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After World War I, reallocating the former German and 

Turkish colonies proved to be one of the more challenging 

feats of the peace process. After months of negotiation in 

1919, first in Paris, then in London, the various national 

leaders agreed to create the mandate system, which proved 

to be a compromise between outright colonial expansion and 

genuine independence, whereby the former German and Turkish 

colonies in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East were mandated 

to the conquering nations in trust until the indigenous 

peoples were deemed ready to administer their own 

governments and societies. For decades, the mandate system 

was viewed by scholars as a genuine departure from the 

traditional forms of European colonialism so prevalent in 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

This study departs from previous interpretations while 

accounting for the key contributions from past scholars, 



   

 

providing both new direction and new conclusions. The 

analysis is largely philosophical in nature, tracing the 

primary American role in developing the mandates, while 

examining the developmental ideas behind Wilsonian 

principles such as national self-determination. Moreover, 

though Wilson himself is crucial to the study, the 

historical lens is primarily Edward M. House, who was 

Wilson’s most trusted advisor, with a particular aptitude 

in the realm of foreign affairs. House was instrumental in 

forming the mandate system from 1917 through 1919. 
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INTRODUCTION 

President Woodrow Wilson announced his vision of world 

peace before Congress on January 8, 1918. In his famous 

Fourteen Points address, Wilson outlined a non-punitive 

postwar peace settlement devoted to free trade, national 

self-determination, ending colonialism, and of course a 

“general association of nations” to promote “political 

independence and territorial integrity to great and small 

states alike.”
1
 At war’s end, Wilson embarked on his crusade 

for a better future, confident that Americans and their 

European Allies could fashion a meaningful, long-lasting 

peace. Yet as the Paris Peace Conference began in January 

1919, the question of whether or not Wilson’s progressive 

philosophy and optimistic rhetoric could withstand the 

staunch realities of peacemaking remained unclear. As many 

in Europe, Africa, and the Middle East surveyed the chaotic 

postwar landscape, they were not easily convinced by 

notions of peace, harmony, and progress. Certainly this was 

true of Europe’s victorious political leaders, who were not 

eager to embrace Wilson’s “enlightened” geopolitics. 

Instead, they sought vengeance and compensation for the 

                                                           
1 Arthur S. Link et al., eds., The Papers of Woodrow Wilson 68 Vols. 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966-1994), 45: 529. Hereafter 

cited as PWW. 
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war. Hence, ultimately, securing his vision of progress 

would prove to be far more complicated than Wilson 

anticipated. 

Reallocating the former colonies of the German and 

Ottoman empires was one of the more challenging feats of 

the peace process because the European victors—namely Great 

Britain, France, and Italy—and Japan sought to openly 

expand their colonial empires in 1919. Securing a new 

vision for the colonial world, a progressive American 

vision, was one of the primary objectives of Wilson’s peace 

initiatives. He was aided in this process by several 

individuals, Secretary of State Robert Lansing and noted 

historian George Louis Beer among them. However, no one was 

more important than the president’s close friend and 

advisor, Colonel Edward M. House, who was instrumental in 

forming and implementing U.S. colonial policy from 1917 to 

1919.  

Wilson and House based their postwar colonial vision 

on the principle of national self-determination, which was, 

in truth, steeped in ethno-cultural bias as well as geo-

political self-interest. A crucial impulse urged that the 

newly-articulated League of Nations be responsible for 

overseeing any new or revised colonial structure. After 
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months of negotiation in 1919, first in Paris, then in 

London, the various national leaders agreed to create the 

mandate system, which proved to be a compromise between 

outright colonial expansion and genuine independence, 

whereby the former German and Ottoman territories in 

Africa, Asia, and the Middle East were mandated to the 

conquering nations in trust until the indigenous peoples 

were deemed ready to administer their own governments and 

societies. 

Since the mandate system’s origins are the subject of 

this study, it is necessary to place my research within a 

historiographic context. Contemporaries of Wilson and 

House, such as Robert Lansing, David Lloyd George, Lord 

Robert Cecil, and Georges Clemenceau, each published 

memoirs in the years following the peace conference. These 

were largely self-serving in nature, and the mandates were 

minor subjects mentioned in passing, mostly as war trophies 

in the cases of Lloyd George and Clemenceau.
2
 Even George 

Louis Beer, a highly valued contributor to American 

colonial policy, wrote a rather self-important account of 

                                                           
2 Robert Lansing, The Peace Negotiations (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 

1921); David Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties 2 vols. 

(London: Victor Gollancz, 1938); Robert Cecil, A Great Experiment (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1941); Georges Clemenceau, Grandeur and 

Misery of Victory (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1930). 
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the formative work in 1919, titled, African Questions at 

the Paris Peace Conference, published in 1923. In it, he 

better demonstrated his acumen for pre-World War I colonial 

history than a true understanding or critique of Wilsonian 

progressivism applied to the colonial world.
3
  

In the decades between the world wars, scholarship on 

the mandates was rather technical in nature, surveying the 

intricate applications of the mandate system and attempting 

to gauge the future political horizon of the territories 

under supervision. A monumental study in this regard was 

undoubtedly Quincy Wright’s treatise, Mandates Under the 

League of Nations, published in 1930. It remains a 

benchmark study of the legalities and procedural challenges 

involved with implementing the mandates under League 

supervision. However, while Wright touched on the 

historical origins of the mandates, he offered virtually no 

analysis of the guiding philosophies or the negotiation 

processes of 1919.
4
 Other pioneering scholars of the 

mandates, such as Paul Birdsall and Pitman Potter, wrote 

sound narrative accounts of the 1919 negotiations, yet 

offered limited analysis of the founding principles or the 

                                                           
3 George Louis Beer, African Questions at the Paris Peace Conference 

(New York: The Macmillan Company, 1923). 
4 Quincy Wright, Mandates Under the League of Nations (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1930). 
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scheming politicians behind them. The few criticisms 

offered were directed at the British and French for 

undermining the full power of Wilson’s idealistic 

principles intended for the colonies.
5
    

For decades, the mandate system was viewed by scholars 

as a genuine departure from the traditional forms of 

European colonialism so prevalent in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. Not until after World War Two did a 

growing number of historians seriously evaluate the 

philosophical roots of the mandate system and then offer 

critical perspectives of its application in Africa, Asia, 

and the Middle East. In his groundbreaking book on the 

British Empire, Great Britain and Germany’s Lost Colonies, 

published in 1967, historian William Roger Louis astutely 

argued that British (and French) imperial interests at the 

Paris Peace Conference destroyed what might have been a 

genuine chance for colonial freedom and independence. His 

scathing account of British imperialism contrasted with a 

rather benign evaluation of American complicity in 

perpetuating imperialism through the Mandate System. Here 

Louis proffered the notion of Wilson the naïve idealist, 

                                                           
5 Paul Birdsall, Versailles Twenty Years After (New York: Reynal and 

Hitchcock, 1941); Pitman Potter, “Origin of the System of Mandates 

under the League of Nations.” American Political Science Review 16 

(January-March, 1966): 1-38. 
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whose progressive vision for the colonies was stymied by 

