
Context of the Conference
 As the Conference met, the world faced the most serious and 

widespread economic crisis in history. The President of the 

Conference, Arthur Henderson, noted: “Economic difficulties 

were creating political unrest, and political unrest was still further 

aggravating the economic and financial difficulties. [...] They 

complicated the solution of the problem by profoundly affecting 

international relations, while the burden of more than 20,000 million 

gold francs annual expenditure on armaments weighed heavily upon 

the States which were grappling with the immediate problem of 

finding work or relief for their thousands and millions of unemployed.”

Domestic considerations also greatly affected the Conference. 

As noted by several Conference participants, the issue of national 

armament was considered a vital aspect of the sovereignty of a 

nation. In a country like Germany, in the 1930s, which faced grave 

economic problems, had to pay vast sums for reparations, was 

grappling with the growing pains of a new democratic government, 

and on top of all that, was forced to completely disarm in the face 

of both real and perceived threats, feelings of resentment could be 

easily triggered through the use of propaganda.

While the interests and concerns of the great powers dominated 

much of the Disarmament Conference, smaller nations also had 

their own interests to protect. In this official letter from 1925, the 

government of Abyssinia (today’s Ethiopia) protests to the League 

that the arms trade ban is preventing the country from legally buying 

arms for legitimate defense needs: the country is surrounded by 

colonial territories, and the trade in arms is prohibited by other 

powers. This raised the question of disparities in the implementation 

of international agreements according to the relative power of any 

single country.

Many documents provide evidence of the strategy of “doublespeak”. 

This tactic was adopted by the National-Socialists in the 1930’s and 

used until the very beginning of the Second World War. Outwardly 

they portrayed the country, its government and its people as full of 

goodwill and hope for disarmament, as doing everything it could 

for peace. This façade hid a much different internal reality, however, 

as plans were already underway to rearm.

Larger conflicts also conspired to challenge the effectiveness of the 

League throughout the duration of the Disarmament Conference. 

The Manchuria conflict began just before the Conference, on  

19 September 1931, with the Mukden Incident, and was a 

critical issue before the League until the Assembly resolution of  

24 February 1933 condemning Japan’s invasion, which was soon 

followed by Japan’s announcement of its withdrawal from the 

League. The League’s ineffectual response to the Manchuria conflict 

marked the beginning of its loss of credibility. Other events further 

damaged the League’s viability as an organization capable of limiting 

armed aggression: the Chaco War between Bolivia and Paraguay, 

which began in 1932, the invasion of Ethiopia by Italy in 1935, the 

revelation of German rearmament in 1935 in open violation of the 

Versailles Treaty, and the remilitarization of the Rhineland in 1936 in 

violation of the Locarno Treaties.

 

At the time of the Conference, the press was full of contradictory 

news and messages. The perceived threat of communism was used 

by many governments as a justification to remain well armed. It was 

likely no coincidence that a photograph showing a celebration of 

the death of Lenin was juxtaposed to a photo of the Disarmament 

Conference in the New York Times issue of 14 February 1932.
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