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World Sovereignty and World Culture 
T H E TREND OF INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS SINCE THE WAR* 

By ARNOLD J. TOYNBEE 

YV7HEN we try to survey the course of international affairs 
v v during the twelve years and more that have elapsed since 

the Armistice of 1918, we are apt to be bewildered at first 
sight by the multitude and complexity of the tendencies which 
we perceive. Yet, on reflection, we may find ourselves able to 
gather up the manifold tendencies in a single formula. The 
formula which I would suggest for your consideration is this : 
In the "post-war" period, the principal tendency in inter­
national affairs has been the tendency of all human affairs to 
become international. 

Expressed in these bald terms, my formula perhaps strikes 
you as an exaggeration. Let me put it to the test by very briefly 
considering the facts. And let us distinguish between one set 
of facts and another. Let us take our stand first on the 
economic plane and then on the political and then on the 
cultural, and examine, in succession, the facts that present 
themselves to our vision on each of these horizons. 

I start from the economic plane because here my formula 
is a truism. On the economic plane, the tendency for all 
affairs to become international has not declared itself since 
the Armistice for the first time. It was well established long 
before the War. It goes back to the Industrial Revolution, 
which made the whole world a market for our Western manu­
factures. And it goes even further back than that to the voy­
ages of discovery, which turned all the navigable seas on the 
face of the planet into highways for our Western carrying-

* A paper read by Professor Arnold J. Toynbee at the Fourth Conference of 
Institutions for the Scientific Study of International Relations held at Copenhagen, 
June 8-10, 1931. 
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trade. Really, the present economic unification of the world 
was implicit in the first circumnavigation of the globe, more 
than four centuries ago, by Western navigators. 

But this process of unification has proceeded at a very dif­
ferent pace on our three different planes of social activity. 
Consider the situation at the outbreak of war in 1914. At 
that moment, when the economic unification of the world was 
well within sight, its political unification had not yet begun. 
Economically, the world in 1914 was already displaying the 
lineaments of a single great cooperative society. Politically, 
the world of 1914 was still in that state of anarchy into which 
Western Christendom had fallen at the end of the Middle 
Ages, after the politico-religious unity which had been cre­
ated and maintained by the mediaeval Western Church had 
broken down. During the intervening four or five centuries, 
practically nothing had been done to fill the fearful void 
which the break-up of mediaeval Western Christendom had 
left behind. And the situation had become much more 
serious, because the area of the anarchy had spread. The 
Western Christendom which broke up into a cluster of local 
sovereign independent states at the close of the Middle Ages 
occupied only an insignificant portion of the earth's surface 
and contained only an insignificant fraction of the living gen­
eration of Mankind. If Western Christendom had been 
wiped off the map—or had wiped itself off the map by inter­
necine warfare—in the year 1414 or in the year 1514 of the 
Christian era, civilisation could have survived and human 
progress could have continued. But this could no longer be 
said in 1914. During the intervening four centuries, the 
economic system of Western Christendom had spread all over 
the world ; and our Western political anarchy had spread with 
it—supplanting all the other political anarchies and political 
orders which had been produced by other societies. The wars 
which our Western anarchy had provoked in its earlier stages 
had been confined, in their effects, to Western Europe. The 
War of 1914-18 was a world war, which left no people or 
country, in any continent, entirely unaffected. 

On the cultural plane, again, in 1914 the unification which 
was already an accomplished fact on the economic plane was 
still in embryo. By 1914, the Oriental had become implicated 
in our Western society through his economic activities. He 
had become accustomed to sell his raw cotton to the Western 
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manufacturer and to buy the Western manufacturer's cotton 
cloth. But this economic intercourse seemed to have had 
singularly little effect upon the life of the spirit. Out of 
every million Hindus or Chinese who were then exchanging 
goods and services with the peoples of the West, you could 
almost count on your fingers the number who had also begun 
to exchange emotions and perceptions and ideas, who had 
established an intercourse with Western civilisation in the 
spiritual domains of religion and art and thought. Eco­
nomically, the Hindu or the Chinese peasant might have 
become a cog in the great world-compelling Western economic 
machine. Culturally, he apparently remained as much of an 
Oriental and as little of a Westerner as ever. Even the Jap­
anese, who had learnt to spin and weave his own cotton and to 
build his own battleships, was reported by competent Western 
observers to have retained, almost intact, his Japanese soul. 

