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Introduction

The Paris Peace Conference was held at the end of the First World War to restore 
peace to Europe and to build a new world order. This collection contains documents 
relating to that conference and to a number of other important diplomatic 
endeavours which followed. It showcases the efforts made to settle the messy 
aftermath of the preceding conflict and to try and ensure a similar situation never 
arose again.

The outbreak of another world war in 1939 means that this period of peace-making 
is often viewed as a failure but the reality is considerably more complex. The 
documents included within this teaching pack explore some of the grandest 
ambitions of post-war diplomats, from assigning blame for the outbreak of war in 
1914, to the settling of borders in the Middle East, to the signing of the Locarno 
Treaties in 1925, which sought to establish a stable and lasting peace in Europe. 

The activities contained within this teaching pack could easily take around 30–40 
minutes, though the exact duration will depend on reading time and the breadth 
and depth of accompanying discussion.

Learning Objectives

1. Consider how blame for the outbreak of the First World War was assigned, and 
what effect this had on the ensuing peace negotiations.

2. Explore how the politics and strategy of empire led to a redrawing of the map of 
the Middle East, with consequences which still persist today.

3. Investigate the discussions preceding the Locarno Treaties and the hopes for a 
more peaceful future which inspired them.
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Historical Background and Context

On 11 November 1918, Germany surrendered and signed an armistice with the Allies, 
marking the end of the First World War after more than four years of bloody, 
destructive conflict. The other central powers—Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and the 
Ottoman Empire—had also exited the war on a similar basis during the previous 
weeks and months. These armistices were, in reality, only ceasefires, designed to 
stop the fighting until a more comprehensive peace settlement could be reached.

The Paris Peace Conference, held at the French Foreign Ministry at the Quai 
d’Orsay, was tasked with developing this settlement. It lasted for a year and involved 
delegates from 27 nations, though it was dominated by the “Big Four”: Great Britain, 
France, Italy, and the USA. Its most significant outcomes were the five peace treaties 
handed down by the Allies to the defeated Central Powers, especially the Treaty of 
Versailles, which Germany signed under duress and with great reluctance.

Despite the scale and longevity of the conference, it left many matters unresolved. 
Some of these were picked up by the new League of Nations, which first assembled 
in January 1920, while others became the subject of subsequent diplomatic 
endeavours, such as the Locarno Treaties of 1925. Taken together, these efforts 
dramatically reshaped Europe and the world after the First World War, but they also 
sowed the seeds of future horrors, not least the rise of fascism and the outbreak of 
another global conflict in 1939.
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SOURCE ONE

Source Intro

Even today, historians continue to debate which nations or individuals bear the most 
responsibility for the outbreak of the First World War. This source shows that, as 
early as 1919, through the deliberations of the Sub-Commission on Responsibility of 
the Authors of the War, this question was under active consideration by a panel of 
experts. This was no mere academic exercise, however—those deemed responsible 
for the war would have to bear the brunt of punitive and reparative measures 
handed down in the peace treaties.

Source

“Report of Sub-Commission on Responsibility of the Authors of the War and 
Sanctions”, 1919.

FO 608/246/1, images 9–11.

Paris Peace Conference and Beyond, 1919–1939

https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/11923/foreign-office-records-on-the-german-question-1919-iii#?xywh=-3342%2C-228%2C9217%2C4553
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What does this source tell us about the balance of power at the Paris Peace 

Conference? Was the Commission a fair and objective decision-making body?

2. How would this report have been received in both the Allied nations and in the 

former Central Powers?

3. How did this verdict shape the post-war peace treaties and what impact did it 

have more widely in the years that followed?
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SOURCE TWO 

Source Intro

As soon as war broke out between the Allies and the Ottoman Empire, British and 
French officials began planning for their eventual victory and the collapse of 
Ottoman power in the Middle East. The maps in this section show some of the plans 
which were made during the war. When the Ottomans were finally defeated in 1918, 
the situation, already complex due to the religious and ethnic landscapes of this 
region, as well as its strategic value, was complicated further by the demands of 
local populations (many of whom had fought alongside the Allies) for greater 
autonomy and freedom from imperial subjugation. Nonetheless, Britain and France 
still sought to implement their wartime plans after the war, with enormous 
consequences for the Middle East and beyond.

Source

“Maps relating to the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire and Turkey, 1916–1923”.

Sykes-Picot Agreement, 1916:

FO 608/96/28, image 10.

MR 1/2014/3, image 24. 

Middle East peace map, 1918:

MPI 1/720/1, image 17. 
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https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/11979/maps-relating-to-the-boundaries-of-the-ottoman-empire-and-turkey-1916-1923-i#?xywh=0%2C-489%2C7903%2C3904&cv=9
https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/11979/maps-relating-to-the-boundaries-of-the-ottoman-empire-and-turkey-1916-1923-i#?xywh=0%2C-887%2C12620%2C6234&cv=23
https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/11979/maps-relating-to-the-boundaries-of-the-ottoman-empire-and-turkey-1916-1923-i#?xywh=-710%2C-1%2C12139%2C5997&cv=16
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What were Britain’s and France’s goals in redrawing the map of the Middle East? 

Was this little more than an old-fashioned imperial power-grab?

2. How would these changes have been experienced by the local peoples?

3. How significant do you think these decisions have been for the Middle East (and 

beyond) in the hundred years or so since they were made?
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SOURCE THREE

Source Intro

Very soon after the end of the Paris Peace Conference, it became clear to politicians 
across Europe that the Treaty of Versailles had not satisfactorily resolved many of 
the most challenging issues generated by the war. To remedy this, diplomats from 
Germany, France, Britain, Belgium, Italy, Poland, and Czechoslovakia met at Locarno 
in Switzerland to attempt to find a more lasting solution. This letter from the British 
Foreign Secretary, Austen Chamberlain, to the Permanent Under-Secretary, William 
Tyrrell, was written on the day before the formal negotiations began and provides 
an insight into the mood at the time.

