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Introduction

Frank McDonough

in an article published in National Interest in 1989 francis fukuyama confi-
dently predicted the end of history: ‘that is, the end point of mankind’s 
ideological evolution and the universalization of western liberal democracy as 
the final form of human government’.1 The fall of the Berlin wall, the collapse 
of communism and the end of the cold war all seemed to confirm fukuyama’s 
prophecy. Yet the crashing of three hijacked jets into the twin towers of new 
York’s world trade center and the pentagon in washington in september 
2001, subsequent protracted wars in iraq and afghanistan and a banking crisis 
comparable to the wall street crash serve to demonstrate that history is very 
much alive and kicking in the twenty-first century. 
 in the discourse of modern-day international relations the causes and 
consequences of the second world war are still current. ‘auschwitz’ and 
‘hiroshima’ are words that evoke this ‘century of violence’. any politician who 
mentions ‘appeasement’ is derided. no one wants to be cast in the role of 
neville chamberlain. george w. Bush, Us president from 2000 to 2008, called 
iran, iraq and north Korea the ‘axis of evil’ – an obvious reference to the axis 
powers of the 1930s. words like ‘war crimes’ and ‘genocide’ occur regularly in 
debates on present-day conflicts. This is therefore an opportune moment to 
offer a wide-ranging re-assessment of the international crisis that led to the 
bloodiest global conflict in human history. 
 what we now call the second world war is generally thought to have started 
with the german attack on poland on 1 september 1939. in fact, that did not 
start a ‘world war’, only a limited conflict involving five european powers: 
germany, poland, france, Britain and the soviet Union. it was really a five-week 
german–polish war. poland’s western allies stayed on the sidelines. hitler and 
stalin then shared the spoils as part of a secret bargain struck during negotia-
tions for the infamous nazi–soviet pact signed on 23 august 1939. The western 
european war that began in the spring of 1940 was primarily a franco-german 
war, leading to a german occupation of paris and preceded by a humiliating, 
if miraculous, British evacuation at dunkirk. The war in europe only escalated 
into a protracted struggle following the massive german attack on the soviet 
Union in June 1941. The african theatre of war primarily involved Britain 
defending its imperial possessions against italian forces, helped by a limited 
number of german tank units. in asia, Japan and china had been at war since 
1937. The Japanese decision to attack the american naval fleet at pearl harbor 
on 7 december 1941 marked a further escalation of the conflict. four days later, 
hitler declared war on the Usa. This is the point at which we can really talk 
of a ‘world’ war, though even that claim needs refinement. it is more precise to 
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define the second world war as a series of major and minor regional conflicts 
occurring on a global scale. each had distinctive causes and characteristics. 
 an earlier european war that began in 1914 had also expanded to involve all 
the main protagonists who later participated in the second world war and the 
potential connections between the two twentieth-century global conflicts have 
exercised scholars ever since. some would argue that there was a ‘european 
civil war’ going on in the first half of the ‘century of violence’. There were many 
developments to which the 1914–18 war made a significant contribution: the 
fall of the romanovs and the triumph of Bolshevism in the russian revolution 
of 1917; the crisis of italian liberal parliamentarianism and the rise of Mussolini 
and fascism in 1922; the economic disruption that culminated in the 1929 
wall street crash and the great depression, which combined with disgruntled 
nationalism to bring hitler and the nazis to power in germany in 1933; and 
a number of disappointed or discontented powers seeking opportunities to 
overturn the post-war order.
 it has long been my belief that this seminal event of the twentieth century 
can only be fully understood through international collaboration. This project 
brings together a team of leading historians and international relations experts 
to offer new insights based on cutting-edge research. The specially commis-
sioned chapters that follow form the widest-ranging international perspective 
on the origins of the second world war ever attempted in a single volume. 
 any meaningful understanding of the origins of the war must begin with 
an assessment of the paris peace settlements of 1919. historians have generally 
viewed them as a failed compromise between the idealism of woodrow wilson, 
the Us president, and the hard-headed realism of the victorious european 
powers: Britain, france, and italy. The central objective was to prevent another 
war by imposing restrictions on the defeated powers. The treaty of versailles, 
which dealt with germany, was signed on 28 June 1919.2 for the iconoclastic 
British historian a.J.p taylor a second war between germany and Britain and 
france over versailles was implicit from the moment that treaty was signed. 3 
alan sharp acknowledges the strong contemporary and subsequent condemna-
tions of versailles, but suggests in a nuanced account that we should take more 
account of the enormous pressure under which the peacemakers deliberated, 
which made the conclusion of any treaties a remarkable feat. sharp claims that if 
blame is assigned fairly, then it should be spread between those who concluded 
the settlement and subsequent leaders who had ample opportunity to rectify 
its alleged deficiencies between 1919 and 1939. sharp points to three key 
reasons why this did not happen: america’s renunciation of responsibility for 
executing treaties that its representatives in paris had crucial roles in drafting; 
deep anglo-french divisions of policy that persisted throughout the inter-war 
period; and germany’s refusal to accept the military verdict of the first world 
war. 
 The paris peace conference also gave birth to the league of nations. The 
league, based in neutral geneva, was pledged to ‘respect and preserve against 
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external aggression all the members’ and to take action against any aggressor 
via economic sanctions and if they failed through ‘collective military action’. The 
league of nations has been branded as a failure by most historians. ruth henig 
explains that while in the short term it could not fulfil the ambitious goals of 
its founders, largely because of the non-cooperation of the Usa and the soviet 
Union and then by the military challenges of Japan, italy and germany, the 
league was an important foundation for the flowering of international collabo-
ration and was an important influence in the development of global multilateral 
cooperation.4

 The three powers that effectively destroyed the world order established at 
paris were Japan, italy and germany. all three had fascist or extreme nation-
alist regimes. They were perceived to be ‘have-not’ powers unhappy with the 
post-war world order. during the 1930s they increased military expenditure and 
engaged in foreign policies that flouted the authority of the league of nations. 
Their determination to upset the status quo made a fundamental contribution 
to the outbreak of war. Yet each of these powers felt it had legitimate grievances 
that could only be rectified by force. it was their determination to act in this way 
that produced the trigger points that led to the second world war and a great 
weight of historical research has been devoted to trying to explain why they 
acted as they did, including a number of chapters in this volume. 
 Japan embarked on a series of conflicts with china, the Usa and the British 
empire.5 M.g. sheftall’s chapter on imperial era Japanese military ideology 
argues that it was distorted reactions to perceived western cultural threats 
during the period of rapid industrialization after the mid-nineteenth century 
that found their ultimate expression in the ideological extremes of Japanese 
militarism, with dire consequences for tens of millions of lives in asia. sheftall 
claims that ‘bugs’ in Japan’s ‘cultural software’ eventually manifested themselves 
in irrational decision making by Japanese political and military leaders and 
encouraged a popular wave of public support for wars that culminated in 
disaster and occupation. in a complementary chapter, harao iguchi, using new 
evidence from Japanese archives, concentrates on why Japan went to war with 
the Usa in 1941. he points out that the Japanese empire from 1937 to 1941 
depended heavily on Us capital and technology for its aggression against china 
and explores the possibility of whether war between the Usa and Japan was 
inevitable once the Us placed an embargo on oil supplies in 1941, or whether 
it might have been postponed if Japanese diplomats in washington had been 
able to influence tokyo to halt its planned attack because the tide appeared to 
be turning against hitler in the war against the soviet Union.6 
 italy’s history during the inter-war years was marked by the elevation of 
Benito Mussolini in 1922. The Duce was the first european leader to dispense 
with multi-party democracy and set up a fascist dictatorship. in 1935, italy 
undermined the peace settlement by invading abyssinia (modern-day ethiopia) 
in october, then intervened in the spanish civil war after July 1936 and 
invaded albania in 1939. at other times, Mussolini was a paradoxical character. 
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he acted as a ‘peace broker’ during the czech crisis of 1938 and when war 
broke out in september 1939 opted for neutrality. only after france was effec-
tively defeated in 1940 did italy join hitler’s ‘axis of evil’ with Japan.7 richard 
Bosworth’s survey of italian foreign policy seeks to answer the great question of 
what drove the disastrous course of italian policy: was it the ideology of fascism 
with its unapologetic dynamism and violence? or was italy, as the ‘least of the 
great powers’, an ‘unsatisfied’ nation that opportunistically looked for advantage 
during the international crises of the 1930s?
 The appointment of adolf hitler as german chancellor on 30 January 1933 
initiated an increasingly unstable period in international relations. precisely 
what objectives the nazi dictator was pursuing in foreign policy has been at the 
centre of ceaseless wrangling among historians.8 two key points of discussion 
have revolved around the questions of whether hitler was pursuing a consistent 
programme – a ‘timetable of aggression’ – or whether he was merely an unprin-
cipled opportunist. lars lüdicke explores these questions by evaluating the 
latest german thinking on the role of hitler’s foreign policy in the origins of the 
war.
 one of the key aspects of this debate is whether hitler’s foreign policy after 
1933 marks a sharp discontinuity with the german past. The view that war 
occurred in 1939 because germany could not be reconciled to the new world 
order after 1918 remains the dominant explanation. The signing of the locarno 
treaties of 1925 represented a return of germany to diplomatic equality. for a 
brief period, it seemed the ‘german problem’ might be solved. The constructive 
partnership between gustav stresemann, the german foreign Minister, and 
his french counterpart aristide Briand was a well-meaning attempt to bring a 
constructive relationship between Berlin and paris after years of bitter conflict. 
The untimely death of stresemann in 1929 – so the traditional argument runs – 
put an end to this ‘locarno honeymoon’ and paved the way to an increasingly 
belligerent stance by his successor, Julius curtius, which was then accelerated 
by hitler. conan fischer, utilizing new archival evidence, looks at german–
french relations in the crucial period 1929 to 1932, demonstrating that curtius 
and senior officials in the german foreign office never abandoned the search for 
reconciliation with france and maintained an open and constructive dialogue 
with french ministers well into 1932. fischer also points out that the german 
response to Briand’s european Union plan was much more positive than has 
hitherto been appreciated.9