resolute imperialists such as Clemenceau and Lloyd George.
6
 

Contemporaries of William Roger Louis, such as Hessel 

Duncan Hall and Gaddis Smith, offered similar evaluations 

in the 1960s and 1970s.
7
    

The idea has persisted among many historians that a 

well-intentioned Woodrow Wilson encountered staunch 

opposition to his idealistic proposals in Paris, and was 

therefore forced to compromise his principles in favor of 

securing a fragmented allotment of his progressive vision.
8
 

In the last few decades, the mandates have been tied to 

this specific discussion, if they are even mentioned at 

all. Several recent studies bear this out, such as Margaret 

                                                           
6 William Roger Louis, Great Britain and Germany’s Lost Colonies 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967). 
7 Hessel Duncan Hall, “The British Commonwealth and the Founding of the 

League Mandate System,” Studies in International History, ed. K. Bourne 

and D.C. Watt (Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1967); Gaddis Smith, “The 

British Government and the Disposition of the German Colonies in 

Africa, 1914-1919.” In Britain and Germany in Africa: Imperial Rivalry 

and Colonial Rule, Edited by William Roger Louis (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1967). 
8 Thomas A. Bailey: Woodrow Wilson and the Great Betrayal (New York: The 

Macmillan Company, 1945) and Woodrow Wilson and the Lost Peace (New 

York: Quadrangle Books, 1963). More recent historians have typically 

been less adamant about Wilson’s failed idealism, but continue to offer 

rather traditional evaluations anyway. The following are good examples: 

Thomas J. Knock, To End All Wars: Woodrow Wilson and the Quest for a 

New World Order (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992) and Arthur 

Walworth, Wilson and His Peacemakers: American Diplomacy at the Paris 

Peace Conference, 1919 (New York: W.W. Norton, 1986); John Milton 

Cooper, Jr., The Warrior and the Priest: Woodrow Wilson and Theodore 

Roosevelt (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 1983) and 

Breaking the Heart of the World: Woodrow Wilson and the Fight for the 

League of Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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MacMillan’s prize-winning 2001 book, Paris, 1919: Six 

Months That Changed the World. In it she includes a brief 

chapter on the mandates, which correctly defines the 

mandate system as a form of veiled imperialism. Yet she, 

too, characterizes Wilson as the frustrated idealist, 

unable to secure his progressive colonial vision due to 

opposition from old-guard colonials in his midst. According 

to MacMillan, then, Wilson’s idealism should be taken 

literally.
9
 In 2007, Erez Manela took this idea a step 

further in his study, The Wilsonian Moment, claiming that 

various revolutionary movements in Egypt, India, China, and 

Korea throughout 1919 could trace their inspirational roots 

to Wilsonian idealism but were disillusioned by “the 

failure of liberal anti-colonialism.”
10
 Most recently, in 

Ross Kennedy's 2011 edited volume, A Companion to Woodrow 

Wilson, historian Priscilla Roberts’ brief assessment of 

the mandates again offers the interpretation that Wilsonian 

progressivism failed on the colonial issue, not because 

Wilson’s vision was particularly flawed or unsound, but 

rather because he and the American delegates simply failed 

                                                           
9 Margaret MacMillan, Paris, 1919: Six Months That Changed the World 

(New York: Random House, 2001). 
10 Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the 

International Origins of Anticolonial Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007). 
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to contend against the rampant imperial desires of their 

European counterparts.
11
    

This study departs from the intensely technical pieces 

on the form and function of the mandates as well as these 

previous interpretations by historians. While accounting 

for the key contributions from past scholars, the research 

provides both new direction and new conclusions. 

Significantly, the analysis is largely philosophical in 

nature, tracing the primary American role in developing the 

mandates, while examining the developmental ideas behind 

Wilsonian principles such as national self-determination. 

Moreover, though Wilson himself is crucial to the study, 

the historical lens is primarily on Edward M. House, who 

was Wilson’s most trusted advisor, with a particular 

aptitude in the realm of foreign affairs.  

House was instrumental in forming the mandate system 

from 1917 through 1919. Yet his role in this process has 

been misrepresented or ignored completely. For example, in 

her seminal 1973 book, Colonel House in Paris: A Study of 

American Policy at the Paris Peace Conference, Inga Floto 

blamed House for undermining American peace initiatives, 

                                                           
11 Priscilla Roberts, “Wilson, Europe's Colonial Empires, and the Issue 

of Imperialism,” in Ross Kennedy, ed., A Companion to Woodrow Wilson 

(Malden, Mass.: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011). 
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claiming he went around Wilson to secure his own vision for 

the peace. Moreover, Floto chose to focus solely on House’s 

roles in Paris, though he was vitally important during 

colonial negotiations in London during the summer of 1919.
12
 

More recently, in his 2006 biography, Woodrow Wilson’s 

Right Hand: The Life of Colonel Edward M. House, British 

scholar Godfrey Hodgson adequately covers certain elements 

of the Paris Peace Conference but neglects to mention a 

number of crucial roles fulfilled by House, among them his 

direction of American colonial policy. A worse oversight is 

Hodgson’s claim that House spent July and August of 1919 

vacationing, when, in fact, he was leading the U.S. 

delegation at the Mandates Commission in London.
13
   

Most historians writing on the mandate system’s 

origins believe the American delegates were forced into 

numerous compromises by Britain’s David Lloyd George, 

France’s Georges Clemenceau, and leaders from the British 

Dominions such as South Africa’s Jan Smuts. Yet, by framing 

Edward House and Woodrow Wilson as idealists, naïvely 

determined to recast the globe and create a new world 

order, such interpretations inherently abide by their own 

                                                           
12 Inga Floto, Colonel House in Paris: A Study of American Policy at the 

Paris Peace Conference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973). 
13 Godfrey Hodgson, Woodrow Wilson’s Right Hand: The Life of Colonel 

Edward M. House (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006). 
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definitions of the Wilsonian approach to colonial progress. 

Within such interpretive frameworks, President Wilson’s 

stated interests for national self-determination, economic 

globalization, and collective security are often portrayed 

as indicators of failure, largely because a varied form of 

colonial imperialism continued and the supposed Wilsonian 

vision did not come to fruition. A notable exception to 

this historiographic consensus is Andrew Zimmermann’s 

Alabama in Africa, which focuses on Togo in a transnational 

framework that features the New South of the United States 

and the colonialism of the German Empire. In this study, he 

emphasizes the consensus among American and European 

leaders and the continuity from German imperialism to the 

League of Nations.
14
  

However, grappling with Wilson’s and House’s own 

perceptions of the world seems more apropos when attempting 

to understand the myriad complexities of the negotiations. 

