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Wilson’s Ladies: Post-WWI 
Diplomacy and Gender in 
the Alpine Region—Vira B. 
Whitehouse (1875–1957) and 
Sarah Wambaugh (1882–1955)
Dagmar Wernitznig1

Abstract
Based on a larger study, this article explores Wilsonian politics after 
WWI in the Alpine area of Central Europe through a gendered 
lens. For this purpose, the narratives of two female diplomats—
Vira B. Whitehouse (1875–1957) and Sarah Wambaugh (1882–
1955), both operating in this part of Europe after WWI for US 
interests—are comparatively analysed. Whitehouse was confined 
to the ‘feminine’ sphere of humanitarianism and philanthropy in 
her agency for President Wilson in Switzerland of 1918, whereas 
Wambaugh’s evaluation of the Austrian territories in 1922, as one of 
the few women employees of the newly founded League of Nations, 
helped shaped its future geopolitical outlook via a distinct prism 
of ‘Wilsonian mapping’. By highlighting these two case studies of 
female American attachés, who engaged in international affairs and 
interwar European statecraft in the Alpine area, this contribution 
further seeks to unpack the transatlantic nexus and dimensions 
of women’s ambassadorial or quasi-ambassadorial efforts.

* * *

1	  This article was supported by the EIRENE project (full title: Post-War Transitions in Gendered 
Perspective: The Case of the North-Eastern Adriatic Region), funded by the European Research 
Council under the Horizon 2020 financed Advanced Grant founding scheme [ERC Grant Agreement 
n. 742683]; project-eirene.eu.
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Before 1914, women activists, particularly suffragists, could be nationalist 
while collaborating internationally via transborder structures of 
‘honeycomb’ webs with assorted local auxiliaries.2 Their tactics of ‘golden 
cables of sympathy’ and ‘joyous greetings’ across borders of nation states 
were bolstered throughout the nineteenth century and simultaneously 
strengthened their movements for the vote or more political rights as well as 
compensated for their partly marginal existence in their mother countries.3 
At the outbreak of WWI, these networks culminated in The International 
Congress of Women in The Hague, called together by suffragists with pacifist 
inclinations. This meeting resulted in the establishment of delegations 
of female envoys who formulated pioneering concepts of mediation and 
progressive diplomacy while being belittled by governments and societies 
on both sides of the Atlantic.4

After 1918, these suffragists remained excluded from diplomatic platforms, 
despite their groundbreaking endeavours. This article concerns itself with 
two US women, Vira Boarman Whitehouse and Sarah Wambaugh, who 
managed to interact with male diplomats during the interwar period, albeit 
the latter more successfully than the first. As proactive suffragists, they 
perpetuated the rationale of thinking nationally by working internationally 
at a time when nationalism reached its ‘apogee’.5 Each in their own way, 
Whitehouse and Wambaugh strived for national self-determination from 
both a diplomatic and gendered point of view in an age when women’s 
individual and collective emancipation became much more visible through 
the granting of female franchise in many countries. Even though Wambaugh 
was exceptionally well educated for her time and securely entrenched in 

2	  For the honeycomb metaphor, see Patricia Clavin, ‘Defining Transnationalism’, Contemporary 
European History 14, no. 4 (2005): 421–39. For the synergies of nationalism and internationalism, 
see Glenda Sluga, Internationalism in the Age of Nationalism (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2013). 
3	  Margaret H. McFadden, Golden Cables of Sympathy: The Transatlantic Sources of Nineteenth-Century 
Feminism (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2015); Bonnie S. Anderson, Joyous Greetings: 
The First International Women’s Movement, 1830–1860 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). See also 
Leila J. Rupp, Worlds of Women: The Making of an International Women’s Movement (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1997) and for Central Europe Susan Zimmermann, ‘The Challenge of Multinational 
Empire for the International Women’s Movement: The Habsburg Monarchy and the Development of 
Feminist Inter/National Politics’, Journal of Women’s History, 17, no. 2 (2005): 87–117.
4	  Lela B. Costin, ‘Feminism, Pacifism, Internationalism and the 1915 International Congress 
of Women’, Women’s Studies International Forum 5, no. 3–4 (1982): 301–315; Dagmar Wernitznig, 
‘Borders and Prisms of Gender, War, and Politics Then and Now: The International Congress of Women 
in The Hague in the Spring of 1915—Topicalities for Our World and Millennium’, DEP—Deportate, 
esuli, profughe [Deportees, exiles, refugees] 38, no. 11 (2018): 63–8.
5	  Glenda Sluga, ‘Female and National Self-Determination: A Gender Re-Reading of “the Apogee 
of Nationalism”’, Nations and Nationalism 6, no. 4 (2000): 495–521.
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inter-state arenas, the Wilson appointee Whitehouse was typecast as a social 
‘busybody’ without intermediate or long-lasting political bearing.6 It is the 
aim of this contribution to demonstrate the idiosyncrasies of these two 
case studies and their significance for the interwar juncture of nationalist, 
internationalist, and feminist developments: Wambaugh, reinventing 
herself as an independent specialist for the newly established League of 
Nations (LoN), could harness and repackage the decade-old tradition 
of transnational activism with patriotic subtexts by suffragist circles. Never 
dispatched from implications of Wilson’s presidency, Whitehouse was 
much more hampered in making concessions to her suffragist heritage of 
international liaisons for political purposes or in building stable bridges to 
male-dominated diplomacy. 

This contrastive study of Whitehouse and Wambaugh is a novel approach 
towards dissecting the influences and failures of women internationalists after 
1918. Both suffragists were unique for their generation in that they could 
become ambassadors amongst male crowds, if only temporarily, as in the 
case of Whitehouse. Therefore, it is even more surprising that relatively little 
has been published about them, especially from a comparative perspective.7 
Discussing Whitehouse’s and Wambaugh’s diplomatic trajectories expands 
the existing corpus of literature about gender and international relations 
(IR)—a newly created term after WWI—by shedding an alternative light 
on female activists’ direct or indirect associations with political leaders and 
their ideologies.

6	  Cf. Eve Colpus, Female Philanthropy in the Interwar World: Between Self and Other (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018). 
7	  Gregg Wolper, ‘Woodrow Wilson’s New Diplomacy: Vira Whitehouse in Switzerland, 1918’, 
Prologue (Quarterly of the National Archives) 24, no. 3 (1992): 227–39; Tibor Glant, ‘Against All Odds: 
Vira B. Whitehouse and Rosika Schwimmer in Switzerland, 1918’, American Studies International 
40, no. 1 (2002): 34–51; Lauren Claire West, ‘The Uneasy Beginnings of Public Diplomacy: Vira 
Whitehouse, the Committee on Public Information, and the First World War’ (Louisiana State 
University and Agricultural and Mechanical College MA thesis, 2018); Ayla Oden and John Maxwell 
Hamilton, ‘“By Far the Best of Our Foreign Representatives:” Vira B. Whitehouse and the Origins of 
Public Diplomacy’, American Journalism 40, no. 2 (2023): 168–91; Sluga, ‘Female and National Self-
Determination’, esp. 497 and 511; Dagmar Wernitznig, ‘Contested Territories in the Short Twentieth 
Century: Sarah Wambaugh (1882–1955), Plebiscites, and Gender’, Nationalities Papers 50, no. 5 
(2022): 983–1002.