 The german army was, of course, the bedrock of german preparations 
for war. The traditional picture of the Wehrmacht that overwhelmed western 
europe between 1939 and 1940 obscures the fact that its forerunner, the 
Reichswehr of the weimar republic, was restricted to 100,000 men. The 
german military historian Jürgen förster offers fresh insights as to why hitler’s 
authoritarian and militaristic führer state became so much more popular than 
the political and military leadership of the two weimar presidents friedrich 
ebert and paul von hindenburg. förster also emphasizes that hitler and the 
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loyal military took pains to create ‘political soldiers’ who combined profession-
alism with a commitment to nazi ideology. The question of why the german 
people were prepared to march with hitler and his nazis into an aggressive war 
is also explored.10 
 The type of war hitler planned has been a key part of the historical debate. it 
is often assumed the german army planned to fight short, lightning wars causing 
maximum damage to the enemy, but avoiding a long and costly war of attrition. 
This debate has centred on the economic preparation that underpinned the so 
called ‘Blitzkrieg strategy’11 robert citino questions whether the rapid series of 
german victories between 1939 and 1941 were due to the creation of a new, 
mechanized form of ‘shock and awe’ warfare and demonstrates that Blitzkrieg 
was not a revolutionary new form of warfare at all, but dated back to frederick 
the great. Thought to have died in the static trench warfare on the western 
front in the first world war, citino shows this distinctive and swift ‘german 
way of war’ was simply made immeasurably more effective by new military 
technologies like tanks, aircraft and radio.12

 alongside the german role in the origins of the war there is a mountain 
of books devoted to neville chamberlain’s pursuit of a peaceful arrangement 
that would satisfy hitler’s grievances while safeguarding Britain’s interests. it 
was called ‘appeasement’. in practice, it meant accepting a series of german 
revisions of the versailles treaty that progressively strengthened germany’s 
strategic position and failed to prevent war.13 in the famous 1940 British 
polemic Guilty Men, a number of left-wing writers depicted appeasement as an 
ill-thought-out and immoral policy. david dutton considers the validity of this 
charge when applied to three of chamberlain’s closest colleagues in government: 
sir John simon, sir samuel hoare and lord halifax.14 each served as foreign 
secretary in the national government, all were at the heart of the foreign policy 
process during the 1930s and they came together in chamberlain’s inner circle 
as appeasement reached its climax in 1938. dutton systematically examines 
the dilemmas they faced, the similarity or otherwise of their policies to those 
chamberlain espoused, their responsibility for the drift towards war and above 
all the concept of ‘guilt’ as applied to their respective performances in office.15

 when British government records on foreign policy were opened to public 
scrutiny in 1967, the way was open to rehabilitate neville chamberlain’s 
shattered reputation. The revisionists emphasized that chamberlain had 
appeased the dictators because Britain did not possess sufficient military or 
economic strength to deter or prevent germany from achieving a revision 
of the treaty of versailles. instead, he hoped high level negotiations might 
persuade hitler to resolve his grievances without resort to force. This approach 
was accompanied by increases in defence spending designed to stop hitler, 
if he proved unappeasable.16 John charmley, the leading and most thought-
provoking ‘revisionist’, argues that not only has sir winston churchill’s negative 
view of chamberlain shaped the public and the historical debate, but it has also 
allowed a new critical framework to emerge that has enabled the churchillian 
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consensus to reassert itself among historians, led by the late r.a.c. parker, who 
have adapted the central revisionist arguments to create yet another critical 
assessment. 
 This ‘post-revisionist’ interpretation combines key elements of the orthodox 
and revisionist positions. it argues that chamberlain believed in appeasement 
so passionately that he dismissed all possible alternatives and made errors that 
ensured that Britain and france were in a weak strategic position when war 
broke out. i have become associated with the ‘post-revisionist’ perspective 
ever since my book Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement and the British Road 
to War was published.17 My contribution here is to offer a reassessment 
of chamberlain’s pursuit of appeasement by suggesting the ‘guilty Men–
churchillian’, ‘revisionist’ and ‘post-revisionist’ positions have now served 
their usefulness, and that future discussion and research should be focused on 
whether appeasement was a viable policy and to examine whether alterative 
policies existed that would have worked better and allowed Britain to enter the 
war in a more favourable strategic position than was the case in 1939.
 Jeffrey record, who has acted as a leading Us foreign policy adviser, 
explains that the ‘lessons’ of the Munich conference have informed almost 
every threatened or actual use of force by the Usa since the second world 
war. he shows that repeated presidential invocations of the Munich analogy 
have been used to inflate foreign policy threats, demonize dictators and rally 
public opinion for military action. he argues that the use of appeasement in 
Us foreign policy debates ignores the singularity of the threat posed by hitler 
and the unique circumstances that encouraged anglo-french appeasement of 
nazi germany until 1939. he concludes that hitler’s aims in europe lay beyond 
the imagination of the statesmen who appeased him and practically no one, 
including churchill, recognized that hitler was undeterrable. 
 The ‘missing dimension’ of British foreign policy in the 1930s is unques-
tionably the role of the intelligence services.18 The need for accurate secret 
information became vital to policy makers, but British intelligence in the 1930s 
remained the preserve of upper-class amateurs working on a shoestring budget. 
Mi5 was so ill prepared for the outbreak of war that none of its officers 
even knew the name of the Abwehr, the german intelligence service. in an 
enlightening chapter, calder walton and Kevin Quinlan examine the complex 
relationship between British intelligence and policy making in the 1930s. They 
show how chamberlain received mixed messages. sis information provided to 
chamberlain nearly always endorsed his policy position.19 Mi5’s attempt to warn 
about germany’s determined military planning for war was consistently ignored 
or downplayed by chamberlain. They conclude that the story of the intelligence 
services and British foreign policy in the late 1930s is one of missed opportu-
nities: of government officials failing to listen to intelligence information they 
did not want to hear or which ran counter to their already agreed line. 
 inter-war french foreign policy suffered a string of failures, most notably 
the inability to enforce german reparations payments, the failure to prevent 
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the rise of hitler or avert his subsequent moves into the rhineland, austria, 
czechoslovakia, poland and eventually paris.20 But while these failures are 
incontestable, is it really appropriate to place all the blame on the governments 
of the Third republic? robert Young looks at how British foreign and military 
policy influenced french decision making, notably the effect of Britain’s refusal 
to honour the guarantee of french security it had initially promised during 
the paris peace conference. for much of the 1920s Young shows that British 
governments and public alike mistook the french fear of invasion as evidence of 
french military ambition. This led france to seek other allies to insure against 
future german aggression. conversely, in the 1930s, Young argues that french 
foreign policy became increasingly passive – an adjustment that was inspired 
by Britain’s increasing movement towards the policy of appeasement. not for 
the first time, the width of the channel proved far greater in the mind than in 
miles.
 talbot imlay also suggests that without a full evaluation of french foreign 
and military policy the story of appeasement is incomplete.21 Yet he suggests 
that france was a major actor in its own right and exerted a far greater influence 
on British policy than has generally been acknowledged in many anglo-centric 
interpretations. he believes the very term ‘appeasement’ inadequately captures 
the varied ways in which Britain and france responded to the growing possi-
bility of war and argues that as the crisis became acute British and french 
policies in the strategic, political and economic realms were neither coherent 
nor coordinated.
 with attention focused on how all these principal power-brokers behaved, 
we tend to lose sight of powers that opted for neutrality before and during the 
second world war. recent studies of the neutral powers have depicted them as 
adopting the ‘posture of an ostrich’ in the face of the fascist challenge, of failing 
to support the league of nations, pandering to germany’s economic needs and 
failing to offer sanctuary to refugees from nazi oppression.22 neville wylie and 
Marco wyss examine the plight of that archetypal neutral power – switzerland 
– and its response to the italo-abyssinian war of 1935–6. They explore the 
pressures faced by the political and business elites in switzerland, explain 
how these events challenged many of the basic assumptions governing swiss 
thinking on neutrality and led to discussions about how switzerland could 
maintain its neutrality and survive yet another european conflagration. wylie 
and wyss explain that the abyssinian crisis exposed the dangers of supporting 
a system of collective security whose political interests were increasingly at odds 
with those of switzerland’s great power neighbours, germany and italy, and 
gave rise to a conception of swiss neutrality that become increasingly narrow 
and self-interested as the international crisis intensified. 
 in a complementary chapter, efraim Karsh explores how the european 
neutral powers coped after the outbreak of the second world war, concluding 
that a policy combining credible deterrence with skilful exploitation of the 
belligerents’ weaknesses can ensure the successful preservation of neutrality, 
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even during the most total and comprehensive war. By contrast, an insufficient 
awareness on the part of the neutral power of the maelstrom of events and a 
failure to find the most sensible reaction both politically and diplomatically to 
them will most probably result in the collapse of political neutrality.23 
 spain was another major european neutral power. Yet the most bloody 
european conflict in the 1930s – the spanish civil war – took place within its 
borders. it began in february 1936 when nationalists in spain, led by general 
franco, refused to accept the election victory of a ‘popular front’ coalition 
composed of republicans, socialists and communists.24 This domestic conflict 
soon developed into a european civil war in miniature: a genuine ‘cockpit’ of 
the coming struggle. germany and italy gave military support to franco’s forces, 
whilst the Ussr offered limited assistance to the elected government. in a 
speech on 26 July 1936, hitler explained that if there had not been the danger of 
communism overwhelming europe, he ‘would not have intervened’.25 Mussolini 
committed his military forces to the conflict to stop the ‘Bolshevik menace’.26 
Yet germany and italy both recognized the strategic benefits, especially in the 
naval balance of power in the Mediterranean, and the weakening of the french 
strategic position that would result from a grateful nationalist regime gaining 
power. The soviet Union hoped to persuade Britain and france to back the 
‘popular front’ and thereby strengthen the policy of collective security, but 
both countries opted for non-intervention. stanley Baldwin, the British prime 
Minister, felt that ‘on no account’ should Britain or france enter the civil war 
‘on the side of the russians’.27 
 The leading spanish historian enrique Moradiellos explains what a pivotal 
moment the spanish conflict was in the events that led to war by arguing that 
the uneven intervention and non-intervention of european powers played a 
crucial role in the course and the final outcome of the civil war. without the 
diplomatic and military support from germany and italy it is not possible to 
understand the unconditional victory achieved by the military insurgents led 
by general franco. Moradiellos concludes that without the all-out embargo 
imposed by the non-intervention pact, it is highly unlikely the republican 
‘popular front’ government would have suffered such a brutal and devastating 
defeat. during the second world war franco maintained spanish neutrality 
while not hiding where his sympathies lay and the great bulk of spain’s trade 
aided the axis powers.28

