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ABSTRACT
In the aftermath of the First World War, the National Education Association in the USA 
actively organized to establish an international association of education associations. The 
founding conference was held in San Francisco in 1923, and first biennial conference of the 
newly-formed World Federation of Education Associations (WFEA) was held two years later in 
Edinburgh, Scotland. Although the organization was able to hold six subsequent biennial gath-
erings, attracting large delegations, almost from the outset it seemed to be riven by tension and 
dissent, both internal and external. As a result, it did not even survive its second decade, disap-
pearing from view during the Second World War. This paper explores the rise and fall of the 
WFEA, suggesting that the seeds of its failure were sown even during its inaugural gatherings.

RÉSUMÉ
À la suite de la Première Guerre mondiale, la National Education Association aux États-Unis 
travailla activement afin d’établir une association internationale des associations d’éducation. 
La fondation a eu lieu à San Francisco en 1923 et le premier congrès biennal de la nou-
velle World Federation of Education Associations (WFEA) se déroula deux ans plus tard à 
Édimbourg en Écosse. Malgré le fait que la Fédération ait pu tenir six congrès biennaux atti-
rant d’importantes délégations, l’organisme fut affaibli dès ses débuts par des tensions et des 
désaccords internes et externes. En conséquence, la Fédération n’a pu survivre très longtemps 
et disparut durant la Seconde Guerre mondiale. Cet article retrace la montée et la chute de la 
WFEA et démontre que les germes de son échec étaient présents lors de ses premières réunions.

Introduction

In the words of Augustus Thomas, Commissioner of Education for the State of 
Maine, July 20th, 1925 was a “glorious” day for Edinburgh, for Scotland, and for 
education around the world. As the opening speaker at the first “Biennial Meeting” 
of the World Federation of Education Associations (WFEA), the founding president 
of the association noted that he was pleased be able to accept the “invitation of the 



Educational Institute of Scotland to make Edinburgh the place of meeting,” and to 
note the “high class of delegates who make up this conference.”1

In his opening address, Thomas briefly covered a number of themes and issues 
relating to the organization, and to the upcoming deliberations during the business 
sessions of the conference. Of prime importance, he claimed, was the achieving of 
global peace. “The greatest problem before the world and the aim most devoutly to 
be wished is universal peace. . . .There is great importance to be attached to mutual 
disarmament,” he noted, “ but peace is of the heart, and until we have developed a 
sense of justice and the spirit of goodwill, we shall be disappointed now and then. In 
this, education seems the hope of the world.”2 To do this, he proclaimed, “It is the 
purpose of this great organization to effect a closer unity of organized educational 
forces throughout the world, to stabilize so far as education can the trend of the 
future, to provide a sane and courageous leadership in directing the advancement of 
the human race.3 However, he forewarned that, in doing so, the Federation “must 
never be allowed to become entangled with political contentions . . . It must occupy 
a broad plain of universal truth and must steer clear of those rocks upon which na-
tions may split.”4

He reminded delegates of the antecedents of this gathering — the “World 
Education Conference for Peace” which had been held in San Francisco two years 
earlier, and at which “a definite programme of procedure” had been developed in 
order to “secure international cooperation in educational enterprises” and to “pro-
mote the interests of peace throughout the world.” This initial “programme” con-
sisted of no less than twenty recommendations, ranging from the establishment 
of a world university, international scholarships, a universal library bureau, and 
advocating that educational attachés be placed in every nations’ foreign embas-
sies, to promoting character education, “improved professional training of teachers” 
and provision of more support for educational opportunities for rural children. 
However, clearly significant among these recommendations was one which was im-
mediately enacted at the 1923 gathering — the formation “of a permanent federa-
tion of educational associations, to be named the World Federation of Education 
Associations.”

Thomas endeavoured to assure the Edinburgh gathering that progress had al-
ready been made on at least some of these recommendations, including “an awaken-
ing in the relief of illiteracy,” “a beneficial study of world contacts,” a “beginning . . . 
in the dissemination of educational information through magazine articles, and the 
exchange of periodicals.” Unfortunately, he added, “[w]e have been handicapped to 
some extent by lack of resources,” but he quickly added that “in due season [this] 
will be overcome and more rapid progress will be made.”5

One announcement which Thomas was pleased to make was the fact that, fol-
lowing the 1923 conference, a wealthy American industrialist had offered $25,000 
to be used as the prize for the best educational plan calculated to assist in achieving 
global peace. This competition had been held, and a winning plan, to be entitled the 
Herman-Jordan Peace Plan,6 had been selected by a blue-ribbon judging committee. 
As he explained,
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This plan has been printed in agenda form and distributed among the del-
egates so that you may study it and understand its importance. Such a plan 
should further world understanding, world friendship and advance the cause 
of peace — one which would be discussed in detail during the conference.7

Edinburgh as the Template for Subsequent WFEA Biennial Conferences

This first (delegate-only) “Delegate Assembly,” as well as the open, public “Welcome 
Meeting” held in the evening (“a gathering of over 2000 people”8) certainly set the 
template for the remainder of this conference, as well as the six subsequent biennial 
gatherings held in other major world centres. Welcoming speeches from assorted dig-
nitaries and officials were followed by expressions of gratitude from various visiting 
officials of member organizations of the WFEA, along with their hopes that, in the 
words of one delegate, “we who to-day represent the teachers of our various home 
lands remain true to the vision embodied in the creation of this World Federation 
will the children of to-morrow realise the ideals set forth in that vision.”9 Also fea-
tured at the Welcome Meeting was a “programme of music” featuring “appropriate 
hymns with full orchestral accompaniment . . . sung with great fervour by the large 
audience led by a choir of students from Moray House Training College.” As the 
Conference Proceedings noted, “Probably the hymn which most attracted the audi-
ence by its suitability” included two “significant verses”:

