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ARTICLE

The Roles of Transnational Associations in the World
Order in the 1919 Paris Peace Settlement: A Comparative
Assessment of Proposals and Their Influence

Thomas Richard Davies

Department of International Politics, City, University of London, Northampton Square, London EC1V 0HB, United
Kingdom
thomas.davies.1@city.ac.uk

In contrast to previous state-centric accounts, this article sheds new transnational light on the 1919 Paris
peace settlement through its investigation of proposals for transnational associations’ roles in the
envisaged new world order. The popularity of some of these proposals, and their perceived potential to
contribute towards a more democratic, legitimate and peaceful international order, stimulated their con-
sideration during official negotiations at the Paris Peace Conference, and subsequent League of Nations
practice was also perceived to have reflected some of the ideas put forward in the proposals. This article
provides a typology of these proposals, and it critically evaluates the claims made with respect to their
repercussions for democracy, legitimacy and peace. The article further elucidates how, despite their lim-
itations, these proposals helped open up diplomacy to transnational associations both at the Paris Peace
Conference and in the League of Nations era.

Introduction

Given its status as one of the ‘benchmark’ events in modern international history,1 the 1919 Paris
Peace Conference is the subject of a rich and diverse historical literature, including assessments of
the preparations and policies of participating states,2 the course of the negotiations,3 and the repercus-
sions of the settlement,4 among many other aspects. In common with much of the traditional litera-
ture on international and diplomatic history more generally, a significant proportion of existing
historical analysis of the Paris Peace Conference has been focused on the activities and perspectives
of governments, with state sovereignty being an important aspect of the settlement.5 The aim in
this article is to contribute to the increasingly rich literature seeking to offer a transnational perspective

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

1 Barry Buzan and George Lawson, ‘Rethinking Benchmark Dates in International Relations’, European Journal of
International Relations, 20, 2 (2012), 437–62.

2 See, for example, Erik Goldstein, Winning the Peace: British Diplomatic Strategy, Peace Planning, and the Paris Peace
Conference, 1916–1920 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991) on British policy and Thomas J. Knock, To End All Wars:
Woodrow Wilson and the Quest for a New World Order (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992) on US policy. On
France and Italy, see, for example, Joel Blatt, ‘France and Italy at the Paris Peace Conference’, International History
Review, 8, 1 (1986), 27–40.

3 A contemporary classic on the negotiations is Margaret MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and its
Attempt to End War (London: John Murray, 2001).

4 Alan Sharp, Consequences of Peace: The Versailles Settlement: Aftermath and Legacy, 1919–2010 (London: Haus, 2010).
See also Sally Marks, The Illusion of Peace: International Relations in Europe 1918–1933, 2nd edn. (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2003).

5 Leonard V. Smith, Sovereignty at the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018).
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on European and international history,6 through turning attention to proposals for the roles of trans-
national associations in the peace settlement following the First World War. This article provides a
comparative analysis of the content of these proposals, their consideration in official discussions at
the Paris Peace Conference and their subsequent influence in the League of Nations era.

Plans for a new world order that were put forward for the peace settlement to follow the end of the
First World War have been subjected to growing attention, with much of the literature having focused
on government preparations, as well as some consideration of private proposals.7 With respect to
unofficial proposals, a key focus has been on those put forward by national associations such as the
League to Enforce Peace in the United States, the League of Nations Union in Great Britain and
the French Association for the League of Nations (Association Française pour la Société des
Nations).8 Some of the most significant unofficial proposals were put forward by leaders of trans-
national associations such as the International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU),9 the Union of
International Associations (UIA),10 and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
(WILPF),11 each of which are explored in this article. The influence of transnational associations’ pro-
posals for international cooperation and organisation of states has been acknowledged in existing
work, including the influence of international trade union proposals in the origins of the
International Labour Organization,12 and the influence of WILPF proposals in plans for the League
of Nations.13 In contrast to the focus in existing literature on transnational associations’ plans for
intergovernmental organisations in the peace settlement, this article focuses on proposals regarding
the place of transnational associations in the institutional framework of the planned post-war
order. In so doing, it aims to offer a novel transnational perspective on a peace settlement primarily
known for its implications for organisation and relations of states.

This article seeks to offer both an innovative typology of approaches to the prospective represen-
tation of transnational associations in the envisaged new institutional settlement following the First
World War, and an assessment of the anticipated repercussions of these arrangements for legitimacy,
democracy and peace in the new world order. One of the best-known features of peace activism during
the First World War was promotion of ‘democratic control’ of foreign policy, as put forward by groups
such as the Union of Democratic Control and the Dutch Anti-War Council.14 In contrast to

6 On transnational history, see, inter alia, Akira Iriye, Global and Transnational History: The Past, Present, and Future
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013); Pierre-Yves Saunier, Transnational History (Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013); Patricia Clavin, ‘Time, Manner, Place: Writing Modern European History in Global, Transnational
and International Contexts’, European History Quarterly, 40, 4 (2010), 624–40.

7 Examples include Martin Ceadel, ‘Enforced Pacific Settlement or Guaranteed Mutual Defence? British and US
Approaches to Collective Security in the Eclectic Covenant of the League of Nations’, International History Review,
35, 5 (2015), 993–1008; Peter J. Yearwood, Guarantee of Peace: The League of Nations in British Policy 1914–1925
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); Jean-Michel Guieu, ‘“Pour la paix par la Société des Nations”. La laborieuse
organisation d’un mouvement français de soutien à la Société des Nations (1915–1920)’, Guerres mondiales et conflits
contemporains, 54, 222 (2006), 89–102; Stephen Wertheim, ‘The League that Wasn’t: American Designs for a
Legalist-Sanctionist League of Nations and the Intellectual Origins of International Organization, 1914–1920’,
Diplomatic History, 35, 5 (2011), 797–836.

8 See, for instance, Stephen Wertheim, ‘The League of Nations: A Retreat from International Law?’, Journal of Global
History, 7, 2 (2012), 210–32.

9 This organisation suffered from splits during the conflict, but its leaders continued some of its work.
10 Note of Paul Otlet’s plans concerning transnational associations is made in Carl Bouchard, Le citoyen et l’ordre mondial,

1914–1919: le rêve d’une paix durable au lendemain de la grande guerre (Paris: A. Pedone, 2008), 181.
11 Initially known as the International Committee of Women for Permanent Peace – Gertrude Bussey and Margaret Tims,

Pioneers for Peace: Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, 1915–1965 (London: WILPF British Section,
1980), 25.

12 Reiner Tosstorff, ‘The International Trade-Union Movement and the Founding of the International Labour
Organization’, International Review of Social History, 50, 3 (2005), 399–433.

