factor affecting Allied policy on the national question
was the bond with Tsarist Russia. So long as the Allies were tied to
Tsarist imperialism, no general recognition of the principle of self-
determination, even confined to Europe, could be expected from them.
Not only had Russia her own minorities, which she had no intention
of freeing, but also her foreign policy was dictated by imperialist and
not by national, or even by pan-Slav ideals. Masaryk acknowledged
later that not until the downfall of Tsardom did he feel easy in pro-
claiming that the objects of Allied policy were ‘the liberation of small
peoples and the strengthening of democracy.’s The event which trans-

1 Official Statements of War Aims and Peace Proposals, December 1916 to November 1918,
prepared under the supervision of J. B. Scott, 1921, p. 44.

3 T. G. Masaryk, The Making of a State, 1027, p. 182.
B
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formed the whole relation of the belligerents to the national question
was the Russian Revolution. One of the first steps of the Russian
Provisional Government was to announce, in March 1917, that its aim
was the establishment of peace on the basis of ‘the right of the nations
to decide their own destinies.” With this declaration the ice broke, and
the dammed-up waters of nationality began a wild rush which was to
sweep onward until the end of the war and beyond, in an increasingly
powerful and ultimately uncontrollable torrent.

During the months that followed the fall of the Tsarist régime the
collapse of the Russian armies was completed, and power was seized
by a Bolshevik government determined, in reply to a general demand,
to make peace at any price. The Central Powers now had their oppor-
tunity to end the war on the eastern front, and at the same time to
demonstrate in public their plans for the post-war world. At Brest-
Litovsk, for the first time in the war, self-determination becomes
a dominant interest. The Soviets in their peace declaration of
8 November 1917 had brought it into the centre of the stage, and there
ever since, for weal or woe, it has obstinately clung.

By the terms of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk huge areas were torn from
the Russian Empire, and, whatever lip-service was paid to the principle
of self-determination, the despatch of German expeditionary forces and
armies of occupation to all the liberated provinces, and the absence of
genuine representative assemblies or effective national governments,
except in Finland, and possibly the Caucasus, demonstrated clearly
the true nature of the situation. Brest-Litovsk, indeed, with its system
of satellite states, its frantic search for supplies from Eastern Europe,
and widespread German military occupation, was a fore-shadowing of
Hitler’s New Order. As Mr. Wheeler-Bennett comments, ‘The High
Command by their treatment of Russia had disclosed to the world what
defeat at the hands of Germany would entail, and, furthermore, that
the supreme power in the country was exercised by them alone. In
so doing they had contributed to the Allied cause that final and
essential degree of co-operation and oneness of purpose which was
necessary for victory.’?

By this demonstration of German aims, and through its influence on
the Allied attitude to the problem of subject nationalities, the Russian
Revolution proved to be the decisive event in the history of self-
determination during the war. From an early date there had been
currents of opinion in the Allied countries running in the direction of
a clearer and more generous definition of war aims in relation to the
national question; but an important difference between the Allied and
the Central Powers in this respect was that whereas the Germans made
use of the national appeal, when it suited them, as a part of their
official policy, the general idea of self-determination developed on the
Allied side out of unofficial thought. It had reached the British Foreign
Office in the form of a Memorandum on Territorial Settlement by
autumn 1916. This declared that ‘His Majesty’s Government have

1J. W. Wheeler-Bennett, Brest-Litovsk: the Forgotten Peace, March 1918, 1988, p. 866.
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announced that one of their chief objects in the present war is to ensure
that all the states of Europe, great and small, shall in the future be in
a position to achieve their national development in freedom and
security. It is clear, moreover, that no peace can be satisfactory to
this country unless it promises to be durable, and an essential con-
dition of such a peace is that it should give full scope to national
aspirations as far as practicable. The principle of nationality should
therefore be one of the governing factors in the consideration of
territorial arrangements after the war.’t At the same time the
Memorandum recognized that the British Government was limited by
its pledges to its Allies, especially Italy, and in a spirit of realism
concluded: ‘Lastly, we should not push the principle of nationality
so far as unduly to strengthen any state which is likely to be a cause
of danger to European peace in the future.’

The leading part in the development of the general ideal of
national liberation into an officially recognized Allied policy of self-
determination was played by President Wilson, whose ideas on this
subject were part of a long-considered political philosophy. From
general principles the discussion of Allied peace aims gradually worked
down to specific’ proposals. Self-determination was already, early in
1917, turning from a mere phrase into what Wilson later called ‘an
imperative principle of action.’® In the Allies’ reply of January 1917
to President Wilson’s Peace Note, they included, along with other
aims, a demand for ‘the liberation of Italians, of Slavs, of Roumanians,
and of Czecho-Slovaks from foreign domination’, and ‘the en-
franchisement of populations subject to the bloody tyranny of the
Turks.” At the same time they drew attention to the Tsar’s Manifesto
declaring his intentions with regard to the Poles.¢ It has been pointed
out that their declaration did not quite mean all it seems to on the
surface. The original reference was to ‘Italians, Southern Slavs, and
Roumanians’, by which the Allies were clearly thinking of the
territories promised to Italy and Roumania by the secret treaties, and
the Serbian hope of gaining Bosnia, Herzegovina, and Dalmatia. The
Italians, who did not wish to encourage the Serbs, secured the deletion
of the adjective ‘Southern’, and Masaryk’s influence in Paris resulted
in the addition of the Czecho-Slovaks, but it is unlikely that the
significance of all this was understood by the Allies.®

Early in 1918 Wilson crystallized his proposals in the Fourteen
Points and the Four Principles, but even now the scope of the self-
determination envisaged was strictly limited. Both Wilson and
Colonel House believed that Austria-Hungary was a political necessity.¢
Hence the President, while he promised ‘the freest opportunity of
autonomous development’ to the peoples of Austria-Hungary, did not
as yet envisage its destruction.

1 Quoted in D. Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties, 1988, pp. 81-2.
24d. 311 February 1918, Scott, p. 268.
44id. p. 87.

5 C. A. Macartney, National States and National Minorities, 1984, pp. 184—5.

6 C. Seymour, The Intimate Papers of Colonel House, 19268, III. 846.
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The development of the principle of self-determination was for
a considerable period hampered by the unwillingness of the Allies to
contemplate the disappearance of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.
There was never the bitterness of feeling against Austria-Hungary that
existed against Germany. Masaryk reports that he found everywhere
that the idea of destroying Austria-Hungary had not entered the mind
of the Allies. ‘Austria’, he says, ‘was generally looked upon as
a counterpoise to Germany, as a necessary organization of small
peoples and odds and ends of peoples, and as a safeguard against
“balkanization”.’t The British and French governing classes had been
brought up in the belief that Austria-Hungary was a European
necessity. They favoured it as a conservative influence, and—perhaps
mistakenly—believed that the Dual Monarchy was naturally a pacific
influence in European politics because of its internal difficulties.2 The
Quai d’Orsay, which feared that in the cvent of a disintegration of
Austria-Hungary the German areas of Austria would unite with the
Reich, regarded the prospect with natural alarm. Indeed, up to the
last months of the war French foreign policy desired the maintenance
of the Dual Monarchy.3 Circumstances, however, were to push the
Allies further along the road to complete independence for the
dissatisfied nationalities of the Dual Monarchy than they ~had
contemplated, or perhaps desired.

The year 1918 was spent in the extension of the principle of self-
determination on point after point. The first important practical step
was the holding of a Congress of Oppressed Nationalities at Rome in
April 1918, under Italian patronage. It included, as well as Italians,
Roumanians, Poles, Czecho-Slovaks, and South Slavs. One of its most
important consequences was the removal of an outstanding obstacle in
the way of the recognition of the claims of the subject nationalities
of the Dual Monarchy, by the signing of an agrecment between the
head of the Italian Parliamentary Commission and the leaders of
the Yugo-Slav National Council, which engaged both peoples ‘to decide
amicably . . . pending territorial questions on the basis of the principle
of nationalities and of the right of peoples to dispose of their own
destinies, and that so as not to prejudice the vital interests of the two
nations, which will be defined at the moment of peace.’* The final
clause, of course, reduced the rest of the Pact to nonsense, and even
so the Italian Government carefully avoided any official commitment,
but it served its purpose at the time.