HIS , then in a general way, was the situation on the eve 
A of the War. The unification of the world had made re­

markable progress on the economic plane, whereas on the 
political and cultural planes it had scarcely begun. The great 
new development since the War, as I see it, has been this : the 
tendency towards world unity has not only persisted in the 
economic life of Mankind, but it has also asserted itself— 
rather suddenly and very powerfully—in our political and 
cultural life as well. An observer from another planet, mak­
ing a survey of human affairs on this planet before the War, 
must have been struck by the contrast between the tendency 
towards world-wide cooperation which was in the ascendant 
in our economic life and the strangely different conditions 
which then prevailed on the other two planes of human activ­
ity : the political anarchy in the relations between states and the 
spiritual isolation from one another of the heirs to the several 
great historic cultures which divided the spiritual allegiance 
of the civilised majority of the human race. This contrast 
pointed to a social disharmony which went to the root of our 
international troubles and which was one of the deeper causes 
of the World War itself. In the perspective of the past twelve 
years, we can now see that, since the restoration of peace, this 
dangerous discrepancy has begun to be attenuated and toned 
down. 
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It is as though people had begun to realise, half con­
sciously, that Mankind could not permanently lead a double 
life: a newfangled international life on the economic plane 
and an antiquated parochial life on the political and cultural 
planes. Either our modern economic internationalism has to 
be sacrificed, or else we must learn to live our political and 
our cultural life on the modern world-wide scale, which we 
have achieved in our economic life already. Sacrifice our 
modern economic internationalism! Why, that would mean 
abandoning the industrial system, scrapping machinery and 
falling back to the economic level of the Middle Ages! As 
soon as we face that alternative, we realise that the destruc­
tion of life, wealth and happiness which it would entail would 
be stupendous. If this disaster were to overtake us, it would 
be by far the greatest calamity on record in human history. 
No human being in his senses could dream of submitting to it 
deliberately. Any human being who has once become even 
dimly aware of the choice before us is bound to make some 
exertion in order to avert this alternative by bringing the 
other alternative to pass. The other alternative, of course, is 
that we should bring our political and our cultural life into 
harmony with our economic life; that we should preserve our 
economic internationalism by internationalising our social life 
through and through, in all its layers. It seems as though, 
since the restoration of peace, people are becoming aware that 
this thoroughgoing internationalism is the only alternative 
to the breakdown of modern civilisation. A determined effort 
to internationalise our political and cultural life, as we have 
already internationalised our economic life, is surely the key­
note of this "post-war" age —a keynote which rings out so 
clear that it is unmistakable, short though the period of its 
dominance has been so far. 

Let us examine this "post-war" internationalism, first in 
the field of politics and then in the field of culture. 

In the field of politics the strength of our effort, since the 
Armistice, to substitute internationalism for nationalism, 
world-wide organisation for parochialism, order for anarchy, 
is surely impressive. Without over-estimating our achieve­
ment up to date, or under-estimating the amount, or the diffi­
culty, of what still remains to be done, I think we can fairly 
say that, in these last dozen years, we have made more progress 
towards overcoming the anarchy in the relations between states 
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than our predecessors made during the previous four cen­
turies. The Covenant of the League of Nations, the Multilat­
eral Treaty of Paris for the Renunciation of War as an Instru­
ment of National Policy, the Statute of the Permanent Court 
of International Justice, the General Act of Arbitration and 
Conciliation, the Protocol for Financial Assistance to States 
Victims of Aggression, and the World Disarmament Confer­
ence which is to begin its work some months hence—these are 
achievements which would have astonished an older genera­
tion. Indeed, they would have astonished us ourselves in the 
state of mind in which we grew up before the War. If such 
projects had been forecast to us in our "pre-war" existence, 
we should have dismissed them, without hesitation, as fan­
tastic suggestions which were quite incapable of being realised 
in practical politics. 