13 Louise W. Knight, Jane Addams: Spirit in Action (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2010), 222–3.
14 Jan Stöckmann, ‘The First World War and the Democratic Control of Foreign Policy’, Past & Present, 249, 1 (2020),

121–66.

2 Thomas Richard Davies

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000436
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 138.40.68.78, on 20 Apr 2022 at 14:37:56, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000436
https://www.cambridge.org/core


approaches promoting peace through democratic representation at the national level, this article
explores previously neglected proposals concerning the ways in which transnational associations
were considered to advance legitimacy, democracy and peace beyond state-centric institutions through
their own activities.15

Transnational associations are distinguished from intergovernmental organisations by their
non-state composition, a contrast rooted in the early twentieth-century distinction between ‘private’
and ‘public’ international bodies.16 Transnational associations comprise both universal membership
organisations consisting of individual members in multiple countries and international federations
of national private associations.17 At the time of the 1919 Paris Peace Conference, transnational asso-
ciations were generally referred to as ‘private international associations’, while today they are often
labelled ‘international non-governmental organisations’.18 For consistency, the term ‘transnational
associations’ will be used throughout this article.

It has been estimated that at the outbreak of the First World War, approximately five hundred trans-
national associationswere operating, encompassing – as observers at the time noted – nearly every field of
human activity.19 Some of themost significant among them thatwere to be important in the development
of peace plans for the post-First World War settlement included the UIA, which aimed to advance the
interests of all transnational associations,20 IFTU, which aimed to represent the international trade
unionmovement,21 and the International Peace Bureau (IPB), which aimed to represent the international
peace movement.22 Although some transnational associations were not to survive the conflict, the First
WorldWar stimulated establishment of a new generation of transnational associations aiming tomanage
its consequences, includingWILPF, a pioneering women’s peace association that was established by lead-
ing figures in the transnational movement for women’s suffrage.23

15 On proposals for democratic representation of states in the League of Nations, see, for example, Alison Duxbury, The
Participation of States in International Organisations: The Role of Human Rights and Democracy (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 60–71.

16 Union of International Associations, ‘Transnational Associations’, Transnational Associations, 29, 1–2 (1977), 3; Paul
Otlet, ‘L’organisation internationale et les associations internationales’, in Office Central des Institutions
Internationales, ed., Annuaire de la vie internationale, 1908–1909 (Brussels: Office Central des Institutions
Internationales, 1909), 46.

17 This distinction was anticipated by Paul Otlet: Otlet, ‘L’organisation internationale et les associations internationales’, 46.
It remains a core distinction in the Yearbook of International Organizations published annually by the Union of
International Associations.

18 Thomas Richard Davies, ‘Understanding Non-Governmental Organizations in World Politics: The Promise and Pitfalls
of the Early “Science of Internationalism”’, European Journal of International Relations, 23, 4 (2017), 885.

19 Georges Patrick Speeckaert, ‘A Glance at Sixty Years of Activity (1910–1970) of the Union of International Associations’,
in Union of International Associations, ed., Union of International Associations – 1910–1970 – Past, Present, Future
(Brussels: Union of International Associations, 1970), 19–52; Union of International Associations, The Union of
International Associations: A World Center (Brussels: Union of International Associations, 1914), 6.

20 On the history of the UIA, see Daniel Laqua, Wouter Van Acker and Christophe Verbruggen, eds., International
Organizations and Global Civil Society: Histories of the Union of International Associations (London: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2019) and W. Boyd Rayward, ed., Information Beyond Borders: International Cultural and Intellectual
Exchange in the Belle Époque (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014).

21 On IFTU’s evolution, see Geert van Goethem, ed., The Amsterdam International: The World of the International
Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU), 1913–1945 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006).

22 On the IPB’s history, see, for example, Rainer Santi, 100 Years of Peace Making: A History of the International Peace
Bureau and Other International Peace Movement Organisations and Networks (Geneva: International Peace Bureau,
1991).

23 On the early history of WILPF, see Catia Cecilia Confortini, Intelligent Compassion: Feminist Critical Methodology in the
Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 9–11 and Jo Vellacott,
‘A Place for Pacifism and Transnationalism in Feminist Theory: The Early Work of the Women’s International League
for Peace and Freedom’, Women’s History Review, 2, 1 (1993), 23–56. Also on WILPF, see Leila J. Rupp, Worlds of
Women: The Making of an International Women’s Movement (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997). On
the new generation of NGOs, see Thomas Davies, NGOs: A New History of Transnational Civil Society (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2014), 77.
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In exploring the proposals put forward among transnational associations for their anticipated
future role in the new world order that they envisaged following the First World War, this article con-
siders both proposals from the older generation of transnational associations such as the UIA, the IPB
and IFTU, and proposals from the newer generation such as WILPF. The analysis in this article aims
to offer a novel contribution to the increasingly rich body of literature on these associations in three
ways: (i) through a focus on their proposals for transnational associations rather than for the inter-
national organisation of states; (ii) by providing a typology of their approaches that places these
groups’ proposals in comparative perspective; and (iii) by evaluating their claims for these proposals’
repercussions for legitimacy, democracy and peace. Moreover, by considering the influence of these
proposals in the peace settlement and subsequently, the article sheds new light on the context for
the later contributions of transnational associations to the work of the League of Nations, a key
theme in growing transnational historical literature on the interwar years.24

The fourfold typology of proposals elucidated in the next section of this article is elaborated with
reference to the most representative and thorough exposition of each perspective in the typology: (i)
the proposals of Paul Otlet of the UIA with respect to direct general representation of transnational
associations; (ii) the proposals of the international trade union movement with respect to direct sec-
toral representation of transnational associations; (iii) perspectives from WILPF on popular represen-
tation; and (iv) the proposals of Henri La Fontaine of the IPB on indirect representation of
transnational associations.

In the subsequent analysis, the article considers the claims of the proponents of each of these
approaches with respect to: (i) their potential enhancement of the legitimacy of the post-war order
through the specialist sectoral expertise and social functional legitimacy of transnational associations;
(ii) their potential contribution to transnational democracy through the prospective representation in
international diplomacy of previously marginalised sectors of society and through transnational asso-
ciations’ allegedly democratic internal practices; and (iii) their potential contribution towards peace
through voluntary cooperation, addressing the social roots of violence and taking into consideration
the common goals of humanity.

The article also highlights the limitations of such claims given the conflicts among transnational
associations and their own questionable legitimacy and democratic accountability. Problems such as
these were recognised by the peace makers at Paris, leading – in combination with the structural con-
straints of the international context of the time – to the marginalisation of these proposals in the peace
settlement. Notwithstanding this setback, the advancement of transnational associations’ roles in
world order at the Paris Peace Conference established significant precedents for the League of
Nations era. Where the representation of transnational actors in international decision making dove-
tailed with the wider interests of states and the League of Nations, aspects envisaged in the wartime
proposals were to be put into practice in the period following the First World War.