These things shall be: a loftier race
 Than e’er the world hath known shall rise
With flame of freedom in their souls
 And light of knowledge in their eyes.
 * * * *
Nation with nation, land with land,
 Unarmed shall live as comrades free;
In every heart and brain shall throb
 The pulse of one fraternity.10

The main thrust of the week-long conference consisted of “Group Meetings,” with 
the eleven “groups” being based on major educational themes (pre-school, primary, 
secondary, etc). At these meetings, educational “experts” from across the globe gave 
prepared papers to relatively large audiences, followed in many cases by considerable 
discussion. These presentations ranged widely, and included such topics as “School 
Hygiene in Japan,” “Education and International Relations” and “The Relation of 
Illiteracy to World Problems.” Out of these presentations and discussions frequently 
came proposals and resolutions which, if agreed upon by the group, were sent on to the 
delegate assemblies to be considered for inclusion as official policy or program. These 
resolutions were numerous and extensive, some seemingly far-reaching in effect. For 
example, the “Elementary Education” group had five successful proposals, including 
that “the World Federation of Education Associations affirms its belief in the potency 
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of Goodwill Day as a factor in creating and fostering an international understanding 
among the children of the world.” By comparison, the “Character Education” group 
was clearly vexed with the problematic cross-cultural complications of a concept such 
as “character.” After considerable discussion and debate, involving a number of pro-
posals and sub-proposals, only a statement in principle could be approved: “That the 
World Federation of Education Associations affirms its belief in the importance of 
character training in education, and refers the subject to appropriate committees for 
future consideration in all sections of the Federation Conferences.” In total, twenty 
resolutions were adopted at the Edinburgh gathering.11

In addition to the numerous “Group Sessions” the conference also involved a 
number of other activities. First, scattered throughout the week were seven “Public 
Meetings” involving invited speakers giving prepared lectures on a variety of themes 
such as “Education in Greece,” “Chinese Education: Its Historical and Present 
Conditions,” and “Who shall mould the Mind of America?” Late in the conference, 
virtually an entire day was set aside for two consecutive “Plenary Sessions.” The first 
plenary began with “Addresses by Delegates from Various Countries,” and reports on 
the work of the League of Nations.12 Delegates from countries interested in hosting 
the 1927 biennial meeting were encouraged to come to the stage to extol the virtues 
of their respective locales.13 However, the majority of the first session and virtually all 
of the second was used up in discussions and debates of the reports and resolution 
proposals, and preparation of a final report on those resolutions which were approved 
for consideration by the highest authority of the organization, the Delegate Assembly.

Finally, on the morning of the last day of the conference, the second of the two of-
ficial delegate assemblies was held (the first being the opening session a week earlier). 
There were a number of items on the agenda: presentation and debate on the report 
from a special committee which was struck at the start of the conference to deal with 
the proposed peace plan announced at that time by the president; revision of the 
constitution; treasurer’s report; election of WFEA executive and board of directors. 
Last but certainly not least, the delegates spent considerable time wrestling with the 
proposed policy and program resolutions one more time, eventually agreeing on a 
package.

It should certainly be noted that the conference was not all “work.” Delegates 
also participated in a number of other formal and informal activities during the 
week — daily luncheons with speakers, full-day excursions, civic receptions, films, 
concerts and special church services in the various denominations. In addition, as there 
were “among the delegates many Freemasons . . . arrangements were made for their 
attending a special meeting of the Lodge of Edinburgh.” Finally, a “dozen Golf Clubs 
in Edinburgh gave the courtesy of their greens during the period of the Conference.”14

The Edinburgh gathering ended a week after its auspicious beginning — with a fi-
nal “Valedictory Meeting” where dignitaries, such as Princess Radziwill of Lithuania, 
Madame Dreyfus-Barney of France, Dr. P.W. Kuo of China and Lady Leslie Mackenzie 
of Scotland, among others, thanked the organization for its wonderful work to date, 
and exhorted it to continue its efforts into the future.15 As the official record notes, 
“The proceedings closed with the singing of ‘Auld Lang Syne.’”16
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There is no question that many, if not all delegates returned to their homes firm 
in the belief that the conference had been a success. They had reaffirmed the “global 
peace” vision of the organization, they had approved a revised constitution and a 
number of policy statements, and they had elected a new executive and board of di-
rectors to take charge. They had agreed that the organization would henceforth con-
sist of a whole array of education-related “sectional working groups,” reflecting not 
only the major themes of Pre-school, Elementary, Secondary and College/University 
schooling, but also 17 other sections, ranging from Health Education and Adult 
Education to Illiteracy, Preparation of Teachers for Co-operation and Goodwill, 
Motion Pictures and Parent-Teacher Associations. For each section, a chairperson 
had been identified, and charged with inter-conference sectional activity, as well as 
being responsible for arranging a program of speakers for the ensuing biennial event. 
Finally, and in addition to the “sectional working groups,” they had approved the rec-
ommendations from the committee struck to examine the proposed Herman-Jorden 
peace plan, agreeing that five committees should be established, each to take up one 
major aspect of the plan, and that the “appointment of the committees be left to the 
President and the Board of Directors.”17

Published post-conference reports from delegates who had attended the Edinburgh 
event — at least those from the West — seemed to reflect this belief in the success of 
the conference, and the future of the WFEA. A lead editorial in the September issue 
of the journal of the British Columbia Teachers’ Federation claimed that it “was prob-
ably the most outstanding educational gathering ever held.”

