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Abstract
Popular support for the League of Nations spread around the world in the interwar period but it did not
spread evenly. Instead, it was concentrated in white-majority countries: both in Europe and beyond in the
form of settler societies around the world. This article explores the relationship between the League move-
ment and white supremacy in one such community: Australia. Citizens in that country combined their
allegiance to the League with their beliefs in white supremacy: about the need to restrict immigration
through the ‘White Australia’ policy; about the rationale of them ruling over non-white peoples in the
territories they held under League ‘mandate’; and about their treatment of Indigenous Australians. In short,
they were ‘white internationalists’. Australia’s white internationalists were relatively few. But they reveal a
global history of popular white internationalism. Interwar Australians might have been some of the most
blatant white internationalists but they were far from the only ones.
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The League of Nations was everywhere in interwar Australia. Australians learned about the League
at school and prayed for it in church. They listened to shows about it on the radio, watched films
about it at the cinema, and read stories about it in newspapers, pamphlets, and books. They
celebrated it through festivals and holidays, including annually at League of Nations Balls and on
League of Nations Day, where they flew League flags, sang League songs, and wore League dress.
All major political parties, religious institutions, and voluntary associations in Australia supported
the League. Soldiers were said to have died for the League. Civilians claimed to live for it. And children
pledged their allegiance to it. In 1935, Robert Menzies, a conservative politician and later Australia’s
longest-serving prime minister, estimated that 97% of Australians believed in the League. On this
account, millions of Australians in the interwar period were League internationalists.1
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In some ways, these Australian League internationalists were remarkably diverse. They
included women as well as men, conservatives as well as liberals and socialists, Protestants as well
as Jews and Catholics. They included members of the working class, as well as those of the middle
and upper classes. They included inhabitants of some of the world’s most isolated towns in the
centre and west of the continent as well as those of some of the world’s largest and fastest-growing
cities like Melbourne and Sydney in the east. In one way, however, they were almost all the same:
they were white. More than this, most were white supremacists.

Australia was one of the most racist societies on earth in this period. This took several forms.
Australia was the quintessential ‘white man’s country’, its nationalism rooted in racial homoge-
neity. The leading nationalist magazine The Bulletin took as its slogan ‘Australia for the White
Man’.2 Australia was the model ‘fortress state’, pioneering a system for excluding Asians and
Pacific Islanders known as the ‘White Australia’ policy that was copied across the Anglophone
world.3 As a direct result, the percentage of European Australians increased from 94% in 1901
to almost 99% in 1939.4 And Australia was the archetypal practitioner of ‘settler colonialism’,
attempting to exterminate Indigenous Australians through violence, dispossession, assimilation,
and, famously in the case of Aboriginal Tasmanians, genocide.5 By 1919, a pre-contact population
of 750,000 Indigenous Australians had been reduced to less than 70,000—a fall of more than 90%.6

Not all Australian League internationalists were white and not all were white nationalists. But the
vast majority were both. They were, in a phrase, white internationalists.7

Investigating the white Australian League movement globalizes the history of internationalism
in at least two ways. First, it reveals the centrality of white supremacy to support for the League
around the world. Historians of the League have explored the international organization’s
compatibility with nationalism and empire: specifically, by combining a membership through
the state, including nation-states, with an institutional structure that privileged and perpetuated
empire, most notably in the system for holding territories under ‘mandate’.8 However, they have

2Hsu-Ming Teo, Richard White, and Marilyn Lake, ‘On Being a White Man, Circa 1900’, in Cultural History in Australia
(Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2003), 108; Jane Carey and Claire McLisky, eds., Creating White Australia
(Sydney: Sydney University Press, 2009); Ghassan Hage, White Nation: Fantasies of White Supremacy in a Multicultural
Society (New York: Pluto Press, 2000).

3Mae M. Ngai, The Chinese Question: The Gold Rushes and Global Politics (New York: W. W. Norton, 2021); Marilyn Lake
and Henry Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men’s Countries and the International Challenge of Racial
Equality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); Bill Schwarz, Memories of Empire, Vol. 1: The White Man’s
World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); David C. Atkinson, The Burden of White Supremacy: Containing Asian
Migration in the British Empire and the United States (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2017).

4Of course, who was considered ‘white’ shifted over this period and did not necessarily include all Europeans: see Andrew
Markus, Australian Race Relations, 1788-1993, Australian Experience (St. Leonard’s: Allen & Unwin, 1994), 152.

5See, for example, Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the Frontier: Aboriginal Resistance to the European Invasion of
Australia, rev. ed. (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press, 2006); Margaret D. Jacobs, White Mother to a Dark
Race: Settler Colonialism, Maternalism, and the Removal of Indigenous Children in the American West and Australia,
1880-1940 (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 2009); Patrick Wolfe, ‘Settler Colonialism and the Elimination of
the Native’, Journal of Genocide Research 8, no. 4 (2006): 387–409.

6John Mulvaney, ‘Difficult to Found an Opinion: 1788 Aboriginal Population Estimates’, in The Aboriginal Population
Revisited: 70,000 Years to the Present, ed. Gordon Briscoe and L. R. Smith, Aboriginal History Monograph Series 10
(Canberra: Aboriginal History Inc., 2002), 1–8.

7For the term ‘white internationalism’, see Caroline Elkins, Legacy of Violence: A History of the British Empire (New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 2022), 355.

8On ‘national internationalism’ and ‘imperial internationalism’, see, for example, Susan Pedersen, The Guardians: The
League of Nations and the Crisis of Empire (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); Glenda Sluga, Internationalism in
the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2013); Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The
History of an Idea, 1815 to the Present (New York: Penguin Books, 2013); Mark Mazower, No Enchanted Palace: The
End of Empire and the Ideological Origins of the United Nations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009); Simon
Jackson and Alanna O’Malley, The Institution of International Order: From the League of Nations to the United Nations
(London: Routledge, 2018); Miguel Bandeira Jerónimo and José Pedro Monteiro, Internationalism, Imperialism and the
Formation of the Contemporary World: The Pasts of the Present (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
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generally overlooked the relationship between the League of Nations and whiteness. This was
obviously inherent to the mandates system, since it was in some ways colonialism by a different
name.9 But it also extended to the structure of the organization itself, from its hierarchy on the
basis of race of its members to its silence on racial equality.10 In this sense, the League of Nations
was not just a League of Nations and not just a League of Empires but a League of Whites.11

In global terms, Australia’s white internationalists were relatively insignificant. The country’s
entire population was less than that of New York City at the time—four and a half million—
spread across a landmass larger than the contiguous United States.12 Through prevailing racial
ideas, however, Australians were connected to millions of others around the world: to fellow
members of the ‘British race’ in Britain and the other white dominions; to fellow members of
the broader ‘Anglo-Saxon race’, which also included America; and to fellow members of the still
broader ‘European race’, which encompassed Europe and other settler societies as well.13

Australian League internationalists are useful in exposing the importance of whiteness because
they were some of the most blatant about this relationship. But they were far from the only
League supporters for which this was the case. In this sense, the history of the Australian
League movement points the way to a global history of white internationalism.