Proposals for the Roles of Transnational Associations in the Envisaged New World Order

As US peace campaigner Jane Addams was to note in her reflections on the First World War, the lea-
ders of transnational associations during this conflict shared a common concern that the post-war
order should not be left exclusively in the hands of diplomats whom they considered to be ‘seldom
representative of modern social thought’; instead they urged recognition of ‘the importance of certain
interests which have hitherto been inarticulate in foreign affairs’ which these associations sought to
advance.25 Four principal approaches to the proposed representation of transnational associations

24 On the contributions of transnational associations to the work of the League of Nations, see, for example, the contribu-
tions to Davide Rodogno, Bernhard Struck and Jakob Vogel, eds., Shaping the Transnational Sphere: Experts, Networks
and Issues from the 1840s to the 1930s (New York: Berghahn, 2015) and Glenda Sluga and Patricia Clavin, eds.,
Internationalisms: A Twentieth Century History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017).

25 Jane Addams, Peace and Bread in Time of War (New York: King’s Crown Press, 1945), 153.
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in the institutional settlement envisaged to follow the end of the First World War can be identified. The
first two approaches involved direct representation of transnational associations: in the first case, open to
all transnational associations; and in the second case, open only to specific sectors. The other two
approaches involved popular representation and indirect representation of transnational associations
respectively. The subsequent paragraphs elucidate each of these four approaches in turn, and consider
their envisaged repercussions for legitimacy, democracy and peace in the prospective global order.

The most ambitious approach to the proposed representation of transnational associations in the
envisaged new world order was put forward by Belgian bibliographer Paul Otlet of the UIA, who
prior to onset of the First World War had catalogued the world’s transnational associations and con-
vened them in two large international congresses.26 Following the outbreak of the war, Otlet was one
of the first to put forward ideas for the establishment of a ‘confederation of the states of the world’ in
his ‘World Charter’ of 1914, and his peace plans are considered to have been ‘the most accomplished’
of any put forward during the conflict.27 His proposals for representation of transnational associations
in the new world order may be considered particularly significant since they drew on a survey he sent
to the leaders of transnational associations around the world, eliciting their views on the subject.28

Like many other plans of the time, Otlet’s proposals envisaged a world organisation comprising
international executive, legislative and judicial bodies. However, whereas most of the other proposals
envisaged that these institutions would consist exclusively of the appointees of sovereign states, Otlet
envisaged provision for the direct representation of transnational associations in his proposals for an
international parliament, which he recommended should consist not only of a ‘Lower Chamber’, com-
prising ‘deputies elected by the parliaments of different States’, but also an ‘Upper Chamber’ consist-
ing of ‘representatives appointed by international associations’ and other ‘collectivities having for their
object the universal representation by classes of interests and large functions relative to biologic, eco-
nomic, social, political and intellectual life’.29 In this scheme, transnational associations were to be
granted both the capacity to initiate and the right to vote on international legislation. The charter
is also notable for envisaging the granting of rights and international legal personality to transnational
associations, as well as the international protection of human rights.30

In his subsequent 1916 work on International Problems and War (Les problèmes internationaux et
la guerre), Otlet elucidated his assumptions concerning the implications of these proposals for legit-
imacy, democracy and peace in his envisaged new world order.31 According to Otlet, providing for
direct representation of transnational associations in the global confederation would ensure a new
world order grounded in two bases of legitimacy: not only the national and territorial legitimacy of
states, but also the specialist sectoral expertise and social functional legitimacy of transnational asso-
ciations.32 This built on Otlet’s previous argument that whereas ‘states correspond to no more than the
grouping of interests on a territorial basis and, in large part, an ethnic base’, transnational associations
offer ‘an alternative basis of representation, the importance of which increases with the progress of
civilisation . . . that of professional economic and scientific specialism’.33

26 On Otlet’s wider work, see Daniel Laqua, ‘Transnational Endeavours and the “Totality of Knowledge”: Paul Otlet and
Henri La Fontaine as “Integral Internationalists” in Fin-de-Siècle Europe’, in Grace Brockington, ed., Internationalism
and the Arts in Britain and Europe at the Fin de Siècle (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2009), 247–71 and Alex Wright,
Cataloging the World: Paul Otlet and the Birth of the Information Age (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

27 Paul Otlet, La fin de la guerre: traité de paix générale basé sur une charte mondiale déclarant les droits de l’humanité et
organisant la confédération des états (Brussels: Oscar Lamberty, 1914). An English translation of the Charter was pub-
lished in Advocate of Peace, 79, 2 (1917), 44–8. The quotation is from Carl Bouchard, ‘Projets citoyens pour une paix
durable, en France, en Grande-Bretagne et aux États-Unis (1914–1924)’, PhD thesis, Université de Montréal, 2004, 236.

28 The text of the survey is provided in Paul Otlet, Constitution mondiale de la Société des Nations: le nouveau droit des gens
(Geneva: Atar, 1917), 247–50.

29 Article VIII, in Paul Otlet, ‘A World Charter’, Advocate of Peace, 79, 2 (1917), 45.
30 Articles I and IV, in Otlet, ‘World Charter’, 44.
31 Paul Otlet, Les problèmes internationaux et la guerre (Geneva: Librairie Kundig, 1916).
32 Ibid., 432.
33 Otlet, ‘L’organisation internationale’, 35.
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For Otlet, provision for direct representation of transnational associations would also ensure a more
democratic world order. He considered the general meetings of transnational associations to represent
‘little global parliaments’ with respect to their respective areas of expertise and social function,34 and
he considered the voluntary cooperation that these associations embodied to represent a more demo-
cratic approach than the enforced cooperation embodied in government legislation.35 In consequence,
Otlet claimed that providing for direct representation of transnational associations in global decision
making would ensure that the apparently democratic practices of transnational associations could
effectively influence global policy, and would also provide a counter-weight to the power of states.36

This in turn, he claimed, would have repercussions for peace, since (i) the voluntary cooperative
approach of associations would provide a counter-balance to the enforced cooperative approach of
states; and (ii) through their representation of diverse sectors of society crossing national boundaries,
transnational associations were envisaged to facilitate social equilibrium among the various social,
political, religious and economic concerns.37 This perspective relied on his – somewhat questionable –
assumptions that transnational associations were genuinely representative of different social groups, and
that they would not duplicate activities, compete with one another with respect to a particular functional
area or sector of society, or seek to advance the interests of one sector of society at the expense of others.