Allied declarations gradually became stronger as the situation in
the Dual Monarchy unfolded itself, until finally, on 18 October 1918,
in reply to an Austrian Note, Wilson refused to acccpt autonomy as
a satisfactory answer to the aspirations of the subject nationalities of
the Dual Monarchy, saying that it was for these peoples to decide for

1 Masaryk, p. 244; cf. pp. 136, 247.

2H. W. V. Temperley (ed.), 4 History of the Peace Conference, 1920-1924, IV. 1786.
3 T. Ruyssen, Les Minorités nationales d’ Europe et la Guerre Mondiale, 1923, p. 56.
4 Quoted in H. F. Armstrong, The New Balkans, 1926, p. 65.
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themselves ‘what action on the part of the Austro-Hungarian Govern-
ment will satisfy their aspirations and their conception of their rights
and destiny as members of the family of nations.’* A more thorough
discussion of the development of the national situation in the
Habsburg dominions than we have space for here would, we believe,
lead to the conclusion that, while the Allies played a certain part in
stimulating the revolt of the nationalitics, it was primarily a con-
sequence, not of Allicd propaganda but of the spontaneous action of
the nationalities themselves and of the progress of the war. A similar
process of disintegration was taking place in the Russian and Turkish
empires, and everywhere national forces were moving in advance of
Allied policy. During the closing stages of the war, wherever there
was a minority or a subject nationality, national armies were gathering
and national governments being set up. For the stronger and better
organized of the subject nationalities, sclf-determination, which had
gradually emerged as an Allied policy owing to the events of the war,
was a fait accompli in Europe long before the Allied statesmen sat down
to discuss the new order at Versailles. The Pcace Conference was not
faced with the task of crcating new states. They had already created
themselves out of the disorder into which the defeated powers fell.
All that the Conference could do was to register accomplished facts
and delimit the frontiers of the new states, and even in this task its
hands were far from free.

The Western powers had not called the force of nationality into
being: they had rather reluctantly recognized it when it appeared and
used it, not to win the war, but to hasten its last stages. In so doing,
and in the propaganda they had poured forth, they had committed
themselves to the principle of self-determination. Under pressure from
President Wilson they had, perhaps, gone farther than they intended.
The practical difficulties that would be presented by the attempt to
reconcile the principles of self-determination with the realistic national
and imperial ambitions of the victors were not hidden from all the
Allied statesmen. But opinion in all nations expected a settlement
based on self-determination, at least in so far as it was in their own
interests, and the Allies were, as a result of their official declarations
during 1918, committed up to the hilt in its favour. To produce a
coherent and stable international order founded on this principle was
therefore the fundamental task that confronted the Peace Conference.

1 Scott, pp. 428-9.



Three

THE APPLICATION OF SELF-DETERMINATION IN
THE PEACE TREATIES

I. ALLIED POLICY AND THE PRINCIPLE OF SELF-DETERMINATION

WHEN the Peace Conference opened in 1919, its leading principle,
or so the world thought, was to be sclf-determination for all
nations. We have scen how rapidly the star of sclf-determination had
emerged in the course of a few war years from what now seemed to
have been merely a temporary cclipse. To the tribes of man, sickened
by four years of carnage, the product of a gencration of imperialism
and centuries of power politics, it appeared as the light of salvation,
beaconing humanity onwards to a happier future. A sceptical ob-
server might have reflected that circumstances rather than design had
placed it in the forefront of Allied policy. The Fourteen Points and
the Four Principles had proclaimed it to the world, but it is to be
remembered that Wilson had in a sense forced these on his Allies. He
issued the Fourteen Points when he did because of the failure of the
American DMission to sccure from an Inter-Allied Conference the
manifesto on war aims he desired. By his announcement he hoped to
counteract the cffect of the revelation of the secret treaties by the
Bolsheviks, keep Russia in the war, and launch an effective propa-
ganda offensive against Germany.! Once the President’s principles
had been given publicity, his allies could not stand out against them.
An Inter-Allied Parliamentary Commission of French, Belgian, Italian,
and British representatives had, at the end of October 1918, proclaimed
their acceptance of the principle of nationality and of ‘the right of
people to disposc of their own destiny’. In their reply to the German
proposals for an armistice, the Allied Governments declared their
willingness to make peace on the terms laid down in President Wilson’s
address of 8 January 1918 and his subsequent speeches, subject to
qualifications regarding the freedom of the seas and reparations. Into
the debate concerning the extent to which the Allics were actually
committed to Wilson’s principles by the pre-Armistice negotiations,
and in particular to self-determination, we need not enter, but an
observation in the note sent by Balfour and Clemenceau to Tittoni in
the course of the dispute over the Italian frontier, deserves quotation.
‘All four’, they said of the Western powers, ‘are pledged to the principle
of self-determination.’® It is true that there were demands in the
Fourteen Points which were hardly reconcilable in practice with self-
determination, and that the Americans and British—apart from
a loose sentence by Mr. Lloyd George—did not contemplate its appli-
cation to colonial populations. It is also true that the difficulties
1 Seymour, III. 324—6.

X;(25 July 1919; D. Hunter Miller, My Diary at the Peace Conference of Paris, 1924—6,
. 862.
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involved in a consistent working-out of the principle were not entirely
ignored in all quarters before the Peace Conference. But the im-
portant fact is that world opinion certainly thought that the victorious
Allies were committed to the principle of self-determination in its
most absolute form, and expected it to be clearly and unequivocally
put into practice.

1. The Italian View

The statesmen who assembled in Paris had fewer illusions. They had
used the appeal to self-determination as an instrument of war, not
necessarily hypocritically; but not many were anxious to apply it
where it conflicted with the interests of their own states in drawing up
the terms of peace. Their true sentiments can be gathered from their
private rather than their public utterances. In the pre-Armistice
negotiations, for example, the Italian statesman Sonnino had been
anxious to introduce a reservation to Point IX, making it clear that
Italy expected to receive the frontier which she regarded as necessary
for her security, regardless of ethnic considerations or the wishes of
the populations concerned. Under pressure from the Allies, who used
the argument that the frontiers of Italy were not involved in the
negotiations with Germany, which were the immediate issue, Orlando
dropped the protest, and the reservation was never communicated to
the Central Powers.? It is only fair to note, however, that strictly
speaking the Austrian negotiations stand on a different footing from
the German, in that the Armistice terms had already been despatched
directly to the Austrian Government, without the intervention of
President Wilson. This makes the formal position different, but at
the same time the failure to explain publicly the Italian point of view
was unfortunate, for it led to much misunderstanding and recrimination
subsequently. The Italians, although they withdrew, certainly did not
intend to abandon their claim; and they declared later that they did
not regard Point IX as applicable to the frontiers of Italy.? President
Wilson seems to have acknowledged this, for he said that he realized
that Italy was not bound by the Fourteen Points in making peace with
Austria.3 He implied that on the other hand he was, and therefore he
could not consent to some of the Italian proposals. The Italian delega-
tion would have been well advised to have clung to the Treaty of London.
Throughout the war Italian policy had been controlled by a single-
minded devotion to what were supposed to be the interests of the
state, conceived in the narrowest and most exclusive fashion. At the
Peace Conference the Italian representatives continued the same
policy; but with a kind of naive Machiavellianism, which aimed at
deceiving every one and succeeded in deceiving nobody, they made
a self-stultifying effort to clothe il sacro egoismo in the language of
Wilsonian idealism, which had only the effect of weakening their
position.
1 R. Albrecht-Carrié, Italy at the Paris Peace Conference, 1938, pp. 61-6.
2 Temperley, IV. 430. 3 Hunter Miller, Diary, XIX. 518.
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2. The French View

