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Abstract

This paper applies the Three Laws and Nine Theorems of Procurement Physics — a 
structural framework for evaluating commitment architecture — to the Treaty of Versailles 
(1919), using the Library of Congress text (LCCN 43036001) as the primary source. The 
analysis demonstrates that the Treaty's failures were not accidents of execution or failures 
of political will but architectural defects embedded in the text before ratification. The 
framework identifies five critical structural failure points: the feasibility gate never closed 
on reparations obligations; accountability was diffused across overlapping enforcement 
institutions; the Allied coalition lacked the structural capacity to hold the commitment 
architecture it created; every stress event produced renegotiation rather than adaptation; 
and no credible enforcement or exit mechanism existed. These findings are not 
retrospective. Applied to the Treaty text before the consequences were realized, the 
framework predicts exactly the pattern of cascading failure — continuous renegotiation 
from 1920 to 1932, terminal repudiation from 1933 to 1939 — that history records. The 
paper concludes with a structural comparison to the Marshall Plan (1948), which honored 
the same three laws the Treaty violated, and with implications for the design of durable 
multilateral commitments.

Keywords: Treaty of Versailles, commitment architecture, procurement physics, 
feasibility, accountability, Marshall Plan, international agreements, structural failure

I. Introduction
The Treaty of Versailles has been examined through nearly every available analytical lens 
— diplomatic history (MacMillan, 2001), economic analysis (Keynes, 1919), political 
science (Carr, 1939), and international relations theory (Cohrs, 2006). The scholarly 
consensus is that the Treaty failed, but the precise mechanism of failure remains contested. 
Was it the severity of the reparations? The exclusion of Germany from negotiations? The 
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absence of American participation in the League of Nations? The divergent interests of the 
Allied powers?

This paper proposes a different analytical frame: the Treaty failed because its commitment 
architecture was structurally defective. The failure was not a matter of degree — too harsh, 
too lenient, too ambitious — but of structure. The Treaty violated the conditions that any 
durable commitment, at any scale, must satisfy to be real rather than fictional.

The analytical framework applied here is Procurement Physics, a structural diagnostic 
developed over fiftyyears of empirical observation in capital project delivery and 
formalized as the Three Laws and Nine Theorems (Shelton & Shelton, 2026a, 2026b). The 
framework was designed for evaluating capital asset procurement structures, but its 
foundational principles address universal questions of commitment architecture: Who 
decides? In what sequence? With what institutional capacity to hold? These questions are 
as applicable to a multilateral peace treaty as to a federal building contract, and the 
structural patterns the framework identifies — accountability diffusion, sequence 
violations, capacity failures — assert themselves regardless of context.

This is not an argument that the Treaty should have been structured as a procurement 
document. It is an argument that the structural laws governing durable commitment do not 
recognize political context as an exemption. Where the Treaty's structure mirrors patterns 
the framework identifies as failure-prone, failure was not merely predictable — it was 
structurally inevitable.

The analysis was conducted using a proprietary diagnostic instrument developed by the 
authors applying the Three Laws and Nine Theorems to the full Treaty text.

II. The Analytical Framework
II.A The Three Laws of Procurement Physics

The framework rests on three foundational laws, each of which describes a structural 
condition that must be satisfied for any commitment to be durable.

Law I — Singular Accountability: Authority and liability must be singular. Whoever 
decides must fully own the consequence. When authority is shared, liability diffuses. When 
liability diffuses, no one is responsible.

Law II — Sequence: Feasibility must precede commitment. Commitment before 
feasibility selects for the appearance of compliance, not actual performance. The party that 
cannot say no to what is infeasible cannot deliver what was promised.

Law III — Capacity: The party that holds the commitment — the "owner" in 
procurement terms — must have the structural capacity to enforce outcomes, accept 
market realities, and refrain from intervention that undermines execution authority.
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II.B The Nine Theorems

The Three Laws generate nine operational theorems that provide specific diagnostic 
criteria. These are summarized in Section III and applied in full in Section IV.