 one region that tends to be ignored in most traditional accounts of the origins 
of the second world war is the Middle east.29 Yet as the diplomatic situation 
in europe rapidly deteriorated, the importance of this region, especially for the 
security of the British empire, came sharply into focus. Britain’s crucial lines of 
communication ran through the region, not least the suez canal. t.g. fraser 
shows how the issue of palestine came near to the top of the British political 
agenda in the late 1930s, as Britain tried to reconcile the pledges made to arabs 
and Jews for separate homelands during and after the first world war. These 
promises were not fulfilled, leaving a stalemate in Jewish–arab relations. By 
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1939, Britain had abandoned a policy of partitioning palestine into arab and 
Jewish zones, which was regarded by Jews as an act of betrayal.
 The promise of a Jewish homeland in palestine was one solution offered 
for the ‘Jewish Question’ at a time when the nazis were already waging a war 
against the Jews inside germany that eventually led to an attempt to annihilate 
european Jewry during the second world war. Mark levene shows that the 
‘Jewish Question’ was of much greater significance in the countdown to war in 
europe in 1939 than is generally appreciated. he contends that the origins of 
the ‘international Jewish conspiracy’ motif, a staple feature of nazi anti-semitic 
propaganda, owes much more to a wider european belief that bubbled to the 
surface during the first world war and its aftermath. levene concludes that 
while the western allies sought to row back from any explicit reference to the 
Zionist conspiracy myth in the inter-war period, the geo-political interplay 
between the democracies and the nazis in the late 1930s continued to betray 
a deeper and disturbing psycho-cultural pattern of anti-semitism that was 
common to all european political elites and would find its deadly apotheosis 
once the war began.30

 Multi-ethnic division was most accentuated in central and eastern europe 
and it was this region hitler designated as the epicentre of his ‘greater german 
reich’. it was here where the key disputes that eventually led to the outbreak 
of war in europe occurred. Yet czech and polish interpretations of these 
events are rarely integrated in British, Us and french narratives.31 This volume 
redresses this imbalance. drawing on unique access to Beneš’s private papers, 
Milan hauner looks at the Munich crisis through czech eyes. he shows how 
eduard Beneš, the czech leader, decided to remain passive in his contest over 
the sudeten issue with hitler’s regime. hauner points out that while one may 
understand and sympathise with the czech leader’s deep disgust of hitler, 
his refusal to negotiate directly with him meant that the czechs had to rely 
on British mediators who were sympathetic to german demands and french 
politicians who were willing to follow the British lead. This reduced Beneš’s own 
position to one of three choices: war, plebiscite or transfer. in the end, he chose 
the option of transfer. 
 The seventieth anniversary of the outbreak of the second world war has 
intensified discussions about the role played by poland. The german attack on 
poland was preceded by a long-drawn-out propaganda campaign focused on 
the port city of danzig. British and french ministers saw the polish–german 
dispute over this relatively unimportant town as a dubious reason to start a 
european war. indeed, in 1919 lloyd george had posed that very question 
to clemenceau – would france make war for danzig? The bigger issue was 
hitler’s attempt to settle the matter by force. This final crisis on the road to 
war is usually examined from the perspective of the major powers.32 in this 
study, two leading experts on polish foreign policy, piotr wandycz and anita 
prazmowska, delve deep into polish motivations. wandycz examines the 
evolution of polish foreign policy between 1918 and 1939, seeking to explain 
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and contextualize the difficulties faced by polish ministers as they attempted 
to find a viable means of dealing with germany, france, the soviet Union and 
Britain. he shows that poland was willing to negotiate with germany during the 
danzig crisis, but was unwilling to be browbeaten into a humiliating surrender 
and become a de facto vassal of the Third reich. The poles chose to fight rather 
than suffer such a humiliating fate. anita prazmowska focuses attention on how 
the german–polish dispute over danzig ultimately led to the outbreak of war. 
for most of the 1930s both states had appreciated the need for some form of 
diplomatic accommodation, most visibly demonstrated by the 1934 german–
polish non-aggression pact. The key turning point was the Munich agreement, 
which led to the dismemberment of czechoslovakia. from that point onwards 
hitler’s policies towards poland changed from seeking some stability in diplo-
matic relations towards subordinating poland to german demands. The end 
game over danzig can be dated, according to prazmowska, to the autumn of 
1938 when Joachim von ribbentrop, the german foreign Minister, demanded 
the city be returned to the reich. The new element in this situation from 
March 1939 onwards was the french and British guarantee to uphold polish 
independence. The willingness of the British government to try and find a 
negotiated settlement might have solved the crisis, but prazmowska believes 
this was hampered by a failure by the polish government to reveal to British 
ministers the true extent of conflict between the polish state and the danzig 
authorities and by hitler’s determination to use the danzig issue as pretext 
for his pre-planned attack on poland. in these circumstances, a negotiated 
settlement was never a realistic proposition. 
 The two major powers that did not join the second world war until 1941 – 
the soviet Union and the Usa – emerged from it as global superpowers. during 
the cold war era, the soviet Union was ‘the black hole of diplomatic history of 
the 1930s’. But recently, new archives have opened up leading to a more detailed 
understanding of soviet motivations.33 some historians argue that stalin’s 
foreign policy was initially determined to uphold the principles of collective 
security to deter german aggression and only moved towards the signing of 
the Molotov–ribbentrop pact because British and french attempts to appease 
hitler gave grounds for suspicions in Moscow that anglo-french policy was 
content as long as hitler marched east, a fear that seemed justified when the 
western allies delayed signing a triple alliance to deter hitler in the summer 
of 1939.34 however, this ‘collective-security’ approach has been viewed on the 
opposite side of the debate as giving a much too sympathetic interpretation of 
soviet foreign policy.35 some german historians have contended that soviet 
foreign policy desired a restoration of the close soviet–german cooperation 
that emerged after 1918 and was cemented by the treaty of rapallo in 1922.
 geoff roberts, who has examined the recently opened soviet archives, claims 
that recent revisionist claims of stalin being a key instigator of the second 
world war are wide of the mark. roberts shows in this study that the soviet 
dictator was convinced by august 1939 that war between germany and poland 
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was inevitable, so the issue narrowed to whether the soviet Union should fight 
alongside france, Britain and poland or remain neutral. stalin doubted whether 
Britain and france were ever serious about signing an alliance with the soviet 
Union and he suspected their goal was to trap the soviet Union into fighting 
a war alone against germany, with the western democracies offering minimal 
support and possibly concluding a later deal with hitler to stay out of the 
european war.
 The traditional view of Us policy during the inter-war years focuses on the 
isolationism and neutrality that underpinned the policies of successive Us 
presidents and especially of franklin d. roosevelt from 1933 onwards. Yet the 
pursuits of american policy makers between 1919 and 1941 were more complex 
than is often appreciated. The critical challenge for Us decision makers was how 
to exercise and legitimate a liberal american hegemony over the international 
system. More profoundly, a ‘pax americana’ was only sustainable if the Us took 
the lead in establishing new ground rules of international politics, security and 
economic cooperation.
 Manfred Jonas traces the roots of the policy of ‘isolationism’ from the days 
of george washington to the attack at pearl harbor in 1941. he concedes this 
policy influenced Us decisions to opt out of membership of the league of 
nations and enact three neutrality acts in the mid-1930s.36 however, Jonas 
explains that by 1938 the events in europe and asia led to a clear view in 
washington that the axis powers posed a direct threat to the Us strategic and 
economic interests and had to be countered by an active policy of providing 
aid to their enemies and stepping up Us rearmament. Jonas concludes that 
whatever remained of the policy of isolationism was rapidly disappearing well 
before Japan’s assault at pearl harbor. By then roosevelt had decided that Us 
policy needed to exert international leadership during the war and fashion a 
post-war world based on the Us model.
 seeking to shed further light on the Us role in the wider origins of the 
second world war, patrick cohrs suggests the Usa played a much more 
pivotal role in the embattled inter-war international system than is conven-
tionally understood. he traces Us policy during that period as comprising four 
stages. in its first two stages, it culminated in two quests to reform the inter-
national order after versailles. first was the attempt in the 1920s by charles e. 
hughes, the Us secretary of state, to establish under the isolationist constraints 
of the republican new era a transatlantic community of ideals and a new 
peace system in the far east. There followed a second initiative by herbert 
hoover to adopt a more non-committal approach to international conflicts. 
The third stage was reached when hoover saw no alternative to a reversion 
to Us unilateral action in the hope of surviving the shock waves of the ‘great 
depression’. The final stage of this process began with roosevelt’s new deal 
reforms. it was the economic crisis that produced the real shift towards unmiti-
gated isolationism. as a consequence, the United states withdrew from any 
meaningful commitments in europe and asia. cohrs contends that roosevelt’s 
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underlying aim was to create a more stable Us economy that would create the 
conditions for a renewed and more powerful engagement of the United states 
in the world order, but in the short term america’s withdrawal into isolation 
meant it hindered real aid to the western democracies and thereby contributed 
to the outbreak of the second world war.37