We can get a sense of the relationship between internationalism and whiteness in the globally
uneven spread of popular League groups. In the interwar period, societies sprung up around the
world to teach people about the League and convert them to the cause. Sizeable League societies
existed in practically every white-majority country, both in Europe and beyond. The largest were
in Europe: the biggest of which was the British League of Nations Union with a peak of more than
400,000 members, followed by the French Fédération française des associations pour la Société des
nations with its 250,000 members.14 But substantial groups also operated in all of the British
dominions and the United States, as well as other, lesser-known white settler colonies. The only
associations in South America, for example, were in Argentina and Chile. The only one in the
Middle East was in Mandatory Palestine, where it was run by Zionists.15 By contrast, League

9On this, see this recent exchange: Susan Pedersen, ‘An International Regime in an Age of Empire’, The American Historical
Review 124, no. 5 (December 1, 2019): 1676–80, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhz1028; Sean Andrew Wempe, ‘A League to
Preserve Empires: Understanding the Mandates System and Avenues for Further Scholarly Inquiry’, The American
Historical Review 124, no. 5 (December 1, 2019): 1723–31, https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/rhz1027.

10Adom Getachew, Worldmaking After Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 2019), chap. 2; Lake and Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line, chap. 12.

11Susan Pedersen, ‘Empires, States, and the League of Nations’, in Internationalisms: A Twentieth-Century History, ed.
Patricia Clavin and Glenda Sluga (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 113–38.

12Bill Gammage, Peter Spearritt, and Louise Douglas, eds., Australians 1938 (Broadway: Fairfax, Syme &Weldon, 1987), 50.
13Duncan Bell, Dreamworlds of Race: Utopia, Empire and the Destiny of Anglo-America (Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 2019); Duncan Bell, The Idea of Greater Britain: Empire and the Future of World Order, 1860-1900 (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2009); James Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-
World, 1783-1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

14On the British League of Nations Union, see Helen McCarthy, The British People and the League of Nations: Democracy,
Citizenship and Internationalism c. 1918-45 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2011); Donald S. Birn, The League of
Nations Union, 1918-1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981). On the French Fédération Française pour la Société des Nations,
see Jean-Michel Guieu, Le rameau et le glaive: les militants français pour la Société des Nations (Paris: Presses de Sciences Po,
2008). On the German Deutsche Liga für Völkerbund, see Christoph M. Kimmich, Germany and the League of Nations
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1976).

15On the American League of Nations Non-Partisan Association, see Warren F. Kuehl and Lynne Dunn, Keeping the
Covenant: American Internationalists and the League of Nations, 1920-1939 (Kent: Kent State University Press, 1997). On
the Canadian League of Nations Society, see Richard Veatch, Canada and the League of Nations (Toronto: Buffalo:
University of Toronto Press, 1975), 42–5. On the South African League of Nations Union, see Sara Pienaar, South Africa
and International Relations between the Two World Wars: The League of Nations Dimension (Johannesburg:
Witwatersrand University Press, 1987), 11, 48–9. On the New Zealand League of Nations Union, see Gerald Chaudron,
New Zealand in the League of Nations: The Beginnings of an Independent Foreign Policy, 1919-1939 (Jefferson:
McFarland, 2012), 48–52. On Argentina, Chile, and Palestine, see W. H. Kelchner, Latin American Relations with the
League of Nations, 1930, 148; Thomas R. Davies, ‘Internationalism in a Divided World: The Experience of the
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societies operated in non-white countries but there were far fewer of them and they were much
smaller than their white counterparts, even accounting for their under-representation in the
League. The largest of these, the Japanese League of Nations Association, claimed fewer members
at its peak than Australia’s—less than 12,000—despite Japan’s population at the time being thir-
teen times greater than Australia’s. China’s was even more restricted.16 A global history of white
internationalism may account for this. Scholars of African and African American history have
underscored the importance of race for Black internationalism.17 This article explores its racist
white counterpart.

At the same time, Australia’s white League movement points the way towards a global history
of internationalism from below. On the one hand, Australia’s internationalists underscore the
importance of voluntary associations. In studying ‘civil society’, global historians have tended
to focus on elite organizations like think tanks, interest groups, and foundations.18 Shifting
our attention to mass membership organizations—often organized nationally, like the various
League societies—reveals a grassroots strain of internationalism. On the other hand,
Australia’s internationalists reveal the limits of this approach. Indeed, historians of Britain and
the United States have explored how charities and other non-governmental organizations
including Amnesty International, Oxfam, and Save the Children, spread ‘popular internation-
alism’ among their members in the twentieth century.19 The membership of these groups could
be genuinely wide-reaching, none more so than the British League of Nations Union. Ultimately,
however, even the membership of the British Union was unrepresentative of the wider British
populace. Instead, they were dominated by what Susan Pedersen, quoting Michael Frayn, calls
‘the signers of petitions; the backbone of the BBC’: liberal elites who thought they needed to mould
‘ordinary people’ into internationalists.20 Australia’s white internationalists suggest a much
broader movement that went beyond formal membership in a League society. Indeed, only a small
fraction of Australia’s white internationalists—less than 15,000—joined the Australian League of
Nations Union.21 By focusing only on the leaders and members of these organizations, historians

International Federation of League of Nations Societies, 1919–1939’, Peace & Change 37, no. 2 (2012): 237. Racial categories of
whiteness were contested, especially in relation to Jews in this period. On whiteness and Zionism in particular, see Tara Zahra,
‘Zionism, Emigration, and East European Colonialism’, in Colonialism and the Jews, ed. Ethan Katz, Lisa Moses Leff, and
Maud Mandel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2017), 166–92.

16Thomas W. Burkman, Japan and the League of Nations: Empire and World Order, 1914-1938 (Honolulu: University of
Hawaiʼi Press, 2008), 92, 139–41. The only others were part (formally or informally) of the American and British Empires:
Cuba, Haiti, and Persia: Davies, ‘Internationalism in a Divided World’, 237.

17For a recent overview, see Monique Bedasse et al., ‘AHR Conversation: Black Internationalism’, The American Historical
Review 125, no. 5 (December 29, 2020): 1699–739. For examples, see Keisha N. Blain, Until I Am Free: Fannie Lou Hamer’s
Enduring Message to America (Boston: Beacon Press, 2021); Getachew, Worldmaking After Empire; Minkah Makalani, In the
Cause of Freedom: Radical Black Internationalism from Harlem to London, 1917-1939 (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 2011).

18See, for example, Andrew Arsan, ‘“This Age Is the Age of Associations”: Committees, Petitions, and the Roots of Interwar
Middle Eastern Internationalism’, Journal of Global History 7, no. 2 (July 2012): 166–88; Katharina Rietzler, ‘Before the
Cultural Cold Wars: American Philanthropy and Cultural Diplomacy in the Inter-War Years: American Philanthropy
and Cultural Diplomacy in the Inter-War Years’, Historical Research 84, no. 223 (2011): 148–64.

19See, for example, Emily Baughan, Saving the Children: Humanitarianism, Internationalism, and Empire (Oakland:
University of California Press, 2021); Matthew Hilton, ‘Charity and the End of Empire: British Non-Governmental
Organizations, Africa, and International Development in the 1960s’, The American Historical Review 123, no. 2 (2018):
493–517; Tom Buchanan, Amnesty International and Human Rights Activism in Postwar Britain, 1945-1977 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2020); Tehila Sasson, ‘Milking the Third World? Humanitarianism, Capitalism, and the
Moral Economy of the Nestlé Boycott’, The American Historical Review 121, no. 4 (2016): 1196–224; McCarthy, The
British People and the League of Nations; Jordanna Bailkin, The Afterlife of Empire (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 2012); Amalia Ribi Forclaz, Humanitarian Imperialism: The Politics of Anti-Slavery Activism, 1880-1940 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015); Julia Irwin, Making the World Safe: The American Red Cross and a Nation’s
Humanitarian Awakening (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).