Lilith: A Feminist History Journal, Number 29

192

Wilson’s Inquiry: Mapping Post-1918 
Central Europe

Although not ratified by the United States, the Peace of Versailles has 
been termed an American peace. … This is particularly true of the 
geographical provisions, where the doctrine of self-determination, 
which was one of President Wilson’s cardinal tenets … was accepted 
as the guiding principle. The later treaties followed the model of the 
first … and in doubtful instances the decision was left to plebiscites.8

Harvard professor and historian Archibald Cary Coolidge was one of 
the well-known scholars that President Woodrow Wilson assembled for 
The Inquiry. Founded in 1917, The Inquiry featured a motley group of male 
opinion makers, ranging from philosophers, such as Sidney Edward Mezes, 
to journalists like Walter Lippmann, all supervised by Colonel Edward M. 
House to assess and draft plans of mediation and geopolitical settlements 
for Central, Eastern, and South-Eastern Europe after WWI.9 Responsible for 
the Coolidge Mission named after him, Archibald Cary Coolidge and his 
staff moved to Vienna in 1919 to monitor the former Habsburg lands, obtain 
a first-hand impression of the socio-economic situation, and absorb the 
overall atmosphere of these war-stricken ‘shatterzones’ and their peoples.10 
Together with the travel reports by General Sherman Miles, whose team 
of military men scanned these territories after the dissolution of Austria-
Hungary for Coolidge, their collected data and observations became the 
basis for Wilsonian politics and strategies of ‘mental mapping’ regarding 
these Alpine areas.11 By investigating factors beyond mere theoretic ‘rice 
board’ decisions and by integrating an ‘approach to geography that considers 
the subjective, psychological, and cultural aspects of how individuals and 
communities understand the places and spaces on the map’ this process 
of mental mapping influenced many decisions at the negotiation tables at 
Versailles, especially when dealing with the vanquished Habsburg Empire.12

8	  Archibald Cary Coolidge, ‘Ten Years of War and Peace’, in Ten Years of War and Peace, ed. Archibald 
Cary Coolidge (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1927), 106–139, here 113. 
9	  See Lawrence E. Gelfand, The Inquiry: American Preparations for Peace, 1917–1919 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1963).  
10	  Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz, eds., Shatterzone of Empires: Coexistence and Violence in the German, 
Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013).  
11	  Larry Wolff, Woodrow Wilson and the Reimaging of Eastern Europe (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 2020), 4.
12	  Wolff, Woodrow Wilson and the Reimaging of Eastern Europe, 4; Robert Gerwarth, The Vanquished: 
Why the First World War Failed to End, 1917–1923 (London: Allen Lane, 2016). 
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Whereas The Inquiry and its exclusively male advisors to President Wilson’s 
cabinet attracted attention at the time, the diplomatic manoeuvres of 
female US figures in connection with the drawing of post-1918 borders 
and post‑conflict pacification are yet to be explored in detail. Although 
women were generally excluded from the official peace talks for the Treaty 
of Versailles—mostly out of informal prejudices and fear that they would be 
too lenient and passive in their demands towards the defeated powers—two 
American suffragists had the chance to operate directly in the Alpine region, 
one as a quasi- or surrogate diplomat for President Wilson in Switzerland, 
the other as a shadow diplomat for the LoN, indirectly implementing 
many of Wilson’s ideas about self-determination and anti-Bolshevism.13 
This contribution traces the activism of Vira B. Whitehouse and Sarah 
Wambaugh, who both spent time in the Alpine borderlands as envoys 
during the aftermath of WWI. Whitehouse’s personal appointment by 
President Wilson as the commissioner to Switzerland of the newly created 
Committee on Public Information (CPI) in 1918 turned into a disastrous 
mission. Defined by her ‘feminine’ qualities such as motherhood, she was 
thus stonewalled or even openly sabotaged by most of her male colleagues. 
By contrast, Wambaugh managed to craft a somewhat unprecedented career 
as one of the few female experts in the newly established LoN by being 
officially separated from Wilson’s presidency, but indirectly exercising many 
aspects of his agenda for post-war Europe. An examination of the careers 
of both women in conjunction with interwar US diplomacy in Central 
Europe will illustrate the relevance of gender parameters. Such gender 
parameters could, on the one hand, terminate female delegates’ work, as 
in the case of Whitehouse, who returned from Switzerland disappointedly. 
On the other hand, they could foster it when detached from Wilsonian 
politics and embedded into a supranational setting, as was the case with 
Wambaugh. Her trip through the Alpine region in 1922 was the beginning 
of a fruitful time within the ranks of the LoN and throughout the short 
twentieth century.

Whilst both women were ardent suffragists, Wambaugh could reframe her 
international activism for political stability in post-war times within the 
official, all-male realms of the LoN. As an attaché directly appointed by 
President Wilson, Whitehouse, conversely, became constricted by the corset 

13	  For women’s (absent) role in official peace politics after the ceasefire, see, for example, Erika A. 
Kuhlman, ‘The “Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom” and Reconciliation after the 
Great War’, in The Women’s Movement in Wartime: International Perspectives, 1914–19, eds. Alison S. Fell 
and Ingrid Sharp (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 227–43. 
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of feminine-defined duties concerning humanitarian aid. Her publicly 
perceived role as a dilettante intruder who trespassed on diplomatic turf 
became foregrounded by the transatlantic community of male emissaries in 
the United States and Europe. This in turn prevented her from generating 
a reputation as a specialist in particular diplomatic matters, unlike her 
counterpart Wambaugh. The plebiscite expert Wambaugh again had the 
opportunity to design her profile as a female deputy more clearly and 
directly. Her seeming disconnection from blatant feminist issues propelled 
her career in the LoN and endowed her with credibility in the eyes of the 
public. Whereas the trifecta of motherhood, ladylike appearance, and 
public-political presence turned Whitehouse into something of a damsel-
in-distress during her overseas work in 1918. Her sister-in-suffragist-spirit 
Wambaugh smartly detached her research for and commitment to the LoN 
from private flavours of domesticity and family life which guaranteed her 
path to profitable success in the global spheres of diplomacy. Coating her 
suffragism and feminist elements of self-determination, she still tapped 
into Wilsonianism as a plebiscite expert when it meant nurturing imagined 
communities in Central Europe for US interests.14 

On the Sidelines: The Boycotting of Vira B. 
Whitehouse
‘And I was at once surrounded by such vague misrepresentation and 
obstructions that I felt always as if I were moving in a thick fog.’15 Vira B. 
Whitehouse was appointed as the commissioner of the Swiss Office of the 
CPI, a US propaganda bureau, in Berne by President Wilson in 1918. Two 
years later, she assessed her time there in a monograph entitled A Year as 
a Government Agent, in relatively frank and candid words. Married to the 
New York stockbroker Norman de Rapelye Whitehouse (1858–1949) and 
co-founding the Women’s City Club in 1916, she had gained prominence 
in the New York woman suffrage campaign by presiding over the publicity 
council of the Empire State Campaign Committee in 1913 and the New 