More attuned to such potential clashes of societal interests were the approaches of thosewho proposed
instead more limited sectoral representation of transnational associations in proposals for a new world
order to follow the First World War. Representative of such an approach are the proposals put forward
among the international labour movement calling for permanent international labour representation
in thenewworldorder.Acommondemand in international labourmovementproposals put forwarddur-
ing the conflict was for the establishment of a permanent International Labour Office including trade
union representation. Initial demands were limited: the August 1916 international labour conference
in Leeds proposedmerely an office to consolidate data on labour laws across theworld, plus a governmen-
tal international commission supervising labour standards with a court of labour arbitration.38 The later
proposals of the International Conference of Trade Unions in Berne in October 1917 demanded formal
representation of trade unions in the international labour office, but leaving the formation of labour con-
ventions to intergovernmental congresses.39 More ambitious were the February 1919 proposals of the
International TradeUnionCongress at Berne, calling for both an international labour office and an inter-
national labour parliament responsible for international labour legislation, each comprising one half
representatives of states and one half trade union representatives.40

Proposals for specialist sectoral representation of transnational associations in international orga-
nisations were not limited to the labour movement. They were also put forward among some trans-
national women’s associations at the establishment of the League of Nations. Chrystal Macmillan of
the International Woman Suffrage Alliance, for example, put forward in May 1919 a draft
‘Convention Creating a Permanent Organisation in Connection with the League of Nations for the
Improvement in the Status of Women’ which envisaged a ‘General Conference of Women’ to be com-
posed not only of state representatives but also delegates from transnational women’s associations, and
envisaging every member to be a woman.41

34 Otlet, Problèmes internationaux, 303.
35 Ibid., 110.
36 Ibid., 110.
37 Ibid., 111, 438.
38 ‘Resolutions of the International Labor Conference at Leeds, July, 1916’, in James T. Shotwell, ed., The Origins of the

International Labor Organization, vol. 2 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1934), 26.
39 ‘Resolutions of the International Conference of Trade Unions, Berne, October 4, 1917’, in Shotwell, Origins, vol. 2, 49.
40 The representatives were to come from the International Federation of Trade Unions in the office, and from national

organised labour in the parliament – ‘Manifesto of the International Trade Union Conference at Berne, February 10,
1919, on International Labor Legislation’, in Shotwell, Origins, vol. 2, 340.

41 Chrystal Macmillan, ‘Convention Creating a Permanent Organisation in Connection with the League of Nations for the
Improvement in the Status of Women’, May 1919, International Woman Suffrage Alliance Archive, University of
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The limitation of transnational association representation to specific sectors was perceived to
address several deficits in the existing world order. Most fundamentally, the proposals aimed to
promote a more democratic world order through facilitating representation of sectors of society
previously marginalised, such as labour and women. Those putting forward these proposals
believed that whereas the interests of sectors such as employers and men were already well-
represented in world politics by states, the interests of other sectors such as labour and women
were not: in consequence, the representatives of international labour associations and trans-
national women’s associations were envisaged to be given a formal role in international decision
making alongside states, but not representatives of already well-represented groups such as inter-
national business.42 This approach shares with Otlet’s proposals the assumption that a new world
order could be more legitimate through representation of groups claiming specialist sectoral
expertise and serving particular social functions. However, this approach differs from Otlet’s in
claiming differential representation should be applied to different sectors, depending on how
well represented they already are by states.

Proposals for sectoral representation such as those of the international trade union movement and
international women’s associations also aimed to promote a more peaceful world through ensuring
that social and economic inequalities with the potential to exacerbate conflict would be better
addressed by the work of envisaged new specialist international institutions including representatives
of previously marginalised sectors.43 The leaders of transnational women’s associations further argued
that through their direct participation in international affairs, they could ‘make good the wrongdoing
of men’ by providing previously marginalised pacific perspectives formerly eschewed in male-
dominated international diplomacy.44 In the case of the mainstream labour movement, prevention
of international class war and communist revolution was a further motivating factor for proposals
for representation of trade unions in international decision making.45

A third approach focused less on representation of sectoral interests through transnational associa-
tions, and instead involved more general calls for representation of ‘the people’ beyond state officials.
One of the most notable examples here is contained in the peace proposals put forward by WILPF in
1915, which included demands for decision making following the conflict to involve ‘representatives of
the people’, including women.46 The logic behind this approach was quite different to that put forward
by Otlet and Macmillan concerning transnational associations: for the founders of WILPF, peace
would not be advanced through representation of special interests in transnational associations
since, in their view, ‘war is commonly brought about not by the mass of the people, who do not desire
it, but by groups representing particular interests’, requiring an alternative approach to democratic
representation.47 In such an approach, transnational associations were to be bypassed, with popularly
elected representatives responsible for decision making.48 One of the most common variations of this
approach was the suggestion that the post-war peace settlement should develop a representative assem-
bly, either to be directly elected, as put forward by the international peace movements’ March 1919
Berne conference for a League of Nations, or – more commonly – to consist of representatives
from national parliaments, as put forward at the February 1919 Berne conference on International

Manchester, IWSA 2/23; Carol Miller, ‘Lobbying the League: Women’s International Organizations and the League of
Nations’, DPhil thesis, University of Oxford, 1992, 31.

42 Tosstorff, ‘International Trade-Union Movement’, 420; Miller, ‘Lobbying’, 32.
43 The Feb. 1919 proposals commenced with a preface drawing an explicit link between exploitative labour practices,

inequalities between ‘backward’ and ‘more advanced’ countries and the ‘state of competition’ between states –

‘Manifesto of the International Trade Union Conference’, in Shotwell, Origins, vol. 2, 336.
44 Lida Gustava Heymann, at the 1919 Zurich conference of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom,

quoted in Bussey and Tims, Pioneers, 30.
45 Tosstorff, ‘International Trade-Union Movement’, 420.
46 International Women’s Committee of Permanent Peace (IWCPP), International Congress of Women, The Hague, 28th

April – May 1st 1915: Report (Amsterdam: IWCPP, 1915), 41.
47 Ibid., 38.
48 Ibid., 38.
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Socialism and World Peace.49 For some, parliamentary representation and transnational association
representation could be combined, either in one assembly involving both types of representatives,
as was later considered in official negotiations at the Paris Peace Conference, or in separate assemblies,
as was suggested by Otlet.