II.C The Feasibility Gate

The framework's most consequential concept is the Feasibility Gate — the moment 
between promise-making and commitment at which the structural soundness of the 
agreement must be determined. When the gate closes on a feasibility-validated 
commitment, the agreement is admissible. When the gate closes prematurely — or never 
closes at all — structural strain is stored in the commitment architecture. That strain is 
conserved. It will be realized through failure, renegotiation, or collapse. The form varies. 
The occurrence does not.

II.D The Third Party

Every commitment has three structural roles. The First Party makes the promise. The 
Second Party receives it. The Third Party bears the consequences without having 
negotiated the terms. In the Treaty of Versailles, the First Parties are the Allied Powers. 
The Second Party is Germany. The Third Party — the party that bore the ultimate 
consequences of the Treaty's structural failures — is the generation that lived through the 
Second World War.

The Third Party Quotient — the degree to which a commitment structure protects those 
who bear consequences without power — is the ultimate measure of structural integrity. 
By this measure, the Treaty of Versailles is among the most consequential structural 
failures in recorded history.

III. Executive Summary of Findings
Overall Structural Integrity: Critical Failure.

The Treaty of Versailles violates all Three Laws and seven of Nine Theorems. This is not a 
marginal assessment. The Treaty's structural defects are systematic and architectural. They 
are present in the text before ratification. They predict, with precision, the pattern of failure 
that history records: continuous renegotiation from the Spa Conference (1920) through the 
Lausanne Conference (1932), followed by terminal repudiation from 1933 to 1939.
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IV. Law-by-Law Analysis
IV.A Law I: Singular Accountability

Status: Violated systematically throughout the Treaty's structure.

Reparations (Part VIII, Articles 231–247). Article 231 assigns liability to Germany 
("responsibility of Germany and her allies for causing all the loss and damage"). However, 
the determination of what Germany owes, the schedule of payment, and the enforcement 
of payment are delegated to a Reparation Commission composed of representatives of 
multiple Allied powers (Art. 233). The Commission has authority to determine amounts; 

Law / Theorem Status Core Finding

Law I: Singular Accountability ✗ Violated Accountability diffused across Reparation 
Commission, League Council, individual Allied 
powers, and Germany

Law II: Sequence ✗ Violated Obligations imposed before feasibility established; 
amount unknown at signing

Law III: Capacity ✗ Violated Allied coalition lacked structural capacity to 
enforce, accept market reality, or refrain

Theorem 1: Price Fixed Before 
Value Competed

✗ Violated Reparations amount undefined at signing; 
delegated to post-hoc Commission

Theorem 2: Scope Prioritized ✗ Violated All obligations treated as equally mandatory; no 
Required/Desired/Optional hierarchy

Theorem 3: Market Defines 
Feasibility

✗ Violated No capacity validation; terms imposed without 
obligor input

Theorem 4: Substantiation Is 
theContract

⚠ Partial Military limits substantiated; reparations narrative 
only

Theorem 5: Competition on 
Guaranteed Value

✗ Violated No competitive process; terms imposed

Theorem 6: Owner Non- 
Intervention Is Governance

✗ Violated Continuous Allied intervention structurally 
required

Theorem 7: Quality Verified in 
Operation

⚠ Partial Saar plebiscite is genuine operational test; 
reparations have no completion threshold

Theorem 8: Stress Increases 
Advantage

✗ Violated Every stress event produced renegotiation, not 
adaptation

Theorem 9: Cancellation Must 
Be Credible

✗ Violated No credible enforcement or orderly exit 
mechanism
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Germany has the obligation to pay; no single entity holds both authority and liability. The 
Allied powers define reparations but bear no structural consequence if their definitions are 
infeasible. Germany bears the consequence but has no authority over the definition. This is 
the structural pattern Law I identifies as the primary generator of accountability failure: 
authority and liability separated across parties.

Territorial Provisions (Part III, Articles 31–117). Territorial transfers involve 
overlapping authorities that map precisely to Law I's failure pattern. Belgium's sovereignty 
over Eupen and Malmedy (Art. 34) includes a provision for inhabitants to record 
preferences, with results communicated to the League of Nations, which makes the final 
determination. Three separate authorities — Belgium, the population, the League — none 
of which singularly owns the consequence.