The French attitude was much more complicated. The project the
French Government had prepared for the Conference proposed, indeed,
to remove one serious obstacle to the policy of self-determination by
cancelling all inter-Allied treaties; and advocated the ‘right of peoples
to decide their own destinies by free and secret vote.” But of greater
significance was the fact that the basis the French suggested for the
Conference was not the Fourteen Points, but the reply of the Allies
to President Wilson of 10 January 1917. They insisted on the
principle of ‘a certain homogeneousness of states’, but as this was
with specific reference to Bohemia, the Southern Tyrol, Dalmatia, and
Luxemburg, it is difficult to see what it meant. On the whole, the
French project! left the principles of the Fourteen Points conspicuously
on one side, as might have been expected, seeing that the dominating
figure in the French delegation was Clemenceau, who had little
tolerance for Wilsonian ideals. In the course of the discussions he
frankly declared, according to Mr. Lloyd George, ‘that he did not
believe in the principle of self-determination, which allowed a man to
clutch at your throat the first time it was convenient to him, and he
would not consent to any limitation of time being placed upon the
enforced separation of the Rhenish Republic from the rest of
Germany.’s

8. The British View

The British delegation was less reserved in its attitude towards self-
determination, but it had its doubts also. Balfour, on the principle
that strong frontiers made for peace, had earlier expressed to Wilson
the view that strategic necessity should in some cases be allowed to
override the principle of nationality.? In general, however, the
British delegation was prepared, at least until it discovered some of
the ethnological difficulties, to support a consistent and thorough-
going application of the principle of self-determination. As Mr. Lloyd
George ingenuously put it, ‘There were many questions regarding
which the great powers were perfectly impartial. For instance, they
were quite impartial regarding the Roumanian claims on Hungary.’
In such a case he proposed a reference to the experts.t The real
difficulty from the British point of view arose from the existence of
a large subject empire. Mr. Harold Nicolson explains that, ‘The
most ardent British advocate of the principle of self-determination
found himself, sooner or later, in a false position. However fervid might
be our indignation regarding Italian claims to Dalmatia and the
Dodecanese it could be cooled by a reference, not to Cyprus only,
but to Ireland, Egypt and India. We had accepted a system for
others which, when it came to practice, we should refuse to apply to

1 Hunter Miller, Diary, II. Document 4.
2 D. Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties, p. 286.
3 Seymour, III. 58. 4 Hunter Miller, Diary, XIV. 177.
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ourselves.’! During the war Mr. Lloyd George had declared that the
principle of national self-determination was as applicable in the case
of the colonies as in those of occupied European territories;2 but the
British Government did not seriously contemplate putting the prin-
ciple into practice in its own colonies, or in the German colonies either,
for that matter. ‘The German colonies in the Pacific and Africa’,
General Smuts wrote, ‘are inhabited by barbarians, who not only
cannot possibly govern themselves, but to whom it would be im-
practicable to apply any idea of political self-determination in the
European sense.’s A similar attitude is reflected, over a broader field,
in a Memorandum of the British Foreign Office of November 1918,
which said: ‘It would clearly be inadvisable to go even the smallest
distance in the direction of admitting the claim of the American
negroes, or the Southern Irish, or the Flemings, or Catalans, to appeal
to an Inter-State Conference over the head of their own government.
Yet if a right of appeal is granted to the Macedonians or the German
Bohemians it will be difficult to refuse it in the case of other nationalist
movements.’s

4. The American View: the Principles of President Wilson

Even the American delegation was not united on the question of
self-determination. Wilson’s Secretary of State, Robert Lansing, at
a later date revecaled his violent hostility to the chief plank in his
leader’s programme. He described the phrase as ‘loaded with dynamite’,
and said, ‘it will raise hopes which can never be realized. It will, I fear,
cost thousands of lives. In the end it is bound to be discredited. to be
called the dream of an idealist who failed to realize the danger until
too late to check those who attempt to put the principle in force. What
a calamity that the phrase was ever uttered! What misery it will cause!’s
Both Canada and the United States, Lansing points out, only contin-
ued to exist because of their denial of the principle. If self-determination
had been accepted, the Southern States would have been allowed to
secede and French Canada would have formed an independent state.s
What effect, he asks, will it have on the subject peoples of the world—the
Irish, Indians, Egyptians, Boers, Mohammedans of Syria and Palestine,
and even of French North Africa? Considerations of national safety,
historic rights, and economic interests, which would be overridden by
it should, he held, all have preference over the principle of self-dcter-
mination.?

Even the President himself possibly did not realize fully the
significance of the truly explosive principle which he had done so

1 H. Nicolson, Peacemaking, 1919, 1933, p. 193.

2 In a speech of 5 January 1918; Temperley, II. 227.

3 J. C. Smuts, The League of Nations:A Practical Suggestion, December 1918, quoted in
Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, 1928, 1I. 28.

4 Quoted in A. Zimmern, The League of Nations and the Rule of Law, 1918-1935, 1936,
pp. 199-200.

8 R. Lansing, The Peace Negotiations, a Personal Narrative, 1921, pp. 97-8.
8 id. pp. 100, 108. 7 id. pp. 103—4.
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much to set in action. His ideas demand fuller treatment, for the
idea of self-determination is so intimately associated with the thought
and policy of Wilson that it cannot be adequately discussed without
an attempt to discover what the term meant for him. The key to
the understanding of Wilson’s conception of self-determination is
the fact that for him it was entirely a corollary of democratic theory.
His political thinking derived, by way of the American democratic
tradition, from the democratic and national ideals of the French and
American Revolutions. Even if he belonged to the generation that
had accepted the Union, as a Virginian and a Southern Democrat he
had the right of secession in his bones. His whole political inheritance
lay behind his address of 2 April 1917, recommending to Congress the
declaration of a state of war, and associating togcther, as the two
ideals to uphold which America was entering the struggle, democracy
and the rights and liberties of small nations.

Self-determination was to Wilson almost another word for popular
sovereignty. In this he followed the French and the American, rather
than the British, political tradition. Hence his tendency to appeal to
the peoples of the world over the heads of their governments,
a tendency which had been a useful asset during the war, but which
his fellow statesmen at Versailles found less desirable, and which pro-
voked a violently hostile reaction when he attempted to influence the
Italian people against their own government.! For Wilson vox popult
was vox dei. Rousseau’s General Will was for him no merely ideal will,
but the actual will of the people, that only required to be freed from
the ill will of autocratic governments for its innate goodness to be
manifested. The idealization of democracy was an essential part of
Wilsonian ideology.

It was because he was firmly convinced of the goodness of the
people’s will that he belicved in the possibility of building up a new
and better international order on the basis of national sovereignty,
in which he assumed the democratic will of the pcople to be embodied.
The intimate association in Wilson’s mind between self-determination
and national sovereignty is shown by the comment, which he repeated
many times, on Article X of the League Covenant. ‘Then there was
the question’, he said, to quote one passage, ‘as to whether it inter-
fered with self-determination; that is to say, whether there was
anything in the guarantee of Article X about territorial integrity and
political independence which would interfere with the assertion of
the right of great populations anywhere to change their governments.

. There is absolutely no such restraint. ... We do not guarantee
any government against anything that may happen within its own
borders or within its own sovereignty.’? This combination of faith in
the people with unwillingness to interfere with national sovereignty,
as well as the practical difficulties, explains why Wilson rejected the

1 Manifesto of 28 April 1919. Albrecht-Carrié, pp. 144-5.

2 Speech of 24 September 1919. Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson (ed. Baker and Dodd),
1927 ; War and Peace, 11. 375-6.
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idea of international government and relied as the ultimate sanction
for international peace on world opinion, expressed through the
independent nations of the world. To put it another way, his belief in
the goodness and power of world opinion, which might be termed the
General Will of humanity, and in its identity with the General Will of
every democratic nation, enabled him to hold the view that the self-
determination of nations, and national sovereignty, was a possible
basis, indeed the only possible basis, of world peace.