20Susan Pedersen, ‘Triumph of the Poshocracy’, London Review of Books, August 8, 2013, 18-20.
21Knaap, ‘“Apart Altogether from Idealistic Sentiments”: Domesticating the League of Nations in Australia’, 91–5.
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have thus far overlooked the bulk of ordinary internationalists. This is particularly important as
historians begin to globalize the history of popular internationalism beyond Britain and the
United States, exploring places where such voluntary associations did not exist or where people
were simply less likely to join them. Popular internationalism was not just handed down from
above or mediated from the middle. It was taken up from below.

Writing the global history of white internationalism requires drawing on social and cultural
approaches, as opposed to the political and intellectual ones that have dominated the literature
on international organizations.22 As with the much older history of ‘popular imperialism’, it
requires assembling an archive of everyday life: at home, at work, and at all the places people
frequent beyond them.23 In this article, for instance, I draw on newspapers, films, and memoirs;
lectures, sermons, and debates; a cartoon, a poster, and even a children’s story. I begin by
exploring the extent of support for the League in interwar Australia. I then probe the relationship
between the League and white supremacy through the three issues that were most central to
Australian internationalists: the White Australia policy; Australia’s mandates over New Guinea
and Nauru; and the treatment of Indigenous Australians. Finally, I reflect on the stakes of this
article for global history generally and consider the ways in which, even after the League’s demise,
white internationalism lived on.

Popular internationalism in interwar Australia
Australian internationalism predated the League of Nations. Before the First WorldWar, however,
internationalism in Australia was excluded from mainstream politics and confined to feminists,
socialists, and Indigenous peoples, among others. These groups continued after 1919. As we will
see, many of them even supported the League.24 In the interwar period, however, internation-
alism–specifically, a version of liberal internationalism–became mainstream in Australia.

There were at least two reasons for this. The first was the First World War itself. Australians
were profoundly affected by the war. Of the 331,000 Australians who served in the war, two thirds
were either killed or wounded. Indeed, Australia’s casualty rate was among the highest of bellig-
erent countries: roughly one in every two families lost a member. As a result of the war, many
Australians became convinced that a new approach to international relations was needed to
prevent future devastation.25 The second was the new world organization itself, the League, of
which Australia was a founding member. This was the first time Australia had joined an interna-
tional institution as a member in its own right. Before that, Australia had only ever participated in
world organizations via the British Empire. From the start, then, Australia’s membership in the
League was wrapped up with nationalism.26

22On this point, see Priya Satia, ‘Guarding the Guardians: Payoffs and Perils’, Humanity 7, no. 3 (2016): 481–98.
23See, for example, Catherine Hall and Sonya O. Rose, At Home with the Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial

World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); John M. MacKenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of
British Public Opinion, 1880-1960 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2017).

24On Australian feminist internationalism in the early twentieth century, see Angela Woollacott, ‘Inventing
Commonwealth and Pan-Pacific Feminisms: Australian Women’s Internationalist Activism in the 1920s-30s’, Gender &
History 10, no. 3 (1998): 425–48; Fiona Paisley, Loving Protection?: Australian Feminism and Aboriginal Women’s Rights,
1919-1939 (Carlton: Melbourne University Press, 2000); Ian R. Tyrrell, Woman’s World/Woman’s Empire: The Woman’s
Christian Temperance Union in International Perspective, 1880-1930 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1991). On Australian socialist and communist internationalism in the early twentieth century, see Stuart Macintyre, The
Reds: The Communist Party of Australia from Origins to Illegality (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1998). On Indigenous
Australians and internationalism in the early twentieth century, see John Maynard, Fight for Liberty and Freedom: The
Origins of Australian Aboriginal Activism (Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2007); Bain Attwood, Rights for Aborigines
(Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2003); Fiona Paisley, The Lone Protestor: A. M. Fernando in Australia and Europe
(Canberra: Aboriginal Studies Press, 2012).

25Joan Beaumont, Broken Nation: Australians in the Great War (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2013), 4–5.
26Hudson, Australia and the League of Nations, 3.
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To be sure, Australians did not all turn into internationalists overnight. Instead, they were
converted over the course of the interwar period. As in many other countries, the central driver
of this was a voluntary association, the Australian League of Nations Union. The first state branch
was established in South Australia in 1920 on the model of its British forebear and by 1923, offices
had been established in all six states. These state branches were all headquartered in their respective
capital city. But sub-branches spread to suburbs and country towns across the country. Like League
societies in other places, the Australian League of Nations Union was bipartisan. It was supported by
all the major political parties that formed state and federal governments in the period: from the Labor
Party on the left to the Nationalist, United Australia, and Country Parties on the right.27 As one
pacifist lamented, the Australian League of Nations Union was ‘no rebel society’.28

The membership of the Australian League of Nations Union never approached anything like
that of the British one, hitting fewer than 15,000 at its peak.29 By comparison, the Australian Labor
Party had a membership of 370,000 in the same period.30 Even the fascist paramilitary organiza-
tion the New Guard counted 60,000 members in the 1930s.31

But League influence extended far beyond the ranks of formal membership in the Australian
League Union. In Australian schools, for instance, children were taught about the League.
Education departments across the country, which were state-based, added the League to the
syllabus for subjects including civics, history, English, geography, ethics, and economics.32

They required that teachers’ colleges include lectures on the League and provided teachers with
lesson plans and books on the League.33 Australian children also learned about the League after
class. School newspapers published articles about the League, debating clubs set League issues as
their topics for discussions, and drama clubs staged re-enactments of League meetings.34 Schools
even set up entire rooms known as ‘League of Nations Corners’ in which the walls were plastered
with colourful posters advertising different countries and desks were piled high with reading
materials.35

Most revealingly, students joined junior branches of the Union. These Junior Unions operated
much like contemporaneous organizations like the Boy Scouts. Members were officially inducted
into the Union at a ceremony where they read out an oath, sung hymns, and were issued a badge.
Since by this time, schooling was compulsory until the age of fifteen, this meant a lot of Australian
child internationalists.36 By 1937, more than 100,000 boys and girls had joined in New South
Wales alone, representing more than a fifth of all students in the state.37

27Hudson, 4–5.
28Eleanor May Moore, The Quest for Peace, as I Have Known it in Australia (Melbourne: Wilke, 1949), 81.
29It is difficult to determine exact membership figures because they were only collected by separate state branches and even then

intermittently. This estimate is based on the archives of various state branches, the personal papers of Union leaders, and newspaper
records: Knaap, ‘“Apart Altogether from Idealistic Sentiments”: Domesticating the League of Nations in Australia’, 91–5.

30Judith Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class: From Alfred Deakin to John Howard (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 117.

31Andrew Moore, ‘Discredited Fascism: The New Guard after 1932’, Australian Journal of Politics & History 57, no. 2
(2011): 189.

32Gwenda Lloyd and John Merlo, International Affairs in Schools (Melbourne: Australian League of Nations Union, 1934),
15-17; Harrison-Mattley, ‘The League of Nations Movement and Australian Schools’, 9.

33Ibid.
34Julie McLeod, ‘Everyday Internationalism as an Educational Project: School Curriculum and Pedagogies for World-

Mindedness’, Journal of Australian Studies: Everyday Cultures of Australian Internationalism in the Mid-20th Century 43,
no. 4 (2019): 447–63.

