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A t the so -ca lled  “ A tlan tic M eetin g”  in A ugust 1941, 
M r. C hurchill and  P residen t R oosev e lt sum m ed up 
under eight points the princip les which, in the case 

o f  an  a llied  v ictory , w ou ld  form  the basis o f  the political 
and  econom ic reconstruction  o f  the w orld . These Eight 
Points have been en dorsed  b y  the P an -A m erican  C onference, 
s o  that they seem  to  have been  a ccep ted  by  the m ajority  
o f  the States o f the w orld .

W h at interests us here is not the econ om ic o r  humani
tarian princip les contained  in  this instrument, but on ly  
P oin t 2, w hich declares that “ th ey”  (M r. C hurchill and 
P residen t R ooseve lt) “ desire to  see no territorial changes 
w hich  d o  not a ccord  w ith the free ly  exp ressed  wishes of 
the p eop les  con cern ed ” , that is, with self-determ ination . In 
ou r opin ion  this is the m ost im portant o f the Eight Points. 
W h ile  econom ic and  constitutional settlem ents and  even the 
question  o f  disarm am ent m ay bear a  m erely  teem porary 
character, territorial arrangem ents must be based on 
unassailable and  perm anent princip les, otherw ise the peace 
to  be con clu d ed  w ill not be “ just and lasting.”

The question is, w hether “ the free ly  expressed  w ish” , 
that is, the self-determ ination , o f  a  p eop le , is a  su fficiently 
sound princip le  to  guarantee the stability o f  a n y  territorial 
read justm ent and  o f  the p eace  w hich  depen d  on  it?

T he prin cip le  sounds w ell and  is b y  no m eans new. 
Its origin  m ay  be traced  as far back  as the A d a g io , o f 
Erasm us and the laying o f the foundations o f  international 
law . Erasm us, writing against war, d eclared  that pow er 
over m en is not o f  the sam e ord er as pow er over the 
beasts; p ow er and  authority over m en rests on  their own 
consent and cannot be acqu ired  by  conquest. But this was 
m ore  in the nature o f anti-w ar propagan da  than the form u
lation o f  a  doctrine. W e  find the sam e idea  expressed  as a 
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political thesis by Grotius and Pufendorf; both of them have 
stated that in the case of the alienation of a territory the 
consent of the ruler or of the people who remain behind is 
insufficient; it is necessary that “ etiam pars de qua alis- 
nanda agitur consentiat.”  But this remained a mere abstract 
doctrine until the French Revolution turned it into a po
litical instrument adapted to its supreme conception of 
popular sovereignty. The Constitution of September 14, 
1791, declared that "The French nation renounces the 
waging of war with a view to conquest and will never apply 
force in order to restrict the liberty of any people’ ’ ; accor
dingly, the annexation of Avignon and Venaissin was ac
cepted only after a plebiscite, "in view of the fact that the 
majority of the communes and burghers had freely and 
with solemnity voiced their wish." This meant the renuncia
tion of conquests and the acceptance of the principle of 
self-determination in the case of territorial transfers, with 
the plebiscite as its instrument.

But the principle was not upheld for long. The succeed
ing plebiscites, in Savoy, Nice, and Liege and in the Bel
gian and Rhine communes, were nullified by the applica
tion of force and corruption, while during the Napoleonic 
era and the period of the Holy Alliance both doctrine and 
practice fell into oblivion.

With the advent of the revolutionary wave in the 
nineteenth century self-determination became once more of 
importance. Plebiscites were resorted to in Italy and pro
posed in Schleswig-Holstein. The popular vote secured the 
unity of the two Danubian Principalities, and Great Britain 
ceded the Ionian Isles to Greece after a vote of the Legisla
tive Assembly of the islands, which had been elected for 
the purpose.

Subsequently the principle passed once more into 
desuetude. In 1871 Germany annexed Alsace-Lorraine with
out consulting the wishes of the inhabitants; and during the 
prolonged period between the Franco-Prussian war and the 
first world war the only plebiscite besides the insignificant 
one concerning the Island of St. Bartholomew and an 
abortive attempt at one in South America, was that held in 
Norway on the occasion of that country's separation from
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Sweden. The plebiscite stipulated for the transferred North 
Schleswig territories in 1866 was abandoned in 1878.