Proposals for the unmediated representation of ‘the people’ in global decision making considered the
bypassingof transnational associations in thismanner to avoid theproblemof the questionable legitimacy
of these associations and their representationof onlya limited set of interests: a directlyelectedparliament,
by contrast, was considered to have the potential to represent ‘the unity of humanity’.50 In such perspec-
tives, democracy at the global level would be better advanced by thosewith a direct popularmandate from
those voting for them, enabling ‘a union of peoples’ rather than of special interests.51

The fourth – indirect – approach to the proposed role of transnational associations in the new
world order was the most conservative, retaining states as the principal decision-making actors but
providing for formal mechanisms through which transnational associations could seek to influence
states’ decisions, an approach frequently advanced among international peace societies, including
by the leadership of the International Peace Bureau and by the national societies for the establishment
of a League of Nations that united to form an international federation in Brussels in 1919.52 The rich-
est exposition of the indirect approach to transnational association representation was put forward by
Nobel Peace Prize-winning lawyer and pacifist Henri La Fontaine, who served as president of the
International Peace Bureau from 1907 and was another leading figure in the UIA alongside Otlet.53

His ideas on post-war order were set out in the boldly-titled The Great Solution: Magnissima
Charta, published in 1916.54 In it, he advocated comparatively modest proposals for the establishment
of a permanent ‘conference of states’ to meet every two years and negotiate international conventions,
with each state allocated one vote.55 With states monopolising decision-making authority in this
scheme, the envisaged role for transnational associations was limited to ‘a right of petition’, restricted
to those associations ‘enjoying a legal status for all matters susceptible of legislative unification or for
conventional, juridical or administrative provisions’; these petitions were envisaged to be circulated at
each conference of states by its administrative organs, with each petition getting a dedicated plenary
sitting of the conference to address it.56

Given the extensive time envisaged to be dedicated to discussion of petitions, the legitimate propo-
sers of these petitions were anticipated to be circumscribed to ‘legally constituted’ transnational asso-
ciations, a requirement that La Fontaine hoped ‘would compel men wanting to make propositions to
discuss them with others, to come together, and especially to think internationally’.57 Advocates of the
right of petition for transnational associations considered that it would facilitate more democratic
international policy making, since it would provide a means for the wider public to influence inter-
governmental policy making through the institutions (i.e. transnational associations) that La
Fontaine considered to ‘represent more particularly the international aspirations of the peoples’.58

As the League of Nations Societies put it at their meeting in Paris in January 1919, whereas states

49 ‘Le Congres de Berne pour la Société des Nations’, La Paix par le Droit, Apr. 1919, 178–9; International Socialist
Congress, International Socialism and World Peace: Resolutions of the Berne Conference, February, 1919 (London:
Independent Labour Party, 1919), 4.

50 Resolution of the Berne ‘International Conference for the League of Nations’, 6–13 Mar. 1919, quoted in La Paix par le
Droit, Apr. 1919, 178.

51 International Socialist Congress, International Socialism, 4.
52 Théodore Ruyssen, The League of Nations Societies and their International Federation: Raison d’Etre, Activities, Results

(Brussels: International Federation of League of Nations Societies, 1930), 16–17.
53 Jacques Gillen, Henri La Fontaine, Prix Nobel de la Paix en 1913: un Belge épris de justice (Brussels: Racine, 2012).
54 Henri La Fontaine, The Great Solution: Magnissima Charta, Essay on Evolutionary and Constructive Pacifism (Boston:

World Peace Foundation, 1916). The title is likely to be an allusion to Norman Angell’s Great Illusion manifesto.
55 La Fontaine, Great Solution, 103–4.
56 Ibid., 106.
57 Ibid., 65.
58 Ibid., 79–80.
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could claim to represent ‘peoples’, ‘the people themselves’ can speak through the intermediary of
transnational associations.59 Advocates of transnational associations’ right of petition also envisaged
repercussions for more pacific international relations, since they believed the limitation of the right
of petition to cross-border associations would encourage development of sympathy for others around
the world; La Fontaine argued: ‘The obligation for every man, desiring to improve his condition and
the condition of those surrounding him, to consider from a universal point of view the problems
which interest him, will widen his horizon and transform him into a useful and active element of
international public opinion; and he will thus furnish a necessary support to those who, within the
Conference of States, try to promote, facilitate and develop collaboration and understanding between
all peoples of the earth’.60

The Influence of Proposals for the Roles of Transnational Associations in the Paris Peace
Conference and the League of Nations Era

Proposals for a place for transnational associations in plans for the post-First World War order were
influential in debates concerning the establishment of both the International Labour Organization and
the League of Nations at the Paris Peace Conference. Each of these will be discussed in turn in this
section, followed by consideration of features of subsequent League of Nations practice taking forward
a range of roles for transnational associations in international governance.

Among the most influential proposals for transnational associations in discussions at the Paris
Peace Conference were the recommendations for sectoral representation put forward by the inter-
national trade union movement. Governmental preparations for the Paris Peace Conference made
explicit reference to the demands of the Leeds and Berne conferences of the international trade
union movement,61 and the Council of Ten proposed on 23 January 1919 a commission to consider
the establishment of a permanent international labour agency, with David Lloyd George urging for the
commission’s composition to include representatives of both labour and employers.62 Although labour
representation in the commission proved to be limited, it agreed that delegates to the International
Labour Office (ILO) would consist of one quarter labour representatives in addition to one quarter
employer representatives and one half government representatives.63 These provisions were silent
on the role of IFTU, which subsequently demanded that it be granted a monopoly on selection of
labour delegates to the ILO: although that demand was initially rejected, it was subsequently to become
established practice.64 A similar function in relation to employer representation in the ILO was to be
served by the International Organisation of Industrial Employers.65 The success in promotion of a role
for specific sectoral transnational associations in the labour dimensions of the post-war international
institutional order may be attributed to several factors: (i) the organisational strength of the inter-
national labour movement at the time, its representation in national parliaments, and concern at
the Bolshevik revolution; (ii) the sectorally limited nature of the proposals; and (iii) the restricted

59 Léon Bourgeois, at the Jan. 1919 conference of League of Nations Societies in Paris, quoted in La Paix par le Droit,
Feb.–Mar. 1919, 105.

60 La Fontaine, Great Solution, 65–6.
61 See, for instance, ‘Memorandum by John B. Andrews on American Proposals for Labor Agreements at the Peace

Conference, Submitted to the Inquiry, September 14, 1918’, in Shotwell, Origins, vol. 2, 87.
62 ‘Secretary’s Notes of a Conversation Held in M. Pichon’s Room at the Quai d’Orsay, on Friday, January 17, 1919, at 15

O’clock (3 p.m.)’, in Papers Relating to the Foreign Relations of the United States, The Paris Peace Conference, 1919, vol. 3,
document 34.

63 Articles 389 and 393 of the Treaty of Versailles, in International Labour Office, The Labour Provisions of the Peace
Treaties (Geneva: International Labour Office, 1920), 2–3.