 There is a very obvious sense in which the second world war can be seen 
as war growing out of economic problems. Most on the left in europe assumed 
this was an ‘imperialist war’, provoked by an unresolved crisis in the capitalist 
system that had economic roots. such views are no longer given serious attention 
by historians when discussing the origins of the war in 1939. The ‘capitalists’ in 
most european countries seem to have preferred peace to war. This was no less 
true of appeasing businessmen in Britain than bankers in nazi germany. The 
belief that the possession of vast material resources, territory and population 
determined national wellbeing, guaranteed independence and made it possible 
to wage war effectively now seems the product of the mind-set of a particular 
age.38 since 1945, a buoyant world trading economy has rendered obsolete 
the view that ‘living space’ and indigenous raw materials are pre-requisites of 
economic prosperity. germany and Japan both declined in size, but became 
economic giants in the post-war era and Britain and france both lost empires, 
but remained in the top ten world economic powers. in a major re-evaluation 
of the role of economic factors, richard overy argues that a crude Malthusian 
view of political survival made it seem that possession of territory and material 
resources was the only real security. it was this belief that directed Japan, italy 
and germany to swallow up Manchuria, abyssinia, czechoslovakia and poland 
because they supplied additional economic resources. Britain and france tried 
appeasement and belated rearmament before finally embarking on war in 1939 
to protect their global economic and political interests. overy rejects the recent 
argument put forward by adam tooze that suggested that hitler embarked 
on war with poland to secure vitally needed additional economic resources 
and take a bold first initiative to secure ‘living space’ in eastern europe.39 in 
contrast, overy concludes that it was hitler’s political ambition to dominate 
europe, not economic necessity, that drove germany to attack poland in 1939, 
but it was a sense that war could not be postponed without great economic risk 
that drove Britain and france to declare war on germany two days later.
 debates and controversy are the prerequisites for progress in historical 
research. in a wide-ranging and thoughtful concluding chapter anthony 
adamthwaite examines what he terms the ‘war between historians’ on the 
origins of the second world war. it is not only that such cataclysmic events 
demand regular reappraisal, but also because the key legacies of the conflict 
– nuclear weapons, genocide, ethnic cleansing and the targeting of civilians 
in global conflicts – still impact on the world we live in today. adamthwaite 
concludes that the academic debate has now reached a ‘post revisionist phase’ 
with the focus on stock taking and finding common ground rather than 
continuing to make revisionist and counter-revisionist claims. he now urges 
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historians to reach out beyond academia to a wider public audience by striving 
for accessibility in their writing and attempting to move beyond the narrow 
parameters of older disputes.
 This book attempts to rise to that challenge.
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chapter 1

The Versailles Settlement: The Start of the Road to the 
Second World War?

Alan Sharp

on 3 september 1939 Britain and france declared war on germany, initiating 
their second major confrontation in twenty-five years. continuing condemna-
tions of the versailles settlement as the root cause of this second global conflict 
are readily found. ‘for more than half a century, it has been widely recognized 
that the unfettered revenge against germany and the austro-hungarian empire 
that was the cornerstone of the treaty of versailles created the circumstances 
that led inevitably to world war ii’ claims the dust jacket of foreign corre-
spondent david andelman’s 2008 book A Shattered Peace: Versailles 1919 
and the Price We Pay Today. ‘The final crime’, according to The Economist’s 
summary of the Millennium in december 1999, ‘was the treaty of versailles, 
whose harsh terms would ensure a second world war.’ in 1996 the historian Jay 
winter declared, ‘The peace conference which ended the great war was more 
about punishment than about peace. perhaps inevitably, anger and retribution 
followed four years of bloodshed, ensuring the instability and ultimate collapse 
of the accords signed in the hall of Mirrors at versailles on 28 June 1919. The 
road to world war ii started here.’1 
 The american diplomat george Kennan wrote in 1985:

i think it’s increasingly recognized that the second world war was an almost 
unavoidable prolongation of the first one, resulting from the very silly, humiliating and 
punitive peace imposed on germany after world war i. The treatment of germany 
in the 1920s and early 1930s by the french and the British (here, we americans were 
not involved because we had concluded a separate peace and didn’t sign the versailles 
treaty) was bound to favour the emergence of precisely those extreme forces that arose 
in germany in the 1930s.2 

he had earlier blamed the allies for not dealing directly with russia and 
germany, for their bloodsucking policies on reparations and war debts and for 
policies that he suggested were responsible for bringing adolf hitler to power.3

 given such formidable indictments, it is hardly surprising that many history 
teachers will have shared the frustrating experience of trying to direct their 
students to a more balanced and nuanced understanding of the thought 
processes, dilemmas and limitations of the peacemakers in 1919 as they 
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confronted a truly awesome task. in essence, the stereotypical images identified 
by Marc trachtenberg thirty years ago remain largely intact – a vindictive 
peace, concluded because the new diplomacy of the idealistic woodrow wilson 
failed to temper the cynical old methods of the balance of power and alliances, 
personified by france’s georges clemenceau, with Britain’s david lloyd george 
interposed between them.4

 attempts, not least by trachtenberg himself, to question some of these ortho-
doxies by utilizing the newly released documentary material that became available 
from the 1960s onwards have struggled against a powerful tide, and this is unsur-
prising because the idea of a fatally flawed settlement has a very long history.5 from 
the outset, substantial numbers of its framers were deeply disappointed at the results 
of their labours. harold nicolson’s familiar lament in his part-contemporary 1919 
diary, part historical reflection, published in 1933 – ‘we came to paris convinced that 
a new order was about to be established; we left it convinced that the old order had 
merely fouled the new’ – was a harsh verdict, but one shared by many of the British 
and american diplomats and expert advisers in paris. at a meeting on 30 May 1919, 
to set up what became the royal institute of international affairs – chatham house 
– lord robert cecil spoke on their behalf when he said, ‘There is no single person 
in this room who is not disappointed with the terms we have drafted.’6 
 Their ideas were given eloquent public expression first in John Maynard 
Keynes’s highly influential (and highly tendentious) polemic The Economic 
Consequences of the Peace, published only six months after he quit the conference 
in disgust in June 1919, and later in the memoirs and diaries of other partici-
pants, notably robert lansing’s The Peace Negotiations: A Personal Narrative, 
nicolson’s Peacemaking 1919, stephen Bonsal’s Unfinished Business and James 
headlam-Morley’s Memoir of the Paris Peace Conference 1919. archibald 
wavell, the British soldier who would serve in both world wars, summed up 
the collective feeling of the critics when he declared: ‘after the “war to end war” 
they seem to have been pretty successful in paris at making a “peace to end 
peace”.’ even lloyd george suggested, within a year of leaving office, ‘if i had to 
go to paris again i would conclude quite a different treaty.’7
 Keynes’s brilliant and coruscating book has cast a long shadow over 
subsequent studies of the peace conference. his seductive reduction of the 
bewildering complexities of peacemaking after an unprecedentedly destructive 
war explained the resolution of enormously complicated global problems in 
terms of the personalities, interests and foibles of the three principal peace-
makers (he ignored the italian premier, vittorio orlando). a naïve and foolish 
‘old presbyterian’ (wilson) was bamboozled by the ‘tiger’ (the caustic and 
cynical clemenceau) and the ‘welsh wizard’ (the elusive and quick-thinking 
lloyd george) and failed to deliver the idealistic visions he had outlined in his 
1918 speeches, most famously the fourteen points of 8 January. instead they 
created a vindictive and unworkable settlement.
 given the unpalatable nature of the peace to some of the victors, it is scarcely 
surprising that the losers concurred with even greater conviction. german 
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publicists and historians, often encouraged and subsidized by the special 
section of their Ministry of foreign affairs set up to contradict the conveni-
ently assumed accusation of exclusive german war guilt that none of the 
treaties actually made, attacked the settlement with great vigour. a plethora of 
published documents (carefully chosen, edited and – if necessary – falsified) 
followed, first from germany, then from other participants. overwhelmed by 
the weight of this evidence the general consensus by the mid-1930s was that 
the first world war was an accident for which no one power was primarily 
accountable. This in turn undermined the credibility of a settlement assumed 
to be based on the premise of german responsibility. 
 renewed conflict in europe in 1939, escalating in 1941 into a new world war, 
incurred costs and consequences even more far reaching than the inconceivable 
losses, by the standards of the time, of the first world war. By 1945, europe was 
a ruined continent dominated by two extra-european powers, the United states 
and the soviet Union. The rapid collapse of their victorious alliance into a cold 
war that would last for over forty years transformed a rift already apparent in 
1919 between eastern and western europe into an ideological power struggle 
between two super-powers divided by an iron curtain. That confrontation did 
freeze some of the persistent post-versailles problems of the 1920s and 1930s, 
but when first the soviet empire and then the soviet Union itself collapsed, 
many of these issues re-emerged. 
 There can be little doubt that 1991 made 1919 relevant in a way that it had 
not been during the cold war. indeed, eric hobsbawm has suggested ‘The 
national conflicts tearing the continent apart in the 1990s were the old chickens 
of versailles coming home to roost.’ That settlement is thus held responsible 
for the multi-ethnic conflicts in europe and asia following the collapse of the 
Ussr, and for the Balkan problems ensuing from the demise of Yugoslavia. 
in the wider world, it has been blamed for its reinforcement of imperialism 
in africa, asia and latin america and, in particular, for the nightmare of the 
Middle east because of the artificially constructed and sketchily defined states 
that it created, and the hopelessly conflicting promises made to Jews and arabs 
during and after the first world war.8 
 in assessing the responsibility of the peacemakers for failing to create a lasting 
european order it is of paramount importance to remember that politics is the art 
of the possible and that, although alternative outcomes might have been desirable, 
they were not always within the power of those concerned to deliver, especially 
in the pressured and confused circumstances of the immediate post-war period. 
Kennan’s accusation that the victors excluded germany and russia from the peace 
conference is a case in point. The peacemakers knew that their decisions in relation 
to these two countries would be crucial determinants of the future stability of 
europe but they faced major difficulties in engaging directly with either. 

in 1919 it is very hard to see how there could be any prospect of realistic 
negotiations with russia since, in the midst of a series of civil wars and foreign 
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interventions, there was no clear government with which to deal. attempts to 
gather the warring factions together on prinkipo island in the sea of Marmara 
in the hope of creating a voice for russia failed. lenin and the Bolsheviks were 
emerging as the possible victors in russia, but the situation remained extremely 
uncertain and, should the soviets win, their ideology suggested that dealing 
with them in any conventional framework of international relations might be 
problematic. There were some abortive efforts to open communications with 
lenin by a young american diplomat, william Bullitt, and later by Jan smuts 
through the hungarian revolutionary leader, Bela Kun. neither produced 
any tangible results and the treaty of versailles dealt with russia in two brief 
clauses: one requiring germany to renounce the treaty of Brest-litovsk and to 
recognize any new russian frontiers established by the conference; and the other 
protecting russia’s right to possible reparations. whilst it could not be said that 
this was a promising start to relations with whatever new russia emerged from 
its present turmoil, the art of the possible did impose limitations.9