Saar Basin (Articles 45–50, Annex). France receives ownership of coal mines. A 
Governing Commission of five members, appointed by the League Council, governs the 
territory. Germany retains obligations regarding pensions and prior commitments. After 
fifteen years, a plebiscite determines sovereignty. Authority isp p y , p g y y distributed 
across four entities: France (mines), the League Commission (governance), Germany 
(ongoing obligations), the population (future sovereignty). No single entity governs the 
outcome.

League of Nations Covenant (Part I, Articles 1–26). The League itself embodies 
diffused accountability. Article 5 requires unanimity for most decisions. Article 16's 
sanctions mechanism requires collective action by all Members. Article 11 declares that 
war is "a matter of concern to the whole League" — which, under Law I, means it is the 
concern of no one in particular. The enforcement architecture requires precisely the 
collective restraint and alignment that divergent national interests consistently undermine.

Structural assessment. The Treaty creates a multi-layered accountability structure in 
which no single entity holds singular authority and liability for any major commitment. 
This mirrors the structural pattern identified in collaborative delivery methods where 
shared risk means shared authority — and shared authority means no one is ultimately 
responsible when commitments fail.

IV.B Law II: Sequence

Status: Violated. Commitments imposed without feasibility validation.

Reparations sequence. Article 232 requires Germany to make "compensation for all 
damage done to the civilian population of the Allied and Associated Powers." Article 233 
creates a Reparation Commission to determine the total amount — but this determination 
occurs after the commitment is made. Germany is obligated to pay before the amount is 
known. The amount is determined without any market validation of Germany's capacity to 
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pay. The Feasibility Gate never closes because feasibility is never established. John 
Maynard Keynes, writing immediately after the Treaty's signing, argued before the 
conference that German reparations should be limited to £2,000 million — a fraction of 
what was eventually demanded — on the grounds that this represented the outer boundary 
of Germany's realistic payment capacity (Keynes, 1919, Chapter V). Every economist who 
examined the reparations provisions identified this sequence violation before the ink was 
dry.

Territorial feasibility. The territorial provisions of Part III transfer populations, economic 
assets, and infrastructure across sovereign boundaries without validating whether receiving 
states have the administrative, economic, or institutional capacity to absorb them. The 
sequence is: commit, then discover what happens.

Military constraints (Part V, Articles 159–213). Germany is limited to an army of 
100,000 (Art. 160), prohibited from maintaining an air force (Art. 198), and restricted to a 
navy of six battleships (Art. 181). These constraints are imposed without assessing whether 
they are enforceable over time — without validating the feasibility of long-term 
compliance monitoring.

Structural assessment. Law II states that commitment before feasibility selects for the 
appearance of compliance, not actual performance. Germany signed because it had no 
alternative — not because the commitments were feasible. Every subsequent interaction 
became a dispute about what was possible rather than an execution of what was agreed. 
The entire post-Versailles diplomatic calendar — the Spa Conference (1920), the London 
Schedule (1921), the Dawes Plan (1924), the Young Plan (1929), the Lausanne Conference 
(1932) — is the predictable consequence of an open feasibility gate.p q p y g

IV.C Law III: Capacity

Status: Violated. Enforcement institutions lacked structural capacity to hold.

The League of Nations as owner. The League was created by the Treaty itself (Part I). It 
had no independent enforcement mechanism, no military force, and no economic leverage 
independent of its Members. Its decisions required unanimity (Art. 5). Any single Member 
could block enforcement. The "owner" of the Treaty's enforcement apparatus could not act 
without consensus among parties with fundamentally divergent interests.

Allied divergence. France demanded security guarantees and maximum reparations. 
Britain sought European economic recovery and trade normalization. The United States 
Senate never ratified the Treaty and never joined the League. The "owner" entity was a 
coalition of divergent interests — structurally incapable of the unified capacity Law III 
requires.
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Inability to refrain. Law III identifies a critical and counterintuitive element of owner 
capacity: the ability to refrain from intervention after commitment. The Treaty's structure 
required continuous Allied intervention — reparation schedule adjustments, plebiscite 
administration, Commission decisions, sanctions enforcement — that prevented any clean 
handoff of execution authority. The Reparation Commission (Art. 233) exercises ongoing 
authority over Germany's economic obligations indefinitely. The Allied powers never step 
back because the Treaty's structure cannot function without their continuous participation.