In truth, despite the concessions made by Wilson and House 

at the Paris Peace Conference, the creation of the mandate 

system should be viewed as a significant achievement for 

Wilsonian progressivism as they understood it. Yet, 

                                                           
14 Andrew Zimmermann, Alabama in Africa: Booker T. Washington, the 

German Empire, and the Globalization of the New South (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 2010). 
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paradoxically, both Wilson and House were unrealistic in 

their assessment of European colonialism. They projected 

their own American concepts of liberty, social justice, and 

morality onto the international stage, hoping to facilitate 

broad social and political reform.  

 The Wilsonian legacy remains at the center of world 

affairs. Accordingly, this study of the mandate system 

deals with concepts that still shape the international 

debate over the ongoing global war on terrorism. How the 

British or the Americans, in 1919 or 2013, should attempt 

to stabilize the Middle East is but one example of the 

contemporary relevance of my research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE WAR’S END AND EMERGING COLONIAL QUESTIONS, 1917 - 1918 

 Resolving colonial questions eventually became a 

crucial topic of consideration in the build-up to the peace 

after World War I. However, in April 1917, when the United 

States formally entered the Great War, the future status of 

colonies around the world garnered relatively little 

attention from European and American governments. They and 

their citizens were far more concerned with the immediate 

strategic realities of the conflict that had been raging 

for nearly three years, a conflict for which there appeared 

to be no end in sight.  

THE FINAL PHASES OF WAR 

In February 1917, after nearly a two-year hiatus, 

Germany had re-initiated its unrestricted submarine 

warfare, hoping at long last to strangle the supply lines 

of Britain and France. As was the case in 1915, Germany’s 

decision to order its U-boats to engage targets without 

warning was problematic at best. Predictably, several 

vessels from neutral countries were torpedoed by German U-

boats, injuring or killing passengers and crew members. The 

outraged responses were swift; and American entry in April 
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was, at least in part, attributed to Germany’s resumption 

of unrestricted U-boat warfare.
1
  

  Stalemate still reigned along the three European 

fronts by the spring of 1917. In the East, the remnants of 

Russia’s once-proud army that had not deserted gamely 

fought on. They did so despite their likely confusion over 

the onset in March of a revolution that would ultimately 

topple the Romanov dynasty and elevate to power Vladimir I. 

Lenin’s Bolsheviks. Then, in the Brest-Litovsk Treaty 

signed eleven months later, in March 1918, the Bolsheviks 

agreed to a separate peace with Germany, removing Russia 

from the war in the midst of Germany’s resurgent offensives 

on the western front.
2
  

In April 1917, however, such eventualities were 

unknown, still in the future. Instead, all combatants were 

concentrating on strategic and tactical operations for 

their late spring offensives. No government of the Allied 

or Central Powers could have predicted that the armistice 

                                                           
1 Much has been written about the U-boat campaigns by Germany and the 

consequences of the “unrestricted warfare” policy. The following 

studies are especially helpful: Thomas Bailey and Paul Ryan, The 

Lusitania Disaster (New York: The Free Press, 1975); Diana Preston, 

Lusitania: An Epic Tragedy (New York: Walker & Company, 2002). 
2 Morgan Philips Price, My Reminiscences of the Russian Revolution 

(London: Allen and Unwin, 1921), 147; John M. Thompson, Russia, 

Bolshevism, and the Versailles Peace (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1966), 3-4; Robert K. Massie, Nicholas and Alexandra (New York: 

Atheneum, 1987), 458.  
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would occur in eighteen months, ending the fighting and 

signaling the demise of the German, Austro-Hungarian, and 

Ottoman empires. Instead, during this penultimate spring of 

combat, the opposing armies still fought in the hopes of 

achieving the decisive battlefield victories that had 

eluded them, victories they hoped would end the war.  

After arriving in France, American “doughboys" fought 

well. In 1918, they were instrumental in throwing back the 

German offensives in places like Cantigny, Chateau-Thierry, 

and Belleau Wood. In concert with allied units, their 

combat service then culminated in the Meuse-Argonne 

Offensive, which brought fighting to a close.
3
 

Of course, when the armistice finally occurred in 

November 1918, and the guns fell silent, the belligerent 

governments and their people began to survey the damage. In 

truth, much of the world, but especially Europe, was in 

shock from the trauma of the Great War, numbed by the 

realities of the experience. For a time, many were simply 

grateful it was all over. But as reality set in, the 

consequences began to unfurl, weighing heavily on postwar 

Europe and America. While some welcomed home long-absent 

                                                           
3 R. H. Lutz, ed., The Fall of the German Empire (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1932), 478; Robert H. Ferrell, America’s Deadliest 

Battle (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2007), xi.    
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fathers, sons, husbands, and brothers, others mourned the 

loved and lost. Compared to Europe, America had barely 

bloodied its nose in the war, with casualties totaling 

323,018 dead and wounded U.S. servicemen. While a shocking 

figure, European losses were far worse and much of the 

continent was in shambles. All told, approximately 8.5 

million combatants were dead and more than 21 million 

wounded. Moreover, an additional 18-20 million people would 

die globally from influenza by 1920.
4
  

THE STAKES OF WAR AND PEACE 

Understandably, many began to ask for an accounting at 

war’s end. The questions seemed to anticipate the 

nihilistic responses that would later come. What had it all 

been for? What had the nations fought to preserve? Was 

Western Civilization even worth preserving?  

In line with their wartime propaganda campaigns, 

French and British officials responded by publicly claiming 

that the war had been forced upon them by German militarism 

and the Huns’ feverish pursuit of wanton destruction.
5
   

They played the part of innocent, peace-loving nations that 

had been forced to defend themselves against barbarism.  

                                                           
4 See http://www.pbs.org/greatwar/resources/casdeath_pop.html   

Accessed January 9, 2013. 
5 J. M. Winter, The Great War and the British People (London: Macmillan, 

1986), especially chapters 3 and 4. 

http://www.pbs.org/greatwar/resources/casdeath_pop.html
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Predictably, they alleged that Germany was the nation 

solely responsible for causing and perpetuating the war.
6
  

Given the shared realities of European imperialism and 

the arms race augmenting regional tensions prior to 1914, 

such claims were largely self-serving. The rhetoric 

capitalized upon anti-German sentiments in both Britain and 

France in 1918. In essence, Allied claims of German war 

responsibility overlooked the reality of a shared European 

catastrophe and justified thinly veiled attempts to 

rationalize punishing Germany while validating British and 

French wartime policies. Not surprisingly, the demoralized, 

heartbroken populations of France and Britain largely 

agreed with the sentiments expressed by their respective 

government leaders and journalists. Someone had to pay. Why 

not the Germans?  

For its part, Germany was in social and political 

revolution when the armistice was signed in November 1918. 