64 Reiner Tosstorff, ‘Albert Thomas, the ILO, and the IFTU: A Case of Mutual Benefit?’, in Jasmien van Daele, Magaly
Rodriguez Garcia, Geert van Goethem and Marcel van der Linden, eds., ILO Histories: Essays on the International
Labour Organization and Its Impact on the World During the Twentieth Century (Berne: Peter Lang, 2010), 92–3.

65 Jean-Jacques Oechslin, The International Organisation of Employers: Three-Quarters of a Century in the Service of the
Enterprise, 1920–1998 (Geneva: International Organisation of Employers, 2001).
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decision-making capability of the institution providing this role for transnational associations: as
Tosstorff notes, ‘the ILO was merely a pale reflection of the demands and expectations’ of the labour
movement, serving as ‘just a public platform for trade-union demands, not the decisive lever by which
they could be realized’.66

The marginalisation of labour in this manner reflected a problem with the specialist sectoral
approach that was envisaged by opponents of such an approach among transnational women’s asso-
ciations: Marion Philips, speaking on behalf of the Joint Standing Committee of Industrial Women’s
Organisations in September 1919, for instance, asserted that a specialist women’s international organ-
isation analogous to the ILO could become ‘a little corner where women would be kept, thus losing the
opportunity to participate in larger issues’, and in the face of such opposition plans for an inter-
national women’s organisation put forward by the nascent League of Nations Secretariat in summer
1919 were abandoned.67

With respect to proposals for the general representation of transnational associations in the post-
war institutional order, the topic was considered in the Commission on the League of Nations in
February 1919. The issue arose in the context of the wider discussion of the possibility of establishing
a ‘Representative Assembly’ in addition to the Council and Body of Delegates – a proposal that con-
ference diarist David Hunter Miller considered ‘was rather insistently pressed in some quarters’, espe-
cially among the transnational labour movement.68 Its principal advocate on the commission was
South African delegate Jan Smuts, who had entertained the idea of extending participation in the
Body of Delegates to groups beyond states in his proposals for a League of Nations of 16 December
1918.69 At the commission meeting of 13 February 1919 Smuts proposed ‘with a view to satisfying
that element of public opinion which desired that the Body of Delegates might include representatives
of the leading social groups’, an amendment stating: ‘At least once in four years, an extraordinary
meeting of the Body of Delegates shall be held, which shall include representatives of national parlia-
ments and other bodies representative of public opinion’.70

In the course of the discussion of this proposal, some of the major problems with schemes for the
general representation of transnational associations were brought up. Belgian delegate Paul Hymans
observed that ‘nothing is more difficult than to plan a scheme of adequate representation’, given
the vast number of competing interests and groups demanding representation.71 He argued that ‘if
representation were given to one of these social groups, it would be necessary to give it to all the
others’.72 Moreover, he argued that in a body representative of large numbers of competing interests,
‘the custom would grow up of bringing up all sorts of questions before the League of Nations, and in
that way its scope and action would be too widely extended’.73 As a result, plans for establishment of a
representative assembly were abandoned, on account of the ‘great difficulty in devising any satisfactory
plan for the purpose’, and in recognition of the structural constraints of a world order in which states
were understood to aggregate diverse interests.74

Despite the failure of the commission to agree to establishment of a representative assembly, a sig-
nificant change in the text of the League of Nations Covenant was agreed at the meeting of 13 February
1919: the Body of Delegates (i.e. League of Nations Assembly) was no longer to consist of ‘the
Ambassadors or Ministers’ of member states, but instead it would consist of ‘representatives’, to be
chosen on any basis governments might wish to use.75 French delegate Ferdinand Larnaude argued

66 Tosstorff, ‘International Trade-Union Movement’, 432–3.
67 Miller, ‘Lobbying’, 32.
68 David Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, vol. 1 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1928), 272.
69 ‘The Smuts Plan’, in David Hunter Miller, The Drafting of the Covenant, vol. 2 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1928), 41.
70 ‘Minutes (English) of the Commission on the League of Nations’, in Miller, Drafting, vol. 2, 299–300.
71 Translated French Stenographic Report of the Commission on the League of Nations, in Miller, Drafting, vol. 1, 233.
72 ‘Minutes (English)’, 300.
73 Ibid., 301.
74 ‘Report of the Drafting Committee’, 13 Feb. 1919, in Miller, Drafting, vol. 2, 305.
75 Ibid., 304.
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that this revised composition of the Body of Delegates satisfied the demands for a representative body,
since ‘It is not necessary that the choice fall upon an Ambassador or upon a Minister. It may just
as well fall upon a member of parliament or even upon a representative of some large peace
association’.76 Similarly, British delegate Robert Cecil anticipated that British representatives might
for instance include representatives of labour, women’s and religious interests.77 According to
Wilson, ‘Every government which will be a member of the League of Nations will be a responsible
government, and if it does not satisfy public opinion, it will be subject to criticism and so compelled
to choose representatives who will satisfy public opinion’.78 It should be noted that this change also
reflected concerns Cecil had expressed as to how British dominions might be represented in the
League in the absence of ambassadors and ministers.79 In this manner, the interests of transnational
associations and of a pre-eminent state in opening up representation beyond traditional criteria
appeared to dovetail to bring about this concession.

Although direct representation of transnational associations was limited in the arrangements for
the League of Nations Assembly to the possibility that governments might from time to time nominate
as their representatives’ leaders of these associations, this was to be seen in practice in the later experi-
ence of the League of Nations. Assembly delegates were to include, for instance, secretary general of
the Inter-Parliamentary Union Christian Lange, who represented Norway on twenty-one occasions,
president of the International Peace Bureau Henri La Fontaine, who represented Belgium at the
first two assemblies, and president of the British section of WILPF Helena Swanwick, who represented
the British Empire in 1924 and 1929.80 The appointment of the representatives of transnational asso-
ciations as assembly delegates appears to have been motivated by their alleged sectoral expertise, with
Swanwick noting that her appointment was motivated by the assumption that as a women’s movement
leader she would be ‘well-informed about Opium, Refugees, Protection of Children, Relief after
Earthquakes, Prison Reform, Municipal Cooperation, Alcoholism, Traffic in Women’.81

An alternative possibility for the direct participation of transnational associations in the League of
Nations that was quickly swept aside at the Paris Peace Conference envisaged their unification and
co-ordination alongside all existing intergovernmental bodies within the League of Nations system:
this appeared in article 8 of the Italian draft scheme for a League ofNations put forward at the firstmeeting
of theCommissionof theLeagueofNations,which stated ‘all international unions . . . shall formpart of the
general constitution of the Society ofNations’.82 The Italian proposalwas overlooked in favourof those put
forwardbyBritishdelegatesSmutsandCecilon13February1919,whichrecommended insteadonlyplacing
‘under the control of the League all international bureaux established by general treaties’ and not private
international associations, which for the most part jealously guarded their independence. The Smuts and
Cecil proposals were adopted with little discussion, becoming Article 24 of the Covenant which limited
League responsibility to ‘international bureaux already established by general treaties’.83