Source

Letter from Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain to Permanent Under-Secretary of 

State for Foreign Affairs William Tyrrell, Locarno, 4 October 1925.

FO 840/1, images 9–13.
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https://britishonlinearchives.com/documents/12015/foreign-office-memorandum-on-the-locarno-treaties-1925#?xywh=-2896%2C-199%2C8029%2C3966
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Questions for Discussion 

1. What can this source tell us about Chamberlain’s and the British delegation’s 

hopes, ambitions, and objectives for the Locarno negotiations?

2. Does it suggest that there was a widespread constructive attitude to peace 

in Europe at this time, or was each country still seeking only to further their own 

interests?

3. How important were individuals and personalities to the course and outcome of 

these interwar diplomatic endeavours?
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Questions for General Discussion

The following questions are designed to prompt a wider discussion on the events, 

issues, and themes highlighted in the sources.

1. How accurate is it to describe the post-First World War peace-making process as 

“doomed to fail”?

2. What were the principal challenges faced by the victorious Allies when they 

assembled in Paris in 1919, and how did they seek to overcome them?

3. What could the diplomats and policy-makers of the interwar period have done 

differently to ensure a more secure and lasting peace for Europe and the world?

4. How fair is it to blame the Paris and Locarno peace-makers for the outbreak of 

another world war in 1939?

5. What lessons can diplomats today learn from the successes and failures of the 

Paris Peace Conference?

Visit Collection 

Paris Peace Conference and Beyond, 1919–1939

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/86/paris-peace-conference-and-beyond-1919-1939
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/86/paris-peace-conference-and-beyond-1919-1939
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About British Online Archives (BOA)

British Online Archives (BOA) is one of the UK’s leading academic publishers 
and online repositories. Hosting over five million records, carefully sourced from 
private and public archives, such as The National Archives (UK) and British Library, 
our primary source collections cover over 500 years of world history. 

They boast extensive documentation from across the globe, providing invaluable 
source material for students and researchers working within a range of scholarly 
disciplines, including history, politics, sociology, and international relations. Our 
unique digital collections offer insights into global historical events and trends, 
typically through a British lens. They serve to broaden our understanding of 
history, and help us to make sense of contemporary social, cultural, economic, 
and political landscapes.

Related Collections:

BOA’s primary source collections are organised thematically so as to enhance 
user experience and boost discoverability. Via careful reflection on our archival 
holdings, and in dialogue with scholars, we have grouped our collections under 
eleven key historical themes.

Paris Peace Conference and Beyond, 1919–1939, falls under the broad themes 
of “International Relations”, “War, Security, and Intelligence”, and “Colonialism and 
Empire”. 

You can explore related collections, such as Establishing the Post-War 
International Order, 1944–1961, and Britain Under Threat: Civil Defence in the 
Era of Total War, 1914–1989, by scanning the QR code.

https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/90/establishing-the-post-war-international-order-1944-1961
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/90/establishing-the-post-war-international-order-1944-1961
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/132/britain-under-threat-civil-defence-in-the-era-of-total-war-1914-1989
https://britishonlinearchives.com/collections/132/britain-under-threat-civil-defence-in-the-era-of-total-war-1914-1989
https://britishonlinearchives.com/themes/1/international-relations
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The Collection Development Process and its Benefits

At British Online Archives (BOA), our skilled team takes great care in curating and 
publishing our primary source collections. It is a process that yields high-quality 
products, as well as substantial benefits for all involved: BOA, our archival 
partners, and, ultimately, our users. Here is a brief outline of the key steps.

Based on a proposal from a member of BOA’s Content team (all of whom have a 
background in historical scholarship), we collaborate with staff at the relevant 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions, as well as with external academics and 
heritage experts, to shape the collection and produce a full item listing. The next 
step is equally important: the comprehensive conservation of the physical 
documents. Typically, this is carried out by professional conservators at the 
archives themselves, but it is funded by BOA. This crucial process ensures that the 
documents remain in excellent condition for use by other researchers for years to 
come.

Following conservation, the documents are digitised to the highest standards, either 
by BOA’s expert digitisation team, the archives’ in-house digitisers, or by a specialist 
contractor. In every case, the digitisation costs are borne directly by BOA. Scans 
are then reviewed, organised, tagged, and marketed by BOA’s relevant specialist 
teams, a process that is verified by collection-specific editorial boards composed of 
scholars and heritage experts. They likewise contribute key supplementary 
materials, such as contextual essays, which complement articles produced by 
members of our team, as well as our innovative source-based teaching packs. 

Prior to publication, each document undergoes Optical Character Recognition 
(OCR), meaning that you can search for words or phrases contained within 
images. Our published collections employ the Universal Viewer (UV). Significantly, 
this offers the “deep zoom” feature, allowing users to examine details in a 
document without lowering the quality of the image. Collections that contain 
handwritten script also benefit from Handwritten Text Recognition (HTR) software. 
This delivers a significant increase in usability and search term accuracy.

Finally, we should highlight that the digitised images that each institution has 
contributed to the curation process are made available to them for free and in 
perpetuity, ensuring that they have a high-quality digital copy of the material to use 
as they see fit. Our archival partners likewise receive royalties from any sales that 
we make, providing a revenue stream that is welcomed, particularly by smaller 
archives, libraries, and heritage institutions.
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