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Patricia Clavin and Glenda Sluga’s edited vol-
ume is a must-read for students and schol-
ars of internationalisms and 20th Century in-
ternational politics alike. Internationalisms
serves as a valuable starting point and a com-
prehensive endpoint. It is a starting point, be-
cause it offers an authoritative introduction to
the entangled histories of internationalisms in
the 20th Century. It is an end point, in the
sense that it summarizes and challenges the
last 20 years of research on internationalisms
through a string of rich essays from a regular
who’s who of the field.

Clavin and Sluga are eminently qualified to
edit such a book, both having redefined the
study of (particularly interwar) international
history and both having placed international-
ism firmly its center. Clavin has pioneered the
conceptualization and usage of transnational
approaches in international history and pub-
lished defining studies on the interwar econ-
omy, economic expertise and the League of
Nations/United Nations. Sluga, on her part,
was among the first to study international-
ism and nationalism as connected phenomena
and has published widely on the cultural his-
tory of internationalism and the role of femi-
nism, gender and women in this.

The book is structured in three parts and
follows a combined chronological/thematic
design. The first part traces the origins of in-
ternationalism in religion, communism, fem-
inism and economic liberalism. While Abi-
gail Green and Patrizia Dogliani take on a
long-term perspective on how religious and
socialist/communist internationalist thought
and practice developed, Glenda Sluga and Pa-
tricia Clavin take on a slightly different per-
spective. Sluga analyses feminism in the his-
tory of the League of Nations and the UN
as exemplary of how internationalist thought
and practice has risen to global significance.
Patricia Clavin puts central bankers at the cen-

ter of her analysis. While she draws a big pic-
ture of the development of global capital and
international financial institutions, she also –
rather innovatively – uses the emotional life
and the subjectivity of the mainly male cen-
tral bankers as an explanatory variable for the
interpretation of their actions.

The second part focusses on the conditions
of internationalism in time and space. Su-
san Pedersen’s formidable essay recapitulates
the main arguments of her many articles and
path-breaking monograph on the legacies and
transformation of the imperial order and the
League of Nations mandates system.[1] In the
long run, Pedersen argues, the mandate sys-
tem, which placed former German colonies
and the remnants of the Ottoman Empire un-
der international guardianship under the aus-
pices of the League of Nations, developed
against the intentions of the empires placed to
manage the mandates. Rather than remain-
ing an instrument of imperial management it
became an international „arena in which a va-
riety of claims and schemes for ordering the
world emerged and clashed.“ (p. 115) This is
followed by an essay of Andrew Webster in
which he summarizes his research on inter-
war disarmament. He focusses on the long-
term effects of the failed attempts to reduce
armaments after the First World War, paying
special attention to the role of NGOs, and de-
bates, the limits and constraints of interna-
tionalist visions within a realm of the highest
national importance. Madeleine Herren and
Liang Pan trace internationalist thoughts and
practices in illiberal regimes of the 1930s to
1950s. Herren shows that the fascist and au-
thoritarian regimes of the 1930s in Italy, Ger-
many and Japan nurtured their own brand of
internationalism and international organiza-
tions, while Pan compares the nationalist / in-
ternationalist interplay in China and Japan for
interwar and early Post WWII period. Both,
then, take up Jessica Reinisch’s call – in the
2016 special issue in Contemporary European
History on „Agents of Internationalism“ – to
shift focus away from ‘liberal’ and ‘western’
internationalism to discover the ideological
broadness and geographical reach of the con-
cept.

Under the heading of „Politics of Interna-
tionalism“, the third part ties the remaining
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essays together. Three of them focus on dif-
ferent aspects of international public health,
international law and rights issues of the In-
terwar and Cold War era. Sunil Amrith sum-
marizes three main justifications for interna-
tional public health: first, an economic one,
which sees public health as an investment in
economic productivity and growth, second,
as a humanitarian effort to eradicate diseases
with large scale vaccination campaigns and,
thirdly, connected to this as an argument in
terms of security against diseases in a world
of increased global travel and trade. Natasha
Wheatley traces the influence of international
organizations in the legal realm and explores
the recognition and integration of legal per-
sonalities beyond the state into international
law. Roland Burkes seeks to redefine the
chronology of the history of the human rights,
recovering a first phase until the 1970s mark-
ing a „distinctively nationalist species of in-
ternationalism“ preceding the human rights
„boom“ of the 1970s. Burkes highlights the
contrast between the political and juridical in-
ternationalists of the 1940s and the transna-
tional NGO-activism of the 1970s, the latter
having a much more distant view on the na-
tional state. To this Hanne Hagtvedt Vik’s ac-
count on the emergence of indigenous inter-
nationalism and their activism for collective
rights connects very well. Finally, Sandrine
Kott argues against the notion that the Cold
War was a lacuna internationalism, underlin-
ing once again the main trace laid out by the
editors, that „nationalism and international-
ism were closely intertwined ideas.“ (p. 343)