Despite the exclusion of private international associations from Article 24, one transnational
association was granted a permanent role in the League of Nations framework on account of its
area of specialism: as Miller argued, ‘the Red Cross was rather in a class by itself as an international
organization’ given that ‘For fifty years and more it had worked with extraordinary success and the
beneficence of its purposes had met with world-wide recognition’.84 The proposal of League of Red

76 Translated French Stenographic Report, 231.
77 Ibid., 233.
78 Ibid., 233.
79 Miller, Drafting, vol. 1, 65.
80 Assembly delegates and the assemblies in which they took part are listed in League of Nations Archives, ‘List of Assembly

Delegates and Substitutes’, available at www.indiana.edu/∼league/assemblydelega.htm (last visited 20 Dec. 2019).
81 Helena Swanwick, I Have Been Young (London: Victor Gollancz, 1935), 385.
82 ‘Draft Scheme for the Constitution of the Society of Nations (Submitted by the Italian Delegation)’, in Miller, Drafting,

vol. 2, 249.
83 Miller, Drafting, vol. 1, 220.
84 Ibid., 401.
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Cross Societies founder Henry Davison that governments ‘agree to facilitate so far as is appropriate the
work that is undertaken by the Red Cross League’85 therefore resulted in adoption of Article 25 of the
Covenant of the League of Nations that aimed to advance the work of the Red Cross societies, despite
British objections that it gave too high a status to non-governmental authority, and despite French
objections that other similar associations should also be referred to.86

As for indirect representation of transnational associations in the peace settlement, no provisions
were made in the Covenant of the League of Nations for consultative arrangements with
non-governmental organisations. Nevertheless, the proceedings of the Paris Peace Conference set
important precedents for subsequent League of Nations practice in the reception of deputations
from representatives of transnational associations, and in the circulation among official delegates of
the petitions of transnational associations.

One of the most significant petitions to the peace makers was the joint memorial of the
International Council of Women and the International Alliance of Women for Suffrage and Equal
Citizenship, the demands of which included women’s right to be appointed to all League organs.87

This was agreed by the Commission of the League of Nations on 26 March 1919 with minimal oppos-
ition.88 Earlier, a meeting with representatives of the International Alliance of Women had led
Clemenceau to propose on 11 March 1919 that each of the Commissions on Labour and the
League of Nations should receive women’s deputations, although their demand for direct representa-
tion in the peace settlement negotiations was rejected.89 These deputations took place in March and
April 1919 respectively, and in subsequent years similar deputations by transnational associations were
to be made to the League of Nations Assembly and Council and their respective presidents, as well as
to League conferences.90 The women’s deputations left a lasting impression on decision makers, with
Wilson noting how they set ‘a strong example of dignity and competence’.91 In subsequently granting
permission for transnational association deputations, the League of Nations Secretariat was also con-
scious of the deficiencies of the League’s own legitimacy, and considered transnational associations by
virtue of the ‘quality and range of their membership’ to render ‘inestimable service’ to the organisation
in supporting its work.92

Government circulation of the petitions of transnational associations was pioneered by the US dele-
gation to the Paris Peace Conference, which printed them – sometimes in full, and sometimes in sum-
mary format – in regular bulletins.93 This anticipated the later efforts of the League of Nations
Secretariat to circulate to Council members summaries of transnational associations’ petitions, and
to print in the journal of the Assembly transnational associations’ resolutions.94 The Secretariat circu-
lated to the Council summaries only of the petitions of transnational associations, and not the peti-
tions of national associations, since due to the latter’s territorially-bounded composition they were
perceived to be better-directed to their respective governments.95 In circulating the petitions of inter-
national associations, it was considered that the ‘right of petition’ that was perceived as vital to func-
tioning democracy at the national level was extended to the global level; moreover, it was argued that

85 Quoted in Ibid., 401.
86 Ibid., 407; David Hunter Miller, My Diary at the Conference of Paris, vol. 19 (New York: the author, 1924), 44.
87 ‘Memorial of the Women’, in Miller, My Diary, vol. 8, 173.
88 Minutes of the thirteenth meeting of the League of Nations Commission, 26 Mar. 1919, in Miller, My Diary, vol. 7, 184.
89 Miller, My Diary, vol. 15, 329.
90 Thomas Richard Davies, ‘A “Great Experiment” of the League of Nations Era: International Nongovernmental

Organizations, Global Governance, and Democracy Beyond the State’, Global Governance, 18, 4 (2012), 409–10.
91 Quoted in M-L Puech, ‘Une grande victoire féminine: les femmes à la Conférence de la Paix’, La Paix par le Droit, Apr.

1919, 190.
92 Drummond to Ruyssen, 8 Sep. 1923, League of Nations Archives, Geneva, dossier 12594, R. 1336.
93 The bulletins are reproduced in Miller, My Diary, vol. 17.
94 The lists of transnational associations’ petitions circulated to the Council of the League of Nations are provided in the

League of Nations Archives, Geneva, dossier 27124, R.1598.
95 The debates concerning the limitation of the privilege of petition circulation to transnational associations are documen-

ted in the League of Nations Archives, Geneva, dossier 6722/2387, R.3568.

12 Thomas Richard Davies

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000436
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 138.40.68.78, on 20 Apr 2022 at 14:37:56, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0960777321000436
https://www.cambridge.org/core


since ‘the Covenant gave the League very limited political power, it would lack authority unless
it exerted itself through the respect and confidence of public opinion’ mediated by transnational
associations’ petitions.96

Despite the lack of formal provisions for liaison with transnational associations in its Covenant, the
League of Nations was to cooperate in many ways unanticipated by the peace makers at Paris. The
League’s interactions with transnational associations were to include, inter alia, appointment of
officials to liaise with transnational associations including attending their conferences,97 circulation
of a bulletin summarising transnational associations’ work,98 and appointment of representatives
from transnational associations to specialist League committees on human trafficking, social questions
and communications, among other topics.99 The appointment of assessors from transnational
voluntary associations to these committees was motivated by two principal considerations: their
capacity to mobilise public opinion behind the League’s work, and their specialist expertise.100