14	  Cf. Benedict R. O’G. Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (London: Verso, 1983). 
15	  Vira B. Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1920), 31. 
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York State Woman Suffrage Party in 1916.16 Moving in the same social 
circles of fundraising and cultural events as a charitable hostess, Whitehouse 
was well acquainted with President Wilson, himself not a proponent 
of woman suffrage, and she actively lobbied for more women’s rights in 
Washington. All these circumstances and especially her stern pursuit of the 
female franchise would not have made Whitehouse a natural choice as a CPI 
representative in Switzerland if it had not been for her contacts with the CPI 
chairman George Creel (1876–1953). Not being an Ivy-League graduate 
and, moreover, without any higher education at all, Creel himself was an 
unorthodox choice for this post.17 President Wilson set up the CPI a few 
days before the American entry into WWI to mobilise public opinion and 
accelerate the war effort, particularly through visual means like pamphlets 
and brief addresses by the so-called four-minute men. 

Rather viewed sceptically by White House advisors like Walter Lippmann, 
Creel was also an atypical candidate for the CPI post in that he was directly 
affiliated with the women’s movement. Thus, he had become acquainted 
with Whitehouse through her suffrage activism in New York, and, in 
recognition of her work ethic and vigour, finally pulled strings to engage her 
in international affairs. Considering the CPI outpost in Berne imperative 
for selling American ideas and values—hence the chosen title of his oeuvre, 
How We Advertised America—he recruited Whitehouse, who had displayed 
enormous logistical efficiency and practical perseverance in her New York 
suffrage crusade, as the person in charge for this PR-task: 

16	  For Whitehouse’s suffrage activism in New York, see Johanna Neuman, Gilded Suffragists: The New 
York Socialites Who Fought for Women’s Right to Vote (New York: New York University Press, 2017); Susan 
Goodier and Karen Pastorello, Women Will Vote: Winning Suffrage in New York State (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2017); Joan Marie Johnson, Funding Feminism: Monied Women, Philanthropy, and 
the Women’s Movement, 1870–1967 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carlina Press, 2017). See also 
Whitehouse’s column ‘Why Shouldn’t Women Vote? Asks Mrs. Whitehouse’, The Sun, April to June 
1914, Vira Boarman Whitehouse Papers, 1889–1957; MC 356 [henceforth VBWP], box 1, folder 10. 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
17	  For the CPI generally and Creel’s role in it specifically, see James R. Mock and Cedric Larson, Words 
That Won the War: The Story of the Committee on Public Information, 1917–1919 (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1939); Stephen L. Vaughn, Holding Fast the Inner Lines: Democracy, Nationalism, 
and the Committee on Public Information (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1980); 
Christopher Eric Howard, ‘Propaganda against Propaganda: Deconstructing the Dominant Narrative 
of the Committee on Public Information’ (Appalachian State University MA thesis, 2014). For Creel’s 
personal accounts, see How We Advertised America: The First Telling of the Amazing Story of the Committee 
on Public Information That Carried the Gospel of Americanism to Every Corner of the Globe (New York: 
Harper & Brothers, 1920) and Rebel at Large: Recollections of Fifty Crowded Years (New York: G. P. 
Putnam’s Sons, 1947). See further David M. Kennedy, Over Here: The First World War and American 
Society (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004) and Alan Axelrod, Selling the Great War: The Making 
of American Propaganda (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
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It was a new thing to place a woman in such a position of 
absolutely international importance, but behind her was a record of 
achievement that made the appointment wise and necessary. Equal 
suffrage in New York after its defeat in 1915 was apparently ‘dead,’ 
but Mrs. Whitehouse accepted the office of state chairman … and 
drove it through to victory. … Mrs. Whitehouse’s job was to put 
America across in Switzerland just as she had put equal suffrage 
across in New York.18 

As a neutral enclave, conveniently located between the Allied and Central 
Powers and with polyglot residents, Switzerland was an important strategic 
base for American overseas interests and foreign policies.19 The CPI office in 
Berne became an essential switchboard for the dissemination of American 
material, such as motion pictures, newspaper articles, and pamphlets. 
In particular, the external influence of Germany on Swiss ground, with 
a longstanding stronghold and dominance in the German-printing 
newspaper business, was to be stymied by the CPI staff. As Creel detailed 
to Whitehouse’s husband: ‘Switzerland, from the first, has been one of our 
most delicate and important problems.’20

Hailed as the ‘prettiest woman in New York’ or ‘belle of New Orleans’ and 
as a glamorous host of salons and soirees, the socialite Whitehouse certainly 
was an attractive choice for overseeing the CPI in Switzerland.21 Fashionable, 
stylish, and wealthy, she was the subject of headlines and provided woman 
suffrage with a desirable and appealing aura, parallel to maintaining a tame, 
presentable, and caring mother image, zealously covered by various tabloids 
at the time. From a journalistic point of view, stereotypical portrayals of 
her either as a furious harpy, setting out to emasculate society by winning 
more rights, or as a homely, frustrated spinster would have been equally 
counterproductive and futile for her anti-suffragist adversaries. Quite 
familiar with the leverage of muckraking, the newspaper man Creel clearly 
understood and employed Whitehouse’s tactical and symbolic value for 

18	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 317. Creel openly differentiated between bad propaganda 
seeping from Germany, and good cultural diplomacy of ‘Americanizing Mittel Europa’, as explained in 
chapter 2 of part III, ‘Demobilization’, in this title, 417–26.
19	  See, for example, Florian Weber, Die amerikanische Verheissung: Schweizer Aussenpolitik im 
Wirtschaftskrieg 1917/18 (Zürich: Chronos, 2016); Adrian Gerber, Zwischen Propaganda und Unterhaltung: 
Das Kino in der Schweiz zur Zeit des ersten Weltkriegs (Marburg: Schüren, 2017).
20	  Creel to Norman de R. Whitehouse, 4 Nov. 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 10.
21	  Mrs. William Astor, ‘How Queen Alexandra Has Set a New Fashion of Being Photographed with 
Your Pets’, American Magazine Supplement of the San Francisco Examiner, 19 July 1903, n.p.; ‘Mrs. Norman 
de R. Whitehouse,’ Vogue, 15 September 1920, n.p., both VBWP, box 1, folder 17. Whitehouse was born 
and raised in New Orleans.
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the international stage of war and postwar politics, nominating her to run 
the CPI headquarters in Berne on 29 December 1917. With Whitehouse 
personifying a quasi-diplomat in white kid gloves, her trip to Switzerland in 
1918, however, was to be tainted from the outset on grounds of her gender.

