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Introduction 
 

During the last few decades, the UN has conducted numerous large 
scale state-building operations (peace-building operations), such as UN-
MIK 
United Nations Interim Administration Mission in Kosovo� and 
UNTAET (United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor). 
The eerie similarity of these operations to colonial administrations or 
past international administrations creates a feeling of déjà vu. Some 
scholars have consequently tried to analyze these operations in their his-
torical contexts. Many agree that precedents are to be found in the opera-
tions of the League of Nations, such as in the free cities of Danzig and 
Saarland, or in the mandates system.2 As H. D. Hall says, “[t]he press 
and the war literature [around WW I] were full of such ideas [interna-
tional administration plans], as were unpublished private discussions.”3 
What is clear, however, is the difference between the international ad-
ministration plans of that era and UN peace-building operations, and the 
lack of a clear blueprint for self determination in the plans themselves. 

This article attempts to analyze the mandates plan which Jan Chris-
tiaan Smuts, a South African politician, devised in the early 20th century, 
and to illustrate that this scheme was an important precursor of current 
UN peace-building operations. He designed the plan to reconstruct order 
in the Austro-Hungarian, Ottoman and also parts of the Russian Empire, 
which were ruined in World War I, and to assure the respective nations 
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formerly part of those empires of their self-determination. This scheme 
has not attracted sufficient attention because previous studies have only 
focused on aspects that were subsequently institutionalized in the man-
dates system under the League of Nations.4 The objective of this paper is 
to analyze Smuts’ mandates plan in its historical context and shed light 
on the innovative aspects of the scheme. 

 
Smuts’ Mandates Plan: Birth and Supervision 

 
Smuts was one of the foremost politicians in South Africa because 

he contributed to the acquisition of self-government by South Africa on 
the imperial stage, joining the British Imperial War Cabinet, and being 
sent to conduct diplomatic and truce negotiations. One of his most bril-
liant achievements was planning and designing the League of Nations. 
During the wartime, many undertook the initiative to establish interna-
tional organizations; however, Lloyd-George directed Smuts to draft a 
scheme for a League of Nations.  

This report by Smuts received support in the Cabinet and was later 
published as the League of Nations: a Practical Suggestion (December, 
1918). This report was comprised of three sections: part A “the Position 
and Powers of the League,” part B “the Constitution of the League,” and 
part C “the League and World-Peace.” Smuts’ mandates plan suggested 
in part A comprised the core of the projected League of Nations. In this 
report, Smuts explained the significance of establishing the League of 
Nations as follows: 

 
The war has wrought a fundamental change and re-cast the political map of 
Europe…In the place of the great Empires we find the map of Europe now 
dotted with small nations, embryo states, derelict territories. Europe has 
been reduced to its original atoms…Europe is being liquidated, and the 
League of Nations must be heir to this great estate.5 
 

As Smuts stated, one of the most urgent tasks at the time was rebuilding 
order in the former Empires (Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Turks and parts 
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of the Russian Empire). Without order in the former Empires, Smuts 
thought, “more dangers of wars” could be expected.6 

According to previous studies, Smuts’ mandates plan was included 
in only article 4 through 7 of the 21 articles of the League of Nations 
covenant7. Article 4 stipulated the vesting of the authority of administra-
tion in the League of Nations, while Article 5 stipulated the delegation of 
its authority to some other countries as “mandatary”. Article 6 stated that 
the mandatary state shall be laid down by the League of Nations, and 
Article 7 specified open door policy and non-militarization. 

However, Smuts considered part A, Article 2 through 9 as a sys-
temic plan of Mandates. When he negotiated with the Hungarian gov-
ernment over the truce in April 1919, he had a discussion with other 
Central-Eastern European politicians. He wrote in his private memoran-
dum, as follows: 

 
On our return journey I met Masaryk. I went to see him in Prague. I also 
saw the leading Ministers in Vienna. There was that idea of Bela Kun's for 
an economic union between Hungary and Austria and the neighboring 
countries, with conferences meeting under a representative of the Great 
Powers. The Central European countries ware going to be split up into a 
number of weak and hostile states, and an economic union, I could see, su-
pervised by the League, would be their only safeguard against one another 
and the future activities of Germany. It was a variation of my mandates idea. 
Masaryk was in favour of it too, and said he would be willing to participate 
in a conference to that end. He said such a union might be the saving of 
Europe.8 
 

The above passage implies that Smuts considered “mandates” not only as 
the delegation of authority to other countries but also the economic union 
of the newly independent countries under the League of Nations. 