After this sporadic and not generally recognised appli
cation of plebiscites, President Wilson declared self-deter
mination to be a universal principle which must form the 
basis of all territorial changes. In a speech delivered on 
May 27, 1916, he first enunciated the idea that “every 
people has a right to choose the sovereignty under which 
they shall live"; after the promulgation of the somewhat 
hazy fourteen points he declared, on February 11, 1918,
that "peoples and provinces are not to be bartered about 
from sovereignty to sovereignty as if they were mere 
chattels and pawns in a game . . . all defined national aspi
rations shall be accorded the utmost satisfaction." On July 
4 of the same year he demanded “ the settlement of every 
question, whether of territory, of sovereignty, of economic 
arrangement, or of political relationship, upon the basis of 
the free acceptance of that settlement by the people imme
diately concerned.”

The standpoint of the Allied Powers was vague. In 
January 1917, in reply to a question of President Wilson 
concerning their war aims, they stated that the reorganisa
tion of Europe was to be "based on respect for nationalities 
and on the right to full security and liberty of economic 
development possessed by all people, small and great, and 
at the same time upon territorial conventions and interna
tional settlements such as to guarantee land and sea fron
tiers against unjustified attacks."

A year later, in January 1918, Mr. Lloyd George, as 
Prime Minister, was more explicit. He declared that one 
of the principles of a just and lasting peace was territorial 
readjustment "based on the right of self-determination, on 
the consent of the governed.”

The Central Powers accepted President Wilson’s 
programme. The peace offer of Baron Burian, the Austro- 
Hungarian Minister for Foreign Affairs, was based on its 
points, and so was the Note of the German Peace Delega
tion dated May 29, 1919. Germany “ unreservedly” accepted 
the principle of self-determination.
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The attitude of the Peace Conference was ambiguous.. 
It pretended to adhere to President Wilson's programme 
and to Mr. Lloyd George's declaration, but its decisions 
and acts contradicted these protestations. “No one" —  asser
ted M. Clemenceau in the covering letter which accompanied 
his reply to the German Note, — "can doubt that the 
Allied and Associated Powers intend to base the readjust
ment of Europe on the principle of the liberation of 
oppressed peoples and to draw national frontiers as far as 
possible in accordance with the wishes of the peoples 
concerned."

The words “as far as possible” left the door open for 
the evasion of these solemn declarations.

Accordingly, plebiscites were ordered to be held in 
North Schleswig, in Allenstein and Marienwerder, in Kla- 
genfurt and Upper Silesia, and later on in the Saar Basin, 
while the Hungarian and Austrian governments agreed to 
hold one in October 1921 concerning the district of Sopron. 
Abortive attemps at plebiscites were made in Teschen, 
Arva and Szepes as well as in Vilna. “Everywhere," —  
said M. Clemenceau, endeavouring to excuse these meagre 
results, —  “ where the wishes of the people seemed 
doubtful."

Yet in actual fact the cases were few in which the- 
popular wish was so unquestionable as to justify the refusal 
of a plebiscite. The reasons for the refusal differed as did 
the explanations given. The French reply to the German 
Note started with the statement that "the Allied and 
Associated Powers reject the allegation that there has 
been a ‘chaffering’ with peoples and provinces. All terri
torial readjustments have been made after the most meti
culous and conscientious examination of the ethnic, reli
gious and linguistic factors prevailing in each of the 
countries in question. The legitimate hopes of peoples long 
subjected to a foreign yoke have been considered, and in 
each case the decisions were based on the principle ex
plicitly stated in President Wilson’s speech (of February 11, 
1918} according to which all well-defined national aspira
tions shall be accorded the utmost satisfaction.”
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It is evident that this is not synonymous with national 
selfdetermination. In fact, the most important territorial 
changes were effected, not on the basis of "ethnic or lin
guistic factors” , nor of plebiscites, but for a variety of 
other reasons.

The re-annexation  to France o f A lsace-L orra in e  was 
exp la ined  as reparation  o f  the "w ron g” com m itted in  1871. 
F o r  fifty  years, said  the Note, the inhabitants o f  these p ro 
vinces had com plained  so  fo rc ib ly  o f  the G erm an adm inis
tration and  protested  s o  frequently  against the Germ an 
annexation, that the P ow ers w ere convinced  that "a  treaty 
based on the right o f self-determ ination  cou ld  not but take 
n otice  o f the solem nly procla im ed  w ish o f the P eop le .”

The restitution of Poland was likewise an act of repa
ration for the previous partition of that State. On the other 
hand, a plebiscite was granted — “superfluously” , as the 
Note added, since the population was "no doubt Polish,” — 
to Upper Silesia; in point of fact, sixty per cent, of the 
population voted for Germany.