In consequence of the League’s extensive relationswith transnational associations, BertramPickardwas to
argue in 1936 that private international associations constituted ‘theGreater LeagueofNations’;101 andAlfred
Zimmern was to claim that the League’s relationship with transnational associations facilitated democratic
decisionmaking beyond the state since, for him, ‘As local government is to national democracy, so voluntary
internationalmovements are to international government’, and should ‘wewant to have really efficient inter-
national governmentwemust build it up from international voluntary societies, so that at every step voluntary
associationswatchover theworkof the governments in those subjects inwhich theyare dealing’.102Therewas,
however, considerable tension between the claims to enhanced democratic deliberation at the international
level through transnational voluntary associations’ alleged connection to public opinion, and the reliance of
the League of Nations on a small elite of technical experts appointed from these associations: the ‘thinly
masked divergence between the intellectual who should be the leader of public opinion, and the man on
the street, who constitutes its rank and file’was a problem critics such as E. H. Carr were keen to point out.103

Notwithstanding such critiques, representatives of transnational associations seized the
opportunities they were given in the League of Nations system. Christian Lange, for example, used
his position as delegate to the First Assembly to advance the International Peace Bureau’s longstanding
goal of general disarmament, setting the League’s initial agenda in this field as rapporteur of its first
subcommittee on disarmament.104 The most remarkable example of the League’s openness to
transnational associations’ petitions is provided by Eglantyne Jebb’s successful persuasion of delegates
at the 1924 League Assembly to discuss and adopt Save the Children International Union’s
Declaration on the Rights of the Child, which is often viewed as a forerunner to the wider international
human rights regimes of the later twentieth century.105

96 Adelsward to Drummond, 26 Oct. 1923, League of Nations Archives, Geneva, dossier 27124, R.1598.
97 For example, Gabrielle Radziwill was appointed to liaise with women’s transnational associations – Carol Miller,

‘“Geneva – The Key to Equality”: Inter-War Feminists and the League of Nations’, Women’s History Review, 3, 2
(1994), 219–45.

98 The Quarterly Bulletin of Information on the Work of International Organisations, which included details of the work of
both intergovernmental organisations and transnational associations.

99 Lyman Cromwell White, International Non-Governmental Organizations: Their Purposes, Methods, and
Accomplishments (New York: Greenwood Press, 1968), 248–52; Davies, ‘“Great Experiment”’, 408–10.

100 Dominique Marshall, ‘The Rise of Coordinated Action for Children in War and Peace’, in Rodogno, Struck and Vogel,
Shaping the Transnational Sphere, 89.

101 Bertram Pickard, ‘The Greater League of Nations: A Brief Survey of the Nature and Development of Unofficial
International Organisation’, Contemporary Review, 150, 849 (1936), 460–5.

102 Alfred Zimmern, Public Opinion and International Affairs (Manchester: Cooperative Union Limited, 1931), 8.
103 E. H. Carr, ‘Public Opinion as a Safeguard of Peace’, International Affairs, 15, 6 (1936), 856.
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140.
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Conclusions

Proposals for the roles of transnational associations in the world order following the First World War
is a significant yet previously insufficiently interrogated topic. In contrast to better-known state-centric
proposals for a new world order based on intergovernmental co-operation and organisation,106 the
proposals regarding transnational associations investigated in this article considered the potential
role of politics beyond states in bringing about a more legitimate, democratic and peaceful order in
the aftermath of the First World War. Despite the limitations of their arguments, features of their
proposals were to be put into practice in the League of Nations era, and continue in the present day.

Four approaches to the proposed role of transnational associations in institutions of world order
following the First World War were disaggregated in this article: (i) direct representation of trans-
national associations in general; (ii) direct representation of specialist sectoral transnational associa-
tions; (iii) indirect representation of transnational associations such as through a right of petition;
and (iv) popular representation beyond transnational associations. Providing a formal role for trans-
national associations was perceived by its advocates to have the potential to enhance the legitimacy of
global decision making through the participation of actors claiming specialist expertise and to serve
particular social functions. It was also considered to have the potential to contribute towards more
democratic international relations, through representation of otherwise under-represented social
groups, and to contribute towards peace through encouraging consideration of issues as they pertain
to humanity as a whole (rather than merely as they pertain to individual states) by granting rights
specifically to transnational associations rather than to national associations.

The provisions of the Paris peace settlement were to disappoint the proponents of officially
sanctioned roles for transnational associations in the new world order, with scarcely any provisions
being made for either direct or indirect representation. Besides the role played by the structural
constraints of the international system of the time, this outcome in part reflected weaknesses in
proposals for representation of transnational associations, with peace makers noting the potential
problems involved in trying to facilitate representation of each of the many different competing social
groups and the potential over-extension of League of Nations work that might result.

Nevertheless, as outlined in the previous section, a significant concession was granted to
transnational associations at the Paris Peace Conference: the potential for governments to appoint
representatives of transnational associations as delegates to the League of Nations Assembly, a conces-
sion made possible by the convergence of the aim of transnational association representation with
Great Britain’s goal to enable representation of its dominions. Moreover, the deliberations at the
Paris Peace Conference set significant precedents for subsequent League of Nations practice that
was to involve both direct representation of transnational associations such as in specialist committees,
and indirect representation of transnational associations such as through receiving their deputations
and circulating their petitions. These concessions to transnational associations were perceived by
the League of Nations Secretariat to address apparent deficiencies in the League of Nations’ legitimacy.
Notable writers of the interwar period such as Zimmern considered these practices also to make
League-era international decision making more democratic than previously, taking forward the
arguments of the earlier proponents of transnational associations during the First World War.

It is apparent from the discussion in this article that features of today’s global governance – where
intergovernmental and transnational actors each play significant roles in international policy – were
anticipated in the debates concerning the post-First World War settlement. Liaison between intergov-
ernmental organisations and transnational associations has become routine, as has the appointment of
representatives of transnational associations to national delegations and to intergovernmental organi-
sations and congresses.107 Now, as then, it is common to see claims put forward as to how integrating
transnational associations in global policy making may facilitate more legitimate and democratic

106 See, for instance, the analysis in Wertheim, ‘League of Nations’.
107 Peter Willetts, Non-Governmental Organizations in World Politics: The Construction of Global Governance (Abingdon:

Routledge, 2011), 45, 47.
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governance – or even represent an ‘answer to war’.108 However, whereas the proponents of
transnational associations during the First World War emphasised the importance of transnational
associations’ sectoral social functions to international legitimacy, democracy and peace, in the present
day there is greater emphasis on the deliberative democratic role of transnational associations.109 The
debates concerning the settlement to follow the First World War are also significant in highlighting
problems with the assumptions behind claims to transnational associations’ enhancement of global
governance, on account of the deficits in the internal democracy and legitimacy of transnational
associations, as well as their duplication of activities and competition.110 As this article has shown,
WILPF argued that a much more direct approach to global democracy was needed than leaving it
to competing ‘groups representing particular interests’.111
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