 The same problem applied to germany, but for reasons that were much more 
the product of the allied perceptions of the havoc that direct negotiations with 
germany might bring. from the outset, the french proposed a dictated peace 
but their allies were less clear about the choreography of peacemaking. if the 
paris negotiations followed the precedents established after the last general 
european war in 1814–15 there would be a preliminary settlement between the 
major belligerents that would establish boundaries, compensation and specific 
conditions of peace. This might require an inter-allied gathering to agree the 
terms of such a settlement with the main enemy, germany, and its allies. Then 
a wider consultation involving the former belligerents and significant neutrals 
would consider broader questions of international order and necessary adjust-
ments to the system. contemporaries tended to distinguish between the two 
stages by calling the first a conference and the second a congress. 
 no clear decisions were reached before the formal opening of proceedings on 
18 January 1919 and the paris negotiations seemed to encompass some discus-
sions more appropriate to a congress, such as those on the league of nations 
or the future regulation of international waterways, with others more pertinent 
to a conference, including inter-allied considerations and issues specific to a 
settlement with germany. all of which seemed to confirm the prediction made 
by veteran french diplomat, Jules cambon, that the whole organization of 
peace would be ‘une improvisation’. nonetheless the assumption, despite french 
reservations, was that there would be direct negotiations with the germans. 
hence the experts and diplomats set to establish the allied terms tended 
towards maximum demands in the expectation that this would offer room for 
manoeuvre and possible concessions in the eventual bargaining. it became 
clear very quickly that any allied agreement on peace terms was both hard won 
and fragile. in 1815 talleyrand, the representative of the then-defeated power, 
france, had deftly sown dissension in the ranks of the victors. The allies were 
aware that it would not take a german of anything like talleyrand’s calibre to 
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expose the fault lines in their unity and by early March 1919 it was increasingly 
obvious that there would be no face-to-face negotiations with the germans. 
harold nicolson, then a young British diplomat, highlighted some of the conse-
quences of this confusion: 

we were never for one instant given to suppose that our recommendations were 
absolutely final. and thus we tended to accept compromises, and even to support 
decisions, which we ardently hoped would not, in the last resort, be approved.10 

The pressure of events, the perception that rapid decisions were necessary by 
the Big four after two months in which little had been resolved, and the lack of 
negotiations with the germans created a draft treaty that consisted of a series of 
decisions and demands made in isolation from each other. The final settlement 
was thus harsher than some of the negotiators had intended. There was, for 
example, no review of the totality of german border adjustments before the 
draft treaty was presented to german delegates on 7 May and no correlation 
made between such losses and germany’s ability to pay reparations. There may 
have been double jeopardy at times – germany was required to deliver twenty 
million tons of coal to france annually for five years to compensate for the delib-
erate sabotage of mines in northern france in 1918 but its surrender of the saar 
for fifteen years so the french could own and work its mines was also predicated 
on the same coal losses. There was widespread concern in the British delegation 
as its members saw the complete treaty for the first time and – despite german 
efforts to engage in detailed written criticisms of the proposals – most of the few 
alterations between the draft and final treaties, in particular the provision of a 
plebiscite to decide the fate of Upper silesia, came as a result of lloyd george’s 
attempt to allay colleagues’ reservations. Many in the delegation saw these 
alleviations as only the first step towards greater revisions in the future.11

in assessing the origins of the second world war the key indictments against 
versailles must be those that suggest its terms made a new conflict inevitable. 
reparations, some of the new frontiers (particularly the polish–german border) 
and the general treatment of germany would feature strongly in such a list. Yet 
inevitability is a concept that sits very uneasily with most historians and it must 
be questionable whether it is reasonable to hold the peacemakers of 1919, the 
last of whom left office forever in october 1922, accountable for the decisions 
taken by their successors, who might have followed many alternative turnings 
on the road that it is claimed led directly from 1919 to 1939. as gerhard schulz 
pointed out in 1967, ‘There is a serious lack of logic in all verdicts passed on the 
peace treaty which ignore the fact that the pre-war policies could not prevent 
war, and which fail to appreciate the essential continuity of the pre-war period, 
the war, peace-time and the era of revision.’12 
 1914 clearly marked, for many who survived the ensuing cataclysm, the 
point at which an old world died, but its demise did not remove all of the 
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problems that had convinced key decision-makers in europe that the existing 
international structures must be recast, even if that entailed the risky stratagem 
of war. indeed, beyond the destruction of germany as an imperial and naval 
rival, the war resolved none of the pressing concerns facing the powers in 1914. 
some states had disintegrated, compounding the dilemmas, whilst the bitter 
legacy of the death, destruction and human and material debris left from the 
fighting made the peacemakers’ work all the more difficult, not least in an age 
where they were much more directly accountable to electorates than those 
facing similar tasks in earlier times.
 The peacemakers had no easy task to create their new world order. They 
faced enormous responsibilities arising from the unprecedented and more or 
less simultaneous collapse of the four great empires that had dominated eastern 
and central europe for centuries, such that, as Margaret MacMillan argued, 
paris became, in the first half of 1919, the world’s capital, with the huge project 
of restoring order to vast areas of the continent and the wider world. Yet the 
further the distance from paris, the less the real authority of the conference – as 
the British chief of the imperial general staff, sir henry wilson declared, ‘The 
root of evil is that the Paris writ does not run.’13 
 This problem was reflected in the paradoxical stipulation of the armistice 
with germany that its troops in eastern and central europe must withdraw 
to the german pre-war frontiers but only ‘as soon as the allies shall think the 
moment suitable, having regard to the internal situation of these territories’. in 
other words, the only tangible signs of allied authority in these regions were 
german forces and, as the conference became more and more prolonged and 
the allies demobilized, the situation became more precarious. philip Kerr, 
lloyd george’s private secretary, wrote from paris in July 1919 

Mr Balfour [arthur Balfour, the British foreign secretary] pointed out that the allies 
who six months ago possessed the greatest military power in the world were now 
militarily impotent to impose their will either upon their old enemies or upon the 
rebellious little states in eastern europe.14

Yet the peacemakers believed they should – and could – resolve the world’s problems 
swiftly. They were driven in particular by the fear that if they did not deal with the 
vacuum of power in eastern and central europe, that void would be filled by 
Bolshevism. communist regimes in Munich and hungary increased this concern. 
as american secretary of state robert lansing noted on 4 april 1919, ‘it is time 
to stop fiddling while the world is on fire, while violence and bestiality consume 
society. everyone is clamouring for peace, for an immediate peace.’ wilson, in 
particular, was acutely aware that lenin could offer an alternative, revolutionary, 
vision to his own ideal of a reformist capitalist and democratic world. his european 
colleagues were equally aware of the threat of increasing radicalism at home, driven 
in part by frustration at the halting attempts of governments to undo the massive 
mobilizations of men, women and resources required to fight a total war.15 
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 clemenceau was on home ground, but the other major players were isolated 
from their pressing domestic responsibilities, which were more likely to have a 
decisive influence on their future electoral fortunes than the outcomes of the 
peace conference. president harry truman later defined a statesman as a retired 
politician. lloyd george had no intention of retiring, nor, at that point, did 
orlando. The american constitution did not then debar wilson from seeking 
a third term, whilst even the seventy-seven-year-old clemenceau believed that 
a grateful french parliament should choose him by acclamation to replace his 
bitter rival raymond poincaré as president of the republic when the latter’s 
seven year term ended in early 1920.16 
 each of the four had thus to be mindful of the political repercussions of his 
actions – whether wilson in terms of the perceived threat of increased asian 
immigration which forced him to resist Japanese demands for a racial equality 
clause in the covenant of the league, or orlando, whose freedom of manoeuvre 
over the vexed issue of italy’s newly advanced claim to fiume (rijeka) was 
greatly limited by the pressure of public expectation at home. in both Britain 
and france the electorate expected their leaders to achieve substantial compen-
sation from germany towards the enormous costs they had incurred in winning 
the war and, in the french case in particular, the anticipated heavy burden of 
repairing the damage to their territory. issues such as these were difficult and 
important in their own right, but they also offer insights into the complexities 
of peacemaking, in particular the extreme difficulties of reconciling contending 
principles in such a way as to offer a sense of fairness and practicality to all 
concerned – or, given that such an ideal outcome was probably impossible to 
achieve, a solution that offended most people the least.
 conforming to the art of the possible was made even more difficult by an 
intangible but very real consideration that affected many of the matters under 
discussion. wilson’s 1918 speeches, which, according to the 5 november 1918 
pre-armistice agreement with germany, were supposed to form the principled 
basis of the eventual treaty, set a higher moral standard for this settlement than 
for previous peace negotiations. when this aspiration foundered, as it often did, 
on the complexities of competing national interests and practicalities, it was 
easy for critics to brand the settlements as hypocritical. expectations had been 
raised, often far beyond the president’s intentions, and many anticipated that 
wilson would deliver exactly what he had said. 
 ‘open covenants of peace, openly arrived at’ proved impractical. any 
negotiation risks being derailed by the premature disclosure of parts of the 
potential agreement before the total settlement has been reached – at any 
particular stage one or more parties to the discussions may appear to have 
made damaging concessions without achieving reciprocal benefits in exchange. 
rapidly grasping this, the peacemakers kept a disappointed world press at 
arm’s length, though each was not immune to the temptation to let slip nuggets 
of information to favoured correspondents in the hope of domestic political 
advantage.17
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 aspiration and reality collided with particular force over the level of 
compensation due from the defeated to the victors, which became one of the 
key elements in the labelling of versailles as immoral, vindictive and imprac-
ticable. This was a highly charged political issue. The french finance minister 
louis-lucien Klotz allegedly declared, ‘L’Allemagne paiera’ – germany will 
pay – and the British and french publics expected this to happen. during the 
British 1918 election campaign lloyd george promised that the germans ‘must 
pay to the uttermost farthing, and we shall search their pockets for it’, though he 
did qualify this by warning of potential limits on germany’s capacity to pay.18 
 wilson had ruled out punitive contributions although he had spoken of the 
need for restoration of the territories invaded by the central powers. even if this 
definition expanded to include mercantile shipping losses and damage from air 
and sea raids, Britain’s share of any payments would be small, and australia, 
which had spent more money and lost more men than Belgium, would receive 
nothing. The fundamental question was thus whether the allies could legiti-
mately require germany to compensate them for all their costs associated with 
winning the war (an indemnity) or only for the repair of damage done to their 
civilian population (reparations). practically it might make little difference, 
because, as economists like Keynes pointed out, germany could probably not 
afford either, but there was a strong moral aspect to this as well.
 wartime speeches by lloyd george and wilson, coupled with the 
pre-armistice agreement that restricted liability to ‘all damage done to the 
civilian population of the allies and their property by the aggression of 
germany by land, by sea, and from the air’ apparently ruled out an indemnity. 
Yet when the peace conference opened, every delegation, except that of the 
United states, submitted a claim for its full war costs. clemenceau and lloyd 
george, adamant that this was their right, were confronted by wilson, who was 
equally determined that it was not. a crisis loomed. it was ‘solved’ by one of the 
classic short-term fixes replete with unintended consequences – articles 231 
and 232 of the treaty – which asserted the allied moral right to full compen-
sation from germany (and its allies) for all their losses because germany (and 
its allies) were responsible for the war, but then, for practical reasons rather 
than prior commitment, limited their actual claims to certain categories of 
civilian damage. 
 controversially, these included the costs of pensions and allowances paid to 
servicemen and their families when wilson acceded to the dubious argument 
advanced first by lord sumner, one of lloyd george’s contentious advisers 
on reparations, and then, more acceptably, by the south african defence 
Minister, Jan smuts, that service personnel were only civilians in uniform. 
acknowledging its weakness, wilson declared: ‘logic? i don’t give a damn for 
logic, if you will excuse my french. i am going to include pensions.’ he did so 
under the assumption that he was creating a fairer basis for the distribution 
of either an agreed fixed sum (which would be less than the ‘real’ total of 
germany’s liabilities) or some other limited german payment.19 