Structural assessment. When the owner lacks the structural capacity to enforce 
constraints credibly, those constraints become negotiations waiting to happen. The Treaty's 
constraints were, in practice, exactly that. Every reparation schedule was renegotiated. 
Every territorial arrangement required ongoing administration. Every military constraint 
required monitoring the enforcement institutions could not sustain. The Treaty was a 
commitment architecture without the institutional capacity to hold it.

V. Theorem-by-Theorem Analysis
V.A Theorem 1: Price Is Fixed Before Value Is Competed

Status: Violated.

The reparations amount was deliberately left undefined at signing. Article 233 delegates 
determination to the Reparation Commission with a deadline of May 1, 1921. Germany 
signed a commitment with an unknown price. In structural terms, this is equivalent to 
awarding a contract with a blank cost line. The price — the Treaty's most consequential 
term — is a post-commitment discovery rather than a pre-commitment constraint.

V.B Theorem 2: Scope Is Prioritized, Not Promised

Status: Violated.

The Treaty contains no scope prioritization. Every obligation is presented as equally 
mandatory. There is no Required/Desired/Optional hierarchy. When everything is required, 
feasibility cannot flex. The result was de facto prioritization through twenty years of crisis 
rather than structural design: territorial changes proved durable while reparations 
collapsed, but this was determined by political and economic pressure rather than 
structural architecture.

V.C Theorem 3: The Market Defines Feasibility

Status: Violated.

At no point does the Treaty validate Germany's capacity to fulfill its obligations through 
any accountable market affirmation. Germany was presented with terms and required to 
sign. The party bearing liability had no role in defining what was achievable. The Allied 

7



Powers defined both the problem and the solution without input from the party responsible 
for execution — the precise inversion of what Law I requires.

V.D Theorem 4: Substantiation Is the Contract

Status: Partial.

Some Treaty provisions are substantiated with precision: territorial boundaries (Arts. 27–
30) are specified in detailed geographic terms; military limitations (Part V) are numerically 
exact — 100,000 troops, six battleships, zero aircraft. These provisions function as 
substantiated commitments: measurable, enforceable, objectively verifiable. However, the 
Treaty's most consequential provision — reparations — is pure narrative. Article 231 
establishes moral responsibility. Article 232 requires "compensation for all damage." The 
actual amount, schedule, and mechanism are delegated to a future Commission. The 
contract's most important term is a narrative promise.

V.E Theorem 5: Competition on Guaranteed Depth of Value

Status: Violated.

This theorem is structurally inapplicable in its pure form: the Treaty was not a competitive 
procurement. However, its underlying principle — that committed parties should guarantee 
the depth of value they will deliver — is entirely absent. Germany guaranteed nothing; 
obligations were imposed. No mechanism existed for Germany to define what it could 
guarantee. The entire commitment architecture is imposed rather than negotiated, meaning 
no market-driven quality signal exists.

V.F Theorem 6: Owner Non-Intervention Is Governance

Status: Violated.

The Treaty requires continuous Allied intervention: Reparation Commission oversight 
(Art. 233), Saar Governing Commission (Annex §16–39), multiple Boundary 
Commissions, Military Control Commissions, ongoing League oversight of mandates (Art. 
22). There is no post-commitment phase in which the owners step back and allow the 
obligor to execute. Where silence preserves accountability, the Treaty's structure is 
continuous noise.

V.G Theorem 7: Quality Is Verified in Operation

Status: Partial.

The Saar plebiscite (Annex §34–35) is a genuine operational test: fifteen years of 
governance followed by a democratic determination of sovereignty. The military limitation 
provisions included on-site inspection mechanisms. However, the Treaty's central 
commitment — reparations — has no operational verification standard and no defined 
completion point. Germany's obligations are perpetual: there is no threshold at which 
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performance is deemed sufficient. This is the structural equivalent of a construction 
contract with no definition of substantial completion.