Even before Whitehouse left American shores, Secretary of State Robert 
Lansing had openly objected to her appointment, with the result that she 
had to depart for Europe without a diplomatic passport. She recalled: 
‘As to my own appointment, in addition to the general opposition, I was a 
woman! And Mr. Lansing, Secretary of State and the husband of a very 
active anti-suffragist, cannot be called a liberal man in his attitude toward 
women.’22 Whitehouse’s position was further demoted in a cable, issued by 
Frank L. Polk, counsellor of the State Department, to Hugh R. Wilson, the 
chargé d’affaires of the American legation in Berne, which stressed that her 
duties were to be limited to observing the situation of women and children 
in Britain, France, and Switzerland.23 With one stroke of a pen, her mission 
thus became an exclusively humanitarian one, something of a maternalist 
cliché, and she was excluded from the still all-male bastions of power in 
the diplomatic sphere. Upon her arrival in Switzerland in January 1918, 
Whitehouse further learned that the actual support for her at the American 
legation in Switzerland was scarce at best. Next to Hugh Wilson, the second 
Secretary Alan W. Dulles, Lansing’s nephew-by-marriage, and especially 
the American Minister, Pleasant A. Stovall, acted reserved and were mostly 
disobliging. In Whitehouse’s own words: ‘He believed the fact that I am 
a woman, added to the fact that I am a suffragist, would, in itself, prove an 
insurmountable obstacle to my doing work of value for my country.’24

Moreover, the general denial of Whitehouse’s diplomatic status perpetuated 
and fortified gender prejudices and chauvinism. Labelling her as a ‘feminine’ 
humanitarian observer served the hegemonial aspirations of bureaucrats, 
both in Washington and Berne, to pursue propagandistic programs in the 
Alpine region and, more widely, Central European areas. As Hugh Wilson 
explained outspokenly in a cable to the Department of State: 

22	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 57. After much back and forth, which even necessitated 
Whitehouse later returning to the American capital from Europe in April 1918, she finally received 
a diplomatic passport.
23	  Polk’s telegram, forwarded by the American legation in Berne to the American embassy in Paris, 
22 January 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 11, also reprinted as Appendix III in Whitehouse’s A Year as a 
Government Agent, 290–91.
24	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 71–2. Stovall’s opinion ‘that woman’s place is in the 
home’ was also referred to by Creel in How We Advertised America, 320. 
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Relations which could be of benefit to our cause I feel Mrs. 
Whitehouse could develop with the cloak [of humanitarian tasks] 
which is furnished by this Communiqué, but if she were a recognised 
emissary from the American Committee on Public Information—
from reaching such relations with the editors of newspapers, she 
would be precluded.25

The primary goal of the CPI was not simply to counteract what was imagined 
to be the ‘monstrous plans of Germany’ regarding remilitarisation and 
territorial expansion, but also to curb the ‘German direction of the Bolshevik 
revolution’ by liaising with local news agencies.26 The disintegration of the 
Dual Monarchy increased additional concerns in the White House about 
potential Bolshevik revolutions spreading in and from former Habsburg 
lands. Wilson therefore issued an ‘Appeal to the Peoples of the Constituent 
Nations of Austria-Hungary’ that urged ‘to restrain every force that may 
threaten either to delay or discredit the processes of liberty’ and, as the 
chief of the CPI bureau in Berne, it was Whitehouse’s task to distribute 
this address swiftly and efficiently in the autumn of 1918.27 This prompt 
dissemination of Wilson’s appeal, which had been translated into Czech, 
French, German, Hungarian, Italian, Rumanian, Ruthenian, Serbian, 
and Slovakian, was mainly due to the help of another ‘unofficial’ female 
diplomat in Berne, the polyglot Jewish-Hungarian pacifist and suffragist 
Rosika Schwimmer (1877–1948). Despite the successful accomplishment 
of this exercise, Whitehouse’s stay in Berne was cut drastically short by the 
gendered expectations of the diplomatic corps and their ‘clever campaign 
of obstruction—calculated to be discouraging to any one [sic] who had not 
been trained in suffrage campaigns.’28 Succeeded by Guy Croswell Smith, 
she resigned on 25 December 1918 and submitted a report of her activities 
in Switzerland, ranging from sending Swiss editors to the United States, to 
attempts to lease or even buy movie theatres for the screening of American 
films to counteract ‘pro-German propaganda’ and ‘anti-Ally and especially 
anti-American propaganda.’29 

25	  The American legation to the Secretary of State, 8 February 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 11. Also 
reprinted as Appendix IX in Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 296. 
26	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 421. 
27	  Included in Whitehouse’s letter to Rosika Schwimmer, 8 November 1918, Rosika Schwimmer Papers, 
Manuscripts and Archives Division. The New York Public Library. Astor, Lenox, and Tilden Foundations, 
box 102, folder ‘General Correspondence 1918, 8–11 November’.
28	  Whitehouse, A Year as a Government Agent, 33. 
29	  Vira B. Whitehouse, ‘Work in Switzerland’, in Complete Report of the Chairman of the Committee on 
Public Information (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1920), 183–91, here 184. A more 
detailed account can also be found in VBWP, box 1, folder 12. 
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Whitehouse’s mission to Switzerland in 1918, which happened under the 
most adverse conditions, was used to reinforce political gender segregation 
and assumptions about female diplomatic inferiority. Appointing women as 
diplomats was not simply thought to effeminise and weaken this privileged 
profession during President Wilson’s time but also insult the country to which 
these women were sent. In military and civilian circles, a female ambassador 
signified disrespect for the host nation in question. In the diplomatic 
service and IR, women were at best permitted to pursue surrogate politics 
and auxiliary or administrative, not executive or representative, duties.30 
As Helen McCarthy argues, for instance, only from 1946 onwards, after 
another World War, were British women even considered and recruited as 
diplomatic deputies, and the marriage bar for British women emissaries 
was lifted only in 1973.31 

That Whitehouse aimed to act as a new-model attaché, not engaging via 
a male spouse or philanthropic avenues in a country that only enfranchised 
women in 1971, put her in a precarious position from the start in Berne 
of 1918.32 To Whitehouse’s detriment, the reactionary Swiss political 
milieu of  granting female votes exceptionally late became conflated with 
the antipathy towards women members amongst the male pre-eminence 
in US diplomacy. President Wilson’s euphemistic statement to Whitehouse 
about endorsing ‘the unreservedly American policy of absolute openness’, 
did not resonate with his own male staff in Washington or Berne.33 With 
new nation states springing up on former Habsburg territories, these 
male employees did not take her seriously and perceived her at best as an 
experimental candidate in post-conflict diplomacy amidst intense phases 
of reconstruction and demobilisation. Whilst Whitehouse was publishing 
her memoires about her disastrous encounter in the Alpine region ‘to place 
America’s cause before all … the peoples of the Central Powers, from 
whom the truth about President Wilson’s ideas about making the world 