C O M U C H for our successes ; but I dare say you will agree 
^ with me in finding even more impressive evidence of our 
determination in our obstinate refusal to be discouraged by 
our failures. Since our statesmen have had the greater courage 
not to despair of these failures, we scholars and publicists can 
assuredly summon up the lesser courage required in order 
to recall how serious some of these failures and set-backs have 
been. The refusal of the Senate at Washington to ratify the 
Covenant of,the League; the equally emphatic rebuff which 
has been given to the League, since the outset, by the Soviet 
Government; the abortive Treaty of Mutual Assistance; the 
abortive Geneva Protocol for the Pacific Settlement of Inter­
national Disputes; the failure to bring about the admission 
of Germany to membership in the League of Nations in 
March, 1926; the failure of the Three-Power Geneva Naval 
Conference between the British Empire, Japan and the United 
States in 1927; the failure of France and Italy to come into 
line with one another and with the three Oceanic Naval Pow­
ers during the London Naval Conference of 1930; the dan­
gerous situation which arose during the concluding session 
of the Preparatory Commission for the Disarmament Confer­
ence last Autumn—here is a list of failures as striking as the 
list of successes which I recited just now. In ordinary circum­
stances—or (shall I say?) in "pre-war" circumstances—any 
one of these failures might have been enough to make the 
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statesmen and the peoples of the world abandon this great 
enterprise of establishing a political world-order in weariness 
or disgust or despair. The point—and it is a very encouraging 
point—to which I want to draw your attention, is that we, in 
our generation, have not allowed any of these failures to 
daunt us. In every one of these cases we have persisted in our 
endeavours until we have achieved in the end. what we failed 
to achieve at the first or the second attempt; or else we have 
found some way of circumventing the obstacle which we were 
unable to surmount. 

To take the most recent example, the troubles which arose 
during the concluding session of the Preparatory Commission 
have not deterred us from fixing a date for the World Dis­
armament Conference. I confidently believe that if the first 
World Disarmament Conference does not achieve its purpose 
we shall call a second, and that if the second does not succeed 
we shall call a third. I believe that we shall persist until we 
have solved not only the special problem of national arma­
ments, but the general problem of international anarchy, of 
which armaments are a symptom. My confidence is founded 
on my observation of the spirit in which we are grappling with 
our tremendous political task. You remember, perhaps, that 
one of the most famous generals in history once remarked 
that his opponents were invincible because they never knew 
when they were beaten. It is my hope that this same kind of 
invincible ignorance—a really heroic form of ignorance— 
may carry our generation to victory in our spiritual war for 
the establishment of universal and enduring peace. 

| N T H E spirit of determination which, happily, animates us, 
* we shall have no inclination to under-estimate the strength 
of the political force which we are striving to overcome. 
What is this force? If we are frank with ourselves, we shall 
admit that we are engaged on a deliberate and sustained and 
concentrated effort to impose limitations upon the sovereignty 
and the independence of the fifty or sixty local sovereign inde­
pendent states which, at present, partition the habitable sur­
face of the earth and divide the political allegiance of man­
kind. The surest sign, to my mind, that this fetish of local 
national sovereignty is our intended victim is the emphasis 
with which all our statesmen and our publicists protest with 
one accord, and over and over again, at every step forward 
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which we take, that, whatever changes we may make in the 
international situation, the sacred principle of local sov­
ereignty will be maintained inviolable. This, I repeat, is a 
sure sign that, at each of these steps forward, the principle of 
local sovereignty is really being encroached upon and its 
sphere of action reduced and its power for evil restricted. It 
is just because we are really attacking the principle of local 
sovereignty that we keep on protesting our loyalty to it so 
loudly. The harder we press our attack upon the idol, the 
more pains we take to keep its priests and devotees in a fool's 
paradise—wrapped in a false sense of security which will 
inhibit them from taking up arms in their idol's defence. 
Perhaps, too, when we make these protestations, we are partly 
concerned to deceive ourselves. For let us be honest. Even 
the most internationally-minded among us are votaries of this 
false god of local national sovereignty to some extent. It is 
such an old-established object of worship that it retains some 
hold even over the most enlightened souls. 