Much like their British, French, and Russian adversaries, 

most Germans, civilians and soldiers alike, had favored 

going to war in 1914. At the time, many had believed in the 

pro-war rhetoric, possessing a keen, though flawed sense of 

                                                           
6 Winter, The Great War and the British People, chapter 4 See also 

George Creel, The War, the World, and Wilson (New York: Harper, 1920), 

122.  
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national unity and purpose, namely a commitment to serve 

and support Kaiser Wilhelm II and the cause of German 

nationalism.
7
 Of course, as with new and eager soldiers 

throughout history, most of Germany’s young volunteers 

possessed strikingly romantic views of war in the summer of 

1914. They viewed it as a great adventure, an opportunity 

to distinguish themselves in battle and then return home in 

glory as national heroes. Relatively few anticipated the 

realities of modern warfare that would assault their bodies 

and minds.  

Four years later, Germany’s national consciousness had 

undergone a dramatic transformation. Nearly 2 million 

Germans were either killed or missing and presumed dead. 

More than 4 million had been wounded.
8
 These once-proud 

German soldiers were, of course, considered the “lucky 

ones.” They returned home in defeat, physically and 

psychologically traumatized by their combat experiences on 

land and sea and in the air. The scope of the tragedy, the 

sheer futility of fighting for a failed cause and losing an 

entire generation in the process gripped many at war’s end. 

                                                           
7 Ronald Stromberg, Redemption by War (Lawrence: University of Kansas 

Press, 1970); Robert Wohl, The Generation of 1914 (New York: Knopf, 
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Accessed January 10, 2013.  
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However, unlike Britain, France, and the United States, who 

could at least claim victory, Germany faced coming to terms 

not only with the tragic war losses they had incurred, but 

also with the shame of losing the conflict. Not a few 

Germans spiraled downward into nihilism, seeking answers to 

important questions: Who was to blame for the defeat? What 

would become of the German government, its economy, and its 

people?
9
 The answers would not be immediately forthcoming 

and they would not be well received by Germans when they 

did arrive. 

Given such a cultural context, it is not overly 

surprising that the ensuing chaos erupted throughout the 

country. The Kaiser abdicated the throne on November 9, 

1918, departing in shame. The German Empire of nearly fifty 

years was no more.
10
 In its place a German Social Democratic 

politician named Philipp Scheidemann arbitrarily declared a 

republic into existence, without any real authority to do 

so. Several rival political factions were vying for power 

at the same time. While the new German government 

                                                           
9 Martin Gilbert, The First World War (New York: Henry Holt, 1994), 369; 

Martin Middlebrook, The Kaiser’s Battle (New York: Penguin, 1983), 146, 

306; Rudolph Binding, A Fatalist at War, trans. by I. Morrow (London: 
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10 Middlebrook, The Kaiser’s Battle, 146-54; Lutz, ed., The Fall of the 

German Empire, 478-79; Eric Metaxas, Bonhoeffer: Pastor, Martyr, 

Prophet, Spy (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2010), 33-35. 
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eventually consolidated its authority by 1919 as the Weimar 

Republic, establishing an ostensibly democratic system, its 

leadership remained problematic throughout the 1920s, 

lacking true consensus and ensuring that the German people 

remained divided and confused.
11
 

And then there was the United States. By November 

1918, President Woodrow Wilson was well known to most 

Europeans as the intellectual, idealistic American leader. 

Few understood the deeper, complex forces that motivated a 

man like Wilson. In keeping with widespread American 

isolationism during the previous election of 1916, one of 

Wilson’s key campaign slogans simply stated: “He kept us 

out of war.” Such idealistic rhetoric was, of course, 

misleading. In truth, Wilson’s foreign intervention record 

indicated otherwise, as in the case of America’s campaigns 

against the notorious Francisco “Pancho” Villa in Mexico. 

Nonetheless, Wilson deftly sidestepped such realities and 

capitalized politically by claiming to loathe war as a 

general principle of conflict resolution. However, going 

before the U.S. Congress on April 2, 1917, and seeking a 

                                                           
11 Metaxas, Bonhoeffer, 34-35; C. B. Burdick and R. H. Lutz, eds., The 
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University Press, 1967), 208.  
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U.S. declaration of war against Germany, the president 

neatly accounted for the swinging cultural pendulum that 

increasingly favored war. Ever the politician, his rhetoric 

was fashioned around a new mission, a deceptively noble 

sounding mission: America would fight to end the war 

because, in his words, “the world must be made safe for 

democracy.”
12
 

The following January, Wilson articulated his famous 

vision for the future in his Fourteen Points speech before  

Congress. In it, Wilson identified a desire for a generous, 

non-punitive postwar peace settlement. The key points 

proclaimed the need for an “open” world at war’s end, which 

would include “open covenants” as well as freedom of the 

seas, equal trade rights, arms reductions, calls for self-

determination for nations in Europe, and even the abolition 

of colonialism. And in case anyone doubted the president’s 

ability to make this utopian scheme a reality, he saved the 

best for last. Point fourteen advocated the creation of “a 

general association of nations” to bring about “political 

independence and territorial integrity to great and small 

states alike.”
13
 Ostensibly, Wilson’s League of Nations, as 

                                                           
12 Woodrow Wilson’s address to Congress, April 2, 1917, PWW, 41: 519-27.  
13 Woodrow Wilson’s Fourteen Points speech before Congress, January 8, 
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it became known, would help to oversee the establishment of 

a new, enlightened order in the postwar world.   

As the next chapter of this study will demonstrate in 

more detail, Wilson’s rhetorical expression of these 

idealistic, even romantic sentiments often belied his 

genuine strains of thought in politics and international 

affairs. Thus, when applied to broad philosophical 

concepts, such as national self-determination, the unique 

strains of Wilsonian progressivism were far more complex 

(and disturbing) than many contemporaries or future 

scholars realized. For instance, Wilson’s integration of 

Christian ethics and public policy appeared admirable. Yet 

his seeming commitment to virtuous, progressive policies 

was often marred by a deeply-ingrained racism, a belief in 

Anglo-Saxon superiority, applications of Social Darwinsim, 

and a sense of American Exceptionalism. 

 However, these complexities of the Wilsonian mind 

would not have been evident to the casual observer. 

Instead, most who heard or read Wilson in 1917 and 1918 

viewed the president strictly through the lens of 

progressive politics. As such, he was widely perceived as 

an American idealist, and his rhetoric captivated Europeans 

and Americans alike who were desperately searching for 
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meaning. Wilson seemed to offer a way of viewing the Great 

War as a tragic, yet significant means of catharsis, an 

opportunity to pursue a long-desired cultural renaissance.
14
 

A number of questions arise. Most importantly, how 

accurate were such notions? What were the crucial stakes of 

the long-fought war and the subsequent peace that would be 

fashioned in its wake? Altruistic speeches and articles 

about honor, virtue, redemption, and accountability may 

have been well received by European and American citizens 

eager for some measure of validation, some profound 

understanding of sacrifice. However, emotional, 

manipulative rhetoric aside, the most influential guiding 

principles were actually based in power politics. Within 

the corridors of political power in Washington, London, 

Paris, and Rome the likes of Woodrow Wilson, David Lloyd 

George, Georges Clémenceau, and Vittorio Orlando (and their 

subordinate aides) were busy scrutinizing the geopolitical 

ramifications of the war as it neared its conclusion.  