30	  For women’s underrepresentation in all diplomatic sectors, see, for instance, J. Ann Tickner and 
Laura Sjoberg, eds., Feminism and International Relations: Conversations about the Past, Present, and 
Future (London and New York: Routledge, 2011). For case studies on sex discrimination in American 
foreign services, see Larissa A. Grunig, ‘The Consequences of Culture for Public Relations: The Case of 
Women in the Foreign Service’, Journal of Public Relations Research 7, no. 2 (1995): 139–61.  
31	  Helen McCarthy, ‘Petticoat Diplomacy: The Admission of Women to the British Foreign Service, 
c.1919–1946’, Twentieth Century British History 20, no. 3 (2009): 285–321; Helen McCarthy, Women 
of the World: The Rise of the Female Diplomat (London: Bloomsbury, 2014). 
32	  Thomas Ernst Wanger, ‘Vom Frauenstudium zum Frauenwahlrecht in der Schweiz und in 
Liechtenstein’ in Schriften des Vereins für Geschichte des Bodensees und seiner Umgebung (Ostfildern: 
Thorbecke, 2004), 117–57.
33	  Woodrow Wilson to Vira B. Whitehouse, 23 May 1918, VBWP, box 1, folder 10. 
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safe for democracy has been withheld in whole or in part’, another female 
diplomat with Wilsonian sentiments—yet completely disconnected from 
White House politics—journeyed through the very same post-1918 areas, 
using this trip as a stepping stone for her future career in IR as well as 
LoN realms.34

In the Field: The Making of 
Sarah Wambaugh

Had the United States been a member of the first League of Nations, 
had we not remained neutral, claiming the right to trade with the 
aggressor as well as with the victim, I, for one, am convinced by close 
observation at Geneva, and particularly during the early years, that 
the League would have been able to stop the Axis in its infancy.35 

Interestingly, one US suffragist was permitted to catch a glimpse of the 
diplomatic boys’ clubs before and after Versailles. After WWI, Sarah 
Wambaugh could forge an international career as a renowned expert in 
plebiscites by carving out a feasible professional niche on the transnational 
diplomatic forum and amongst otherwise almost utterly male colleagues in 
global affairs and peace matters. The daughter of Eugene Wambaugh (1856–
1940), a Harvard law professor, she was educated at Radcliffe College, 
graduating in 1902. For the next four years, she continued to stay there as 
an assistant. From 1906 to 1916, she worked for the Women’s Educational 
and Industrial Union of Boston, also engaging in the fight for women’s 
votes. In 1916, she returned to Radcliffe College for graduate studies and 
earned a master’s degree in international law and political science. 

For her future academic interest, Wambaugh chose a relatively unknown 
and rather neglected scholarly topic at that time: the subject of plebiscites 
in history and practice. One might argue that precisely the fact that her 
male peers had not zeroed in on that field allowed Wambaugh to devote her 
attention to it and become a sought-after expert in all matters pertaining 
to plebiscites for the next decades. For instance, her research for the 1919 
Versailles Peace Conference was published in 1920 as A Monograph on 

34	  ‘Woman Chosen to Carry Truth to Germany: Suffragists Indorse Mrs. Whitehouse’, New York 
American, 31 December 1917, n.p., VBWP, box 1, folder 16.
35	  Sarah Wambaugh, ‘New Tools for Peaceful Settlement’, The Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science 240 (1945): 1–6, here 1. 
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Plebiscites, with a Collection of Official Documents, followed by many other 
titles on that topic, such as La Pratique des plébiscites internationaux (1928), 
Plebiscites since the World War (1933), and The Saar Plebiscite (1940), most 
of which were sponsored by the Carnegie Endowment for International 
Peace, which saw its ‘primary function as the financing of scholarship from 
a Wilsonian liberal-internationalist perspective.’36 It seems that the Radcliffe 
graduate Wambaugh was in the right place at the right time during the 
transatlantic conceptualisation and formation of the young discipline of IR. 
In the interwar United States, the philanthropic outlook of organisations like 
the Carnegie Foundation took on a new dimension by honing internationalist 
models of peacebuilding and peacekeeping that sometimes even served as 
blueprints for the LoN’s organisational and logistical structures.37 Whereas 
Whitehouse’s Swiss mission was limited to PR tactics and humanitarian 
ventures that gravitated around traditional interpretations of motherhood 
and domesticity, Wambaugh profited from this paradigm shift towards the 
education of IR experts and knowledge building during the foundational 
phase of the LoN. In the early 1920s, Wambaugh became a member of 
the LoN secretariat and was employed in its administrative commissions 
and minorities section. Until her death in 1955, she conceptualised several 
plebiscites and acted as a hands-on observer, for example, in the Tacna-
Arica Plebiscite of 1925–26, the Saar plebiscite of 1934–35, and the Indian 
plebiscite in Jammu and Kashmir of 1949.

Especially after WWI, a growing number of countries enfranchised citizens, 
also female ones. For the first time, diverse and large strata of constituents were 
given the chance to decide elections or referenda about what kind of nation 
they wanted to belong to politically, economically, culturally, or religiously.38 
Until recently, this had been a prerogative of monarchs, emperors, or, at 
best, of selected and minuscule elites, deriving from the aristocracy and 
clergy. This intertwined set-up of universal suffrage in combination with 
transnational debates over geographical ‘separation, cession or annexation’ 
was Wambaugh’s entrée into diplomatic domains, and she could make her 
livelihood by investigating an extremely neoteric and, so far, underexamined 

36	  Emily S. Rosenberg, Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural Expansion, 
1890–1945 (New York: Hill and Wang, 1982), 115. 
37	  See Katharina Rietzler, ‘Experts for Peace: Structures and Motivations of Philanthropic 
Internationalism in the Interwar Years’ in Internationalism Reconfigured: Transnational Ideas and 
Movements between the World Wars, ed. Daniel Laqua (London: I. B. Tauris, London, 2011), 45–66.
38	  The terms ‘plebiscite’ and ‘referendum’ are used interchangeably in this study. 
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theme in diplomatic history, theory, and practice.39 Reflecting a mandate of 
the people, plebiscites are prone to propaganda by all parties vying for the 
popular vote, either by one authoritarian leader cementing their rulership, 
or by two nations contesting over frontiers or a piece of land.40 The second 
option applied to practically all referenda observed by Wambaugh.

Transnationally operating as an employee of the LoN, Wambaugh became 
classified as an independent and neutral representative in the eyes of many. 
Interwar suffragists and feminists in particular pinned their hopes on the 
newly founded LoN as an equitable umbrella organisation for peace, stability, 
and gender equality.41 Wambaugh therefore was perceived as being formally 
detached from nationally bound interests of the United States in the various 
regions where referenda were realised. Nevertheless, her assessments and 
reports of these individual referenda, in Central Europe for instance, could 
easily and implicitly play along the lines of American geopolitical objectives.