In theory, Wilson’s ideas form a closely integrated and logically
consistent whele. We will not at this point ask wherein their
theoretical defects lay, but it is undeniable that in practice they led
him into a long series of inconsistencies and contradictions in which
he finally became inextricably entangled. The vastness of the practical
issues he was raising was perhaps hardly realized by him at first. He
confessed later, in weariness of heart, to the Committee of Foreign
Relations of the Senate, that ‘When I gave utterance to those words
(“‘that all nations had a right to self-determination”), I said them with-
out the knowledge that nationalities existed, which are coming to us
day after day. . .. You do not know and cannot appreciate the
anxietics that I have experienced as a result of many millions of
people having their hopes raised by what I have said.’* It must be
admitted that the difficulties involved in the application of his
principle of sclf-determination had largely been hidden from the
President until he was harshly brought up against them at Paris.

The fundamental weakness of Wilson’s ideas was his failure to
realize how indeterminate a criterion nationality might be, and how
little assistance it might sometimes give in deciding actual frontiers.
Although he had spoken of self-determination as though it were an
absolute principle of international right, from the very beginning he
perforce allowed competing principles to influence his decisions and
derogate from its claims. Even in the Fourteen Points he had intro-
duced reservations in favour of historically established allegiances in
the Balkans and in Poland, and had promised to both Poland and
Serbia free access to the sea, as something justifiable in itself, without
specific reference to the wishes of the populations affected. An even
more serious breach of his own principles was involved in his approval,
before he had left for Europe, of the Brenner frontier for Italy,
although it was with the qualification that any German population
thus given to Italy should have the right of cultural autonomy. This
concession was doubtless an oversight, due to haste and failure to
consult his expertst—he later said that his Brenner decision was
‘based on insufficient study’s—but it greatly weakened his position
at Paris.

The greatest limitation of all to the application of his ruling principle
Wilson only admitted when he was driven to it in defending himself
against his critics in America. At the beginning he had acted and
spoken as though it were the function of the Peace Conference to

! Temperley, IV. 429. 2 Albrecht-Carrié, pp. 63, 65. 3 Seymour, IV. 451.
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re-plan the world on the lines of self-determination. Was this correct?
He was compelled to confess the contrary. ‘It was not within the
privilege of the conference of peace to act upon the right of self-
determination of any peoples except those which had been included in
the territories of the defeated empires.’ This was equivalent to an
acknowledgement that a moral principle was being enforced on the
defeated states which the victors refused to apply to themselves.
Wilson’s defence was that this limitation was forced upon him, but
a certain personal bias is suggested by his attitude towards an Irish
delegation, as recorded in the Hunter Miller Diary. Hunter Miller
writes: ‘He [Wilson] then spoke of the Irish question and said that
he had been made very angry by a delegation of the Irish, who had
visited him while in the United States, and had requested him to promise
to ask the Peace Conference to make Ireland independent. Of course
he had refused to promise anything about it. . . . His first impulse
had been, from his fighting blood getting up, that he had wanted to tell
them [the Irish] to go to hell.”* Wilson consistently refused to take
any notice of the many petitions from subject nationalities of the
Allies which he received.3

II. PRACTICAL DIFFICULTIES IN THE APPLICATION OF
SELF-DETERMINATION

IT is not necessary to pursue our analysis farther. Enough evidence
has been adduced to suggest that the British and American delegations
were anxious to confine self-determination to Europe, while the
French and Italian delegations would have preferred to confine it to
Utopia. So much for general principles. Turning from theory to
practice, even if it had been desired to adopt a strict policy of self-
determination all round in 1919, we may argue that it would not have
been possible. We shall be looking at the question in the wrong per-
spective if we imagine the Allies sitting down with a blank map of
Europe, a list of principles, and a free hand in drawing up the new
frontiers. In many cases the claims had already been staked out and
occupied, and only military action on a large scale could have ousted
the new possessors.

Another difficulty was that the great powers in making their
decisions, although in a few instances they sent commissions of inquiry
to ascertain as far as possible the actual sentiments and composition
of the populations concerned, inevitably took in most cases one or
another group of national leaders as representative of the wishes of
each nationality. The assumption that the point of view of the
nationalist leaders was identical with that of the whole nationality
was in some cases a grave injustice4 While peoples such as the
Czechs, Serbs, and Poles were well organized and adequately repre-

1 Speech of 17 September 1919, Baker and Dodd, War and Peace, I1. 244.
8 Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, 1. 204.

3 S. Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, 19388, 1. 4.
4 Cf. C. A. Macartney, Hungary and her Successors, 1987, p. 486.
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sented, some of the lesser nations, or sub-nations, which were only
just beginning to emerge into political consciousness, had views
attributed to them which may possibly have represented the ideas
of only a small section. It is questionable, for example, whether the
union of the Slovaks and Ruthenes with the Czechs adequately
represented the wishes, in so far as they had any, of these peoples.
It has been authoritatively stated that the majority of the Slovaks
were passive under what seems to the outsider the not very bene-
volent Magyar rule, and that only a handful favoured secession.!
Professor Seton-Watson estimates the number of conscious and active
Slovak nationalists in 1918-19 at no more than 750 to 1,000.2 Even
among these it seems possible that a majority wanted independence and
not union with the Czechs. Masaryk recounts the arguments by which he
won the support of Slovaks in the United States for the union. He
says, ‘I was able to show the Slovaks how little they were known in
the political world and how serious a failure we should have courted
had they acted independently. The idea of an independent Slovakia
could not be taken seriously though there might be a theoretical
possibility of Slovak autonomy under Hungary. But since this possi-
bility was not practical in the circumstances, there remained nothing
save union.’”® To equate this argument with self-determination
would require a very liberal use of the term. Again, on the question
of the Bohemian Germans the Conference was informed that ‘their
own sentiment is reported to be chiefly in favour of the proposed
union, provided they are guaranteed minority rights and economic
equality.’* To avoid doubt, however, their views were not ascertained.

Three other major obstacles emerged to the practical application of
the principle of self-determination. In the first place, as we have said,
the Allies had no intention of applying self-determination at the
expense of their own empires. Secondly, it proved impossible, in
altering frontiers or setting up new states, to avoid creating new
minorities. These two weaknesses in the settlement were only fully
appreciated in the years that followed the Peace Conference. Thirdly,
and this was a point of immediate importance, there was the difficulty
of discovering a generally valid definition of the conditions a nation
should satisfy before it could legitimately claim a right of self-
determination.

In this last difficulty was implicit the basic problem of the whole
policy of self-determination: to what kind of community should it
apply? The Germans at Brest-Litovsk had declared that ‘the assertion
that the right of self-determination is an attribute of nations, and
not of parts of nations, is not our conception of the right of self-
determination. Parts of nations can justly conclude independence and
separation.’® The leaders of the nations that were to form the

1 Macartney, op. cit., p. 94.
3 R. W. Seton-Watson, Slovakia Then and Now, 1981, p. 80. )
8 Masaryk, p. 209. 4 Hunter Miller, Diary, IV. 281.