Of primary importance, the balance of power, 

especially in Europe, was at stake. When the war was still 
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winding down in late 1918, much thought had already been 

given to accruing spoils of war and visiting vengeance upon 

Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey. Redrawing the 

boundaries of Europe certainly appealed to Britian, France, 

and Italy to be sure. Also at stake, however, was the focus 

of this study, the colonial possessions of each European 

power. While colonial issues may have been secondary to the 

European (or continental) balance of power, the colonies 

were still profoundly important to all sides. As such, 

differing perspectives on the future of colonialism—such as 

outright annexation, trusteeship, or independence—garnered 

much attention.
15
  

IMPERIAL RATIONALES AND COLONIAL SYSTEMS 

In order to provide context for the key colonial 

questions that rose to the forefront by 1918, a brief 

historical retrospective is in order regarding the 

narcissistic impulses that prompted colonialism as well as 

a basic overview of the colonial systems themselves. While 

administration varied among the colonial powers, at least 
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in precise methodology, the philosophical rationales were 

nearly universal for European colonialism in the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. Europe’s colonial impulses were 

steeped in the age-old principles of imperialism: wealth, 

power, and prestige. Ethnocentric ideology and the insular 

logic of self-interest combined to foster the European 

desire to possess colonies.  

Imperialism dates at least as far back as the ancient 

realms of the Persians, Greeks, and Romans, to name a few. 

Since nearly all imperial kingdoms and nation-states 

throughout history have equated accumulating valuable 

resources and commodities to the creation and maintenance 

of empire, twentieth-century Europeans were certainly not 

inventing the colonial wheel, so to speak. Accumulating 

power and wealth remained a key principle. Of course in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, mercantilism had 

reigned as the key economic philosophy on which the 

expanding global empires of Europe were based. Founded on 

the notion that global resources were finite, mercantilism 

prompted nations to compete with one another, applying all 

available means to secure territories and resources for 
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their own prosperity.
16
 Adam Smith’s 1776 publication, An 

Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of 

Nations, famously contended against mercantilism, favoring 

the broad acceptance and application of free market 

economic principles.
17
 By 1900, however, Europe’s imperial 

philosophies and methodologies were based upon contemporary 

geopolitical realities and economic principles. In 

practice, variants of mercantile philosophy remained alive 

and well when war erupted in 1914, entrenched at the very 

heart of Europe’s ongoing imperial competitions.  

Accumulating resources as the engines of imperial 

wealth and power may have been crucial, but equally 

influential were the notions of honor and prestige attached 

to colonial possessions. By the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries, Europeans viewed their colonial 

empires as synonymous with national greatness, the laws of 

competition, and even with the idea of cultural fitness. A 

popular belief held that colonies were positive reflections 

of the mother country, capable of enhancing a nation’s 
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unique character, certainly, but also of promoting the 

inherent glories of Western Civilization more broadly. Not 

surprisingly, maps of colonial holdings in Africa and Asia 

were embraced as powerful symbols of wealth and prestige, 

even of a nation’s future destiny.
18
    

Economic philosophies and prideful, ethnocentric 

associations between civilization and colonization 

furnished rationales to support the subjugation of 

indigenous peoples around the world. The argument that 

Western technological advancement equaled inherent cultural 

progress convinced many, especially when Rudyard Kipling’s 

ideas of “The White Man’s Burden” were combined with the 

Darwinian notion that all of humankind was engaged in an 

evolutionary struggle in which only the fittest would 

survive. The Social Darwinist logic of Herbert Spencer and 

others seemed inescapable. Great cultures should expand and 

possess vast empires to the “benefit” of “lesser” cultures. 

The natives had to be “civilized” and the various raw  
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materials then applied in service to the home country.
19
  

Ultimately, when combined with their inherent belief 

in both racial and cultural superiority, it was not a huge 

philosophical leap for Europeans to rationalize colonialism 

as both economically prudent and culturally progressive. 

Throughout Africa, Asia, and portions of the Middle East, 

explorers, adventurers, and missionaries gave way to 

traders, government administrators, and soldiers. These 

empires were, in many ways, products of the industrial 

revolution and of Europe’s advantage in technical 

innovation, especially in weaponry. By the late-nineteenth 

century, a complex network of ports, trading centers, 

railroads, plantations and mines covered the African 

continent as well as parts of the Asian mainland and island 

territories.
20
 

The consequences were many, and they were tragic for 

native populations living under colonial rule. European 

administrators established themselves as the ruling class, 

overseeing the formation and conduct of colonial policy. 
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They became the social and political elite. Conversely, the 

native populations were relegated to stratified service 

castes in most colonial settlements. Those from culturally 

elite families were, conceivably, allowed to work in useful 

social or political jobs, but always in service to the 

Europeans in charge. The remaining members of native 

populations found themselves in a vast assortment of jobs 

in service to their respective colonial overseers: 

mineworkers, ranch hands, laborers on rubber plantations, 

shipyard workers, and the like.  

The technical application of colonial policies varied 

among the British, French, Germans, Belgians, and others. 

In other words, while colonialism was universally harmful 

to the indigenous populations, certain colonial governments 

pursued measures of peaceful co-existence more effectively 

than others. By and large those living in places like 

British Malaya experienced far better conditions than those 

living under the brutally harsh realities of Belgian rule 

in King Leopold’s so-called “Congo Free State.” 

Nonetheless, the inescapable truth is that indigenous 

peoples around the world had their kingdoms and countries, 

their very ways of life stolen from them by Europeans. They 

subsequently found themselves living in their own native 
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lands in subservient roles. Such were the atrocious 

realities of colonialism.
21
   

EMERGING QUESTIONS AND HISTORICAL PRECEDENTS 

When war broke out in 1914, Europe and its combined 

imperial territories consisted of approximately 15,000,000 

square miles, nearly 85 percent of the globe’s land 

surfaces. During the war, Germany surrendered its colonies 

in Cameroon, Togoland, and Southwest Africa after several 

brutal military campaigns in those territories. At the time 

of the armistice, Germany still retained its colony in East 

Africa, though the odds of permanent possession were 

unlikely at that juncture. Turkish holdings in the Middle 

East—namely those in Syria, Palestine, Trans-Jordan, and 

Iraq—also became vital topics of debate. Hence, at war’s 

end, the victorious powers—namely Britain, France, Italy, 

Japan, Belgium and to a lesser degree the United States—had 

to decide the fates of their own colonial holdings as well 

as those of the former German and Ottoman empires, 

respectively.
22
 

                                                           
21 J. M. Mackenzie, David Livingstone and the Victorian Encounter with 

Africa (London: Allen and Unwin, 1996); Adam Hochschild, King Leopold’s 

Ghost: A Story of Greed, Terror, and Heroism in Colonial Africa (New 

York: Houghton Mifflin, 1998); Ronald Robinson, John Gallagher, and 

Alice Denny, Africa and the Victorians. The Official Mind of 

Imperialism (London: Macmillan, 1981), especially chapters 3 and 4.    
22 Reference pre-World War I colonial maps on pages 30-32. 