In her approach to the complexities and conundrums of plebiscites, 
Wambaugh, though operating as an impartial agent for the LoN, was 
decidedly influenced by Wilsonian politics and rhetoric. For example, on 
the cover of her earliest work, The Doctrine of National Self-Determination 
(1919), she paid homage to the American Declaration of Independence and 
Wilson’s principles of self-determination. In her subsequent publications 
she refrained from addressing this American perspective directly. Yet the 
term ‘self-determination’ is pivotal in all her writings and reoccurs in 
practically every analysis of plebiscites, be they official or irregular. It is 
important to stress that Wilson’s and the Allies’ utilisation of this iridescent 
term at Versailles and beyond was not to be taken at face value. Devoid of 
any feminist-suffragist overtones, it carried geopolitical meanings to pacify 
regions or stabilise borders and served particular interests for boosting 
the sovereignty of certain countries.42 For instance, ‘self-determination’ 

39	  Sarah Wambaugh, A Monograph on Plebiscites, with a Collection of Official Documents (New York 
and London: Oxford University Press, 1920), ix. 
40	  Lawrence T. Farley, Plebiscites and Sovereignty: The Crisis of Political Illegitimacy (Boulder: Westview 
Press, 1986); Matt Qvortrup, Referendums and Ethnic Conflict (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2014). 
41	  Cf. Carol Miller, ‘“Geneva—the Key to Equality”: Inter-War Feminists and the League of Nations’, 
Women’s History Review 3, no. 2 (1994): 219–45.
42	  For female activists’ approaches to self-determination regarding the LoN and UN, see Marilyn Lake, 
‘From Self-Determination via Protection to Equality via Non-Discrimination: Defining Women’s Rights 
at the League of Nations and the United Nations’, in Women’s Rights and Human Rights: International 
Historical Perspectives, eds. Patricia Grimshaw, Katie Holmes, and Marilyn Lake (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 
2001), 254–71. 
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was neither included in Wilson’s Fourteen Points, as Wambaugh frankly 
admitted in Plebiscites since the World War, nor was it originally connected 
to questions of human rights or the political protection of minorities, except 
for cultural and linguistic entitlements.43

In the same opus, she narrated further on self-determination in Wilsonian 
and Allied terms that were used quite elastically. Indeed, many individuals 
like Secretary Lansing and Colonel House were sceptical of the practicality 
and outcome of plebiscites, while President Wilson, according to Wambaugh, 
was looked upon favourably by those ‘who believed that the new frontiers 
drawn at the Peace Conference should be based on self-determination.’44 
Indirectly, Wambaugh implemented many Wilsonian ideas with her 
observations and publications about borderland disputes in post-1918 
Central Europe specifically, and overseas territories during the interwar era 
generally. Despite the fact that Wilson’s intentions to join the LoN were 
vetoed by the US Senate, his mental mapping thus reverberated within the 
LoN on account of Wambaugh’s assessment of ‘problematic and troubled’ 
regions and their political constellations after 1918.45 For instance, the 
American scepticism of German hegemony over Alpine, formerly Habsburg, 
areas as well as the perceived threat of Bolshevik expansion into this region 
after WWI, found its expression in her retrospective evaluation of the First 
Republic of Austria and its various post-1918 plebiscites. Two plebiscites 
in the years immediately after WWI were performed on the fringes of the 
German Austrian territory of the former Habsburg Monarchy, first and 
foremost in Carinthia in 1920 and then in Ödenburg/Sopron in 1921. 
Also in 1921, referenda in Tyrol and Salzburg about a union with Germany 
took place, and all these were preceded by an unauthorised referendum in 
Vorarlberg in 1919 between Switzerland and Austria. Whereas the Wilsonian 

43	  Sarah Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, with a Collection of Official Documents. 2 Vol. 
(Washington, DC: Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 1933), Vol. 1, 11. See further, Allen 
Lynch, ‘Woodrow Wilson and the Principle of “National Self-Determination”: A Reconsideration’, 
Review of International Studies 28, no. 2 (2002): 419–36; Trygve Throntveit, ‘The Fable of the Fourteen 
Points: Woodrow Wilson and National Self-Determination’, Diplomatic History 35, no. 3 (2011): 
445–81. Semantically and pragmatically, ‘self-determination’ underwent a metamorphosis after another 
World War, with UN charters and mandates, decolonisation, and its equivocal origins from the German 
language (i.e., Selbstbestimmung), also in hindsight on Nazi-Germany. Cf. Hannum Hurst, ‘Rethinking 
Self-Determination’, Virginia Journal of International Law 34, no. 1 (1993): 1–69 [2–12].
44	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 13 and 4. 
45	  For Wilson versus the US Senate, see John Milton Cooper, Breaking the Heart of the World: 
Woodrow Wilson and the Fight for the League of Nations (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001); 
see further, Stephen Wertheim, ‘The League That Wasn’t: American Designs for a Legalist-Sanctionist 
League of Nations and the Intellectual Origins of International Organization, 1914–1920’, Diplomatic 
History 35, no. 5 (2011): 797–836.  
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envoy Whitehouse had been grounded in Berne in 1918 without adequate 
diplomatic papers that would have enabled her to travel and inspect this 
corner of Europe, Wambaugh, the LoN employee and hence detached from 
the White House, was free to explore it four years later to gather and analyse 
data for the future realisation of plebiscites by the LoN.

Accordingly, in 1922, Wambaugh conducted field studies of the entire 
Alpine region, travelling from Vorarlberg to the Burgenland. She spent the 
summer in Carinthia, parts of which had remained on the Austrian side 
after a plebiscite between the First Republic and the Kingdom of Serbs, 
Croats, and Slovenes (SCS) two years earlier, commissioned by the Treaty 
of Saint Germain. Although Wambaugh was not directly involved in this 
referendum, it assumed a central place in her work as ‘the best precedent’, 
and she referred to it and used it as a positive and successful template in all 
her studies about the theory and practicalities of plebiscites.46

In making the trip to this strategic triangle situated between Austrian, 
Italian, and SCS spheres—‘a region important because of railroad 
connections affecting southern Europe’—she somewhat emulated the route 
of the American Field Commission.47 Led by Major Sherman Miles, this 
Commission had ‘mapped’ this area for Archibald Cary Coolidge and The 
Inquiry prior to this referendum. Miles’ team came to the conclusion that this 
landscape was a geographic and economic unit and that the majority of all 
residents, even Slovenes, preferred to stay with Austria.48 Colonel Lawrence 
Martin of Miles’ entourage further recounted the apparent anomaly that 
German-speaking estate holders who owned land in Slovenia favoured the 
SCS state, while much to his ‘surprise the majority of the Slovenes thought 
it wiser that they should continue to be subjects of Austria.’49 The question 
of cultural, linguistic, or national identity thus was deprioritised by most 
inhabitants for economic benefits, as reiterated by later scholarship.50 