The spirit of fairness and equity together with the necessary factor of com-
promise shown by all the delegates proves conclusively that educators from 
the world’s various countries have really embraced that spirit of goodwill and 
friendship which will remove mountains of prejudice and intolerance and will 
ultimately have a far reaching influence in moulding the minds of future gen-
erations along lines of international amity.18

Similarly, a delegate from Ontario, Marion Whyte, reported in her union journal 
on the “the most important event of the past summer,” the advantages to discussion 
provided by the “international complexion of the groups,” and the unanimous agree-
ment among delegates on “the importance of teaching all subjects so as to promote 
world harmony.”19

A delegate representing the University of California was equally effusive, in his 
coverage of the conference.

For an entire week these representatives of the teachers of the world broke 
through the barriers which time and space have built up between human be-
ings and without entirely forgetting the differences of viewpoint occasioned 
by national, social, political, religious philosophies and theories, — they lay all 
these to one side for the time being, so far as humanly possible, — and devoted 
their thought and energy not to a wrangle over differences but rather to a study, 
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consideration, and assembly of ‘those points of agreement universally valid’ 
and necessarily true for the welfare and upbuilding of the whole human race. 
The entire conference proceeded in the spirit of a common humanity.20

Edinburgh was just the first of a number of biennial WFEA world conferences; six 
more were to follow, held in Toronto, Geneva, Denver, Dublin, Oxford and finally 
Tokyo in 1937. Like the Edinburgh gathering, each week-long event involved par-
ticipants from around the world, numerous symposia, panels, key-note addresses and 
association business meetings, as well as the numerous receptions, cultural events and 
excursions. While the official number of voting delegates representing each member 
association or organization was limited by constitutional formula to a maximum of 
50 based on association membership, participants attending one or more sessions 
at these events ranged upwards from one to several thousand.21 If one were to judge 
solely from the numbers of delegates who turned out for each biennial event, and 
the nature of the official post-conference reports, one could certainly be left with the 
impression that this was a highly successful organization, highly effective in achiev-
ing its professed aims and objectives. In addition, in reading first-hand reports from 
delegates to this and subsequent WFEA conferences, one would also conclude that 
the social/travel aspects of attending these international events also figured signifi-
cantly in the overall “success” of WFEA. For example, a published post-conference 
report from one Canadian delegate to Edinburgh consisted largely of describing the 
“beautiful hospitality of the Scottish teachers and of the people of Edinburgh,” along 
with detailed descriptions of the receptions, the “delightful concerts.” and excursions 
which “filled all our spare time and even tempted us away from section meetings.”22

In spite of all of this “success” however, the historical record also makes three 
points clear: first, that the organization did little to achieve many of its goals (at 
least, its stated goals), secondly, that it suffered significant tensions and dissent, both 
within and without, almost from its beginning, and thirdly (not unrelated), that it 
had a relatively short life-span as an international organization. I would argue that, 
even at its first official biennial conference, there were a number of indications sug-
gesting a clouded future, and relatively early and ignominious demise. In fact, some 
of these may have been intimated even earlier, before, during and immediately after 
its founding conference held in San Francisco two years earlier, to which I turn now.

Founding of the World Federation of Education Associations (WFEA)

It is important to note that the creation of the WFEA very much lay in the hands of 
the National Education Association, founded in the USA in 1858. While boasting 
the largest membership of classroom teachers in the country, for at least its first 100 
years of existence it was very much controlled by senior education officials, university 
faculty members and government officials, virtually all white males, conscious of 
their professional status. From NEA’s perspective, founding the WFEA was a natural 
outcome of its developing relations with national and international organizations. 
Well before the turn of the 20th century the NEA had already expanded its political 
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engagement from local, state and national politics, to becoming active in interna-
tional relations as well. In the words of a more recent NEA president,

[The NEA] saw its international perspective develop in tandem with the coun-
try’s rise as an international political and economic power in the early 20th 
century . . . These views included expansion of U.S. influence and educa-
tional systems to the country’s new protectorates in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and 
the Philippines.23

Perhaps to this end, the NEA made a point of inviting education officials from other 
countries to attend their annual conferences, and by 1915 it was able to boast of 
having appointed a relatively large number of these foreigners as “Honorary Vice-
Presidents” of the NEA.24

In the immediate post-war period internationalism continued to animate NEA 
officials — particularly in parallel with the efforts of Western governments, agencies 
and institutions to create, in the common parlance of the time, a “new world order.” 
As one NEA president of the time noted, their organization was already forming a 
plan to call an international conference of educators, even

As the World War was drawing to a close. It seemed to the members of the 
National Education Association that the governmental authorities that were 
charged with the great task of setting the disturbed world on its new course 
were too occupied or too hurried to provide a place for consideration of edu-
cation as a practical instrumentality for the creating of a new world order…
[Thus] The National Education Association took steps to call such a confer-
ence as this.

He went on to say however, that “a careful inquiry” undertaken immediately post-war 
led official s to the conclusion that it would be still too early for “many of the older 
States and most of the new ones” to send delegates.” Thus, “to ensure that such a 
conference [have] the advantage that should be gained at such a world gathering,” it 
had been put off at that time.25

In 1920 the NEA established a Foreign Affairs Committee, chaired by Augustus 
Thomas of Maine (subsequently to become the founding president of WFEA). 
At their subsequent annual convention, on the committee’s recommendation, the 
NEA agreed to sponsor and organize an international event, the “World Education 
Conference for Peace,” to be held in San Francisco in the summer of 1923, in the 
three days leading up to their own annual convention. During the preparatory year, 
invitations were sent out to “educators from every civilized country of the world,” a 
package which included a letter of welcome and invitation from the president of the 
United States.26