30 

  

 

 

Map 1.1 

Colonial Africa, 1914 
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Map 1.2 

Pacific Island Colonies, 1914 
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Map 1.3 

Colonial Middle East, 1914  
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These decisions would be complicated, to be sure. 

Important questions included the following: should the 

victorious colonial powers maintain their own colonial 

possessions? Should they additionally consider dividing the 

colonial spoils by annexing the former German and Turkish 

colonies? Conversely, given the idealistic surge of 

rhetoric emanating from the likes of Woodrow Wilson, 

members of the Arab revolt, and other indigenous groups, 

should all colonies be granted independence? Or, lastly, 

should some gain independence while others remained within 

the colonial structure?   

Given the sharp divisions between pro-colonial voices 

in Europe and the British dominions versus those advocating 

the end of colonialism, resolving the colonial questions 

seemed like a mountain peak too difficult to climb in 

November 1918. Perhaps predictably, some of the precedents 

relied upon to inform their decisions moving forward—namely 

the Berlin Act of 1885, the Brussels Act of 1892, and the 

Algeciras Convention of 1906—had each been utilized by 

European powers to ostensibly legalize their ambitious 

scrambling for colonial gains in the first place.
23
 Other 
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proposals in 1918, including those by Woodrow Wilson and 

South Africa’s Jan Smuts, at first blush appeared to be 

comparatively enlightened reformations of traditional 

colonial structures.
24
 But how may we measure the rhetoric 

in these proposals? What were the key intellectual 

foundations informing Wilsonian progressivism in 

particular? Those questions will be the focal points of the 

next chapter.     
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Chapter 2 

The Wilsonian Mind and a Progressive World Order 

Over the years, many historical critiques of Wilsonian 

statecraft have characterized U.S. postwar initiatives in 

1918-1919 as overly idealistic, prone to naïve perceptions 

of geopolitical power structures and vulnerable to the 

devious machinations of Europe’s more realistic and 

seasoned politicians, such as Britain’s David Lloyd George 

and his French counterpart, Georges Clemenceau. According 

to such traditional narratives, Woodrow Wilson, Edward M. 

House, and their American aides succumbed to immense 

pressure and were forced to abandon their idealistic 

principles at the Paris Peace Conference in the face of 

wily, cynical opposition from the British, French, and 

Italian delegations.
1
 Ostensibly, the compromises involved 

issues ranging from Europe’s border restructuring and 
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economic reparations to the focus of this study, the 

principle of national self-determination in the colonial 

world. American history survey texts are actually fairly 

decent barometers for measuring the consensus views among 

historians on a variety of topics. Regarding Woodrow 

Wilson’s vision for postwar peace, many popular college 

survey texts in the United States continue to present 

students with some variant of the narrative about America’s 

“failure” to secure its idealistic promises in 1919.
2
   

FLAWED INTERPRETIVE ASSUMPTIONS 

However, such interpretations are based upon flawed 

notions of the colonial objectives that Wilson and House 

ultimately pursued in Paris (and subsequently London) in 

1919. Analytical shortcomings are prominent in these 

studies. Assumptions of failure stem from false premises, 

which invariably produce unsound conclusions regarding 

American peace initiatives for the postwar colonial world. 

The claims of American failure are specifically based upon 

the fact that the lion’s share of former German and Turkish 
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colonies did not achieve outright independence as a result 

of the League of Nations Covenant.
3
 

Wilsonian progressive philosophy has often been 

perceived as being inherently opposed to traditional 

European imperial philosophy as well as the resulting 

colonial systems. Equating Wilsonian rhetoric on principles 

of national self-determination with their own notions of 

progressive history, Wilson’s near-contemporaries as well 

as future scholars often assumed that the Wilsonian vision 

was inherently idealistic, entailing the literal, universal 

pursuit of equality and independence for indigenous peoples 

under Europe’s colonial rule.
4
 Since no such vision of 

progress came to fruition after the Paris Peace Conference 

in 1919, frequent conclusions have revolved around the idea 

that Wilsonian progressivism was flawed, perhaps inherently 

naïve and unachievable.
5
 The logic seems soothingly 

inescapable. By ascribing American failure to “compromise” 

and “acquiescence,” traditional interpretations have often 
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turned Wilson and House into simplistic caricatures, 

political idealists whose supposed naiveté proved 

detrimental when facing savvy political realists, primarily 

within the British and French delegations. 

The truth of the matter is that the eventual colonial 

settlement was ultimately far more in line with Wilsonian 

progressivism than many believe. Accurately comprehending 

the American colonial initiatives engaged by President 

Woodrow Wilson and Edward M. House requires a sound 

understanding of the Wilsonian mind, particularly of the 

philosophical roots and personal experiences that served as 

the foundations for the Wilsonian brand of progressivism 

endorsed by these two men.  

To begin measuring Wilsonian perspectives on 

progressive global relations, understanding his 

intellectual foundations is essential. What are these? As 

historian Lloyd Ambrosius indicates in Wilsonian 

Statecraft: Theory and Practice of Liberal Internationalism 

during World War I, Wilson’s “progressive philosophy of 

history provided the important intellectual foundations for 

his liberal internationalism.”  Ambrosius goes on to 

characterize Wilson’s perspectives in this manner: 
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The president’s understanding of progressive history 

embraced the Social Gospel in American Christianity. 

He wanted to redeem the Old World from its outmoded 

system of alliances that depended upon a discredited 

balance of power. He sought to establish a new 

community of nations that would rely instead on 

collective security. Identification of U.S. foreign 

policy with the progressive fulfillment of God’s will 

on earth limited Wilson’s disposition to compromise.
6
    

 

In essence, Woodrow Wilson was both a traditionalist and a 

modernist, an old guard Christian moralist who nonetheless 

believed in modern ideas such as Social Darwinism, which 

conformed neatly to the germ theory, emphasizing heredity 

as the prime shaper in human history. And though he 

generally idealized the Anglo-Saxon heritage, believing 

Western Civilization was inherently superior, Wilson was 

also a genuine American exceptionalist. For him, the United 

States was a uniquely blessed cultural experiment among the 

enlightened nations of the world.
7
   

Some crucial questions arise. What is the genesis of 

such philosophies? Where did these prevailing concepts of 

progressivism come from? And more importantly, why did 

Woodrow Wilson believe them? To provide some answers, a 
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brief overview of Wilson’s various philosophical 

foundations is merited.  