5 In the session of 14 January 1918; quoted in J. Mattern, The Employment of the
Plebiscite in the Determination of Sovereignty, 1920, p. 155 and n. 9.
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successor states of Austria-Hungary took the opposite point of view.
The Serbs asserted that when President Wilson spoke of the self-
determination of nations ‘his thoughts never went as far as the small
communities.’* Masaryk does not attribute his own thoughts to the
President, but he expresses the view that the principle, as Wilson had
stated it, was too general. ‘Does it apply only to a whole people’, he asks,
‘or is it valid for sections of a people? A minority, even a big minority,
is not a nation. Nor does ‘‘self-determination’ carry with it an un-
conditional right to political independence.” These were admirable
sentiments, but one cannot help feeling that their main object was to
prevent a principle which had been used to justify the secession of the
Czechs and Slovaks from the Austro-Hungarian Empire from being
used to justify also the further secession of the German population
included within the historic frontiers of Bohemia-Moravia. In practice,
it is true, the disintegrating process of self-determination had to be
stopped at some point or other. But on what principle could that
point be fixed? The advocates of the new states were hard put to it
to discover an answer to this question.

III. LANGUAGE AS THE TEST OF NATIONALITY

CLOSELY allied with this problem was that of discovering some
means of deciding when a number of affiliated communities con-
stituted a nation, and could therefore properly be grouped together in
a single state. There was a general tendency to believe that langvage
was an adequate test of nationality. ‘In Central and Eastern Europe’,
wrote Professor Toynbee, ‘the growing consciousness of nationality
had attached itself neither to traditional frontiers nor to new geo-
graphical associations but almost exclusively to mother tongues.’s
As a general statement this was undoubtedly true. Unfortunately the
exceptions were extensive enough to rob the language criterion of
much of its practical value. Nor was it universally accepted by the
nations claiming self-determination. Each nation clung to the
language test where its effect was favourable, and rejected it where it
worked against the national interest. Thus the Poles claimed territory
from Germany on the basis of the language spoken by its inhabitants,
but refused to follow the same principle in the Russian provinces or
East Galicia, where non-Polish tongues were spoken. The Germans
claimed various border populations, and later Austria, at least partly
on the basis of language. On the other hand, they severely criticized
the language test in its application to the population of the southern
parts of East Prussia. The German representatives observed that
although they used a different language no one believed that Welsh
or Bretons or Basques should be separated from the states of which
they formed part.¢ Similarly, Venizelos, on behalf of the Greeks,

1 The Yugo-Slav Memorandum of Claims, Temperley, IV. 209.
k, p. 386. Cf. p. 278.
‘ A J. Toynbee, The World after the Peace Conference, 1926, p. 18.

X‘IA G. de Lspmdelle, La Documentation Internationale: La Paix de Versailles, 1929,
11, 148,
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claimed the Albanian-speaking areas of Northern Epirus, on the
ground that they were Greek in national sentiment.! The results of
some of the plebiscites did in fact suggest that language was not
invariably a reliable guide to nationality.

IV. THE USE OF PLEBISCITES

IF language was not a safe guide, there was certainly no other
objective test of nationality on which the conference could fall back.
Logically, therefore, if it wished to apply the principle of self-
determination, it should have taken a popular vote wherever the issue
was in doubt. The Germans, in their Reply to the Allies’ Conditions of
Peace, demanded plebiscites before any of their territory was ceded,
though they protested against the holding of a plebiscite in East Prussia
to determine what parts of this, if any, should go to Poland.? The
British, having much less faith than the Americans in the objectivity
of nationality, were generally ready to have recourse to popular votes
in Europe.3 The holding of plebiscites in some of the more debatable
areas claimed by both Poland and Germany was largely a result of the
insistence of Mr. Lloyd George. He wrowe, in a Memorandum to the
Conference, ‘I am . . . strongly averse to transferring more Germans from
German rule to the rule of some other state than can possibly be
helped.’s He was less successful in securing the holding of plebiscites
in former Hungarian territory, but his belief in the ethnic principle s
brought out clearly in the same Memorandum. ‘There will never,” he
wrote, ‘be peace in South-Eastern Europe if every little state now
coming into being is to have a large Magyar irredenta within its
borders. I would therefore take as a guiding principle of the peace
that as far as is humanly possible the different races should be
allocated to their motherlands, and that this human criterion should
have preference over considerations of strategy or economics or com-
munications, which can usually be adjusted by other means.’s
The number of plebiscites that were in fact held was many fewer

than might have been expected. They have been studied so thoroughly
that nothing more need be said on them here.® But the connexion
between the principle of self-determination and the plebiscitary device
is so close that the causes of the failure to employ it more extensively
should be examined. The American point of view was that their team
of experts could provide better evidence of the lines of national
divisions and affiliations than could be obtained from plebiscites of
the populations concerned.” The Italians, who could have put their
claims on a basis of treaty right or strategic necessity, unwisely chose
to appeal to the right of self-determination, but, naturally, they could
not contemplate the possibility of a plebiscite of the non-Italian

1 Nicolson, p. 255. 2 Lapradelle, XII. 133, 140, 148.

8 Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, 1938, 1. 14,

4 Memorandum of 25 March 1919. Temperley, VI. 289, n. 1.

5 id. p. 548. 6 Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War.
7 id. 1. 18; ¢f. Hunter Miller, Diary, XIX. 96, 99—100.
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populations they wished to incorporate in Italy. The anxiety of the
Italian delegation to avoid any general acceptance of the plebiscitary
principle came out plainly in the peace negotiations.!

While the Italians provided no very strong arguments in support of
their view, other delegations made greater efforts to find a justification
for the rejection of plebiscites in territories they were annexing. The
Roumanian delegation protested forcibly against the suggestion that
a plebiscite should be held in Bessarabia. ‘Has a plebiscite any mean-
ing’, it asked, ‘in a country where the uncontested autochthonous
nation still forms the absolute majority by at least two-thirds of the
total?” Somewhat inconsequently it argued that the elections shortly
to be held in Bessarabia would be ‘the best expression of the will of the
Bessarabian people and the most telling of plebiscites.” To strengthen
their case, the Roumanians added that while they were in a state of
war with the Bolsheviks a plebiscite was impossible, and that on the
other hand its postponement would cause agitation and unrest.* The
French claimed Alsace-Lorraine on historic grounds and some doubt
was felt ‘whether “self-determination” in the shape of a plebiscite
would give a clear majority for re-union with France.’s A French
writer of the time put the difficulty bluntly: ‘At this moment in
Alsace-Lorraine’, he said, ‘any referendum would be meaningless.’s
Here in fact we meet a difficulty that is likely to appear in many parts
of Europe in the coming peace settlement. It has been estimated that
about half a million French had left the conquered provinces between
1871 and 1910, and some 800,000 Germans had come in to take their
place,® a sufficient proportion of the whole population to produce at
least an unpleasantly large minority vote for Germany in a plebiscite.
Significantly, the Allies, in their reply to the German protest, stressed
the popular opposition to the annexation by Germany in 1871, rather
than the sentiments of the population in 1919. There was a reasonable
argument behind this position. Can a state, it might well have been
asked, annex territory inhabited by members of another nationality,
remove large numbers of them by open or veiled pressure, or merely
by the operation of their desire not to live under an alien government,
introduce in their place its own nationals, and then claim the territory
on the basis of self-determination? Such a consideration suggests the
need of qualifying the use of the plebiscitary method.

On the whole, then, one is impressed with the reluctance to have
recourse to plebiscites, though it would seem, at least in theory, that
there can be no better means of securing genuine self-determination.
In general the opposition to the plebiscitary mode of determining the
future of communities came from the victorious Allies, especially from

1 e.g. Hunter Miller, Diary, XVII. 186-8.

% Memorandum presented to the Peace Conference by the Roumanian Delegation on’the
Bessarabian Question, September 1919, in Factts and Comments concerning Bessarabia,
1812—1940, compiled by a group of Roumanian Press correspondents, 1941, pp. 23—4.

3 Hunter Miller, Diary, XX. 842-8.

¢ R. Johannet, Le Principe des nationalités, 1918, p. 248.