Judging from the historical record of the 1923 event, global peace was first and 
foremost on the minds of most of the delegates, and seemingly the main reason why 
they had come together.27 In the build-up to this global conference, organizers made 
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a point of emphasizing that the goal of achieving peace was forefront in their minds. 
Pre-conference releases to the local and national press certainly reflected this domain, 
and were duly reported. For example, on the eve of the opening session, the San 
Francisco Journal announced that “Dr. Joseph Swain, special representative of the 
World Peace Foundation . . . will welcome the foreign delegates to the conference” in 
one article, while another was headed “World Meet on Education has High Aim: War 
Abolition Through Education, Main Objective of Sessions Opening Tomorrow.” 28

Even in the promotional material suggesting that there were also other educational 
aims for the gathering, organizers were careful to tie these other themes to the issue of 
peace. For example, sessions on issues relating to children’s health were buttressed by 
“the close cooperation which should exist between nurse, teacher and physician” in 
achieving education for peace.29 Similarly, aspirations to establish a “World Illiteracy 
Board” were supported with the claim that “no satisfactory progress can be realized 
leading toward universal peace and happiness until this condition [global illiteracy] 
is removed.”30

Like the succeeding conference in Edinburgh, there was no question that, to the 
organizers at least, it was an outstanding success. According to the official record, the 
gathering attracted 189 delegates from 40 countries other than the United States,”31 
and was opened by welcomes from the usual array of political, cultural, religious and 
educational dignitaries. Themes of peace and international relations certainly perme-
ated most of the speeches and other activities. By the end of the conference, of the 
74 resolutions which were debated and passed, over 60% of them — 44 in total — fell 
within the categories of “International Co-operation,” “Conduct Between Nations” 
and “International Ideals.” Clearly, the aftermath of the war, and the role which 
schooling might play in promoting peace, were forefront in the minds of the delegates.

Motions were also passed to establish the World Federation of Education 
Associations (WFEA), with plans to hold a world assembly every two years. 
Committees were established,32 Augustus Thomas was appointed president, and an 
executive and board of directors selected to carry the work of the organization for-
ward. The conference closed with the mounting of a massive “pageant” involving 
costumes, music and dance representing various nations of the world, presented on a 
“great staircase . . . erected for this purpose,” and telling “the story of a world desire 
for peace and the part that the educational forces are playing in this.”33 Judging from 
all of these reports, it would seem that the delegates returned to their home countries, 
at least some harbouring the strong belief that global peace and understanding would 
become, and remain, a prime objective of the newly founded organization. The NEA 
had been successful in its aims of founding an international organization, one which 
was able to organize a number of large subsequent biennial gatherings of education 
officials from many parts of the world.

Why the short lifespan of the WFEA?

In spite of these seeming successful biennial events, it is also clear that the organiza-
tion survived for less than twenty years. Its eighth biennial gathering held in Tokyo 
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in 1937 (in itself a controversial event, given Japan’s invasion and continuing war in 
Manchuria34) was its last official conference. While an event was in the works for Rio 
de Janeiro for 1939, a military coup resulted in its cancellation.35 As an alternative, 
a seven-week “good-will” cruise by chartered luxury liner, involving short stops in 
several Latin American countries, was held July/August of 1939. From 1937 to 1941 
the organization maintained a bi-monthly journal, but soon afterwards it quietly 
folded up.

In retrospect, it seems clear that the WFEA had not been able to attract the broad 
interest and membership that its founders had hoped for — not only in the South, 
but in many parts of the North as well. There were, I would argue, a number of 
reasons for this inability to thrive.36 Further, I would suggest that the seeds of this 
failure might well have been apparent at the outset — in the initial 1923 and 1925 
gatherings.

a) USA-Centric Bias of the WFEA

First, I suspect that the major reason for the ultimate failure of the WFEA lay in the 
realm of international politics. Although the organization continually espoused the 
need for global partnership throughout its existence, the leadership of the organiza-
tion held a very distinct geographic bias — not just Western, but much more spe-
cifically USA centered, supported where useful by specific sectors within the British 
dominion. This bias manifested itself in many ways, not the least of which was the 
structural control of the organization — in the composition of the executive and 
board of directors (predominantly Americans), and in the location of its headquar-
ters (USA). In addition, a disproportionate participation of delegates to the biennial 
conferences came from this centre. At the Edinburgh gathering for example, partici-
pants from North America and Great Britain constituted 85% of the entire delegate 
assembly (1037 of 1222). Subsequent conferences reflected this same disproportion-
ate skewing.37

While officials of the National Union of Teachers in Britain were directly involved 
in WFEA from the start, attempts to draw involvement from other teachers’ associa-
tions, even in Britain or Western Europe, including holding three biennial confer-
ences there (Edinburgh, Geneva and Oxford), met with little success. The major 
women teachers’ organization in England, the National Union of Women’s Teachers, 
refused to join, even though they were actively involved in peace efforts, both in 
Britain and internationally. Similarly, two long-standing European-based organiza-
tions, The International Federation of Associations of Secondary Teachers and the 
International Federation of Teachers’ Associations, both with histories extending 
back well before the First World War, refused direct involvement throughout WFEA’s 
existence.38

In addition to these structural controls, this Western-centric bias also expressed 
itself very much in the culture and discourse of the organization and its confer-
ences — in ways which may well have dissuaded teachers and educators from the 
Third World from joining WFEA, beyond just the financial costs of membership and 
of participating in the biennial events. Comments made by officials, even during the 
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opening sessions of the first biennial event in Edinburgh, might have served notice of 
the political bearings of the leadership, not ones which would speak sympathetically 
to regional populations which were struggling under colonialism and oppression 
from the Centre. At the outset of his opening address on the first day, the President 
noted that was