A s  regards the D anzig corrid or and the separation o f 
E ast Prussia from  the R eich , the N ote m aintained that 
previously  to 1866 East Prussia  had not form ed part of 
the C onfederation  but had been  m erely  a G erm an "co lo n y ” ; 
w hile the popu lation  o f  the C orrid or w as indubitably 
Polish . “ W h ere  the inclination o f the inhabitants is beyond 
all doubt,”  —  said the N ote, reiterating its previous argu
ment, —  “ there is n o  need  for a p leb iscite .”

Still greater disregard for their self-established princip le 
was shown by  the P ow ers when they drew  the new  fron 
tiers o f A ustria  and H ungary.

On N ovem ber 13, 1918, G erm an A ustria  declared  that 
she regarded  herself as “ a part o f the Germ an E m pire", 
w hile the Germ ans o f Bohem ia, the so -ca lled  Sudeten G er
mans, jo ined  up with Austria. The P eace  C on ference 
refused  to recogn ize either o f  these spontaneous popular 
m anifestations; it vetoed  the union o f A ustria  with the 
R e i c h ,  and  in  ord er  to  reestablish the “ historic frontiers of 
the C row n o f B ohem ia” , forced  against their w ill m ore 
than three and a  half m illion G erm ans into the C zech o
slovak State.
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The dismemberment of Hungary was accomplished 
under somewhat different circumstances.

The Hungarian Peace Delegation had proposed — 
rightly or wrongly — that plebiscites should be held in all 
the territories which the Conference intended to transfer to 
the neighbouring States. The Conference refused this cate
gorically in every case, preferring to base its territorial 
decisions on the declarations of certain irredentist factions, 
as though these declarations were the genuine expression 
of the popular will. It accepted in this way the declara
tions of the Slovaks in Turocszentmarton and Pittsburg, of 
the Croats in Corfu and of the Rumanians in Gyulafehervar, 
supplementing them with certain "studies of conditions" 
which purported to render superfluous the application of 
plebiscites. “ If the Allied and Associated Powers — " ran 
M. Millerand’s covering letter, reiterating the words of 
M. Clemenceau, — “have deemed it unnecessary to have 
recourse to the popular vote, this was not without having 
acquired the certitude that the results offered by such a 
consultation would not materially differ from those which 
they have arrived at after a careful study of ethnographic 
conditions and national aspirations."

It will be seen from the above that the principle of 
self-determination, far from being applied as a general rule, 
was only resorted to sporadically and —  with one or two 
exceptions such as the Saar Basin and Upper Silesia, — 
in small and insignificant areas. President Wilson's lofty 
principle was degraded into an opportunistic catchword and 
in its place were set a multiplicity of motives only too 
often contradictory to the principle of self-determination.

What was the reason of this?
Is the doctrine of self-determination inapplicable as a 

general principle, to be resorted to indiscriminately in every 
case? Or did in this case circumstances and interests out
weigh its universal character, and confine it within certain 
bounds, so that its application became the exception instead 
of the general rule?

One thing must be clearly established before we go 
any further.
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Self-determination, as we have seen, was the twin 
sister of popular sovereignty, —  was, in fact, its transposi
tion into practice. It meant the mastery of the people in 
political, administrative and cultural affairs, as shown by 
the organisation of national armies in the place of hired, 
mercenary hosts, by the introduction of autonomous govern
ment in administrative, church and educational matters, and, 
above all, by the right of choice in the matter of the sove
reign power under which a people was willing to live. The 
latter was its primordial significance.

In this field, self-determination became decisively linked 
with another factor, the factor of nationality.

The supreme importance of this conjunction was realised 
at the end of the first decades of the nineteenth century. 
It was after the accomplishment of Greek independence 
and of Rumanian, Italian and German unity that the 
principle of self-determination became indissolubly fused 
with nationality —  became, in fact, all but synonymous 
with it: self-determination came to mean the right of the 
national communities to national sovereignty and, vice versa, 
nationality indicated the right of national self-determination, 
in accordance with Renan's famous dictum, “ le plebiscite 
de tous les jours.”  All other implications of the doctrine 
were relegated to the background in favour of the right of 
national or racial communities to declare their independence 
or, alternatively, to transfer their allegiance to a cognate 
limitrophe national sovereignty; in other words, to form 
new States and to draw new frontiers. “ Si des doutes s’ele- 
vent sur les frontieres, consultez les populations disputees” , 
wrote Renan.