5 Vidal de la Blache, La France de I'Est, 1917, pp. 188—4. Temperley, I1. 166, 168, gives
the figure of 400,000 Germans entering the Reichsland between 1871 and 1918.
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the lesser states, while the demand for plebiscites was a defensive
weapon employed by the defeated powers. In the same way, at Brest-
Litovsk the Bolsheviks had appealed for self-determination by means
of plebiscites, while the Germans had declared them unnecessary.

The simplest explanation of these changes of policy would be that
each side was prepared to appeal to the principle when it assisted in
the defence of national interests, and to discard it when its influence
was no longer favourable. But it is also true that, however carelessly
leading politicians may have spoken, even those who most sincerely
accepted the principle of self-determination at Versailles did not expect
it to be applied with no regard to other considerations. Even where
plebiscites were held they were not regarded as the only factor to be
considered in the construction of frontier lines. In agreeing to the
taking of a plebiscite in Schleswig, for example, the Allies, using
a common formula, declared that the frontiers were to be drawn
‘according to a line based on the result of the votes, and proposed
by the International Commission, and taking into account the

particular geographical and economic conditions of the localities in
question.’t

V. FAILURE TO ACHIEVE GENERAL SELF-DETERMINATION

THE new states that were constituted by the Peace settlement, as
might have been expected from all that has been said, were far from
embodying the strict principle of self-determination. The union of
Slovaks with Czechs represented an aspiration towards national
identity, rather than an existent fact. In the same state the Ruthenes
were treated practically as a colonial population, and there was only
a pretence at consulting their wishes; while the Bohemian Germans
were also included willy-nilly in the new state. Similarly in Poland
a large Ukrainian and White Russian population was annexed, regard-
less of its wishes or natural affiliations, though it is true that the parts
east of the Curzon line were taken by the Poles on their own respon-
sibility and not by a decision of the Peace Conference. The new
Roumania included millions of Magyars and a large body of Saxon
Germans, as well as other non-Roumanian elements. The wishes of
the partners in the Triune Kingdom were more adequately repre-
sented, but even here it is doubtful if the Croats would have accepted
the union if it had not been from fear of Italian aggression.

Of the failure to achieve a replanning of the world on the lines of
his guiding ideal, Wilson was partially aware, but he hoped through
the League of Nations to provide machinery for the continuance of the
process. ‘If the desire for self-determination of any people in the
world’, he said, ‘is likely to affect the peace of the world or the good
understanding between nations, it becomes the business of the League.’®
In his original draft of the Covenant there was a clause specifically
providing for the further progress of self-determination. His wording

1 Hunter Miller, Diary, X. 188.
217 September 1919, Baker and Dodd, War and Peace, I1. 244.
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ran: ‘The Contracting Powers unite in guaranteeing to each other
political independence and territorial integrity; but it is understood
between them that such territorial readjustments, if any, as may in the
future become necessary by reason of changes in present racial con-
ditions and aspirations or present social and political relationships,
pursuant to the principle of self-determination, and also such terri-
torial readjustments as may in the judgement of three-fourths of the
Delegates be demanded by the welfare and manifest interest of the
peoples concerned, may be effected, if agreeable to those peoples.’t
It would be difficult to reconcile this article with the principle of
national sovereignty, which Wilson himself so strongly maintained.
Sufficient pressure was brought to bear on him, however, as Lansing
records with satisfaction, for the clause to be reduced to the non-
committal form of Article X of the Covenant. Even as an ideal for
the future, then, the forces antagonistic to the principlé of self-
determination were strong enough to hold it in check.

VI. THE SUBSTITUTE FOR SELF-DETERMINATION

IT remains to ask how it has come about, if the settlement was not
founded on self-determination, that it was believed to be so founded,
perhaps even by many of those who drew it up, who were presumably
not unaware of the wide divergences from the ideal. The answer to
this question is to be found in the hardly noticed substitution in the
peace negotiations of an allied but different set of ideals for that of
self-determination. It would be superficial cynicism to maintain that
the diplomats at Paris were moved by none but self-interested
motives, and that no guiding principles inspired their work, apart from
those represented in the establishment of the League of Nations, of
which moré than one interpretation is possible and which need not be
discussed in this chapter. They had certain ideals which they perhaps
unconsciously put in the place of self-determination; these were—
a belief in small states as a justifiable part of the international
order, a belief in the equality of states, great or small, and a belief in
the right of absolute national sovereignty.

1. Belief in Small States

It is not difficult to account for the dominance of this ideca over the
policy of the Allies. Great Britain had a long tradition of friendship
with the smaller states and nations of Europe—Portugal, Greece,
Belgium, Piedmont, Denmark could provide illustrations of positive
aid, or at least sympathy. The recognition of the independence of the
Spanish-American colonies had carried the same tendency into an
extra-European field. In 1914 Britain had gone into the war, as we
have said,- ultimately perhaps for reasons of self-preservation, but
immediately because of the attack by the Central Powers on two

1 Wilson’s First Draft of the Covenant of the League of Nations, laid before the
.i\lmericegfl Commission, 10 January 1919. Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant,
.12, Cf. 1. 42.
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small states. Again, President Wilson, shortly before the United
States also entered the war, had stated his view of the essential
basis of world peace in terms of the rights of small nations. ‘The
equality of nations upon which peace must be founded if it is to last’,
he said, ‘must be an equality of rights; the guarantees exchanged must
neither recognize nor imply a difference between big nations and
small, between those that are powerful and those that are weak.’?
France, for her part, had a tradition of reliance on the support of
a group of client states against any strong rival on the other side of
the Rhine. Thus when the war ended in the disintegration of three
great empires, and the military collapse of a fourth, it was not un-
natural that European peace arrangements should be envisaged in
terms of free and independent small states.

2. Equality of States

In the second place we find the principle of the equality of all states.
The influence of the idea of equal sovereignty was particularly strong
in the American delegation. Lansing declared: ‘Equality in the
exercise of sovereign rights in times of peace, an equality which is
imposed by the very nature of sovereignty, seemed to me fundamental
to a world organization affecting in any way a nation’s independence
of action or its exercise of supreme authority over its external or
domestic affairs. In my judgement, any departure from that principle
would be a serious error fraught with danger to the general peace of
the world and to the recognized law of nations, since it could mean
nothing less than the primacy of the great powers and the acknowledge-
ment that because they possessed the physical might they had a right
to control the affairs of the world in times of peace as well as in times
of war.’? On the other hand, one of the American legal experts,
D. Hunter Miller, regarded Lansing’s belief in the equality of states
as mere verbiage, and paraphrased it as meaning, ‘The rights and
obligations of Albania as a member of the League are no more and
no less than those of the British Empire’—which seemed to him
nonsense.?

The crucial struggle came over the drafting of the League Covenant.
What was to be the position of the small states in relation to the
Council of the League? Colonel House, in sending his suggestions for
a League of Nations to Wilson in July 1918, proposed to confine it to
the great powers. ‘If the smaller nations are taken in’, he wrote, ‘the
question of equal voting power is an almost insurmountable obstacle.
Several of the smaller nations have indicated a willingness to come
into a League of Nations only upon condition that the voting power
of each country shall be the same—notably Switzerland. If this were
agreed upon, Mexico and the Central American States could out-vote
Germany, England, France, Italy, Japan, and the United States, and

1 Address to the United States Senate on Essential Terms of Peace in Europe, 22 January
1917. Baker and Dodd, The New Democracy, I1. 410-11.