[I]nteresting also to meet on British soil, because the British people have in-
terests in every part of the world and have come more directly in contact with 
all peoples than any other nations. Their business interests have necessitated a 
sympathetic policy in dealing with peoples of other lands, and the spirit of co-
operation has necessarily been one of the chief features of these associations.39

Similarly, in welcoming the participants to Scotland, Professor W.P. Paterson, Dean 
of the Faculty of Theology at Edinburgh University and Ex-Moderator of the Church 
of Scotland, clearly understood the dominant forces in the room, in proclaiming that 
“I do not believe that there are any people that has brought more of a conscience into 
International relations than the American people,” a claim which, while bringing 
applause from some of the delegates present, may not have pleased everyone pres-
ent.40 While it is difficult to assess the nature of the social relations among delegates 
from North and South in their informal gatherings, it seems clear that at least some, 
if not many, of those from the North carried these same beliefs of superiority. In his 
post-conference summary of one of the important debates, one U.S. delegate was 
patronizingly explicit in describing his delegation’s superior views, and the ways in 
which they were able to steer the decision-making:

The delegates from old-world nations seemed unable to grasp the fact that an 
individual may be loyal and devoted to his own nation and at the same time expand 
this same loyalty and devotion to include races and peoples other than his own. . . . 
The delegates from the United States, and some of those from Great Britain, found 
little or no difficulty in harmonizing the two conceptions and took the lead, for the 
most part, in aiding the conference to arrive at such conclusions as were finally agreed 
to and accepted in executive session.41

This culture of strong ethnocentrism seemed to dominate over the entire two-
decade life of the WFEA. Even in the dying years of the organization, one American 
official of the WFEA was to report back from the final biennial conference that “we 
have met these men and women from the uttermost parts of the earth. We have 
looked into their faces and we have taken them by the hand. We find that they think 
as we do.”42

b) Competition/Overlap with other International/Education/Peace Organizations

The WFEA was certainly not alone on the international scene, either in relation to 
representation of teachers and educators, nor in relation to its professed interests in 
achieving global peace. First, as noted above, a number of European teachers’ orga-
nizations chose not to join in.43 Secondly, the other large teachers’ association in the 
USA, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), stood in perpetual competition (to 
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this day) with the NEA, for membership and on most matters. Although it took up a 
(very reluctantly offered44) membership in the WFEA by 1927, by the mid-1920s it 
was also to begin involvement with the International Trade Secretariat of Teachers, a 
sub-group of an international labour union organization centred in Europe, entitled 
the International Federation of Trade Unions, to which the American Federation 
of Labour, the AFT’s parent organization, was affiliated. As discussed more fully 
below, a major difference between the WFEA and the international teacher union 
movement was the former’s insistence on promoting the “professionalization” of state 
schooling everywhere, as compared to striving to enhance both the material condi-
tions of teaching, and teachers’ voice in determining schooling routines.

Another source of probable difference, if not tension/conflict, were the organiza-
tions with the mandate of promoting the British Commonwealth specifically, many 
of which were particularly active during the 1920s and 1930s. In fact, during the 
same 1925 summer, four separate groups of teachers from England spent some weeks 
visiting their counterparts in Canada, under the auspices of the League of Empire, 
the Overseas Education League, and two English teacher unions, the National Union 
of Women Teachers and the National Union of Teachers.45 During this time as well, 
a number of gatherings of the “Imperial Education Conference” were also being held 
(1907, 1911, 1923) — a network of organizations closely resembling those involved 
with the WFEA, but only from nations and colonies of the British Commonwealth. 
Session topics clearly demonstrated the essential purpose of the network — with titles 
such as “The Teaching of Geography from an Imperial point of view” and “On some 
aspects of the Teaching of Imperial History.”46 Promoting, at the same time, a new 
international education network centred within a now-competing empire was prob-
ably seen as somewhat counter-productive, to say the least.

Russia and the newly-formed Soviet Union certainly constituted at least one entire 
region which did not participate in WFEA activities throughout the latter’s existence 
(and were probably not invited in the first place). One reason for this may lay in 
the strong Western domination of WFEA, at a time when many Western govern-
ments’ official opposition to these political developments in the newly-formed Soviet 
Union was well-known. The fact that, at the Edinburgh conference, a representative 
of “Russian Teachers Union abroad” and a “Russian Educational Bureau” located in 
Prague was invited to give a speech,47 certainly symbolized this bias and undoubtedly 
soured any future relations with the Soviet Union, even if WFEA officials became so 
inclined.48

Finally, while national and international peace organizations proliferated in the 
post-World War One era — including ones strongly supported by national teachers’ 
associations, such as the “Teachers and World Peace” conference in London, and the 
“World Peace Conference” in Brussels, both held in 1936,49 seems clear that, in spite 
of WFEA’s public claims that global peace was its main objective, the executive of the 
WFEA were not interested in participating in any of these organizations or activities. I 
have come across no records of any approaches they may have made, or responded to, 
in that regard. While one is left to ponder why this was the case, NEA officials’ con-
cerns about “their” organization being involved with any dubious (read: progressive, 
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or left-leaning, or simply non-USA oriented) organization may well have been part 
of this issue. However, as noted above (footnote #10), they seemed to eschew even 
“legitimate” international, ecumenical, religious-based peace organizations.

c) Gender Relations within the WFEA

A third reason for the ultimate failure of the WFEA can certainly be attributed to is-
sues of gender relations. In spite of the fact that a majority of primary school teachers, 
especially in the North, were female at this time, there is no question that male officials 
dominated virtually all aspects of the organization — its executive and board of direc-
tors, as well as those chosen to speak or present papers at their biennial conferences.