 the versailles set tleMent 23

 however, the council of four failed to reach an agreement on figures, instead 
setting up a reparation commission to make recommendations in 1921. when 
it did so, in theory at least, the inclusion of pensions nearly doubled the sums 
asked of germany but, equally, most of the apparent demand for £6,600,000,000 
was patently ‘phoney money’ – window dressing to make the bill palatable to 
allied public opinion but whose payment was never seriously expected. of the 
three series of bonds the germans were to issue, over £4,000,000,000 were c 
bonds, which could, joked the Belgian premier georges Theunis, be stuck ‘in 
a drawer without bothering to lock up, for no thief would be tempted to steal 
them’. germany’s real debt, under the a and B bonds, was therefore about 
£2,500,000,000, well within the margin of British and american estimates of its 
capacity to pay, and less than an earlier german offer, admittedly with a number 
of unacceptable caveats, to pay £5,000,000,000.
 The 1920s began with forceful efforts to persuade germany to pay, culmi-
nating in the franco-Belgian invasion of the ruhr in 1923. The collapse of 
this adventure was followed by two american-led attempts to create workable 
reparations schedules, in the dawes and Young plans of 1924 and 1929 respec-
tively. germany finally defaulted on its reparation liabilities in 1932. it is very 
difficult to be precise, given all the potential complexities of accounting, but 
germany probably paid about £1100 million in reparations, including deliv-
eries in kind. germany could do so partly because foreign investors, mostly 
american, lent it about £1275 million between 1924 and 1930. hitler later 
refused to repay most of these loans, prompting stephen schuker to write 
of ‘american “reparations” to germany’. Yet, as conan fischer graphically 
illustrates, this apparent net gain did not mean that ordinary german workers 
benefited: indeed the reverse was true, especially in the early 1920s.20

 The debate about whether germany could, had it chosen, have met its obliga-
tions has been fierce, but ultimately sterile. gerald feldman’s pithy claim that 
‘apparently the only people who really believed that the germans could fulfil 
their reparations obligations ... are some historians’ is not the whole truth. 
This was always as much a political as an economic and financial question but 
those who suggested that germany certainly might have made a stronger effort 
without disastrous economic effects have included niall ferguson, sally Marks, 
stephen schuker and trachtenberg, the sceptics include Barry eichengreen, 
feldman himself, david felix and fischer.21 what is indisputable is that repara-
tions bedevilled the international relations of the early 1920s.
 The peacemakers faced a whole clatter of conflicting issues. The war had 
been very expensive – one British estimate suggested £24 billion in 1914 terms 
as the cost of winning it.22 it had also been very destructive. on the western 
front alone france faced the prospect of reconstructing an area the size of 
holland. if there is something shabby about the way in which the peacemakers 
approached the problem there is also the reality that this issue had the potential 
to reverse the military outcome of the war. as the american historian sally 
Marks has perceptively written:
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at heart, reparations were about two fundamental and closely related questions: who 
won the war and who would pay for it, or at least the cost of undoing the damage . . . if 
the allies, and especially france, had to assume reconstruction costs on top of domestic 
and foreign war debts, whereas germany was left with only domestic debts, they would 
be the losers, and german economic dominance would be tantamount to victory. 
reparations would both deny germany that victory and spread the pain of undoing 
the damage done.23

some of that pain might also have been alleviated had the americans been 
willing to admit a link between reparations and the inter-allied debts contracted 
to pay for the war. whereas the europeans wished to interpret those debts as 
part of a common effort to defeat the central powers in which some partici-
pants had paid in blood and others in cash, the americans refused to liquidate 
the sums owed to them. of some £3.7 billion of total debts, £2.96 billion was 
owed to the United states, mainly by the British, who had borrowed money on 
behalf of their less creditworthy allies. The europeans favoured an all-round 
cancellation of these debts in return for reducing germany’s reparation liabil-
ities but the american position was succinctly summarized by president calvin 
coolidge – ‘well, they hired the money, didn’t they?’ whilst Britain, still a 
creditor nation in these arrangements, would have suffered a theoretical loss 
had the debts been cancelled, the reality was that many of its debts were bad, 
whereas america would have been the major loser and the political cost of 
making such a concession, mainly in Britain’s favour, was too high. once again 
the art of the possible proved a stumbling block to a more desirable outcome.24 
 no one – not even the germans – disputed that some compensation was 
due, but there were no easy solutions given the weight of public expectations, 
no neat formula that would simultaneously lead both sides to believe they had 
achieved a good bargain. instead reparations would bedevil not only relations 
between germany and its former enemies, but also between the former allies, 
most notably Britain and france. The interpretation of article 231 to mean 
exclusive german responsibility for the outbreak of war in 1914 was grist to 
german publicists seeking to incriminate other powers and to undermine 
the credibility of the treaty. not surprisingly, they redoubled their efforts after 
lloyd george claimed at the london conference of March 1921 that ‘for the 
allies, german responsibility for the war is fundamental. it is the basis upon 
which the structure of the treaty has been erected, and if that acknowledge ment 
is repudiated or abandoned, the treaty is destroyed.’25 reparations became a 
potent weapon for discontented german nationalists whilst Keynes provided 
British critics with evidence of the dubious morality and practicality of the 
policy. The tangle of reparations and inter-allied debts contributed heavily to 
the economic and financial problems of the post-war period that culminated, 
after the brief respite provided by the dawes and Young plans, in the social, 
political and economic turmoil of the great depression following the 1929 
wall street crash. it was thus not one of the most edifying or effective aspects 
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of peacemaking, but the allies did have a strong case against germany, which 
they marred by some dubious dealings.
 across the globe wilson (and lloyd george) had, intentionally or otherwise, 
encouraged peoples who perceived themselves to be oppressed to have faith 
in the principle of national self-determination. wilson’s doctrine gave a great 
boost to existing or emerging nationalist groups who believed (without any 
realistic justification) that he was about to sweep aside the european colonial 
empires.26 wilson did insist, however, that germany’s former colonies be 
redistributed to the victors as mandates, not absolute property. in europe the 
settlements would eventually reduce the number of people living in countries 
in which they were not the dominant nationality from sixty million in 1914 
to thirty million, but each of those thirty million remained living proof that 
national self-determination either was not, or could not be, fully applied. often 
there was an irreconcilable conflict between ethnographic, economic, military 
and historic considerations, coupled with incompatible aspirations. 
 nowhere was this better illustrated than in germany’s bitter resentment of 
its new frontier with poland, which it never accepted and which was one of its 
most hated aspects of the settlement. wilson’s thirteenth point had suggested:

an independent polish state should be erected, which should include the territories 
inhabited by indisputably polish populations, which should be assured a free and 
secure access to the sea, and whose political and economic independence should be 
guaranteed by international covenant.

The definition, identity and location of ‘genuinely polish elements’ or ‘indis-
putably polish populations’ were debatable, but the big gap between the central 
area that most would concede was ‘polish’ and the sea posed an enormous 
problem. wilson’s promises were contradictory: on the one hand, secure access 
to the Baltic, and on the other national self-determination. danzig, the obvious 
port, was – equally obviously – german, and poles were in a minority in the 
lands that would be needed to make a ‘corridor’ to danzig, splitting east from 
west prussia.27 The compromise of free city status for danzig and adjust-
ments to the corridor in germany’s favour after plebiscites would never satisfy 
disgruntled german nationalists. whilst stresemann might concede (sincerely 
or otherwise) at locarno that germany’s western frontiers were now final, there 
was never any prospect of an eastern equivalent.28 
 Unsurprisingly, in the immediate aftermath of a bitter war, the overwhelming 
sense during the paris negotiations was of a zero sum game. for the french any 
diminution of german strength, whether through financial penalties, restric-
tions on armaments or reduction of territory, represented either a potential 
direct gain, for example in their claims on alsace-lorraine, the rhineland and 
saar, or an indirect improvement if german territory and resources were ceded 
to poland or denmark.29 in such circumstances there was little chance that 
national self-determination would be allowed to work in germany’s favour. it 
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had taken a massive coalition to defeat a state with sixty-five million people, and 
to add a further eight million german speakers from austria or three million 
from the sudetenland to a country that despite its wartime losses still remained, 
along with russia, one of the two potential continental giants, was simply never 
going to happen, whatever scope this might offer to those seeking to brand the 
settlement as hypocritical.
 here, as with the collective security of the league of nations, the peace-
makers found themselves torn between an idea that wilson proclaimed a 
failure – the balance of power – and new ways of drawing the european map or 
reorganizing the world’s international system. Their thinking, and that of those 
who followed them in power, was confused on both counts. The confusion was 
compounded in the case of the league by what seemed the electoral imperative 
of the need to offer public support for its new methods even though this clashed 
with the private conviction of most political leaders that this constituted a 
dangerous and unproven experiment. Yet much was expected of the league, 
not least that it would offer an opportunity to put right the mistakes that the 
peacemakers recognized would inevitably be made in the parisian cauldron. in 
the absence of the United states, however, such hopes were unrealistic.
 in Britain’s case the ultimate revelation of the gulf between the public and 
private positions of its leaders came during the abyssinian crisis of 1935 with 
decision-makers torn between their perception that the government needed to 
support the league in order to secure re-election (and, perhaps, to preserve the 
league and its methods) and their belief that italy, despite its blatant aggression 
against a fellow member of the league, was a vital partner in keeping adolf 
hitler’s resurgent germany under control. Their policy of apparent but half-
hearted backing for the league may have returned the national government to 
power but alienated italy, propelling Benito Mussolini towards an alliance with 
hitler, whilst simultaneously confirming the league’s irrelevance.30