Why is an economic union “a variation of the idea of mandates”? 
The key to this question lies in Articles 2 through 9 (part A) of the 
League of Nations: a Practical Suggestion. He wrote in the beginning of 
part A that “the economic functions of the League would not be confined 
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to the prevention of wars or the punishment of an unauthorized belliger-
ent, but would be extended to the dominion of ordinary peaceful inter-
course between the members of the League.” 9 Articles 2 and 3 specified 
that would manage the disposition of the League of Nations disposing the 
peoples and territories belonging to Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Turks and 
parts of the Russian Empire according to the following principles -- no 
annexation and self-determination.10 As stated above, Articles 4 to 7 
specified the delegation of the right to administer some areas of other 
states. In addition, he suggested an arms limitation against newly inde-
pendent countries in Article 8, intending also to extend this on a global 
basis, and furthermore, he entrusted the task of watching over the rela-
tions between the newly-independent states in order to maintain good 
order and general peace to the League of Nations in Article 9.11 Particu-
larly in the last article, he defined the significance of the League of Na-
tions as “reversionary of the Empires.”12 Although Smuts’ mandate plan 
assumes intervention, the countries in which the international organiza-
tion would intervene could decide what they needed and what kind of 
government they would like to form and the international organization 
must not force upon them what they did not desire.13 

From these suggestions we can conceive Smuts’ scheme for the 
League of Nations as creating nation-states in the former Empires ac-
cording to newly-independent nations’ will, while at the same time 
maintaining stable order and peace by intervening in the relations of the 
newly-independent countries. These activities would comprise a “con-
tinuum of intervention,” which is “from breeding to supervising,” and 
their conjunction would be crucial to maintaining order. Therefore, it is 
reasonable to presume that these ideas construct the foundation of a uni-
tary model.14 For the purpose of this argument then, we shall incorporate 
not only the economic union under the League of Nations, but also the 
arms limitation imposed on the new states and the monitoring of relations 
between them as Smuts’ mandates plan.  

Who did Smuts assume would carry out mandates? According to 
Smuts’ plan, the League of Nations was composed of three institutions: 
“a General Conference… of all the constituent States,” “the Council of 
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the League of Nations” whose permanent members were the Great Pow-
ers, and the “Courts of Arbitrations and Conciliation”15. Smuts assigned 
the greatest power including the authority of carrying out mandates, to 
the Council of the League of Nations. Of course, as stated above, the 
countries in which the international organization would intervene could 
reflect their opinions in the administration. 

 
Historical Context of Smuts’ Mandates Plan: From Empire 
to Global Governance 

 
Following the previous section that examined Smuts’ mandate 

scheme, this section will consider its historical context. In doing so, 
Smuts’ plan will be compared to other contemporary mandates schemes. 

There were similar mandates plans proposed by the British left (the 
Labour Party and a part of the Liberal Party) before Smuts’ plan, how-
ever, their concern was with the African colonies rather than the former 
Empires because the British left suggested their mandates plans in order 
to change the imperial policies into international cooperative policies or 
humanitarian policies.16 Also, the British left’s plans would not assure 
African people of their self-determination. 

Smuts did not want to apply his mandates plan to African colonies 
because he presumed that African people were not apt for 
self-determination and wished to reorganize the African continent into 
White Dominions.17 However, it has to be considered that most Euro-
pean intellectuals could not escape from racialistic prejudice, for example, 
even J. A. Hobson, who was one of the foremost anti-imperialist, could 
not imagine that African people would stand on their own; therefore, 
Hobson’s international trusteeship plan for Africa would be 
semi-permanent.18 

It is also important to consider that his mandates plan was quite 
unique, for his plan would guarantee nations self-determination, though 
he did not want to apply his mandates plan to African colonies. The 
question to pose then is where does this uniqueness originate from? An 
answer to this question can be found in Smuts’ idea about the British 
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Empire. In the early part of the 20th century nationalism in the White 
Dominions was a growing force within the British Empire. Some sug-
gested an imperial federation because they feared the rise of Germany 
and the United States dominance in the world. However, the campaign of 
the leader of the imperial federation movement, J. Chamberlain failed 
and he lost the election in 1906. As a result, this movement declined. 
Eventually, the Colonial Conference of April and May 1907 adopted the 
term “Dominion” for the self-governing colonies and accepted their more 
autonomous status (but the Union of South Africa would be referred to as 
a Dominion in 1910.).  