The only female identified as being active on the planning committee for the 
Edinburgh event was Mary Tweedie, a Scottish headmistress — and only, one can pre-
sume, because she was serving that year as President of the Educational Institute of 
Scotland, the official sponsor of the Conference. In this capacity she was allowed on 
the stage for the plenary sessions, along with the male dignitaries (and a few female 
elite), to welcome the delegates to Edinburgh at the opening session. In her welcome, 
she was quick to note the gender disparities. “I rejoice in the hazard — for it is a haz-
ard — that has put one woman at least amongst those who are to welcome you here 
to-night. . . . I can assure you that the women of Scotland have worked shoulder to 
shoulder with the men in the interests of education.”50 Regardless, her polite admon-
ishments seemed to have no lasting effect, at least on the structures of the organiza-
tion. By the end of this conference, a new Executive and Board of Governors were 
selected, the former containing no women, and the latter, 2 out of a total of 17. Two 
years later, there were still no female executive members; of the 24 “international” 
directors, only three were women (two from the USA and one from Scotland).51

One can only surmise that this clear image of gender skewing, along with the fact 
that few, if any classroom teachers of either gender occupied positions of authority 
in the WFEA, did little to engender support for the organization among teachers in 
the world’s classrooms — most of whom, at least in primary schools in the West, were 
women.52

d) WFEA as an Organization of the Educational Elite

There is no question that the WFEA was very much populated and controlled, 
throughout its entire existence, by members of the educational elite — school system 
administrators, government officials, politicians, university faculty members, and of-
ficials of teachers’ associations. At the same time throughout the history of the or-
ganization, officials lamented their inability to attract or involve classroom teachers 
in the organization’s activities. This became even more apparent to WFEA officials 
during its second decade, when they began seriously to ponder why their organi-
zation had not achieved the overall success which they had hoped. As one official 
noted, publicly in a 1937 editorial in WFEA’s journal, they had not been successful 
in attracting “the teachers that constitute the rank and file of our profession . . . to 
command the genuine interest of public school teachers.”53

One could easily surmise that few classroom teachers might have been interested 
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in an organization which featured only (male) school and teacher union bureaucrats, 
university professors and government officials at its helm. In addition, participating 
in the biennial conferences held beyond their own city clearly entailed expenses well 
beyond the reach of salaries of classroom teachers, even those from the North, let 
alone the rest of the world.54

It is not inconceivable that classroom teacher antipathy to WFEA may well have 
resulted as well from another cultural aspect of the organization — a dominant be-
lief in the primary importance of bureaucracy and bureaucrats in promoting “good 
schooling” and advancing bureaucratic, centralized school systems. There is no evi-
dence of WFEA ever addressing fundamental issues of classroom teachers — particu-
larly their material conditions, or their lack of voice in determining schooling poli-
cies, programs or practices — in spite of individual requests from delegates to do so.55 
In fact, at the Edinburgh conference, Thomas was quite explicit on this matter, in an 
address relating to the overall control of schooling. Classroom teachers could not be 
“trusted” with involvement in decision-making about these matters.56

Related to this, there is no question that WFEA officials held a clear anti-union 
bias — one which might well explain their inability both to attract classroom teach-
ers, or many of their unions where they existed. This dissonance within the WFEA 
centred around the organization’s inability or refusal to accommodate discussion with 
teachers’ organizations which had trade union cultures.57 As one American WFEA 
official noted in 1937, in attempting to explain the organization’s failures, the NEA’s

Method of promoting professional ideals and knowledge is acceptable and 
familiar only to the teachers of America — those of the United States and 
Canada. In other countries belonging to the Federation organizations are prac-
tically for the promotion of teachers’ professional welfare in the sense of tenure, 
salary, pensions and similar rights; conferences are for officially constituted 
delegates.58

e) WFEA’s Struggle with Achieving a Viable Plan for Global Peace

If one were to go by its public statements, the dominant rhetoric was clear: the 
WFEA was founded with the primary aim of working to achieve global peace. 
As noted, the original 1923 San Francisco conference was billed as the “World 
Education Conference for Peace,” and a number of resolutions were passed to that 
end. Delegates to the 1925 Edinburgh gathering heard speech after speech exhort-
ing the importance of global peace and the role which the WFEA could and should 
play in achieving it; to that end, detailed plans to operationalize the Herman-Jordan 
Peace Plan were developed. Subsequent conferences continued to emphasize these 
matters. However, as the decade of the 1930s progressed, it became increasingly clear 
to the officials and members of WFEA that even with (or because of ) its prolifera-
tion of committees, the Herman-Jordan venture was not only totally unsuccessful in 
achieving these aims, it, and the WFEA at large, was even unsuccessful in mounting 
an effective campaign.59

107An Elusive Search for Peace:  
The Rise and Fall of the World Federation of Education Associations (WFEA), 1923–1941



To be sure, given the military and political structures in place, nationally and in-
ternationally, one could easily question whether teachers and teacher organizations, 
as numerous as they were in many nations of the world, could actually provide effec-
tive leverage against these larger forces, locally or globally. In addition, the onslaught 
of the economic depression of the 1930s might well have affected whatever capacity 
teachers and their organization had to mobilize on these issues. As well, while the in-
creasing militarization and polarization among nations in the 1930s may have served 
to incite some teachers to even more pro-peace activity, it could just as well frustrated 
and discouraged many others from continued commitment. Evidence from teachers’ 
international peace efforts leading up to the First World War made it clear that, as 
governments of individual nations began to take sides and prepare for war, it certainly 
became more difficult for classroom teachers, and their association leaders where they 
were so inclined, to speak out against these measures, at risk of disapproval, persecu-
tion, or worse.60 At the same time, I would argue that the reasons for WFEA’s failures 
lay also within the organization, in a number of ways, including the contradictory 
and/or ambivalent positions held about the purpose and mandate of the WFEA, its 
insistence on maintaining a very specific belief about the causes of war, and about the 
best approaches to take in working towards achieving global peace.