COMMON SENSE REALISM CHRISTIANITY 

Born in Staunton, Virginia on December 28, 1856, 

Thomas Woodrow Wilson was a child of the South, spending 

the majority of his youth in Georgia, before moving to 

South Carolina in 1870. He was raised by devout, though 

intellectually-oriented Christian parents of primarily 

Scottish ancestry. His father, the Rev. Joseph R. Wilson, 

was a Southern Presbyterian minister whose influence on his 

son was enormous. In truth, the young Woodrow Wilson 

benefited immensely from the demanding, yet loving home 

environment, and he would later give much credit to both 

his father and mother for modeling the intellectual and 

spiritual virtues that allowed him to thrive.
8
 

A rationalist and scholarly approach, based upon the 

Scottish Reformed tradition, gave depth and dimension to 

Wilson’s Christianity, and remained central to his 

worldview throughout his life. But what was entailed in 
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proposal was quickly accepted, and the commission moved on 

to resolve the Belgian claim.
41
 

In the end, regardless of their misgivings about 

Belgium’s capacity to oversee a part of German East Africa 

in a manner befitting an enlightened, progressive power, 

the Belgian claim to Ruanda-Burundi was upheld. Belgium was 

assigned this territory while the British Empire acquired 

most of the former German East African colony under the 

provisions of B-class mandates. Beer and Cecil were deeply 

concerned about this resolution, but nonetheless went 

along. Since Belgium was a strategic and cultural ally of 

France, House and Milner both felt that blocking the 

Belgian claim would be both counterproductive and 

destabilizing, especially given the contentious nature of 

French colonial policy. House even suggested that giving 

the lands to someone other than Belgium—namely Great 

Britain—would strengthen the anti-British opposition to the 

peace treaty. It was that simple. As Beer wrote in his 

diary, “in such ways are the fates of three-and-a-half 

million human beings determined.”
42
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By the second week of August, the only remaining tasks 

involved drafting the A-class mandates and then providing 

recommendations for the League of Nations regarding the 

mandate assignments for the various nations. The only 

significant change to the A mandates as outlined in Paris 

involved a clause recommending that the mandatory power be 

responsible for securing civil order as the A-class nation 

neared its final goal of independence. The B and C mandates 

were structured along the lines of the July 8 meeting.
43
 

The commission concluded its resolutions in late 

August by recommending the assignment of mandates according 

to the following categories: Class A Mandates were to be 

quite limited in number, primarily because they were 

supposedly ready to be “brought along swiftly” toward 

outright independence, though none achieved that status 

until the 1940s. Nonetheless, the commission’s proposal 

suggested dual mandates for Great Britain in Palestine and 

Mesopotamia, though the latter was not enacted. The French 

were also given Syria as an A mandate.
44
  

                                                           
43 Notes of the Eleventh Meeting of the Commission on Mandates, August 

9, 1919, File No. 181.227, General Records of the American Commission 

to Negotiate Peace.   
44 Mandate Commission’s recommendations on the assignment of A, B, and C 

Mandates, July 8 to August 22,1919, FRUS:PPC, 13: 93-101.  
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Class B mandates were more plentiful. These, of 

course, required greater levels of political oversight by 

the mandatory power, but were intended for independence at 

a “reasonable point in the future.” The protectorates of 

Ruanda and Burundi, formerly of German East Africa, were 

suggested for Belgium, to be administered as a single 

mandate. The British were to gain Tanganyika and then split 

the Cameroons and Togoland with the French, as agreed upon 

in Paris.
45
 

Lastly, Class C mandates were to be assigned along the 

following lines. The peoples in these territories would 

ostensibly require long-term oversight by a mandatory power 

until ready for independence at an indeterminate date in 

the distant future. Australia was slated to receive 

mandates for the former territories of German New Guinea, 

renamed Papua New Guinea, while New Zealand would acquire 

German Samoa, renamed Western Samoa. As proposed, Japan’s 

South Sea Mandate would involve former German territories 

in a number of Pacific Islands, including the Marianas and 

the Marshall Islands. And, of course, Jan Smuts’ South 

Africa would be granted what they coveted most, the freedom 

to combine their own territory with the former German 

                                                           
45 Ibid. 
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South-West Africa.
46
 When Article 22 of the League of 

Nations Covenant was formally adopted in 1922, the mandate 

system assignments conformed to these recommendations, with 

only a few minor adjustments.
47
 

A brief concluding critique of Edward House and the 

Mandates Commission is in order. What did the commission 

members generate in July and August of 1919? Obviously, the 

mandatory powers were given extensive political and 

economic authority over the former German and Turkish 

territories, especially in the B- and C-class mandates. In 

essence, the idea that traditional colonialism would vanish 

in favor of enlightened trusteeship and progression toward 

political and territorial independence by colonial peoples 

was largely false. Instead, the mandate system’s imperial 

legacy became evident, as resolution after resolution 

favored the mandatory powers’ control over indigenous 

peoples in Africa, Asia, and the Middle East. The question 

is, how complicit was the United States in forming the 

system’s imperial elements during the London meetings? The 

traditional view is that House was overly conciliatory 

without Wilson’s guiding presence in London, too willing to  

                                                           
46 Ibid. 
47 Reference post-World War I map of The Mandate System on the following 

page. 
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compromise American principles and acquiesce in European 

imperial claims, especially with his British friends, Lord 

Robert Cecil and Lord Alfred Milner.
48
 In other words, he 

sold America (and Wilson) out on the colonial issues. Is 

this true?  

The reality is that Wilson and House were consistently 

in contact throughout July and August. House sent telegrams 

every few days to Wilson as well as Secretary of State 

Robert Lansing, informing them about the proposals and 

resolutions of the Mandates Commission. Wilson was 

certainly not kept in the dark. More importantly, however, 

the president never challenged the positional statements 

that House included in these telegrams. Rather, Wilson 

conveyed pleasure and confidence in the work that House, 

Milner, Cecil, and the others were achieving. On July 18, 

Wilson sent a telegram to House in which he affirmed, “I 

find the model mandates B and C quite satisfactory.”  At 

his meeting with the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on 

August 19, the president reaffirmed: “The whole system of 

mandates is intended for the development and protection of 

the territories to which they apply—that is to say, to 

                                                           
48 See especially Sharp, The Versailles Settlement, 170-84; MacMillan, 

Paris, 1919, 173-75, 178; George and George, Woodrow Wilson and Colonel 

House, 260-67.  
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protect their inhabitants, to assist their development 