35Harrison-Mattley, ‘The League of Nations Movement and Australian Schools’, 15.
36AlisonMacKinnon and Helen Proctor, ‘Education’, in The Cambridge History of Australia, ed. Alison Bashford and Stuart

Macintyre (Cambridge: University Press, 2013), 432.
37Australian League of Nations Union (New South Wales Branch), ‘Annual Report for 1938’, Bulletin, no. 10 (May 1939),

2-7; S. R. Carver, The Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1937-38 (Sydney: New South Wales Government, 1939), 250.
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If Australian schools raised children to be internationalists, Australian universities did the same
for young adults. Professors were some of the most avid promoters of the League. Historians,
Classicists, political scientists, and others incorporated the League into their classes and delivered
public lectures on the League.38 Students also took part. They held study circles on international
issues, wrote articles about the League for the university newspaper, and opened branches of the
Australian League Union on campus.39 These were some of the first of such groups formed on
Australian campuses. Students at the University of Western Australia, for example, formed a
branch when the university consisted of just a few tin sheds on the outskirts of Perth.40 For many
university students, their interest in the League took precedence even over domestic politics. An
English student at Adelaide University later recalled that while her and her friends could have
explained the ins and outs of League politics, they would not have been able to name the leader
of their state government.41

Australian adults also learned about the League. This occurred partly through various volun-
tary organizations. The 1920s were the heyday of associations in Australia.42 Groups that
supported the League ran the political gamut: from middle-class organizations like Rotary
Clubs to working-class organizations like trade unions; from progressive feminist organizations
like the Women’s Service Guild to conservative women’s organizations like the Housewives
Association; and from veterans’ organizations like the Returned and Services League (RSL) to
sporting bodies. All of these organizations officially partnered with the Australian League of
Nations Union by paying to become ‘corporate members’ of it. Through these voluntary associ-
ations, members were exposed to lectures, debates, and study circles on the League.43

But the institutions that were most influential in spreading internationalism in Australia were
religious. In the interwar period, more than 97% of Australians identified as religious and roughly
40% regularly attended a place of worship.44 For a small minority, this was a synagogue. Jewish
religious leaders generally supported the League. Indeed, a rabbi from Perth represented Australia
at the League Assembly in 1933—the first rabbi from any country to do so.45 For most Australians,
however, their place of worship was a Christian church. Protestant or Catholic priests around the
country regularly sermonized on the League, led prayers for the League, and observed an annual
‘League of Nations Sunday’ at which, according to one overwhelmed congregant, ‘the subject was
dealt with more or less exhaustively’.46 Some even donated their collection plates to the League.47

In churches and synagogues, then, Australians worshipped the League.

38Kate Darian-Smith and James Waghorne, ‘Australian Universities, Expertise and Internationalism After
World War I’, Journal of Australian Studies: Everyday Cultures of Australian Internationalism in the Mid-20th Century
43, no. 4 (2019): 412–28.

39Ibid.
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Mass media and entertainment meant the League suffused Australians’ leisure time as well.
Newspapers in cities and towns across Australia carried weekly or fortnightly columns on the
League.48 This included some of the most-circulated dailies in the country.49 Publishers printed
books and other writings about the League. For example, Keith Hancock ended his bestselling
history of Australia with the country joining the League of Nations.50 Radio stations broadcast
shows about the League.51 By 1939, these shows could reach more than a million
Australians.52 This included Australians in the most remote of areas. The host of one such show
began by noting: ‘From many a distant cattle station and goldfield in West Australia, from many
an outpost in the lonely bush, come requests for information about world affairs and the League of
Nations’.53 Theatres staged League-themed plays. Adelaide’s Theatre Royal, for example, put on
an original performance about the League titled ‘The Warrior’, which somehow managed to
combine a ballet, a musical concert, and a dramatic re-enactment of the League Council.54

And cinemas showed short films and talks about the League. Australian screenings of the
1925 Hollywood blockbuster The Big Parade, for instance, were preceded by the short film
Pen versus Sword: The Story of the League of Nations. It was a huge box office success, ultimately
playing in almost every theatre—some 800—in the country.55 In print and on the airwaves, on the
stage and on the screen, then, Australians read, listened to, and watched the League.

If Australians engaged with the League passively through media and entertainment, they
engaged with it actively on holidays and at festivals. The annual League of Nations Day offers
an example of this. By the early 1930s, the Day was celebrated in every state. Public and private
institutions even flew League flags.56 The celebration of League of Nations Day was particularly
active in schools and by 1938 almost all schools in the country observed it.57 At the beginning of
the Day, Australian schoolchildren would recite a pledge consisting of seven beliefs and ending
with: ‘I BELIEVE that we should work with all our strength to help the League of Nations : : : ’58

They combined this with demonstrations of their support. In 1931, for instance, students from
over a thousand schools across New South Wales voted on whether or not to accept the ideals of
the League: evidently a stacked hand, since 155,164 voted in favour, with just 181 against.59

Interestingly, this was several years before the British League of Nations Union would hold a

48See, for example, the excerpts from Brisbane’s Courier Mail in J. B. Brigden, An Australian Looks at the League of Nations
(Sydney: Australian League of Nations Union, New South Wales Branch, 1935). See also Margaret Steadman, ‘The League of
Nations Union in Perth: Internationalism in Isolation’, Studies in Western Australian History 9 (1988): 27.
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Colonised Market, ed. Martyn Lyons and John Arnold (St. Lucia, Qld.: University of Queensland Press, 2001), 258.
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‘Peace Ballot’ asking Britons to vote on the League.60 Mostly, however, they spent the Day staging
plays, concerts, and other dramatizations of the League.61 Students at a high school in Sydney, for
example, put on a play featuring roles such as the League of Nations, the Queen of Peace, and
‘War’, who, according to the script, would wear a ‘red and black dress, gas mask (optional),
[and] sword’.62 In this way, the League became so ubiquitous in Australia as to be taken for
granted—banal even.63

But the best illustration of popular internationalism in Australia was the League of Nations
Ball. In Britain, League pageants were held as early as 1919.64 The Australian institution of the
League Ball was similar. The highlight of the evening was a pageant in which locals dressed
up in ‘national costumes’ representing different countries and paraded around a hall
(Figure 1). While the event originated in Sydney in 1927, the Ball quickly spread to every other
state capitals as well as towns throughout the continent. Even the timber town of Manjimup, home
to a few thousand people in Western Australia, hosted one.65 It thus became the League’s own

Figure 1. Some of the national costumes worn at the League of Nations Ball in Sydney in 1927: ‘Early Australia’, ‘Old
England’, France, China, and Germany. ‘League of Nations Ball: International Pageant’, Sydney Mail, July 13, 1927, 26.

60Helen McCarthy, ‘Democratizing British Foreign Policy: Rethinking the Peace Ballot, 1934-1935’, Journal of British
Studies 49, no. 2 (2010): 358–87.

61See, for example, ‘World Peace. League of Nations Day. Celebrated at the Schools’, Armidale Express and New England
General Advertiser, August 28, 1931, 4.

62New South Wales Department of Education, ‘League of Nations Day. Plays, Songs, Poems and Pageant for Primary and
Senior Pupils’, National Library of Australia, Raymond G. Watt Papers, MS 1923/2/25B.