National self-determination, interwoven with the idea 
of nationality, became, in the hands of nations big and 
small, a means for the realisation of nation-States uniting all 
the members of the same race and suppressing all other 
nationalities within their borders. National claims were 
accorded supremacy over all other rights and for the last 
hundred years have invested European politics with their 
own colour and character.
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It was this national form of self-determination which 
President Wilson envisaged when he repeatedly demanded 
that all national aspirations should be fulfilled. He failed 
to realise that while his right hand was battling against the 
nationalist State, his left was helping to raise it up anew. 
Seemingly, national self-determination was only a part of 
his policy. As a good theorist, he mentioned also political 
and economic arrangements as matters to be settled by 
the will of the people. But in actual fact neither he nor 
any other members of the Peace Conference would have 
dreamed of submitting economic questions to the popular 
vote, and no plebiscite contained the slightest allusion to 
such problems. The only question people were called upon 
to decide was, to which national sovereignty they wished 
henceforth to be subjected? Whereas, in the days of the 
French Revolution, it was incumbent on the voters to 
choose between despotic and democratic administrations, 
between papal or revolutionary rule, between feudal privi
leges, salt and tobacco taxes, or liberty and equality, the 
post-war plebiscites offered them merely a choice between 
two nations and two countries: in North Schleswig between 
Germany and Denmark, in Allenstein between East Prussia 
and Poland, in Klagenfurt between Austria and Yugoslavia, 
and so forth. While the alternative merits of a free or an 
absolutistic form of government still haunted the minds of 
the Italian risorgimento, none of the post-war plebiscites 
have been in the slightest degree concerned with this or 
similar problems. The remotest possibility of a Habsburg 
restoration in Hungary was tabooed by the Conference of 
Ambassadors.

It was in this spirit that the territorial reorganisation 
of Europe was accomplished. But it did not take long to 
realise the impossibility of maintaining so frail a fabric; we 
have seen it collapse within the last few years. None of 
the new frontiers, except such as divided small and unim
portant areas, have proved stable. The frontiers of Upper 
Silesia, of Alsace-Lorraine, of the Austrian and the Sudeten 
territories have disappeared; Czechoslovakia and Yugo
slavia are no more, while Rumania has assumed a new 
shape. The Slovak who for twenty years has been known
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as a "Czechoslovak” , is once more a Slovak pure and 
simple, and the Croat who in 1919 was subjected to Yugo
slav domination, is now a national of the independent 
Croatian State.

The lessons to be derived from the recent history of 
national self-determination and its application are the 
following:

National self-determination is not a universal principle 
to be applied everywhere and under all circumstances, not 
—  as was declared at the Atlantic Meeting —  the only 
principle on which territorial reorganisation can be based. 
In theory it is an ideal doctrine, but in practice it is nothing 
more than an instrument of political opportunism whose 
only justification is success. Professor Riviere, the eminent 
international lawyer, writes: “ If the plebiscite employed at 
territorial transfers has no intrinsic value from a legal point 
of view, it may possess an important political significance. 
It lends considerable support to the new order. A sincere 
and loyal consultation of the inhabitants would confer a 
signal moral force on the winning State. Even when used 
in an equivocal manner, as has been the case in recent 
times, it must not be forgotten that it is a very decorative 
element.'' Such words as these can hardly be taken as 
summing up the criteria of a universal principle. That it is 
not one is shown by the fact that no student of interna
tional law has ever recognized self-determination as a 
means of secession.

Self-determination is a very untrustworthy basis on 
which, to decide a voter's nationality. It is, for all its 
simplicity, one of the most knotty and difficult questions. 
Volumes have been written about it in the literature of the 
minorities' problem.

Finally, it is evident that adherence to the principle of 
self-determination must perforce create nationalist States 
aiming at a unitary racial composition. The object of self- 
determination is to furnish the inhabitants of any given area 
with the opportunity to opt for the establishment of a new 
State or the union of their own territory with a limitrophe 
State with a consanguinous population. The Czechs created 
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not only a unitary Czechoslovak State, but also a unitary 
Czechoslovak nation. And it must not be forgotten that in 
a unitary national State there is no room for other na
tionalities, for national minorities. The Peace Conference 
concluded minority treaties with Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
Yugoslavia and Rumania, and in each case the result was 
the same: ruthless oppression of the national minorities by 
the dominating race. Nation-States and the protection of 
the minorities are incongrous conceptions.

It must not be supposed however that the Eight Points 
of the Atlantic Meeting are taken seriously by the Anglo- 
Saxon peoples themselves. Mr. Geoffrey Crowther, Editor of 
the London Economist, has admitted that the ideas embodied 
in the Declaration of the Atlantic Meeting are not parti
cularly new, nor the language in which they have been 
enunciated unduly inspired.

One cannot help reflecting that the Atlantic Meeting 
would have done better if, instead of enunciating general 
principles, it had descended to details as did President 
Wilson in his Fourteen Points.
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