46	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘Memorandum’, 10 July 1925, Sarah Wambaugh 
Papers, 1919–1948; 89-M64 [henceforth SWP], box 1, folder 4, 2. Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute, Harvard University, Cambridge, Mass.
47	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 25. In the preface of the same work, she also 
acknowledged Professor Archibald Cary Coolidge. See Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, 
Vol. 1, xii. 
48	  Unpublished reports by Lieutenant Colonel Miles and Lieutenant Le Roy King to Professor 
Archibald Cary Coolidge, as cited in Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 174 n. 2.   
49	  Lawrence Martin, ‘The Perfect Day of an Itinerant Peacemaker’, in Essays Offered to Herbert 
Putnam, eds. William Warner Bishop and Andrew Keogh (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1929), 
333–50 [348].
50	  Guido Tiemann, ‘“Kärnten” = Austria, “Koroška” = Yugoslavia? A Novel Perspective on the 1920 
Carinthian Plebiscite’, Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschung 45, no. 4 (2020): 309–46.
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Similarly, after her tour, Wambaugh shared this finding of the Miles 
Mission, highlighting: ‘The fact appears to be that in the Klagenfurt area 
language statistics gave little indication of national sympathies.’51 Putatively, 
Wambaugh detected streaks and manifestations of ‘national indifference’, 
decades later excellently captured by scholars like Jeremy King, Pieter M. 
Judson, and Tara Zahra.52 However, unlike most of her male colleagues in 
the LoN or military men working for The Inquiry and Wilson himself, 
Wambaugh went a step further by gendering this mental mapping, 
expressively translating the ‘Wilsonian Moment’ and the abstract notion 
of self-determination into a gendered context that encompassed electoral 
rights, privileges, and duties for women.53 Especially in post-conflict 
countries with a substantial decimation of male inhabitants due to combat 
casualties, women constituents attain a pivotal role in election processes, 
and Wambaugh paid credit to this scenario in her writings: 

The principle of woman suffrage in all the plebiscites appears to 
have been adopted as a matter of course by the Allies at Paris, and it 
formed a part, as well, of the conditions for plebiscites demanded by 
the German, Austrian, and Hungarian delegations. In only two cases 
since the war, Vilna and Tacna-Arica, has there been an attempt to 
exclude women from the electorate.54 

For instance, she detailed how Carinthian farmers’ wives (with a Slovene 
background) consulted their local priests, most of whom strongly supported 
the SCS cause, only after they had cast their ballot papers for Austria: ‘But 
even the peasant women were sufficiently independent to vote against their 
priests’ advice, for a Slav told me that many of the women had come to 
the priests for absolution for having voted for Austria.’55 With her keen 
eye on gender constellations in everyday life, Wambaugh deconstructed 
this voting behaviour quite accurately, stressing that electors’ decisions 
in mountainous Carinthia were less based on demographic and more on 

51	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 202. Klagenfurt/Celovec is the province capital 
of Carinthia. 
52	  Jeremy King, Budweisers into Czechs and Germans: A Local History of Bohemian Politics, 1848–1948 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002); Pieter M. Judson, Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the 
Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Tara Zahra, 
Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian Lands, 1900–1948 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008). 
53	  Erez Manela, The Wilsonian Moment: Self-Determination and the International Origins of Anticolonial 
Nationalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). See further, Adom Getachew, Worldmaking after 
Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self-Determination (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019). 
54	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 477.  
55	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘Frontiers by Plebiscite’, SWP, box 2, folder 3, 16a. 
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economic-materialistic parameters, with peasants—and especially female 
peasants in their function as keepers of the hearth and as such home 
economics—calibrating the nearest and therefore most convenient markets 
for their goods: 

And to reach that country [the SCS state] they had to climb back 
over the lofty mountain passes of the Karawankens, a part of the 
Alps, or to take a costly railroad journey through the one tunnel 
which pierced them; while to reach their market town of Klagenfurt, 
from which they were asked to cut themselves, they need only walk 
a few miles.56 

According to Wambaugh, the same women were consequently threatened 
by Yugoslav bullies or ‘Prügelbanden’ [thugs] that frequently roamed the 
countryside during the night and were complemented by ‘the Yugoslav 
police, priests and crowds of rowdies who were rushed to the spot in special 
trains from Yugoslavia … with revolvers and bludgeons.’57

This narrative, it must be remembered, was composed within the backdrop of 
the Red Scare in the American 1920s and the fabric of the ‘tribal twenties’.58 
Subsequently, Wambaugh’s concern about the spreading of Bolshevism 
surfaced much more pronouncedly with her inspection of the Sopron 
plebiscite held in 1921, when the city and its surroundings eventually fell 
to Hungary, provoking fears of a ‘Red peril’.59 Referring to the first Austrian 
chancellor Karl Renner’s proposal to the Versailles Conference in June 1919 
about the necessity of a plebiscite in West Hungary, she emphasised: ‘The 
transfer of the area to Austria was now growing more attractive to the Allies. 
The Béla Kun rule in Hungary, which had begun in March 1919, gave 
a strong inducement for pushing back the frontiers of Bolshevism as far as 
possible from Vienna.’60

56	  Sarah Wambaugh, untitled, undated manuscript, SWP, box 2, folder 1, 1. 
57	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 195–97; Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished 
manuscript ‘Klagenfurt (Carinthia)’, n.d., SWP, box 2, folder 2, 1.
58	  John Higham, Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860–1925 (New Brunswick: 
Rutgers University Press, 1955), 264–99.  
59	  Sarah Wambaugh, unpublished manuscript ‘The Plebiscite in the Burgenland’, n.d., SWP, box 7, 
folder 1, 2. 
60	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 275. For Renner’s proposal, see ‘Note de la 
délégation de la République d‘Autriche, 22 mai–6 aôut, 1919’ (Note No. 17, June 16, 1919, 57), as cited 
Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 275 n. 1.  
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Interestingly, Wambaugh’s sentiments against the rise of Bolshevism  and 
the dissemination of its doctrines were shared by Sherman Miles and were 
also conveyed in George Creel’s writings.61 Creel had traversed this area 
shortly before Kun’s takeover. He also visited ‘Leibach [sic]’ in his pursuit 
of ‘“Americanizing” Mittel Europa’ and lamented that ‘Kun, plentifully 
supplied with Bolshevik money, was preaching the gospel of a new 
revolt.’62 Wambaugh, in turn, echoed his attitudes towards Bolshevist 
coercion, declaring the Sopron plebiscite unfair and controversial because 
of ‘Hungarian Freischärler, or insurgents, well supplied with arms, hand-
grenades and machine-guns’, the equivalent to the Yugoslav Prügelbanden.63 
Wambaugh’s impressions of her Alpine stay in 1922 determined her 
future outlook on European and global issues of diplomacy in Wilsonian 
terms while also adhering to her convictions about gender equality as a 
suffragist. Deploring that ‘the one great state [the United States] … so far 
refuses membership [of the LoN]’, her gendered mapping of border or 
territorial disputes manifested itself in practically all her analyses of and 
cooperation on plebiscites, conducted under the auspices of the LoN.64 
Rendering the female franchise as ‘axiomatic’, Wambaugh understood 
the value and impact of the ‘other’ half of the population when it came 
to designing a ‘new’ world order in conflict-ridden nations diplomatically, 
by harking back to US internationalists’ notions of self-determination, 
formulated during Wilson’s presidency.65 Unlike her suffragist counterpart 
Vira B. Whitehouse, whose agency was veiled by a ‘cloak’—as Hugh Wilson 
nonchalantly put it—of feminine philanthropy and passivity to a point 
of isolation in all-male diplomatic circles, Wambaugh could implicitly act 
as a US agent during phases of interwar American isolationism on many 
occasions such as against a ‘Chileanizing’ of Peru in the abandoned Tacna-
Arica plebiscite of 1925–26, despite the latter Kellogg-Briand Pact.66  