 The peacemakers have been accused of ‘Balkanizing’ eastern and central 
europe, creating a series of small, squabbling states in place of the three great 
empires that had dominated the area for centuries. whilst there were policy 
advisers who favoured the creation of smaller, national, states in place of the 
multi-national autocracies that wilson and other liberals blamed for bringing 
about the conflict, there was still an innate conservatism amongst senior officials 
and politicians that preferred some continuation of the former structures, albeit 
with reforms. There was, for example, no clear wartime consensus either within 
or between the allied countries about the future of austria-hungary. some 
favoured using the potentially suicidal weapon of encouraging internal nation-
alist revolts to destroy the empire; others preferred to try to split the central 
powers and encourage an intact empire to make a separate peace. 
 The empire’s implosion, taken together with the collapse of russia and 
revolution in germany, left the peacemakers struggling to impose order on 
a vast area of europe over which they had little control. There were some 
desultory attempts to recreate some sort of economic bloc to replace the 
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austro-hungarian empire but these collapsed and much of the new map of 
eastern and central europe arose less from decisions taken in paris than from 
actions taken on the spot by self-created governments seeking, where it was 
expedient, to claim the justification of national self-determination for their 
ambitions, but, when necessary, willing to use force to achieve their ends. few 
were satisfied with the outcomes and their continuing grievances with neigh-
bours undermined their individual and collective chances of coping with a 
revived germany or russia – or both.31

 it was always the french contention that it was in the east, rather than in a 
direct assault on france, that any german attempts to revise the new map of 
europe would occur – there would be a new sadowa before a new sedan (a 
reference to a decisive prussian victory against austria in 1866 which preceded 
that against france in 1870). reluctant to make any commitment in europe, 
Britain was prepared to consider (though not to implement except in the highly 
ambiguous locarno agreements) guarantees for the security of metropolitan 
france, but would never contemplate extending such support to the new states 
of eastern europe that the french anticipated would become the early targets 
of an indirect assault on themselves. Their concern (and a false hope of discov-
ering a substitute menace to germany’s eastern frontiers in the absence of a 
credible russian presence) led the french to conclude a series of alliances with 
states few of whom, as a despairing Quai d’orsay assessment in 1936 declared, 
regarded themselves as allies of the others.32 anglo-french delusions were 
shattered by the Munich crisis. The czechs expected france to be a provider, 
not a consumer, of security, whilst Britain’s attempt to divide europe into a west, 
in which it accepted, however reluctantly, a connection with its own security, 
and an east, to which its attitude was, as austen chamberlain declared at best 
‘not disinterested’, came to an abrupt end when his half-brother, neville, flew to 
germany in september 1938.
 clemenceau’s strategy at the peace conference straddled the twin policies of 
ensuring continuing anglo-american support and more tangible assets such as 
border adjustments and the weakening of germany. when, in March, wilson 
and lloyd george offered him guarantees for france’s future security and 
wilson conceded a fifteen-year occupation of the rhineland to which lloyd 
george reluctantly acquiesced, clemenceau believed he had achieved success. 
it was illusory: american failure to ratify their guarantee released Britain from 
its promise and, despite leaders in both Britain and france professing to believe 
that an alliance between them would ensure the maintenance of peace, no 
such deal could be struck. instead the central theme of the early 1920s was the 
anglo-french inability to construct a coherent policy towards germany.33 
 when the germans suggested that they could not execute parts of the treaty, 
the British were generally sympathetic, whereas the french suggested that it 
was not that the germans could not comply, rather that they would not. The 
real tragedy here was that they did not grasp the lessons of the spa conference 
of July 1920 when a firm anglo-french front forced germany to take steps to 
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disarm. instead in the early 1920s lloyd george clashed, with varying intensity, 
with a succession of french leaders. he got on better with aristide Briand, 
the Breton with whom it was claimed he could converse in welsh, than with 
the tough lorrainer, poincaré, but the differences between Britain and france 
were not personal. rather they rested on differences of geography, history and 
philosophy. france did indeed have an impressive overseas empire but saw itself, 
inescapably, as a european power whereas Britain wished to re-emphasize its 
imperial and global role, and, if possible, distance itself from europe. This idea 
was well expressed by Kerr, who advised lloyd george to leave ‘europe to itself 
with such assistance as the league of nations can give to it’ and smuts, who 
suggested to the 1921 imperial conference ‘i would rather assume a position of 
independence, putting the British empire entirely aside from all of them.’34 such 
a mindset was not conducive to good relations with france, particularly given 
the legacy of earlier mutual animosity, which always lurked in the background 
of dialogues between london and paris.
 ‘[w]e americans were not involved ...’ This skilful (or forgetful) release of 
the United states from most of the blame that he was attributing to the vengeful 
europeans is not the least interesting of Kennan’s perceptions. it would, of 
course, be easy to fault him on detail – the United states did sign the treaty of 
versailles. what its senate failed to do, on 19 november 1919 and 19 March 
1920, was to ratify the signatures of its president and other plenipotentiaries, 
thereby abrogating responsibility for a settlement that they, and wilson in 
particular, had a huge part in shaping, often against the wishes and judgement 
of their european associates. This american retreat from the consequences of 
its decisive intervention in the war itself, and from wilson’s crucial role in the 
peace negotiations, left Britain and france as the main executors of a treaty that, 
left to their own devices, they would not have concluded and as the reluctant 
foster-parents to the orphaned league of nations, the main element in wilson’s 
new world order. had the United states taken its proper share of treaty 
enforcement there was at least a chance that an anglo-american partnership 
might have adapted the settlement to changing circumstances more successfully 
than the anglo-french leaders did, though much would still have rested on the 
willingness of germany to accept the military outcome of the war.
 whatever the potential miscalculations (or worse) of decision-makers in 
1919 this is perhaps the crucial consideration. would germany have found 
acceptable any treaty predicated on its defeat? There were clearly a number of 
specific provisions that caused resentment and annoyance, but the fundamental 
problem was that germany did not accept the key premises on which the allies 
based their conclusions: that germany was primarily responsible for starting 
the war; that it had fought that war in an unacceptable manner; and – most 
crucial of all – that it had lost. 
 whilst there is a clear case to be made that the victors did not ease the passage 
of the new weimar state, they were not assisted by the attitude of a regime that 
found it difficult to come to terms with defeat. This might be understandable 
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for german citizens who were aware of victory in the east and a situation in 
the west where the war ended with german soldiers still occupying much of 
Belgium and north-eastern france and where no allied soldier had his foot on 
german soil. even so the experiences of the ‘turnip winter’ of 1917 and the 
continuing privations they suffered must have raised doubts about the reality of 
germany’s success and their military and political leaders were certainly better 
informed. nonetheless the leader of the new german government, president 
ebert, told troops returning to Berlin on 11 december 1918 ‘no enemy has 
overcome you,’ thus reinforcing a growing myth that germany’s victorious 
armies had been stabbed in the back by dissident forces at home and setting the 
tone for later exchanges.35 
 with hindsight it could be argued that the allies might have persisted 
beyond november 1918 and invaded germany to bring the full extent of 
its defeat home, as would happen in 1945. The art of the possible excluded 
such an outcome. among the allied leaders only poincaré, who felt constitu-
tionally inhibited from pressing his opinion, and the american general John 
pershing advocated a rejection of germany’s armistice request. henry wilson 
and douglas haig dissipated lloyd george’s early enthusiasm for continuing 
the struggle, mistakenly suggesting that germany was not yet desperately in 
need of peace. Marshal ferdinand foch, the french commander-in-chief of 
the allied armies on the western front, summed up the general mood well 
on 31 october: ‘i am not waging war for the sake of waging war. if i obtain 
through the armistice the conditions that we wish to impose upon germany, 
i am satisfied. once this object is obtained, nobody has the right to shed one 
more drop of blood.’ The allied perception was that the armistice encapsulated 
a german acknowledgement of defeat and that its terms deprived germany of 
any chance of resuming the war. The latter was true: the former was not.36