63Cf. Michael Billig, Banal Nationalism (London: Sage, 1995).
64Helen McCarthy, ‘The League of Nations, Public Ritual and National Identity in Britain, c. 1919-56’, History Workshop

Journal 70 (2010): 108–32.
65‘League of Nations Ball at Manjimup’, Manjimup and Warren Times, June 9, 1932, 2.
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‘invented tradition’.66 While Australia was always represented in the pageant, it was represented
differently. At the 1927 Ball in Sydney, for instance, it was as historically inaccurate ‘colonial
settlers’, with women in bonnets and floral dresses and men in powdered wigs and breeches.67

Another year, it was as soldiers or ‘diggers’, with men in khaki shirts smoking from pipes.68

Still another year, it was as the Australian forest, ‘the bush’ (Figure 2). This was arguably more
difficult to pull off. The woman tasked with it did so by simply standing next to a shrub and
attempting, in the words of one reporter, to ‘impersonate [its] spirit’.69

The Ball also featured participants dressed as other countries. Often, these were Australians
with no connection to the peoples they were depicting. This showed in the dubious accuracy
of their portrayal. In Manjimup, for example, participants wore clearly Orientalist costumes.
Dressed as so-called ‘Arabs’, it consisted of three men wearing white cloaks or burnouses and
black boots, accompanied by a group of ‘demure little harem ladies, whose bright eyes gleamed
from above their “qashmaks” [niqabs]’.70 At some Balls, however, participants were of the nation-
ality that they were depicting. For the Ball in Sydney in 1929, for instance, Chinese Australians
participated. They even paid for a costume designer to travel to Melbourne and bring back eight
large chests full of clothing from different historical periods.71

As this example suggests, the Balls allowed non-white Australians to express their interest in
the League—even at the height of White Australia.72 Most Australian internationalists, however,
were white. Indeed, one of the main ways in which they expressed their internationalism was in
their beliefs about the League’s relationship to the White Australia policy.

Australian internationalists and the White Australia policy
White supremacy was at the heart of Australian national identity in the early twentieth century
and the White Australia policy was central to this. Support for the policy spanned the ideological
spectrum: from socialists who saw democracy and labour rights as impossible without racial
uniformity to conservatives who worried about Australia’s proximity to Asia.73 This included
Australian internationalists. Historian and South Australian Union member Keith Hancock called
it ‘the indispensable condition of every other policy’ in Australia.74 Even pacifists were not
immune. Journalist Janet Mitchell wrote in her memoir in 1939: ‘[A]lthough I am a pacifist : : : all
my primitive instincts would urge me to fight for White Australia if it were attacked’.75

At the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, it seemed as if the League could threaten this policy.
During the drafting of the League’s constitution, the Japanese delegates proposed inserting a
clause protecting racial equality. The Australian delegation, led by Prime Minister ‘Billy’
Hughes saw it as a direct affront to his country’s immigration practices. In the end, however,
Hughes got his way. When the delegates voted, a majority sided with Japan, but American

66Cf. Terence Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm, The Invention of Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
67‘League of Nations Ball: International Peace Pageant’, Sydney Mail, July 13, 1927, 26
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President Woodrow Wilson ruled that it required unanimity to pass (despite having
allowed majority votes earlier).76 On his return from Paris, Hughes announced to Parliament:

Figure 2. Woman representing Australia at the League of Nations Ball in 1929. The caption reads: ‘Mrs. M. L. Cox will imper-
sonate the spirit of the Australian Bush’: ‘Peace on Earth. International Ball Visions’, The Sun, August 29, 1929.

76Lake and Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line, 284–309; Naoko Shimazu, Japan, Race, and Equality: The Racial
Equality Proposal of 1919 (London: Routledge, 1998).
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‘White Australia is yours : : : I have brought that great principle back to you from the
Conference : : : as safe as the day when it was first adopted : : : ’77 (Hughes’s speech later served
as the ending for the 1928 silent film The Birth of White Australia, which film critics have
described as the Antipodean version of America’s The Birth of a Nation).78 Hughes had in other
words paved the way for a White Australia in a League world.

Over the next few years, Australian internationalists sometimes worried that the League could
still endanger the White Australia policy. At public meetings, citizens bombarded leaders of the
Australian League Union with questions about whether White Australia was under attack.79

Invariably, Union leaders reassured Australians that there was nothing to fear. Union leaders
made different arguments in doing so. Law professors made legal arguments as to why the
White Australia policy was immune from League interference. They reminded their audience that
Hughes had succeeded in defeating Japan’s racial equality clause; that Article 10 of the League
Covenant preserved the ‘existing political independence’ of all League members, which covered
all domestic legislation; and that Article 15 barred the League from interfering with domestic
policies.80 Others were less legalistic and more plainspoken. Speaking to a meeting of the
Housewives’ Association on her return from the League Assembly in 1922, representative
Marguerite Dale clarified simply that ‘the League never touches questions of domestic policy’.81

The issue came to a head in 1924. That year, the League Assembly, including Australia’s dele-
gates, approved a draft treaty known as the Geneva Protocol for the Pacific Settlement of
International Disputes. This treaty would give an international court at The Hague, the
Permanent Court of International Justice, compulsory jurisdiction over disputes between the
Protocol’s signatories.82 Back home, Australians worried this would allow Japan to drag their
country before the Court over its immigration practices. Once again, however, the Australian
League Union put Australians’ minds at ease. The New South Wales Union, for instance,
produced a report declaring that in fact ‘existing safeguards to theWhite Australia policy are prob-
ably increased under the protocol’. This was because of an article in the Protocol that meant that
any state that ignored the court’s ruling that a matter was a question of domestic policy—as, for
example, with Japan in relation to the White Australia policy—would be branded an aggressor
and subject to League sanctions.83 To announce the release of the report, the country’s highest-
selling Sunday newspaper announced on its front page: ‘White Australia Policy Safe’ under the
Protocol.84 Regardless, any lingering fears were dispelled after Britain refused to ratify the Protocol
and it collapsed.85

It appears that most Australian internationalists were satisfied with these explanations. At a
debating competition in Sydney in 1920, for example, students were asked to argue over whether
the White Australia policy was ‘essential’ for Australia’s ‘well-being’. After the competition was
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done, the opposing side described it as ‘one of the hardest tussles of the Competition’ since the
Policy was clearly ‘recognised’ by the League Covenant.86

Many Australians went even further in viewing the League as defending White Australia. This
perspective is best captured by a cartoon from the time (Figure 3). It was published in a newspaper
aimed at farmers, an offshoot of one of the country’s most-circulated dailies, the conservative
Melbourne Herald.87 The context was 1924, amidst the debate over the Geneva Protocol. The
cartoon depicts a racialized figure representing Japan. He is using a battering ram labelled ‘racial
equality’ to attempt to break through a door labelled ‘League of Nations’. Behind it, a man cowers
behind a much smaller gate bearing the name ‘White Australia’. ‘Once down with this door and
the goal is within reach!’, exclaims the man personifying Japan. At first glance, what appears most
clear is that White Australia is under attack. On reflection, however, a second meaning comes
into view: the League of Nations is its guardian. The accompanying article explains that while
the Japanese proposal for racial equality had threatened the White Australia policy, the status
quo under the League protected it. In particular, the article explained, because of the League
Covenant, ‘no Asiatic nation can appeal against that exclusion to the League’ even though the
White Australia policy excluded Asian people.88 For many Australians, the League was not a

Figure 3. Sam Wells, ‘Bangzai!’, illustration, The Weekly Times (Melbourne), October 4, 1924, 5.

