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The League of Nations was founded at the Paris Peace Conferences in
1919 with the aim to preserve everlasting world peace. However, only twenty
years later the second World War began, destroying all high hopes that were
placed upon the League. But the League showed weaknesses from it’s very
beginning.

The League’s foundation was already a difficult process. It was the idea of
the idealistic Woodrow Wilson [1] and at the Paris Peace Conferences it was
only him who stood fully behind it. Clemenceau, Lloyd-George and Orlando
were rather interested in their own affairs. For example intended Clemenceau
to send only a few deputies to the committee of the League with the main
aim of getting concessions in the Rhineland question. [1]

To put the high aims into practice the League of Nation would have
needed a strong executive body, but it had only a few weapons it could
use against aggressive countries: Negotiations, economic sanctions and, in
extreme case building up an army, which was never applied. Particularly
bad was, that it’s main weapon, economic sanctions, was weakened by the
fact that three major economies weren’t members from the League’s birth.
After WW1 the USA, the world’s biggest economy, went into it’s policy
of isolation again in order to keep out of European affairs. The other two
were Russia, for being communist, and Germany for starting the war. The
Russians didn’t mind, but the Germans did. To them the League appeared
as a “Club of Victors” and the German perception of the League of Nations
was, like everything related to the Treaty of Versailles, rather negative. [1]
Later, after they still joined, it was easy for Hitler to withdraw and leave
again. Hence Trade bans by League countries were rather ineffective and in
the late thirties they were almost inapplicable. After the World Street Crash
most countries suffered under the Great Depression and nobody wanted to
aggravate the situation by enforcing trade bans.
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But it’s main problem was the lack of commitment of it’s members which
led, step by step, to a loss of its credibility. Two affairs are here mention-
able: In 1931 Japanese forces invaded the Chinese province Manchuria. The
League tried to intervene using diplomacy, but the Japanese troops were not
under Japanese control. Later the Japanese even withdrew from the League
of Nations, to continue the work of the generals in Manchuria legally and
invaded even more of China. Then, only a few years later Italy invaded
Ethiopia. This time the League put economic sanctions on Italy, but they
didn’t work. Not all League countries supported the decision and carried on
trading with Italy and the selection of banned goods proved also rather inef-
fective: War important oil was not part of it. To make things worse for the
League secret diplomacy re-appeared. Britain and France negotiated alone
with Italy and developed the Hoare-Laval plan. But this failed too and Italy
went on to capture the whole of Ethiopia.

This doesn’t mean the League was a total failure. It still showed some
success, for example in solving the disputes over the Aaland Islands, Memel
or Upper Slesia. But far too often it was not able to find a solution: at
Fiume, Turkey and others. It appears, that the League was able to solve
little problems, but failed at the big ones. This probably indicated to Hitler
that the League of Nations was no threat to him when he used the right
tactics – use little escalations to increase your power and you will get away
with it.

World War 2 showed the final failure of the League. With a strong and
decisively acting League Hitler may could have been stopped. Instead the
League almost ceased to exist at the end of the thirties. However, this was
not a failure of the League itself, but of it’s members. Their policy of appease-
ment, based on a misjudgment of the situation and Hitler, allowed Germany
to rearm drastically [2] and to cancel the Treaty of Versailles step by step.

The League was dramatically overcharged with the problems it faced. Its
weakness However its members did not intend to give the League more power,
they rather cared about their own problems. They also did not believe in the
idea of the League of Nations and the European powers resumed their old
policies before 1914. This inevitably led to a second World War after Hitler
came into power.

It appears that time was not ripe, but the mistakes made were useful
to learn from. The UN today is much more powerful, is able to intervene
militarily and its members are (a bit) more committed than at the League.
But everlasting peace is still far away.
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