Purpose and Mandate of WFEA

It is interesting to note that, in spite of the expressed concern about working directly 
to achieve global peace voiced at the 1923 founding conference of the WFEA in 
San Francisco during the formal speeches, discussions, and in the motions passed, it 
would appear that this explicitly stated purpose quickly disappeared from any of the 
formal plans emanating from the event, or indeed from the subsequent comments 
of the organization’s newly elected officials. For example, James Hosic, professor at 
Teachers College Columbia, and official secretary of the founding 1923 conference, 
stated clearly in his post-conference report that “the Conference was not a peace 
conference, nor did it seek any new political relations as the outcome of its labors.” 
Rather, the new organization would now “work for the ‘promotion of justice, good 
will and friendship of nations through education.’”61

Further, in the “Proposed Articles of Incorporation of the WFEA,” reference to 
“peace” appears only as the final mandate of an otherwise lengthy list:

The purposes for which such Corporation is to be formed are to promote the 
cause of education and to elevate the character of teaching throughout the 
world; to secure international cooperation in educational enterprises; to foster 
the dissemination of information concerning the progress of education in all 
its forms among nations and peoples; to advise and promote suitable and ef-
fective means to bring about closer co-ordination the various agencies in every 
civilized country which have to do with education; to cultivate international 
goodwill, and to promote the interests of world wide peace.62
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By the time of the first biennial conference in Edinburgh, these alternative aims 
were solidified within the permanent structure of the organization, and within the 
structure of all of its ensuing conferences. While the Herman-Jordan committee was 
given time at each biennial conference to report on their activities (or lack thereof ), 
it is clear that the main import of the organization lay in the 20 educational “depart-
ments” which were established — Pre-School Education, Rural Education, Teacher 
Training, etc. Presentations and discussions during all subsequent conferences fo-
cused primarily on what was needed in the way of world-wide improvements within 
these various educational domains. While there was sometimes reference to how, in 
turn, global peace would be enhanced by these improvements, for the most part these 
improvements seem to be needed for their own purposes, in enhancing “good” (i.e. 
Western-modeled) education, and in enhancing the larger state schooling systems 
themselves.63 While retaining the appearance of being the raison d’etre of the orga-
nization, judging from the content and activities of all of the biennial conferences, 
achieving global peace occupied, at best, a very secondary goal in the minds of many, 
or most of the WFEA officials.

Dominant Beliefs in the Causes of War, and the Resulting Educational 
Program of the WFEA

To the extent that promoting global peace was at all a WFEA objective, the dominant 
position taken by its officials on the underlying causes of war, and therefore what had 
to be done to correct this, is also worth examining. As Augustus Thomas, chairman 
of the San Francisco conference, explained in his keynote 1923 conference speech,

So long as there is hatred or malice or jealousy and revenge in the human heart, 
we shall find it in the heart of nations. So long as we find it in the hearts of na-
tions, we are liable to find men and nations clashing upon the battlefield. . . . 
We must have the spiritual values in order to back [up “peace treaties”] and in 
order to get the spiritual values to back up these great movements we must await 
the longer process of education. . . . In order, therefore, to change the ideals of 
the nations we must begin with the child when he first becomes teachable.64

These publicly-described beliefs remained unchanged among WFEA officials 
throughout the entire existence of the organization. In his opening remarks at the 
Edinburgh event two years later, Thomas was to continue promoting this principle, 
by quoting from Ella Blair Jordan:

In hearts too young for enmity, 
There lies the way to make men free; 
When children’s friendships are world-wide 
New ages will be glorified. 
Let child love child, and strife will cease, 
Disarm the hearts, for that is peace.65
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As compared to this singular viewpoint held by the leadership, there were certainly 
instances in the official record of individual delegates wanting to suggest that there 
were, perhaps, other causes as well for war. However, these opinions certainly carried 
no weight in the ongoing discussions and actions (or lack thereof ) of the organiza-
tion. Mr. Edwards of England, for example, found no response to his assertion at a 
session of the 1927 Toronto gathering, that “the roots of war to me are economic 
and the lack of co-operation. I deliberately state that wars are caused by economic 
discontent and the desire of economic development of nations. . . . The cause for war 
being economic, the remedy must be economic, in my view.”66 Clearly, his “view” 
was completely antithetical to the dominant organizational, “it’s all in the individual 
hearts and minds,” ideology.

Methods for Achieving Global Peace

Any actions to be taken towards achieving this objective were also clear in these offi-
cials’ minds. WFEA would work at two main levels “to promote international under-
standing and goodwill through education.”67 Within the organization, and through-
out its formal and informal interactions during and between biennial conferences, 
all attention would be given to the importance of developing this one happy family 
approach; discussions and decisions were to be undertaken solely through friendly in-
teraction, decisions made by consensus, without antagonizing any particular group. 
To do otherwise, it was held, would be to engage in “politics” — which was clearly 
undesired, at least by those in charge.