86‘School of Arts Debates. Flanagan Shield’, St George Call, September 18, 1920, 5.
87Arnold, ‘Newspapers and Daily Reading’, 257.
88‘White Australia Challenged’, The Weekly Times (Melbourne), October 4, 1924, 5.
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threat to White Australia. To the contrary, it was the League that was helping to keep
Australia White.

So successful were Union leaders at making this case that some began to wonder whether they
had overdone it. This was the experience, for example, of the Melbourne lawyer John Latham, who
had accompanied Prime Minister Hughes at the Paris Peace Conference and co-founded the
Victorian branch of the Union upon his return. Addressing an audience at Melbourne
University in 1919, Latham had stressed that it would be ‘very difficult, if not impossible’ for
any state to bring a complaint about the White Australia policy before the League.89 Four years
later, however, he adopted the opposite position. One of the ‘most commonmisconceptions’ about
Australia’s position in the League, he complained in a letter to the editor of The Argus, is that ‘it is
impossible for the White Australia policy to become an issue before the League’. This was untrue,
he argued, regardless of the fate of the Geneva Protocol. After all, he explained, the League
Covenant empowered the Council, not member-states themselves, to determine whether a matter
was one of domestic jurisdiction. If the Council found that it was not, the League could then inter-
fere.90 In less than half a decade, Latham had gone from dismissing concerns over the White
Australia policy to fanning them.

In a lecture in Brisbane in 1929, Latham was even more explicit: ‘The fact is that domestic
legislation : : :which specifically affects : : : nationals of other States must necessarily have an inter-
national significance. It is useless to shut our eyes to this fact’. He cited Australia’s immigration
laws in particular. In such cases, he explained, ‘they may be made the subject of international
protest and may become the cause of grave international disputes’. Latham wanted to avoid this
from happening by pushing for Australia to engage in diplomacy with other countries to help
them understand the reasons for the policy. In this way, he argued, ‘a vital Australian policy’ could
be shown to be consistent ‘with international good manners and a courteous consideration of the
views of other nations’. He recognized, however, that he was alone in these views. ‘It is the
universal opinion in Australia’, he observed, that immigration policy should not be regulated
through the League.91 By the League’s tenth anniversary, the view of most Australians was set:
the international organization was not a danger to White Australia. But if no one would believe
Latham that the League had changed the White Australia policy, they all agreed that it had
changed another key concern for Australian internationalists: the country’s overseas empire.

Australian internationalists and the mandates
Australia’s possession of external colonies predated the League. Most notably, Australia had
governed the territory of Papua, which comprised the south-eastern quarter of the island of
New Guinea, since 1902. But the League altered the Australian Empire in two ways. First, it made
it much larger and more populous. Australia gained control of two new territories in particular:
former German New Guinea, which consisted of the north-eastern quarter of New Guinea (above
Papua) as well as some six hundred other islands, which together were the size of Portugal; and
Nauru, a single, oyster-shaped island.92 Mandatory New Guinea’s population alone was perhaps as
high as one million—equivalent to one fifth of Australia’s population in 1919.93

The second way in which the League altered Australia’s Empire was political. The League
mandates ‘internationalized’ empire, to use Susan Pedersen’s concept. In their rule over these
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territories, the mandatory powers agreed to be overseen by a special League group, the Permanent
Mandates Commission. As a result, the League and the Australian Empire were intertwined—
arguably to a greater extent than any of the other mandatory powers except perhaps South Africa.94

Most Australians supported control over Mandatory New Guinea and Nauru. Indeed, the
mandates only sparked public debate a handful of times and even then it focused not on whether
they should be governed by Australia but how.95 For some Australian internationalists, the reason
for this was humanitarian: they were concerned for the indigenous inhabitants of New Guinea and
Nauru. In keeping with this, the Australian government in their administration over these terri-
tories embraced the language and methods of anthropology to a greater extent than any other
mandatory power, though it made scant difference to the nature of their rule: indentured labour
and corporal punishment remained rampant, as did mass killings of Indigenous peoples by whites,
including with machine guns.96 For other Australian internationalists, the reason for supporting it
was economic: the mandates paid, at least Australians thought they would. In particular,
Mandatory New Guinea had gold as well as a large system of plantations producing dried coconut
known as copra.97 Nauru was potentially even more lucrative: 80% of its surface was covered in
what was sometimes called ‘white gold’: guano or bird shit. This was the miracle fertilizer that
would prove crucial to the development of agriculture in Australia. In the nineteenth century,
the United States had annexed ninety-four such islands, mining 400,000 tons of guano from them
in total. But all of this paled in comparison to Nauru, which was estimated to contain as much as
112 million tons.98

But Australian internationalists’ support for the mandates system was also ideological:
specifically, it upheld their ideas of whiteness. In many ways, the League mandates regime was
perfectly compatible with white supremacy. Indeed, the entire system was rooted in a taxonomy
of races. According to the League Covenant, the mandatory powers agreed to be responsible for
the ‘well-being and development’ of peoples ‘not yet able to stand by themselves under the stren-
uous conditions of the modern world’. The mandates were sorted into three groups according to
the ‘stage of development’ of the people who lived in them: A, B, and C. Mandatory New Guinea
and Nauru were both sorted into the last of these three. As the mandatory power for class
C territories, the Australian government was required to allow equal access to trade and commerce
to other League members and abide by a few humanitarian principles. Otherwise, however,
Australia was left to govern them ‘as integral portions’ of its own territory.99 Inherent to the
League mandates system, then, was a racial hierarchy in which Australians and other whites were
placed on top and Pacific Islanders were relegated to the very bottom. For Australia’s internation-
alists, the mandates system legitimized white supremacy on a global scale.

Even Australian humanitarians were explicit about the importance of whiteness in justifying
mandatory rule. This is perhaps most evident in a poster produced by the Australasian Methodist
Church (Figure 4). While unnamed, the author was probably John Burton, general secretary of the
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Church’s Missionary Society who oversaw its work in Mandatory New Guinea.100 The poster
makes clear Australian internationalists’ understanding of the mandates system as a racial obli-
gation. It announces that the mandates are ‘our responsibility’; that ‘1,000,000 people need the
help and guidance of a higher race’, and that ‘the Brown Pacific Appeals to White Australia’.
Accompanying the appeal is an illustration of an Indigenous inhabitant of the islands, looking
seriously off into the distance and featuring several racial stereotypes: facial tattoos, ornamental
jewellery, and a bare chest. At the bottom of the poster, the author even quotes Rudyard Kipling’s
famous poem from 1899, ‘The White Man’s Burden’. The racialization of mandatory rule is even
reflected visually: while Australia is shaded in white, Mandatory New Guinea as well as the
adjoining colony of Papua are shown in black. For internationalists like Burton, it was because
of their whiteness that Australians had a responsibility to the mandates.

Figure 4. ‘Our Two Mandates’, poster published in Australasian Methodist Missionary Review 31, no. 1 (May 1921): 7.