under the operation of the opinion of the world, and to  

lead to their ultimate independent existence.”
49
 

None of this is surprising. The colonial system 

established in Paris and London was, in reality, well 

aligned with the progressive standards of Wilson and House, 

both of whom sought to overhaul traditional colonialism, 

while ensuring their progressive standards could still be 

structured and implemented globally according to the 

Wilsonian standard. House accomplished these goals in 

London, most importantly through his continued insistence 

that the League of Nations retain final authority over the 

colonial administrative processes. We must remember that, 

from the beginning, the League was intended to function as 

an extension of Wilsonian philosophy, an instrument of 

progressive culture on the international stage. By ensuring 

the League’s authority over the colonial world vis-à-vis 

                                                           
49 Wilson to House, July 14, 1919, PWW, 61: 520; A Conversation with 

Members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, August 19, 1919, 

PWW, 62: 409. Throughout July and August of 1919, a consistent sequence 

of letters and telegrams between Wilson in Washington, D.C. and House 

in London bears out the fact that Wilson was fully informed of all of 

the Mandate Commission’s negotiations and that he was pleased with 

House’s diplomacy. In fact, Wilson asked for no revisions and only 

occasionally asked for additional clarity on specific resolutions. See 

especially PWW, 61: 363-64, 408-09, 451-55, 477-78, 520. PWW, 62: 187-

89, 235, 243-47, 254-55, 370, 374-75, 409. 
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the Mandate System, Edward House successfully served 

Wilson’s true principles.  
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CONCLUSION 

The mandate system of 1919 was ostensibly created to 

ensure cultural progress and eventual independence for 

colonial peoples. However, as this study has shown, in 

reality the mandates ultimately served as the foundation 

for ongoing colonial practices in Africa, Asia, and the 

Middle East. Not until the post-World War Two era did many 

colonial territories finally gain their independence as new 

nations, often through brutal, hard-fought wars against the 

very governments assigned, in 1919, as benevolent trustees, 

charged with overseeing the indigenous nations’ prosperity 

and growth. 

In Alabama in Africa, Andrew Zimmermann reached a 

similar conclusion with particular reference to Togo. He 

observes: “The American ‘Negro question’ became a 

foundational feature, blacks themselves a constituent 

exclusion, of the international order that emerged between 

the Berlin West African Conference and the Paris Peace 

Conference. Excluding blacks not only from what was called 

civilization without outside intervention, helped Europeans 

and Americans found a League of Nations to enforce what was 
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supposed to be universal.”
1
 Emphasizing continuity from the 

previous European colonial imperialism to the new system of 

mandates under the League’s supervision, Zimmermann 

continues, “The transnational ‘Negro question,’ the 

attempts by white elites to impose interlinked regimes of 

political and economic control over African Americans and 

Africans, became fundamental to the renewed colonial 

civilizing mission of the League of Nations.”
2
 

What responsibility did the United States have in 

these affairs? While the evils of the mandate system are 

generally acknowledged, most historians believe that the 

American delegates at Paris and London were forced into 

numerous compromises by Britain, France, the British 

Dominions, and others. Such interpretations are deeply 

flawed because they frame Edward House and Woodrow Wilson 

as overly naïve idealists who misunderstood both the 

realities of the postwar world and the imperial designs of 

their European counterparts. By defining President Wilson’s 

rhetoric on national self-determination in literal terms, 

which seemed to promise quick progress toward independence 

                                                           
1 Zimmermann, Alabama in Africa, 200. 
2 Ibid., 202. 
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for colonial peoples, most scholars have portrayed the 

mandates as indicators of American diplomatic failure.   

The reality, however, was that colonial imperialism 

did not continue simply because Wilson, House, and other 

American peace delegates buckled under pressures from less 

idealistic Europeans. The Wilsonian worldview was far more 

complex. While Wilson’s own liberal internationalist vision 

sought to alter traditional colonial structures, it did not 

conform to the idealistic progressivism embraced by many of 

his contemporaries, nor did it align with the subsequent 

definitions by many scholars. Wilson and House were not 

seeking immediate independence for most former German and 

Turkish territories. Their understanding of progressive 

civilization was not based on notions of universal liberty 

and equality. They looked down on native cultures deemed 

inferior to Anglo-Saxon civilization. Moreover, the United 

States actually took the lead in forming postwar colonial 

policy, advocating change that proved far more 

imperialistic than many scholars acknowledge.  

Beginning in 1917 with his supervision of The Inquiry 

and ending in 1919 with the Mandates Commission in London, 

Edward House was responsible for molding and assigning the 

colonial settlement. Guided by Wilson, and imbued with the 
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president’s enlightened notions, House fashioned an 

eminently suitable structure that neatly aligned with the 

Wilsonian philosophy of cultural progress. Hence, despite 

the various concessions made by Wilson and House, the 

creation of the mandate system should be viewed as a 

significant achievement for Wilsonian progressivism as 

understood by both men.  

In essence, Wilson and House were intent on modifying 

the traditional forms of colonialism, using idealistic 

rhetoric to rationalize and convey their own imperial 

philosophies. After all, Wilson and House founded their 

postwar colonial vision on the principle of national self-

determination, specifically defined as an extension of 

Wilsonian progressivism. Moreover, they stipulated that the 

League of Nations would administer any colonial structure 

created and assigned by the delegates. Again, Wilson’s 

League would be granted the power to decide whether the 

indigenous peoples were ready to govern their own fates. It 

would, paradoxically, determine national self-

determination. 

By August of 1919, the final resolutions by the 

Mandates Commission affirmed this crucial aspiration. After 

months of negotiation, the commission formally recommended 
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the mandate system for implementation by the new League of 

Nations. Its provisions ensured League supervision of the 

colonial settlement. This was significant. Ultimately, the 

colonial system established in Paris and London was well 

aligned with the progressive standards of Wilson and House, 

both of whom sought to overhaul traditional colonialism, 

while ensuring that cultural progress could still be 

structured and implemented globally according to their 

Wilsonian standard. Moreover, the fact that Wilson’s League 

would be granted supervisory control over the mandate 

system promised that Wilsonian progressivism would be 

served regardless of French or British intentions.  

In the end, the Wilsonian progressive vision was 

inherent in the veiled imperialism contained in the mandate 

system. Rhetoric aside, Wilson and House failed to embrace 

the inherent geopolitical realities of a pluralist world. 

As a result, they sanctioned a deeply flawed, racist system 

of mandates favoring white, European political and cultural 

dominance over indigenous peoples.  

In this light, the genuine nature and intent of 

Wilsonian philosophy is revealed. Wilson and House were not 

truly concerned with fostering colonial independence in the 

near future. Rather, they desired to build a new order, 
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bestowing American cultural progressivism on colonial 

peoples. While arguably different from traditional forms of 

colonialism, such notions furnished merely a new framework 

for imperialism, hidden behind idealistic rhetoric and 

administered by the League of Nations for a progressive 

future. 
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