2 Lansing, p. 58. 3 Hunter Miller, Drafting of the Covenant, 1. 28.
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yet in the enforcement of peace or of any of the decrees of the League
of Nations they would not only be impotent but unwilling to share
the responsibility.’ The British point of view, expressed by Lord
Robert Cecil, was that ‘the great powers must run the League and that
it was just as well to recognize it flatly as not.’® The British draft
convention of 20 January 1919 therefore proposed a Council of great
powers only,? and this was incorporated in the Cecil-Miller draft of
27 January 1919.¢ The proposal was vigorously attacked by the
representatives of the lesser states.5 ‘What you propose is nothing
else than the Holy Alliance’, protested M. Hymans on behalf of
Belgium.* The great powers for various reasons were not united in the
determination to assert their authority in the League Council. On behalf
of France, M. Bourgeois virtuously expressed the view that if too
much power were given to the great powers they might seek for peace
rather than for peace founded on justice.? French sympathy for the
smaller states even went as far as a proposal to add Monaco to the
list of states invited to accede to the League Covenant.s Italy added
her support of the smaller states to that of France.® When the neutral
states were brought into consultation by the drafting Committee, the
cry for recognition of the equality of all states and the demand for
increased representation of the small states was redoubled,® and in face
of this opposition Great Britain and the United States had to accept the
principle that the lesser states should be represented on the Council.
One comment on this development is provided in Lord d’Abernon’s
Diary: ‘The tacit admission of the claim of minor powers to rank with
great powers, the outburst of intrigue, of bargaining, and of recrimi-
nation which followed, have revealed the inherent defects of the League
constitution. It was always unwise to attribute to small powers an
equal vote and an equal influence with the great world powers. The
inexpediency of this theoretical equality was to some extent veiled,
or perhaps corrected, by the establishment of the Council. But the
moment the right of Poland to a permanent seat was supported by
France and by Chamberlain, the disproportion between real and
attributed weight was bound to blaze forth.:* The principle of the
equal sovereign status of all members of the League of Nations
triumphed so completely that membership of the League came to be
regarded as a sign of independent sovereignty. Thus Lord Robert
Cecil in 1921 spoke of ‘the sovereignty and independence of Albania’
as being ‘established by her admission to the League.’* When Iraq
entered the League in 1932 the rapporteur of the League Committee

1 Seymour, IV. 24.

3 Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, 1928, I. 58.

3 1d. I1. 107-8. 4 id. I1. 182. 5 id. 1. 187-8.
¢ Hunter Miller, Diary, V. 101. 7id. V. 53. 8 id. XX. 93.
® Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, I. 152-8.

10 Hunter Miller, Diary, VII. 28, 27. For the Swiss insistence on the equality of states,
v. Lapradelle, La Conférence de la Paiz et la Société des Nations, 1929, pp. 255-6.
11 D’Abernon, An Ambassador of Peace, 192980, 11I1. 235,

12 M. W. Graham, The League of Nations and the Recognition of States, 1988, p. 82.
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declared that this was conclusive proof that it was ‘now beginning
life as a free and independent state.’t

The reasons for the successful establishment of their claims by the
smaller states in 1919 are not very obscure. Two great powers,
Germany and Russia, were temporarily excluded from effective inter-
vention in world affairs. The remaining four great powers had
divergent interests and views. France was hoping to create a system
of client states in Europe, and the prospect of the support of some of
these on the Council of the League was not unwelcome to her. Great
Britain could not, out of deference to the susceptibilities of the
Dominions, too strenuously resist the claims of the small states.
President Wilson’s personal sympathies were with them. Finally,
progressive opinion was generally on the side of the small states.

8. National Sovereignty

Along with the general belief in the virtue of small states, and in the
juridical equality of all states, great or small, there went, in the third
place, a firm conviction of the rights of national sovereignty. The
French delegation was practically alone in its willingness to abandon
the principle of complete, independent national sovereignty in the
interests of a new international order.2 In our view, said M. Bourgeois,
the sovereignty of each state is not an absolute idea.? National
sovereignty, declared another French member of the Committee on
the League, had for some time past been a fiction.# The French wished
to convert the League into a great military alliance in which in-
dependent sovereignty should to an appreciable extent be sacrificed
in the interests of military security. On the other hand, in his report
to the Conference on behalf of the Leaguc of Nations Commission,
Lord Robert Cecil asserted as one of the basic principles the view
that the League should not in any respect interfere in the internal
affairs of any nation.s President Wilson seems to have refused to
acknowledge, even to himself, that there could be any conflict between
the organization of a peace system in the form of the League of
Nations and the principle of national sovereignty. Certain nations,
he said, have a sort of fetishism for the idea of sovereignty, and in the
front rank of these is the United States.®

The small states found the British and American assertion of the
rights of national sovereignty very much to their minds. In their
anxiety that no sovereign rights should be lost to their states,
Sir Robert Borden and Mr. Hughes, for Canada and Australia, both
strongly insisted that the League Council was not an executive body,
and should not be described as such.? Among the neutrals the Dutch

1 Graham, p. 83.

2 The attitude of the Portuguese delegate deserves to be recalled as an exception to this
statement, as the following passage shows. ‘M. Jayme Batalha Reis (Portugal) estime que
le fétiche exagéré de la souveraineté des états dont il a été parlé est un véritable obstacle g la
construction solide de la Société des Nations. Il faut que celle-ci se résigne d déléguer une
partie de leur souveraineté d créer une véritable fédération.” Hunter Miller, Diary, VIII. 945,

34d. XX. 78. 4 1id. VII. 182. 8 id. XX. 14-15.
6 id. VIII. 92-3. 74d. VII. 221, 241.
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were particularly emphatic that the sovereignty of individual states
should not be in any way limited.! The new states, for their part,
believed firmly in their capacity to add to their security by territorial
acquisitions, and defend them by their own right hands.

This was quite a natural and not a new attitude on the part of small
states. One cannot read a certain passage in a despatch of Castlereagh,
written in 1815, without reflecting that it might, with only a change
of names, have been written in 1919. ‘It is curious’, wrote Castlereagh,
‘to observe the insatiable spirit of getting something without a thought
of how it is to be preserved. There is not a power, however feeble,
that borders France from the Channel to the Mediterranean, that is
not pushing some acquisition under the plea of security and ratifi-
cation of frontier. They seem to have no dread of a kick from the
lion, when his toils are removed, and are foolish enough to suppose
that the great powers of Europe are to be in readiness always to protect
them in the enjoyment of these petty spoils. In truth their whole
conception is so unstatesmanlike, that they look not beyond their
sop; compared with this the keeping together an European force has
little importance in their eyes.’

The great powers paid scant attention to the wishes of the smaller
states in 1815. Castlereagh in particular devoted his efforts to the
creation of a European balance which should not easily be over-
thrown, and the history of the nineteenth century bears witness to
the success of his plans. The peacemakers of 1919 were far more
generous in their attitude to the smaller states, but they hardly realized
how impermanent would be the guarantees they had provided for the
survival of these states in the event of a recurrence of the threat
represented by the defeated power, or the difficulty of reconciling their
belief in national sovereignty with the conception of a new international
order embodied in the League of Nations.

When the draft Covenant was presented to the Conference, Orlando
declared: ‘We started from two absolute principles which a prior: it
might seem dialectically impossible to reconcile with one another. On
the one hand the principle of the sovereignty of states, which is
supreme and brooks no comparison or relation, and on the other the
necessity of imposing from above a restraint on the conduct of states
so that the sphere of their rights should harmonize with that of the
rights of all the others. . .. We were able to effect a reconciliation
between these two principles on the basis of ‘self-constraint”.’
M. Léon Bourgeois added: ‘This reconciliation has been effected, if
I may say so, automatically and, to pursue the metaphor of our
distinguished colleague, we have proved the existence of motion by
moving.’® These eminent statesmen doubtless thought they were
saying something in these observations, but it is a little difficult to
discover what it was. The attempt to combine a faith in small states,

1 Hunter Miller, Diary, VII. 28, 87.

2 Castlereagh to Clancarty, 4 September 1815; British Diplomacy, 18131815, ed. by
C. K. Webster, 1921, p. 875.

3 Hunter Miller, Diary, XX. 16, 18.
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equality of states, and absolute national sovereignty, with the con-
struction of an international system of security, may indeed be
considered' the greatest theoretical weakness in the peace settlement.