And what is the magic which gives local sovereignty its 
power? It is powerful, I think, because it has inherited the 
prestige and the prerogatives of the mediaeval Western 
Church, which were transferred, at the close of the Middle 
Ages, from the whole to the parts, from the great society of 
Western Christendom to each of that society's "successor 
states," represented now by the fifty or sixty sovereign indepen­
dent states of the "post-war" world. The local national state, 
invested with the attributes of sovereignty—invested, that is, 
with the prestige and the prerogatives of the mediaeval 
church—is an abomination of desolation standing in the place 
where it ought not. It has stood in that place now, demand­
ing and receiving human sacrifices from its poor deluded 
votaries, for four or five centuries. Our political task in our 
generation is to cast the abomination out, to cleanse the temple 
and to restore the worship of the divinity to whom the temple 
rightfully belongs. In plain terms, we have to retransfer the 
prestige and the prerogatives of sovereignty from the fifty or 
sixty fragments of contemporary society to the whole of con­
temporary society, from the local national states by which 
sovereignty has been usurped, with disastrous consequences, 
for half a millennium, to some institution embodying our 
society as a whole. 
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In the world as it is to-day, this institution can hardly be a 
universal church. It is more likely to be something like a 
League of Nations. I will not prophesy. I will merely repeat 
that we are at present working, discreetly, but with aìì our 
might, to wrest this mysterious political force called sover­
eignty out of the clutches of the local national states of our 
world. And all the time we are denying with our lips wh^t 
we are doing with our hands, because to impugn the sov­
ereignty of the local national states of the world is still a 
heresy for which a statesman or a publicist can be perhaps 
not quite burnt at the stake, but certainly ostracised and dis­
credited. The dragon of local sovereignty can still use its 
teeth and claws, when it is brought to bay. Nevertheless, I 
believe that the monster is doomed to perish by our sword. 
The fifty or sixty local states of the world will no doubt sur­
vive as administrative conveniences. But sooner or later 
sovereignty will depart from them. Sovereignty will cease, 
in fact if not in name, to be a local affair. 

'O PIOUS nationalists, this prophecy will seem either 
A ridiculous or blasphemous. Whether or not it is ridiculous, 

only time can show. As for its being blasphemous from the 
nationalistic point of view, I should like to make this observa­
tion: If the fifty or sixty now sovereign states of the world 
reconcile themselves to the surrender of their sovereignty in 
good time, they can look forward to preserving their exis­
tence as non-sovereign institutions for an indefinite time to 
come, perhaps even in perpetuity. And this is a thought in 
which the votaries of these idols—the pious nationalists—may 
find some consolation. For a local state may lose its sovereignty 
without losing those familiar features which endear it to the 
local patriot—such features, I mean, as the local vernacular 
language and folklore and costume, and the local monuments 
of the historic past. So long as the local state is not stripped 
of these harmless trappings, it will remain almost as effective 
an idol as ever, and its worshippers are likely to find almost 
as much satisfaction in carrying on their cult with bloodless 
sacrifices as they find to-day when their idol demands from 
them the sacrifice of their children's lives in the ritual of war. 
Here, then, is some consolation for local patriots in the event 
of sovereignty being transferred, by a voluntary and peace­
able process, from local states to some organ representing 
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human society as a whole. And there is also satisfaction here 
for those of us who, without sharing the local patriot's passion 
for local sovereignty, appreciate, at least as deeply as he does, 
the value for mankind of an abiding diversity of national 
cultures. 

But supposing that this does not happen? Supposing that 
the present generation of mankind is defeated in the end, 
after all, in the strenuous effort which we are making to 
centralise the force of sovereignty and to reduce our inter­
national anarchy to order—in that event, what is the outlook 
which confronts us? Will the defeat of internationalism (if 
our cause is to be defeated) enable a rampant nationalism to 
go on running riot in the world for ever? If our fanatical 
nationalists believe that, they are tragically mistaken. Their 
mistake is written large, for those who have eyes to see, in 
the histories of other civilisations than ours, civilisations 
which have already run their course and passed out of exis­
tence so that the whole of their story, from beginning to end, 
lies unfolded for us to read and take to heart. 

YV7HEN we study history we perceive that the political prob-
™ lem with which we are grappling, in our generation of our 

society, is by no means unprecedented. The curse of political 
anarchy, which comes from the distribution of sovereignty 
among a plurality of local states, has afflicted other societies 
before ours; but, in all these other cases in which the same 
situation has arisen, it has always been transitory. For anarchy, 
by its very nature, cures itself, sooner or later, by one means 
or another. The cure may come through a voluntary, pacific 
rational, constructive effort, such as we are making in our 
day—an effort to deprive the local states of their sovereignty 
for the benefit of society as a whole, without at the same time 
depriving them of their existence. Alternatively the cure may 
come through a blind, violent, irrational and destructive clash 
of material forces. Refusing to surrender their sovereignty, 
the local states may continue to collide with one another in 
war after war, until this political struggle for existence is 
terminated at length by a "knock-out blow." On this alterna­
tive, all the local sovereign states except one are doomed even­
tually to forfeit not only their sovereignty but their very exist­
ence; for, on this alternative, the anarchy will be ended not 
by agreement, but by force; not by the organisation of a 