100Christine Weir, ‘“White Man’s Burden”, “White Man’s Privilege”: Christian Humanism and Racial Determinism
in Oceania, 1890-1930’, in Foreign Bodies, ed. Bronwen Douglas and Chris Ballard, Oceania and the Science of Race
1750-1940 (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 2008), 293–4, 303.
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For other Australian internationalists, the mandates were a way to prove their whiteness on a
global stage. This idea is reflected in a children’s story from the period. The story appeared in a
magazine for students and was distributed in primary schools throughout the state. The author is
not identified, but it was probably Ivy Brookes, a member of the Victorian Union as well as a
musician, philanthropist, and daughter of Australia’s second prime minister; I discovered drafts
of the story among her personal papers.101 The story centres on an Australian family: two young
children, Peter and Margaret Trent, and their parents. It takes place on a steamship en route to the
capital of Mandatory New Guinea, Rabaul. The family are relocating so that the father can take up
a post as an anthropologist for the government there. The story is worth quoting at length:

‘But, Mummy,’ said Peter, who always wanted to know the reasons of things, ‘why must we
go all the way to New Guinea to bother about the natives there? Can’t Daddy find enough
work to do among our own aborigines without going to New Guinea?’ : : :

‘Yes,’ replied his mother, ‘there is much work that Daddy could do in Australia, but it is a
great honour for your father to be asked to do this special work : : : Because Great Britain had
splendid experience in the governing of races, she received several mandates : : : Because
Australia is close to New Guinea we were asked to govern it as a mandate. But we cannot
do what we like there. We have to govern it according to the rules set down by the League of
Nations.’ : : :

‘Well, it is not much fun having an Empire these days,’ said Peter. ‘Too much like hard
work! : : :

‘Yes,’ replied his mother, ‘an Empire to-day means great responsibilities, and sometimes even
sacrifices have to be made by the Mother Country for the sake of the peoples under her care.’

Suddenly a new idea dawned on Peter, and he laughed. ‘I say, Mother! I suppose Dad will be
an Empire-builder, will he?’

‘Well, not exactly a British Empire-builder,’ she replied, ‘because New Guinea does not really
belong to Australia. But if he does his work well, it will help the British Empire, and he will
also be one of the builders of the Empire of Humanity, which is the greatest of all empires!’102

So much about the enmeshing of Australia’s mandates and white supremacy is captured in this
short text. There is the idea of the British Empire as the leading imperial power with its ‘splendid
experience in the governing of races’. There is the idea of Australia as a young empire with ‘much
work’ still to do with its own indigenous population: Australia needs to prove itself, ‘Mommy’
explains, by taking on these ‘great responsibilities’ and by making ‘sacrifices’. This is all embodied
in the quite literally paternal figure of the anthropologist ‘Daddy’. And there is the idea of the
League as both an extension of these two empires and an empire in itself: ‘the Empire of
Humanity’, ‘the greatest of all empires’.103 According to this children’s story, the mandates present
a test for white Australians to prove their ability to govern other races generally.

In the eyes of Australian internationalists, the mandates system validated Australian racism in
more particular ways as well. This included that key mechanism, the White Australia policy.
The League Covenant provided that C-class mandates like New Guinea and Nauru should be
administered as ‘integral portions’ of the mandatory power. This meant the Australian govern-
ment could extend its immigration restrictions to its mandates.104 Indeed, while members of the

101‘The British Empire and Mandates’, undated, NLA MS 1924/35/248, Papers of Herbert and Ivy Brookes, Box 109.
102E.W., ‘The British Empire and Mandates’, The School Magazine of Literature For Our Boys & Girls 16, no. 4 (May 2,

1932): 50-52.
103Ibid.
104Eggleston, ed., The Australian Mandate for New Guinea, 140.
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Mandate’s Commission in Geneva routinely questioned the Australian government about the
need for it, they accepted that it was within Australia’s rights as a mandatory power.105

Interestingly, the Australian government adopted opposite positions in relation to the
application of the policy to Mandatory New Guinea and Nauru. In the case of New Guinea, they
implemented it. In fact, it was the first law the administration there passed.106 The issue formed
the focus of a series of meetings convened by the Victorian Union in 1928. Union members all
supported the White Australia policy’s application to New Guinea but for different reasons. Some
did so on humanitarian grounds. One speaker claimed that Asian immigrants would disrupt
‘native’ culture, breeding with and thus corrupting the New Guinean ‘race’, and introducing
‘all the evils of the indentured system’. (Apparently, the indentured system that the Australian
government imposed was free of evil). Others did so because they were concerned for the
economic well-being of whites in Mandatory New Guinea. Conjuring evidence of past experience
in ‘Africa’, one speaker proclaimed that Asians would ‘get control of the whole of the retail trade,
driving Europeans out’. But the majority were concerned with Australia’s defence and security.
‘Many Australians’, the group’s final report concluded, consider Asians’ presence in New Guinea
‘a peril to Australia and a menace to the White Australia policy’.107 For most Australian inter-
nationalists, then, White Australia required a White New Guinea.

In the case of Nauru, however, it was the reverse: the Australian government did not apply the
White Australia policy. To the contrary, they imported indentured workers from other Pacific
islands as well as China such that they eventually made up more than half the island’s
population.108 Some Australian internationalists protested against this situation. Humanitarians like
the Classics professor and South Australian Union member Darnley Naylor objected to the inden-
tured labourers’ working conditions.109 Socialists condemned this aspect too, while also railing
against the exorbitant profits made by what one called ‘the money-grubbing company’ that
employed them.110 But most Australian internationalists supported Nauru’s excision from White
Australia. They justified it on the grounds that the island was small and distant and its white popu-
lation tiny. The Australian government had made similar exceptions in the past for other industries
in far-flung parts of Australia, like pearling.111 In addition, there were practical reasons. Most white
Australians thought Europeans ill-suited to such work.112 And all Australians benefited from the
cheap fertilizer provided by non-white workers, especially farmers. As Prime Minister Hughes
put it, ‘nothing had been more valuable to the man on the land than the acquisition of the phosphate
deposits of : : :Nauru’.113 In this way, Australia’s white internationalists distinguished between the
immigration policies of Mandatory New Guinea and Nauru. White Australia depended on a non-
white Nauru as much as it demanded a White New Guinea. In both cases, the mandates system was
seen as perfectly consistent with white supremacy.

Australian internationalists and Indigenous Australians
The White Australia policy and the mandates system mostly concerned non-white people beyond
Australia’s borders. But Australia also had an important population of non-white people within its

105Hudson, Australia and the League of Nations, 147.
106Radi, ‘New Guinea under Mandate, 1921-41’, 74.
107Eggleston, ed., The Australian Mandate for New Guinea, 128-41.
108Pedersen, The Guardians, xviii; Storr, International Status in the Shadow of Empire, 172.
109‘The League of Nations. Lecture by Professor Darnley Naylor’, Southern Cross, November 3, 1922, 3.
110‘Australia and Nauru. What of the White Policy?’, Westralian Worker, July 25, 1919, 5.
111Julia Martínez and Adrian Vickers, The Pearl Frontier: Indonesian Labor and Indigenous Encounters in Australia’s

Northern Trading Network (Honolulu: University of Hawaiʼi Press, 2015), 4.
112Alison Bashford, Imperial Hygiene: A Critical History of Colonialism, Nationalism and Public Health (Basingstoke:

Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Warwick Anderson, The Cultivation of Whiteness: Science, Health and Racial Destiny in
Australia (Carlton South: Melbourne University Press, 2002).