V.H Theorem 8: Stress Must Increase Advantage

Status: Violated.

This theorem functions as a diagnostic test: if pressure causes renegotiation, the system is 
fragile. The Treaty’s history is a chronicle of renegotiation under stress. The reparations 
framework was renegotiated at the Spa Conference (1920), the London Schedule of 
Payments (1921), the Dawes Plan (1924), and the Young Plan (1929), before being 
effectively abandoned at Lausanne (1932). France's occupation of the Ruhr (1923) — an 
attempt to enforce compliance through unilateral stress — produced German 
hyperinflation, not improved performance. Every application of pressure produced 
renegotiation or collapse. By the framework's diagnostic, the Treaty was fragile from 
inception.

V.I Theorem 9: Cancellation Must Be Credible

Status: Violated.

Article 16 provided for economic sanctions against covenant-breakers but required 
unanimous collective action — structurally implausible given Allied divergence. There 
was no mechanism for orderly termination if feasibility proved impossible. The result: 
Germany unilaterally cancelled its obligations (rearmament from 1935, Rhineland 
remilitarization 1936, formal repudiation 1935–1939), and the enforcement apparatus 
could not respond because it had never possessed credible enforcement authority. When 
constraints are not credible, they become negotiations waiting to happen. The entire 
interwar period is precisely that: a twenty-year negotiation about whether the Treaty's 
constraints were real.

VI. The Five Critical Failure Points
Ranked by historical consequence:

1. The Feasibility Gate Never Closed. The Treaty's defining structural defect. Germany 
was committed to obligations whose feasibility was never established. The reparations 
amount was unknown at signing. Germany's economic capacity to pay was never assessed 
by an accountable party. Every subsequent Treaty crisis — the reparations disputes, the 
Ruhr occupation, the cascading renegotiations — traces directly to this open gate.

2. Accountability Diffusion Across Enforcement Entities. No single entity held singular 
authority and liability for Treaty enforcement. When enforcement was needed, no 
entity could act unilaterally and no entity was accountable for failure to act.
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3. The Owner Coalition Lacked Structural Capacity. The Allied Powers lacked every 
element of capacity Law III requires. The United States' failure to ratify the Treaty 
removed the most economically powerful owner from the enforcement structure entirely. 
The Treaty was a commitment architecture whose owners could not hold it.

4. Stress Produced Fragility, Not Antifragility. Every major stress event — Germany's 
moratorium request (1922), the Ruhr occupation (1923), the global economic crisis (1929–
1932) — produced renegotiation, not adaptation. The terminal stress events of 1933–1939 
produced complete structural collapse.

5. No Credible Exit or Enforcement Mechanism. The enforcement apparatus was 
structurally incredible from day one. When termination came, it was catastrophic rather 
than structural.

VII. Structural Comparison: The Marshall Plan
The contrast between the Treaty of Versailles and the Marshall Plan (1948) is the 
framework's most powerful comparative case. Same continent. Same countries. Same 
underlying tensions. Different commitment architecture. Different outcome.

The Marshall Plan honored all three laws the Treaty violated.

Law I — Singular Accountability. The Economic Cooperation Administration (ECA) 
was created as a singular U.S. institutional entity with clear authority and accountability 
for program delivery. Recipient nations signed bilateral agreements with the United States, 
not with a multi-party commission requiring unanimity.

Law II — Sequence. Feasibility was established before commitment. The European 
Recovery Program was preceded by extensive analysis of European economic capacity — 
what was needed, what was achievable, over what timeframe. Commitments were 
calibrated to validated capacity.

Law III — Capacity. The United States had the institutional and economic capacity to 
hold the commitment architecture it created. The ECA could disburse funds, attach 
conditions, and enforce requirements without requiring Allied consensus. The owner could 
act. 