In this context Smuts redefined the British Empire in his speech on 
the evening of 15 May, at the Royal Gallery at the House of Lords. 

 
This Commonwealth is peculiarly constituted. It is scattered over the whole 
world. It is not a compact territory…We are not a State. The British Empire 
is much more than a State. I think the very expression ”Empire ” is mis-
leading, because it makes people think that we are one community, to which 
the word “Empire” can appropriately to applied…But we are a system of 
nations…We are far greater than any Empire which has ever existed, and by 
using this ancient expression we really disguise the main fact that our whole 
position is different, and that we are not one State or nations or empire, but 
a whole world by ourselves, consisting of many nations, of many States, 
and all sorts of communities, under one flag. We are a system of States, and 
not a stationary system, but a dynamic evolving system, always going for-
ward to new destinies…I prefer to call [the British Empire] “the British 
Commonwealth of Nations.”19 
 

As stated above, Smuts interpreted the British Empire as “the British 
Commonwealth.” This was not a federation. His conceptualization of the 
commonwealth was more flexible and autonomous than a federation, 
almost like a small international society. Smuts thought that “the British 
Commonwealth” would integrate a variety of communities “on the basis 
of freedom and equality.”20 Also, the solidarity of the Commonwealth 
would be secured by the monarchy and an Imperial Conference. In his 
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understanding, the British Empire advanced toward the establishment of 
the British Commonwealth when Prime Minister Campbell-Bannerman 
approved self-government for South Africa.21  

Despite his idea, it is also true that Smuts could not have chosen to-
tal independence for South Africa. The idea of the “British Common-
wealth” may be a mere justification of a situation he could not avoid. As 
John Darwin said, “[a]ll the Dominions were heavily dependent upon 
Britain as a market.”22  

Having said this, however, it is also interesting and significant that 
the “British Commonwealth”, Smuts’ conception, was an ideal political 
entity to him; thus, he tried to apply it to other regions. In December 
1917, he was sent on a mission for the truce negotiation with Aus-
tria-Hungary and boldly suggested that the creation of a commonwealth 
could be an option for Austria-Hungary as well. He pointed out that the 
British Empire succeeded in the “government of divers[e] races and peo-
ples with a policy directed to the peaceful self-government of its peoples 
through the widest local autonomy”, and would enable Austria-Hungary 
to “become for Central Europe very much what the British Empire had 
become for the rest of the world.”23 Although these negotiations failed, 
such experiences led Smuts to actively construct a scheme for a League 
of Nations. 

He also thought of applying the idea of the commonwealth to the 
League of Nations. In April 16th, 1917, he made a following statement at 
the Imperial Conference: 

 
People talk about a league of nations and international government, but the 
only successful experiment in international government that has ever been 
made is the British Empire, founded on principles of freedom and equality, 
it has continued to exist for a good time now, and our hope is that the basis 
may be so laid for the future that it may become an instrument for good, not 
only in the Empire but in the whole world.24 
 

This emphasizes that he recognized the British Empire as a good prece-
dent for the League of Nations. 
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Smuts’ Mandates Plan and Peace-Building Operation 
 
This article pointed out that we should conceive Smuts’ mandates 

plan for rearing nation-states in the former Empires, while at the same 
time, maintaining a stable and peaceful order by intervening in the rela-
tions of the newly independent countries through an international or-
ganization. Most studies have dismissed this aspect of his plan. Lastly, 
this paper will attempt to consider Smuts’ mandates plan in comparison 
to UN peace-building operation. Smuts’ mandates plan shares similarities 
with UN peace-building operation. 

First, both have the purpose of self-determination. Ralph Wilde says 
that UN peace-building operation “is aimed at achieving it [the right to 
self determination] as an end-point.”25 Smuts also assumed that nations 
in Empires should have their own states and the League of Nations 
should help them if they could not manage states on their own. 

Second, both assume that an international organization carrying out 
international administration has wide range of functions from administra-
tion to justice in the area of administration. 

Finally, both are based on the power of the Security Council or the 
Council of the League of Nations. Michael Bothe and Thilo Marauhn call 
UN peace-building operation “Security Council Trusteeship Administra-
tions.”26 Smuts also assigned the authority to carry out mandates to the 
Council of the League of Nations. 

In conclusion, Smuts’ mandates idea was a precursor of the idea of 
peace-building by an international organization, and it shares a few simi-
larities with UN peace-building operation. Smuts’ political thought has 
been underestimated by most studies; we perhaps need to reevaluate his 
political thought to take account of this. 
�
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