It may well be asked how it came about that the potential danger
involved in this contradiction was not more clearly apprehended,
especially by the British and American delegations, which were the
keenest on the new League organization. The answer to this question
brings us back to the principle with the discussion of which we are
primarily concerned. Self-determination for various reasons did not
have as decisive an influence over the territorial settlements as might
have been expected, but public opinion was far from realizing this
fact. Many of the limitations on self-determination in the peace
treaties were undoubtedly forced on the Conference by circumstances.
Millions of Poles, Czechs, South Slavs and others had been freed from
alien rule, and it was natural in 1919 that this should seem the
dominating fact. However important the numerous cases in which
self-determination had not been followed came to seem later, in 1919
it still retained its ideological predominance. The emancipation of the
nations by self-determination was the point on which attention was
concentrated. If the blunt opposition between sovereignty and the
League system had been brought out into the open, the contradiction
might have seemed too blatant. Consciously or unconsciously, by
wrapping up national sovereignty in the idealistic language of self-
determination the peacemakers concealed from themselves the flaw in
the system they had created. When the many failures to apply
self-determination consistently and impartially were discovered, and
perhaps exaggerated, the idealism seemed to be torn away from the
peace scttlement, and the conflict between national sovereignty and
the League assumed its true place as the fundamental issue presented
to the world, the vital question that had not been settled in 1919, and
was to be still unsettled in 1939.

In the last analysis we are bound to conclude that the force of self-
determination had achieved its real triumphs before the Armistice, in
a series of national revolts for which the conditions of the war had
provided the opportunity. At the Peace Conference it had passed
from the offensive to the defensive. The right of self-determination
invariably made its appearance in the discussions before every terri-
torial settlement, and wherever it was patently overridden the
Conference was ill at ease. In many of these cases, force of circum-
stances, or the existence of conditions which rendered the application
of the right impossible, could have been urged. Too often, however,
instead of frankly admitting the difficulties, the Allied delegates
glossed them over and presented a settlement determined on many
other considerations as in conformity with the strict principle of self-
determination. It might be said that in this procedure there was
a fundamental intellectual dishonesty, which, both at the time and
subsequently, did much to undermine general respect for the peace
treaties. But if either the members of the Conference themselves, or
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subsequent commentators, thought that—to quote a recent writer—
‘the Versailles settlement sacrificed economic and power considerations
to the exclusive demands of the principle of self-determination’,! they
were profoundly mistaken.

The more we study the work of the Peace Conference, the less it
seems to have been under the control of the principle of self-
determination. This conclusion, of course, cuts both ways. If
self-determination was applied with so many limitations, and was
neglected in so many cases, this was doubtless because circumstances
prohibited a more complete application. Politicians should have
realized, as some of them undoubtedly did, and as the experts proved,
that it was only one principle among many and could not claim an
overriding authority. At the same time, if we accept this view of the
peace treaties we shall have to drop the familiar but circular argument,
which condemns the peace treaties because they were based on self-
determination, and self-determination because of the ultimate failure
of the peace treaties.

1 Spykman, p. 467.
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THE SEQUEL TO THE PEACE TREATIES, 1919-1939

I. THE MINORITIES PROBLEM AFTER 1919

THE history of self-determination as a force in international
politics does not end in 1919, but its incidence changes. Just as
Brest-Litovsk had handed over the offensive on the front of self-
determination from Germany to the Allies, so with Versailles and jts
subsidiary treaties the initiative passed back to the defeated powers.
The minority population of Europe was smaller than in 1914, but it
still existed, with the difference that the subject nationalities of 1914
were now the powers in possession, while Germans, Magyars,
Bulgarians were henceforth the nations with a grievance.

The survival of large and diverse minorities in many countries
provided ample occasion for the continuance of the agitation for self-
determination. Its intensity was not diminished by the fact that now
two of the formerly dominant nations found themselves with
a grievance on this count against their former subjects. There was,
moreover, a feeling, which was not confined to German, Italian, and
Magyar quarters, though, of course, it was most strongly felt by them,
that, to quote an American commentator, ‘Germans, Magyars, and
Italians were being sacrificed to people whose cultural value was
infinitely less. . .. It is far preferable to have Poles under Germans
and Yugo-Slavs under Italians than the contrary, if there is no other
good alternative.”! It is not necessary to endorse this last view to
realize the dangerous elements in the situation. The members of the
Little Entente, and Poland, which were likely to be the states most
exposed to attack, were also the weakest internally by reason of their
minorities. It was ironic that a settlement supposed to have been
largely determined by the principle of nationality should have pro-
duced a state like Czechoslovakia, with minorities amounting to
847 per cent of its population, quite apart from the question of the
doubtful identity of nationality between Czechs and Slovaks. Poland
was not much better off, with minorities amounting to 30-4 per cent,
or Roumania, with 25 per cent.* On the settlement in Eastern
Galicia the verdict in the History of the Peace Conference was:- ‘As
things stand, four and a half million people have by a tragic collocation
of circumstances been deprived of their rights of self-determination,
and a new Ireland has been set up in the heart of Europe—with what
consequences no man may know.’s

At least, however, the lesson of the disintegration of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire, of the Polish revival, and of the revolt of the

1 Diary of G. L. Beer, 16 March 1919 (unpublished); quoted by Albrecht-Carrié, p. 119.
2 These figures are taken from Seton-Watson, Britain and the Dictators, 1988, pp. 322—8.
8 Temperley, VI. 274.
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border nationalities of Russia, it might have been thought, would
have taught weaker states than the Habsburg, Hohenzollern, or
Romanov monarchies had been, the wisdom of a generous policy, and
of attempting to conciliate their minorities by the concession of
extensive rights of local autonomy. The intense national sentiment
of the new countries was fatal to such a hope. The nationalities which
had emerged successfully from the war and the Peace Conference were
determined to create united nation-states. To them the issue seemed
to be, in the words of Masaryk, the question of ‘our state-creative
.capacity, our power of political construction, our activity in political
leadership and ability to lead—a question whether we can be and, in
the long run, remain, our own masters and the masters of our state.’?
It must be remembered, too, that Masaryk was the most idealistic
and the most liberal-minded of all the representatives of the new
states.

Mr. Lloyd George made a bitter comment on the tendencies
manifested by the newly liberated nations at Versailles. ‘It fills me
with despair’, he said, ‘the way in which I have seen small nations,
before they have hardly leapt into the light of freedom, beginning to
oppress other races than their own. They are more imperialistic than
either England or France, certainly than the United States.’? If
Masarvk and Bene§ won golden opinions—and increased territory—
by their breadth of mind, and Paderewski by his sympathetic per-
sonality, the other nations were not so lucky in their chosen leaders.
Pasié represented a devoted but narrow Serbian patriotism, and of
Bratianu a favourable historian writes that his mind ‘revolved
within the limits of a rigid and unbending patriotism’, and that to
him ‘the whole ideology of Wilson was at once meaningless and highly
suspect.’s

The danger of leaving large minorities at the mercy of small states
with such an intense national feeling had not been unforeseen, and
the Peace Conference endeavoured to guard against it by means of
the minority treaties. In one way or another, every one of the lesser
states in Central and Eastern Europe compulsorily or voluntarily
undertook to guarantee certain rights to its minorities. Great hopes
were placed on this widespread acceptance of what’ was generally,
though mistakenly, believed to be the innovation of minority
guarantees, but from the beginning it suffered from certain fatal
defects.

On the one hand, few of the new states accepted the minority
guarantees willingly. The experience of the minority treaties showed
that it was unwise to expect small states to live up to rules which the
great states refused to contemplate for themselves. Most of them
regarded the compulsory signature of minority treaties as a mark of
inferiority of status, which they bitterly