61	  Sherman Miles, ‘The Problem of the Pacifist’, The North American Review 217, no. 808 (1923): 
313–26 [319, 326]. 
62	  Creel, How We Advertised America, 424. 
63	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 278. 
64	  Sarah Wambaugh, ‘Two Accomplishments of the Existing League—The Secretariat and the 
Assembly’, The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 96 (1921): 16–21 [17]. 
65	  Wambaugh, Plebiscites since the World War, Vol. 1, 501. 
66	  Wambaugh, A Monograph on Plebiscites, 161. The Tacna-Arica dispute between Chile and Peru, to 
a certain extent, was also a continuation of geopolitical constellations and antagonisms during WWI, 
with Peru rather siding with the United States and Chile more favourable towards and thus also backed 
by Germany.  
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Concluding Remarks: Isolationists, 
Internationalists, and Suffragists

‘Self-determination’ is not a mere phrase. It is an imperative principle 
of action, which statesmen will henceforth ignore at their peril. … 
The United States has no desire to interfere in European affairs or to 
act as arbiter in European territorial disputes. She would disdain to 
take advantage of any internal weakness or disorder to impose her 
own will upon another people.67

The complex triangular constellation of Wilsonianism, patriotism, and 
gendered dialectics of public versus private spheres becomes the crux for 
understanding Whitehouse’s moderate and mostly eclipsed success in 
Switzerland and Wambaugh’s rather comfortable place within the LoN’s 
worldwide plebiscite schemes and programs. In conclusion, we now may ask 
why the wealthy and well-connected Whitehouse was unable to get her foot 
into the diplomatic door at the same time when Wambaugh started to build 
her positive reputation as the LoN’s key person for plebiscite questions, 
regardless of prevailing sexism and misogyny. As soon as Whitehouse 
attempted to act as a national representative in international spheres—as a 
governmental agent in her own words—her fate was doomed. Wambaugh, 
by contrast, could easily fly under the radar by operating as a transnational, 
formally objective officer for mankind’s community of the LoN. Not directly 
affiliated with her country of origin, the United States, hers became labelled 
a neutral, transcontinental job, resembling international interests. Indeed, 
during the interwar years, the LoN increasingly promoted women’s validity 
in humanitarian and minor or medium-level administrative positions 
for precisely that reason.68 Whereas Whitehouse stayed an ambivalent 
or ambiguous ambassador for the United States, Wambaugh became an 
auxiliary ambassador for the future UN. 

67	  President Wilson’s Address to Congress, delivered in Joint Session, 11 February 1918, 10–11, 
Image 1050 of Woodrow Wilson Papers: Series 7: Speeches, Writings, and Academic Material, 1873–
1923; Subseries B: Messages to Congress, 1913–1921; 1913, Apr. 7–1918, May 27, Library of Congress 
(loc.gov) and Image 1049 of Woodrow Wilson Papers: Series 7: Speeches, Writings, and Academic 
Material, 1873–1923; Subseries B: Messages to Congress, 1913–1921; 1913, Apr. 7–1918, May 27, 
Library of Congress (loc.gov) , accessed 25 June 2023.
68	  For the LoN’s perspective on women as non-state actors, see Madeline Herren, ‘Gender and 
International Relations through the Lens of the League of Nations (1919–1945)’, in Women, Diplomacy 
and International Politics since 1500, eds. Glenda Sluga and Carolyn James (London: Routledge, 2016), 
182–201.
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Whitehouse’s endeavour in Berne was further complicated in that she tried 
to penetrate and interfere with exactly this habitual masculine territory 
of diplomacy, whilst Wambaugh appeared on the scene as a theoretical 
and practical instructor of a fairly novel subject, plebiscites, and therefore 
could fill a vacant space without much competition. Her task, originally, 
was to compile information that was afterwards used by male diplomats 
and decision-makers—similar to the behind-the-scenes manoeuvres of 
ambassadors’ wives in support of their husbands.69 Whitehouse, again, was 
supposed to run and direct the CPI headquarters in Berne, outranking 
and supervising many of her male staff. 

The storylines of both suffragists show that the leverage and, subsequently, 
the impact of female emissaries’ international thought and action was 
extremely context dependent in the socio-political turmoil and upheaval 
during the interwar years. Whitehouse, the glamourous high-society lady 
whose maternal qualities were praised by the New York press, found herself 
at odds in the conservative environments on the other side of the Atlantic. 
The unmarried, childless Wambaugh, who made it a habit to refrain 
from being in the spotlight or disclose her private affairs, could engineer 
her ambassadorial engagements with a distinctly biased, cultural-colonial 
American nuance within the LoN at a time when this organisation was still 
evolving ideologically and logistically.70 

In the post-conflict dynamics of the interwar years with a tapestry of 
geopolitical and national as well as nationalist interests, the ‘Alpine 
adventures’ of both US suffragists enhanced American domestic and foreign 
policies with the dimension of gender. As female pioneers in transatlantic 
diplomacy, they also stood at the crossroads of interwar developments and, 
to a certain extent, helped pave the way towards a more inclusive approach 
regarding post-conflict negotiations and peace matters, interfacing with 
nation building and national emancipation. Significantly, the 1920s and 
1930s typified a ‘gendering’ of IR.71 Likewise and with the dawning era 

69	  See, for instance, Katie Hickman, Daughters of Britannia: The Lives and Times of Diplomatic Wives 
(London: HarperCollins, 1999); Molly M. Wood, ‘Diplomatic Wives: The Politics of Domesticity and 
the “Social Game” in the U.S. Foreign Service, 1905–1941’, Journal of Women’s History 17, no. 2 (2005): 
142–65.
70	  Quite symbolic of Wambaugh’s withdrawn lifestyle and enigmatic profile, her papers were 
discovered by mere coincidence in the basement of the Harvard Law School Library in 1970 and 
comprise only professional, no personal writings and texts.
71	  See Jan Stöckmann, ‘Women, Wars, and World Affairs: Recovering Feminist International Relations, 
1915–39’, Review of International Studies 44, no. 2 (2018): 215–35; Patricia Owens and Katharina Rietzler, 
eds., Women’s International Thought: A New History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021).  
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of postcolonialism, intersectional responses to transnational problems and 
crises began to include the factor ‘race’ in addition to ‘gender’ and ‘class’.72 
Few of these actors, whether Vira B. Whitehouse, Sarah Wambaugh, or 
‘new’ and less privileged voices like Eslanda Cardozo Goode Robeson 
(1895–1965), would have presumed that one hundred years on and with 
current diplomatic challenges and human catastrophes, there was still much 
to be accomplished on global platforms to establish and guarantee safety 
and stability, particularly for civilians. 

72	  See Keisha N. Blain, Set the World on Fire: Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for 
Freedom (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Imaobong D. Umoren, Race Women 
Internationalists: Activist-Intellectuals and Global Freedom Struggles (Oakland: University of California 
Press, 2018). 
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