Apart from displaying the wealth of re-
search that is done on internationalism, the
edited volume sets forth a bold general ar-
gument and agenda. Internationalism should
not be studied as neither inherently good nor
inherently bad, the editors argue, and should
not be understood as utopian and juxtaposed
to a more ‘real’ nationalist current of thought.
Instead, internationalism was and is a con-
crete practice, spanning all strands of ideolo-
gies, that had real consequences on 20th cen-
tury politics, and will continue to impact the
21st. By studying it as such, embedded in
broader political debates, it recasts our under-
standing of the mutually constitutive relation-
ships between nationalism, the nation-state,

imperialism, the rise of international organi-
zations and modes of governance. And lastly,
to further the development of new method-
ologies for the study of internationalism, it
proposes to transpose some critical reflections
from the field of nationalism studies as a way
to engage critically with the concept.

This is an impressive, if not positively
daunting, menu, and begs the question of
whether the volume leaves us fulfilled. The
contributions to this volume all explore en-
tanglements between different concepts of
20th Century politics and internationalism.
This approach becomes particularly fruitful
when the focus on internationalism helps the
reader to understand how several of these
concepts intertwine and shape each other:
this is clearly the case, for instance, in Su-
san Pedersen’s chapters, where imperial, colo-
nial and liberal ideas shape concepts of state-
hood and sovereignty through internation-
alist practices. It is an achievement, that
this line of enquiry is pursued consistently
throughout the volume, opening up new vis-
tas of research, ready to be explored. Partic-
ularly, it seems, the conceptual history of the
mutually constitutive elements of sovereignty
(broadly defined) and international gover-
nance can be fruitfully explored through the
prism of internationalism. Equally, as the his-
toriography on internationalism is reaching a
mature stage, and the sub-fields of enquiry
start to connect, this edited volume seems to
hint at several ways of writing new and excit-
ing general histories of internationalism in the
20th Century.

How one could go about doing this, how-
ever, remains unarticulated. The myths of na-
tionalism, lifted out of Brubaker’s critical arti-
cle on the historiography of nationalism stud-
ies and meant to inform new ways of looking
at internationalism, is a phantom throughout
most of the book. One might read Brubaker
into some, perhaps all, of the chapters (and
this might have been the intent of the edi-
tors), but the contributors do not explicitly
and critically engage with these myths, and
without a conclusion tying the many strings
together, one is left wanting a discussion of
how Brubaker’s list of misconceptions were
fruitful. Thus, the call for furthering the de-
velopment of new methodologies is left partly
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unanswered.
Instead, the volume focusses on captur-

ing the interconnections between the diverse
manifestations of internationalism and their
impact on the 20th Century world. One
should perhaps not criticize publication for
what it has purposefully left out, but since the
editors themselves mention in the introduc-
tion that they would have wished for a few
more chapters on the ‘subaltern’, pacifism and
social sciences – and since one of the aims of
the volume is to show that internationalism
has had real consequences – we add to their
list ‘technocratic internationalism’. This has
been explored in some detail by the likes of
Wolfram Kaiser, Johan Schot and Vincent La-
gendijk, and seems such a fundamental fea-
ture of 20th Century internationalism, with
such an obvious impact on the modern nation
state, that it would deserve a place in such a
volume.

The selection of chapters (and themes) may,
however, be a product of where the volume
places itself in the historiography of inter-
nationalism. In this context, the reference
to the somehow still predominant interpreta-
tion of internationalism as „only a communist
idea, at times still prevalent in the historiog-
raphy of the twentieth century“ (p. 12) seems
slightly out of place. The field has moved,
and volumes have been written, about varia-
tions of liberal, and also illiberal, internation-
alisms (many which they refer to themselves).
Instead, the volume may (perhaps provoca-
tively) be seen as a correction to another dom-
inant interpretation: the liberal tale of ever-
denser transnational connections on the in-
evitable march towards ‘the global village’. It
seems a more fruitful way of overcoming the
juxtaposition of utopian internationalism and
‘real’ nationalism, not to supplant one master-
narrative with another, but instead to insist
on the complexity – as the volume in prac-
tice does – to write new histories of the 20th
century where the two – the Ying-Yang of our
global modernity – are studied as inseparable.

These three elements of critical reflec-
tion should not, however, detract from the
achievements of this volume, as it pauses with
eminent clarity to take stock of a buzzing field
and points with authority to the many av-
enues of enquiry yet to be taken.
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