113‘The Choice. Mr. Hughes’s War. White Australia Question’, The Daily Telegraph, November 22, 1922, 10.
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borders: Indigenous Australians. In this area, the relationship between the League and white
supremacy in Australia was less clear. Across Australia, activists, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
alike, sought to invoke the League against the country’s mistreatment of Indigenous Australians.
Mary Bennett in Western Australia, Pearl Gibbs in New South Wales, and Amy Brown in
Victoria, among others, all inveigled Australia for violating the League Covenant in its treatment
of Indigenous Australians.114 Bennett in particular idealized the League as an anti-racist organiza-
tion: a ‘society where aggression against one race was aggression against all’.115 None of these
complaints got anywhere. In this, Aboriginal Australians, like Indigenous peoples all over the world,
were excluded from the League system: denied inclusion as members, mandatory populations, or
even colonial populations, they fell outside the international organization’s purview.116

For most Australian internationalists, however, the League was irrelevant to their Indigenous
compatriots. As with the White Australia policy, Australia’s jurisdiction over its Indigenous popu-
lation was shielded by the protection against interference in domestic policy in the League
Covenant.117 As one Australian senator put it: ‘The League of Nations and the Covenant have
nothing whatever to do with the Australian Aboriginals’.118 I have found no evidence of
Aboriginal Australians joining the Union or participating in any of its activities, not even the
League Balls which, as we have seen, often included non-white Australians. And Union members
rarely mentioned Aboriginal Australians.119 When they did, it was mostly to remark that
Indigenous Australians were doomed to extinction.120

One of the few references in Union materials to Aboriginal Australia is not to an animate
Indigenous Australian but an inanimate one. An exhibition put on in 1938 by women from
the South Australian Union featured dolls representing some thirty nations (Figure 5). They
included one supposed to represent an Indigenous person, described as ‘a warrior’ wearing tradi-
tional ceremonial garb, including a spear carved from a eucalyptus tree and a boomerang made
from red cedar.121 There is no information about who supplied the doll or where it came from.
Like Aboriginal Australians in the minds of most white Australian internationalists, it was
barely there.

White internationalism without the League
This article has uncovered a history of white internationalism in interwar Australia. It has done so
by focusing on three key pillars of both the Australian League movement and of White Australia:
immigration restrictions, empire, and settler colonialism. But these issues were not restricted to
Australia in this period: immigration restrictions were rampant across the Anglophone world;
empire was perhaps at its peak; old settler colonies operated around the world and newer ones
were emerging, from Palestine to Kenya. A global history of white internationalism through the
League will need to take account of all of these places, drawing out the similarities and differences.

This global history will also need to look beyond the League. Returning to Australia, the League
began to lose support from Australians in the late 1930s. As the British and Australian govern-
ments abandoned the League, a gulf opened up between the Union and politicians, and the Union

114Tracey Banivanua-Mar,Decolonisation and the Pacific: Indigenous Globalisation and the Ends of Empire (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2016), 109; Paisley, Loving Protection?, 87; Paisley, The Lone Protestor; Attwood, Rights for Aborigines, 87;
Alison Holland, Just Relations: The Story of Mary Bennett’s Crusade for Aboriginal Rights (Crawley: UWA Publishing, 2015), 84, 128.

115Quoted in Holland, Just Relations, 5.
116Daniel Gorman, International Cooperation in the Early Twentieth Century (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017).
117Banivanua-Mar, Decolonisation and the Pacific, 95.
118Quoted in Holland, Just Relations, 144.
119See, for example, ‘Australia’s Trust. The Mandated Territories. Address by Professor Naylor’,Mercury, February 8, 1923, 8.
120Russell McGregor, Imagined Destinies: Aboriginal Australians and the Doomed Race Theory, 1880-1939 (Carlton South:

Melbourne University Press, 1997).
121‘Women Arrange Display for Peace Week’, The Advertiser (Adelaide), October 4, 1938, 6.
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lost its bipartisan image.122 Some Australian branches, like the Western Australian one, folded
completely.123 Others saw their membership plummet. By 1940, the New South Wales branch
counted little over 400 adult members.124 The president of the Victorian branch in 1942,
pronounced his tenure ‘a dismal failure—decline in public estimation of the League, decline in
membership of the Union, poor attendance at meetings, a public press just “not interested in
either League or Union.”’ He concluded that most Australians thought: ‘The League is dead
and can’t be resurrected’.125

And yet, popular internationalism in Australia survived After the war, the League movement
reconstituted itself around the United Nations. The League of Nations Union changed its name to
the United Nations Association of Australia.126 League of Nations Day became United Nations
Day.127 The League of Nations Ball became the United Nations Ball.128 And federal and state
governments lowered the navy blue and yellow League flag and hoisted the light blue and white
UN flag in its place.129 This process was not restricted to Australia. The British League of Nations
Union became the United Nations Association of the United Kingdom, which had 60,000

Figure 5. ‘Women Arrange Display for Peace Week’, The Advertiser (Adelaide), October 4, 1938, 6. Courtesy of the National
Library of Australia, Canberra. The caption reads: ‘Some of the international dolls which will make a colorful contribution to
Peace Week. From left, they represent:–Czechoslovakia, Australia, Poland, Abyssinia [Ethiopia], and Esthonia.’

122McCarthy, The British People and the League of Nations, 219–25.
123Steadman, ‘The League of Nations Union in Perth: Internationalism in Isolation’, 32.
124Brown, ‘Enacting the International: R. G. Watt and the League of Nations Union’, 83, 89.
125Harold Woodruff, ‘Fellow Members of the League of Nations Union’, Australian League of Nations Union (Victorian

Branch) Newsletter 1 (September 1942), 1-2.
126Brown, ‘Enacting the International: R. G. Watt and the League of Nations Union’, 95.
127‘United Nations Day in Schools’, The Argus, October 18, 1948, 7.
128‘United Nations Ball’, Western Mail, November 14, 1946, 33.
129‘World Flag to be Flown in City’, West Australian, October 22, 1949, 8.
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members by the 1950s.130 The American League of Nations Association became the United
Nations Association of the United States. By 1965, it had 50,000 members.131 Globally, then,
the League movement thus transformed into the UN movement.

No doubt, the persistence of popular internationalism in Australia had much to do with the
relationship between the UN and white supremacy. As with the League, Australian internation-
alists saw the new international organization as furthering White Australia. At the San Francisco
conference that drafted the Charter of the United Nations Organization in 1945, Foreign Minister
H. V. Evatt insisted the new international organization would need to respect the domestic sover-
eignty of member-states so as not to infringe upon the White Australia policy.132 In addition,
Mandatory New Guinea and Nauru were converted into United Nations ‘trust’ territories.133

Finally, the UN remained compatible with settler colonialism. Indigenous Australians and their
advocates would petition the United Nations from the 1960s, but the UN Charter, like the League
Covenant, prohibited the United Nations from interfering.134 If popular internationalism in
Australia survived the League, it was largely because white supremacy did too. The global history
of white internationalism extends, then, beyond the interwar period.

Even in interwar Australia, however, white internationalism was never the only form that
support for the League could take. Aboriginal Australian A. M. Fernando, for instance, espoused
a very different vision of the international organization. Born in Sydney in 1864, Fernando spent
much of his life travelling the world decrying Australia’s treatment of Indigenous Australians. In
the 1930s, for instance, he protested outside the Australian embassy in London. He wore a black
coat on which he pinned dozens of white toy skeletons and shouted: ‘This is all that Australia has
left of my people’. Inspired by the idea of the League, he travelled to Switzerland to appeal to them
to place Aboriginal Australians under mandate. He was, in other words, a non-white, anti-racist
Australian internationalist. But Fernando was an outcast and a Black man. FewWhite Australians
listened to him. He died four years later and was buried in an unmarked grave.135
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