The Third Party for the Marshall Plan — the generation that grew up in postwar Western 
Europe — was protected rather than sacrificed. The Marshall Plan produced economic 
recovery, democratic consolidation, and sixty years of European peace. The Treaty of 
Versailles produced twenty years of crisis and sixty million deaths.Same structural laws. 
Applied or violated. Different outcomes that were structurally determined before either 
agreement was signed.
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VIII. Predicted Outcomes: Structural Comparison

IX. Implications for Multilateral Commitment Design
The Treaty of Versailles is not merely a historical case. It is a structural template for how 
multilateral commitments fail — and the structural conditions it violated are violated 
routinely in contemporary treaty design, institutional architecture, and international 
agreements. The framework's implications for the design of durable multilateral 
commitments are direct.

First, the feasibility gate must close before commitment is made. Any multilateral 
obligation that defers the determination of what is actually owed — in amount, schedule, 
and mechanism — to a post-commitment body is storing structural strain that will be 
realized as controversy, renegotiation, or collapse.

Dimension Treaty as Signed Restructured per Framework Principles

Reparations Amount undefined; continuous 
renegotiation (1920– 1932); effective 
abandonment. Fraction of claimed 
amount collected.

Fixed amount based on validated capacity; 
defined payment schedule; operational 
completion threshold. Predictable revenue 
stream for Allied reconstruction.

Enforcement Collective mechanism requiring 
unanimity; no independent 
enforcement capacity; unilateral 
actions producing perverse outcomes.

Singular enforcement authority with 
independent resources; pre-defined 
consequences for non- compliance; no 
unanimity requirement.

Stress 
Response

Every stress event produced 
renegotiation and degradation. 
Terminal failure: complete repudiation.

Feasibility-validated commitments with 
prioritized scope can absorb stress through 
scope adjustment rather than structural 
collapse.

Legitimacy Perceived as punitive and infeasible; 
became rallying point for nationalist 
repudiation; contributed to conditions 
enabling World War II.

Feasibility-validated obligations carry 
structural legitimacy; obligor participated 
in capacity assessment; completion is 
achievable and visible.

Duration Effective enforcement collapsed within 
13 years. Complete repudiation within 
20 years.

Feasibility-closed commitments with 
credible enforcement would be self-
sustaining within their defined scope and 
duration.

Controversy 
Cost

Twenty years of continuous diplomatic 
controversy labor: conferences, 
renegotiations, commissions, 
occupations, crises — none producing 
infrastructure or recovery.

Structural closure at the Feasibility Gate 
eliminates the conditions that generate 
post- commitment controversy labor.
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Second, enforcement authority must be singular and independent. Enforcement 
mechanisms that require unanimous collective action among parties with divergent 
interests are structurally incredible. The constraint is real only if a single accountable entity 
can enforce it without consensus.

Third, the obligation must have a defined completion event. Perpetual obligations with no 
operational standard of fulfillment create permanent grievance. When compliance cannot 
be achieved and demonstrated, the commitment becomes a standing instrument of 
resentment rather than a structural settlement.

Fourth, the Third Party must be seen. The generation that will bear the consequences of 
any multilateral commitment — the Third Party that is always present and never seated at 
the table — is the ultimate measure of whether the commitment was real. A commitment 
architecture that cannot protect its Third Party has failed structurally, regardless of whether 
the signatories are satisfied.

X. Conclusion
The Treaty of Versailles did not fail because its authors were incompetent or because 
Germany was uniquely intransigent. It failed because its structure violated discovered laws 
of commitment architecture. The same laws that govern why collaborative delivery 
methods produce friction in capital construction govern why the Versailles settlement 
produced twenty years of crisis and, ultimately, catastrophe.

These laws are not retrospective. Applied to the Treaty text before the consequences were 
realized, they predict exactly what history records: a commitment architecture that stored 
structural strain at every feasibility gate it failed to close, that diffused accountability until 
no one was responsible, and that produced fragility so comprehensive that every stress 
event pushed the structure toward collapse rather than adaptation.

The Marshall Plan passed the same test. History confirmed that prediction too.

The laws do not guarantee good outcomes. Political constraints, historical contingencies, 
and human fallibility operate within any structural framework. But the laws identify the 
structural conditions without which durable commitment is impossible — regardless of 
intention, intelligence, or goodwill.

The word for what the Treaty of Versailles lacked — and what the Marshall Plan provided 
— is PROMISE. Not the sentiment. The structure.
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