Accordingly, they claimed, at the global level education would be improved, re-
sulting in students everywhere “disarming their hearts.” As an editorial in the WFEA 
journal noted, “Promoting personal acquaintance among teachers and by revealing a 
knowledge of educational ideals and of the practice and experience of other countries 
[would serve as] the chief means of realizing this purpose.”68 As a result, it became 
clear that the committees identified under the Herman-Jordan peace initiative, as 
well as the other major educational program committees of WFEA (curriculum, text-
books, teacher training, etc) should focus their discussions and recommendations on 
policies and programs aimed at “disarming the hearts” of students worldwide. This, 
in short, was to serve as the organization’s educational program. Clearly, as WFEA of-
ficial were to continually warn, this would not be a quick engagement. What was re-
quired, in the first instance, as Thomas pointed out to the delegates at the Edinburgh 
conference, was a lengthy “scientific and educational study . . . is wise, and no one 
who is interested in the broad outlook of the profession can find fault with it.”69

Thomas’s prediction of slow progress was certainly fulfilled. Two years later at the 
1927 Toronto conference, and perhaps in response to those were beginning to “find 
fault” with lack of progress, Thomas stated that “If there are those who think we 
are to jump immediately into a new world order, actuated by complete understand-
ing and brotherly love, they are doomed to disappointment.” What was needed, he 
maintained, was a long process of education “...until the cobwebs of the old order are 
brushed out of the minds of the people of all lands.”70
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However, by the time of the biennial conference held in Oxford a decade later, 
there was strong disagreement over the work which the peace committees had claimed 
to have undertaken in the interim. On the one hand, W.T. Longshore, Vice-President 
of the NEA, outlined in a lengthy “Looking Ahead” speech, a number of schools and 
school districts in the United States which had innovated new courses, altered exist-
ing ones, or at least “allotted a generous portion of time and material to the study 
of world problems.” In addition, he listed other steps taken by the NEA to promote 
international understanding.71 However, in spite of this attempt at demonstrating 
success, Longshore himself had to admit that things were not all rosy. “Our review of 
some of the achievements of the past indicates only too clearly that most of our work 
still lies ahead of us.” As well, he lamented the lack of support even from state level 
and local affiliates of his own teacher education association.72

More pointed critique of the program came during subsequent discussion at the 
session, mounted by Dr. Kuhlmann, Secretary of the Education Committee of the 
League of Nations. As reported in the official proceedings of the conference, he la-
mented that “We shall live in a fool’s paradise if we leave this great world conference 
with the impression that education for world understanding and peace is to-day mak-
ing headway in the world at large.”73

Failings of the “Happy Family” Approach to Organizational Effectiveness

Clearly, the stated organizational objective of working only in ways which main-
tained the “happy family” and “keeping neutral” approach among member organi-
zations harboured severe limitations, even from the beginning. For example, at the 
1927 conference when the debate became heated over the issue of military training 
in schools, Dr. Hardy of Toronto intervened, stating that “I think it would be most 
unfortunate to set the fires of division burning among us. . . . if we can’t agree on 
this kind of thing, [I suggest that we] confine our attention to things on which we 
can agree.”74

This “keeping neutral” approach continued right up to the end of the 
WFEA — and, may well have been a major cause of its ultimate demise. Despite the 
growing global tensions during the 1930s, the mounting military aggression within 
and between nations, and the diminishing of hopes for peace, WFEA refused to take 
sides on any of these events. In spite of Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931, and 
continued aggression thereafter, officials insisted on continuing with its plans to hold 
its 1937 biennial in Tokyo. Even in the late 1930s and into the 1940s, its official jour-
nal continued to publish articles, such as “Aims in Nazi Germany” and “Education 
in Germany,” which had been directly translated from original German academic 
sources.75 As the president of the WFEA explained in an editorial in September 1938 
(clearly written in response to mounting criticism about this approach),

By recent vote of its directors as well as by its traditions of fifteen years, [we 
have] avoided discussion of all educational problems that deal directly with any 
of the political problems of the day. . . . World Education fully intends to be as 
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objective as is humanly possible, including “wish[ing] not to stimulate negative 
attitudes toward Germany, which to many seems at present to be one of the 
chief champions of preparedness.76

Conclusion

In looking back on the pronouncements and activities of WFEA officials over the 
inter-war years, it is certainly understandable if one were to conclude that, in spite 
of their rhetoric concerning global peace, the real purpose of the organization was to 
promote Western-oriented professionalized, centralized, bureaucratized, patriarchal 
state schooling systems everywhere. Given this underlying objective (and the fact 
that the organization seemed to be totally ineffective in helping to promote global 
peace), it is understandable why classroom teachers, and even many local teacher 
associations, would eschew such a vision. During the 1930s, WFEA officials were in-
creasingly forced to admit that their approaches had not been successful. An editorial 
in the post-Tokyo conference issue of Education World opened with the blunt state-
ment that even the “officers” of the WFEA were “free to admit” that “the question of 
the main function of the Federation remains unclarified in the opinion of the educa-
tional public.” While there was continued insistence that their “obligation [was] to 
assist in the development of international understanding and thence of international 
peace through education,” there was also a realization that their “one method of ob-
taining this objective, that is through the mutual acquaintance of educators of various 
countries” was “wholly inadequate when judged in the light of our major objective.”77

As the president remarked (seemingly without any apparent recognition of its 
contradictions), “[W]e could not take a position regarding any controversial ques-
tions without causing a division in our own body and thus defeating the very purpose 
of our organization.”78 One might assume from this statement, that the ultimate aim 
of his organization, in his mind at least, was to maintain a contented membership 
at all costs, over any direct interests of achieving global peace. Not suggested was 
another possibility — that the diminishing support for the organization could be at-
tributed precisely to their inability to take up “controversial questions.”

Reasons abound for the ultimate failure of the WFEA in promoting global peace, 
in spite of the well-meaning work of many hundreds, or thousands of classroom 
teachers in many nations, during these two decades. Whether more success could 
have been achieved by these teachers in their classrooms, supported actively by their 
unions and associations with better — or different — visions, remains a question, to 
be sure.
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