The versailles settlement continues to be seen, in Keynes’s phrase, as a 
‘carthaginian’ peace.37 Yet, unlike carthage’s fate at the hands of rome in 
146Bc, germany was palpably not destroyed by versailles and indeed such 
was never the intention of any of the peacemakers. some regretted this – after 
a very tough campaign in italy against german soldiers, their health allegedly 
destroyed by the allied wartime blockade and the treaty’s cruelty, general 
Mark clark was unsympathetic to pleas to avoid a new carthaginian peace 
in 1945, wryly declaring ‘well, we don’t seem to get too much trouble from 
those carthaginians today.’ Yet for wilson and lloyd george germany was an 
essential element in any solution to the problems of restoring european stability 
and clemenceau recognized the reality that france would continue to share a 
border with a powerful state. 
 The treaty did impose swingeing cuts on germany’s armed forces; the 4 
million men of 1914 were reduced to an army and navy totalling 115,000, 
deprived of an air force, tanks and a general staff. There was the uncertainty of a 
potentially massive reparations bill. germany did lose territory and population 
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in 1919 – most accepted the loss of alsace-lorraine, but the cession of land 
to poland was a bitter blow. The conventional estimates are that germany lost 
13 and 10 per cent of its territory and people respectively, but robert Boyce 
argues for a reassessment. he suggests that, discounting territory conquered 
in the last fifty years, the non-germans in transferred lands and the movement 
of germans in those areas to germany itself, losses of 9.4 per cent of its land 
and 1.8 per cent of its pre-war population would be more accurate.38 such 
calculations would, of course, be irrelevant to the perceptions of germans who 
wished to perceive the settlement as wicked and unfair. to take one example, 
what others might see as a desirable extension of the definition of war crimes to 
include not simply operational infringements but the responsibility of wilhelm 
ii and others for political and strategic decisions, germany saw as ‘shame 
clauses’.
 Yet paradoxically, far from being carthaginian, the settlement left defeated 
germany in a potentially stronger relative position than in 1914. Then it had 
been bordered by three great powers – france, austria-hungary and russia. 
austria-hungary had disintegrated into two small rump states, with the 
remainder of its territory shared out between the italians and romanians and 
the new or revived powers of czechoslovakia, poland and Yugoslavia. russia 
had collapsed into revolution, its future uncertain, and with poland interposed, 
it no longer shared a common frontier with germany. This left only france, its 
already threatened demographic strength further sapped by spending a much 
greater proportion of its young men to gain victory. whereas german industry 
was unscathed and its debts internal, france faced the daunting expense of 
restoring the devastated battlefields of the western front and repaying loans to 
america and Britain.
 Three important recent studies approach the 1920s from different perspec-
tives. Zara steiner’s magisterial volume The Lights That Failed offers a 
comprehensive coverage of the league, the economic recovery and european 
relations, including the role of some of the smaller states whose importance 
is often overlooked in a story dominated by Britain, france and germany, 
together with russia and the United states. patrick cohrs’ The Unfinished 
Peace after World War I advances the thesis that, whereas the peacemakers 
in paris failed, a cooperation between the financial and economic power of 
the United states and Britain’s political leverage created the basis for a stable 
european peace until scuppered by the onset of the great depression. robert 
Boyce argues challengingly in The Great Interwar Crisis that the combination 
of economic and political crises that ultimately proved fatal to european peace 
should be analyzed as linked rather than coincidental occurrences. what all 
three accept is that it was what steiner calls ‘the hinge years’ of 1929 to 1933 that 
created a decisive change to the world’s future. The peace settlement at the end 
of the first world war was thus part of a much larger picture.39 
 The central problem of that peace was to create a european framework 
within which germany could play a role concomitant with its resources and 



 the versailles set tleMent 31

talents without overwhelming its neighbours. as west germany’s foreign 
Minister, hans-dietrich genscher, would neatly express it on the eve of 
german reunification in 1990, quoting Thomas Mann, ‘we seek a european 
germany not a german europe.’40 The strategy of the peacemakers, insofar 
as they had a coherent one, was to try to encourage a democratic germany, 
conceding that it had lost the war, to accept the settlement as just. They were 
aware that the signature of the treaty was the beginning, not the end, of 
the story. if germany made an honest attempt to execute it, became a good 
european neighbour and a pillar of the new international community overseen 
by the league of nations, then the peacemakers recognized that the settlement 
might require readjustment and they were willing to make concessions. There 
were indeed hopeful hints and indications in the 1920s of franco-german 
economic cooperation presaging post-1945 developments. The alternative was 
to enforce the treaty rigidly and to insist on german execution. The tragedy 
was that neither policy was ever pursued to the extent that it might have been 
effective and the early 1920s experienced an unfortunate and self-defeating 
combination of conciliation and coercion which eventually contributed to the 
outcome that neither france nor Britain desired. foch gloomily predicted at the 
signature of the treaty ‘This is not peace. it is an armistice for twenty years.’41 he 
proved wrong – by sixty-seven days – but any explanation of this disaster must 
look beyond the faults and failures of the peacemakers alone.
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chapter 2

The League of Nations: An Idea before its Time?

Ruth Henig

a balanced assessment of the history of the league of nations is long overdue. 
over ninety years after its establishment in 1919, it is largely written off by 
historians who either conclude simplistically that it was a complete failure or 
dismiss it as a total irrelevance in the interwar period. Margaret MacMillan’s 
withering comment in Peacemakers, published in 2001, that ‘only a handful of 
eccentric historians still bother to study the league of nations’1 is echoed by 
Brian Morton’s conclusion, in his recent biography of woodrow wilson. he 
writes, ‘the league stands now as a kind of noble irrelevance, little researched 
and not much admired’. fortunately, in recent years two historians who are far 
from eccentric, Zara steiner and susan pedersen, have offered more balanced 
and positive assessments of the league’s achievements, successes and failures, 
and i have recently added my own analysis of its operation and its legacy.2
 in this chapter i would like to continue the process of revision and of rehabil-
itation. patently the league was unable to satisfy the exalted expectations of its 
founders and to prevent the outbreak of a second world war only twenty years 
after the end of the first, but was this a realistic aim? given the environment 
in which the league operated and the obstacles it faced, what successes did 
it achieve? what were the main factors that undermined its effectiveness and 
what was the nature of the legacy it bequeathed to the world after 1945?
 The league was a complex international body which offered a number of 
different ‘avenues of escape’ from war.3 not all of these proved as effective as 
its founders hoped. some provided respite from previous conflicts rather than 
protection against future threats. others were based on unrealistic or overop-
timistic assessments of how states could be induced to work co-operatively 
together. an editorial in The Daily News of 3 august 1922 observed perceptively 
that the league was established ‘to prevent a repetition of the debacle of 1914’, 
and undoubtedly its dispute-solving procedures owed much to British assump-
tions about how the outbreak of the first world war might have been averted. 
furthermore, its emphasis on the reduction of members’ armaments to ‘the 
lowest point consistent with national safety’ was strongly influenced by the 
perception, articulated by lord grey in his memoirs, that ‘great armaments lead 
inevitably to war . . . the enormous growth of armaments in europe, the sense 
of insecurity and fear caused by them – it was these that made war inevitable’.4 
Unfortunately, league mechanisms designed to deal with the circumstances 
believed to have triggered the outbreak of war in 1914 were unlikely to be very 
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effective in combating more deliberate aggression. as lord Balfour observed in 
1924, ‘the danger i see in the future is that some powerful nation will pursue a 
realpolitik in the future as in the past . . . i do not believe we have yet found, or 
can find, a perfect guarantee against this calamity.’5
 The french government did try to equip the league to deal with such 
pre-meditated aggression in the future. Yet french attempts at paris to give the 
league a standing army or powers to compel members to take economic or 
military sanctions against aggression were flatly rejected by the United states 
and Britain. wilson, the Us president, took a different approach. he argued 
that league members had the duty of guaranteeing each other’s territorial 
integrity and political independence against external aggression to ensure the 
league did not operate as a mere ‘debating society’. This may have seemed a 
workable approach to peacekeeping to an american president who had toyed 
with it as a way of guaranteeing stability in central and south america, but 
the attempt to impose such a structure on over fifty league members during a 
time of manifold international problems was without doubt misconceived and 
unrealistic.
 not all of the league’s ‘avenues of escape’ from war were as backward looking 
or potentially ineffective as the sceptics thought. The creation of a permanent 
international organization able to pre-empt conflict by joint action through the 
league council was certainly innovative. so too was the creation of an annual 
league assembly for representatives of all members, at which small and medium 
powers could raise issues, offer views on world developments and put pressure 
on the major powers. These gatherings helped to establish international ‘norms’ 
of conduct and to develop a real ‘spirit of geneva’ that promoted international 
collaboration and compromise. furthermore, the founding of a secretariat 
enabled the league to carry out a wide range of administrative, humanitarian, 
economic and social activities, including the protection of minority rights 
in sixteen european and Middle eastern countries, the supervision of the 
mandates system imposed on former german colonies and turkish posses-
sions and the establishment of two enduring bodies: The permanent court of 
international Justice at the hague and the international labour organisation. 
 The main problems facing the league did not stem from the provisions of 
the covenant being ill conceived, backward looking, overambitious or unduly 
optimistic. it was the international context in which the league operated that 
really constrained its effectiveness, undermined its attempts to promote inter-
national stability and ultimately caused it to be sidelined in the later 1930s. 
it must be stressed that the impact of the first world war was far reaching 
and long lasting. The ‘war to end all wars’ had profound social, economic and 
political effects that impacted heavily on the inter-war period. in the short 
term, the damage was immediately visible. four great empires had collapsed. 
There was massive financial indebtedness amongst nations. There were revolu-
tions, serious social unrest, a devastating flu epidemic, scarred battlefields and 
millions of war wounded, widows and orphans. even while the peacemakers 
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at paris were locked in acrimonious negotiations, turmoil and conflict was 
engulfing large parts of east and south-east europe, the Middle east and asia.
 one of the most enduring legacies of the first world war was the establishment 
of the Bolshevik regime in russia. soviet leaders attacked the ‘discredited’ 
capitalism and imperialism of western nations. The challenge of socialism after 
1919 was not just confined to the soviet Union. There were communist parties 
scattered throughout the globe. in germany and italy communism posed an 
internal threat to stability and social cohesion and in most capitalist countries 
the fear of communism was strong. The Bolshevik leaders attacked the league 
as an alliance of capitalist powers. They did all they could both to undermine 
it and to challenge its authority in the 1920s, and encouraged other radical and 
left-wing groups to do the same. 
 But a far more serious blow to the league was the failure of the Usa to join.6 
This left league members trying to second guess how washington might react 
in a crisis or seek to defend its interests or respond to an appeal for assistance. 
Just at the time when economic and financial power was shifting decisively 
from europe to north america, the world’s leading economic power remained 
outside and the league’s ambition to be a truly global organization was checked 
at the outset. its ability to apply sanctions or to initiate arms limitation agree-
ments was also greatly reduced in scope.
 in the absence of the soviet Union and the Usa, the league was driven by 
european powers. There were thirty two members at the outset, soon rising 
to over forty, and including china, Japan, india, argentina and Brazil. Yet 
european power was in long-term decline by the 1920s. Britain and france, 
the two great imperial powers of the nineteenth century, were struggling to 
maintain their far-flung world-wide empires in the face of rising levels of 
nationalist fervour in egypt, the Middle east, india and south-east asia. The 
growth of Japanese political and economic power and of chinese nationalism 
posed a serious threat to western economic interests in asia. neither Britain 
nor france had the military capacity or the economic strength to prevent 
Japan from seeking territorial expansion on the chinese mainland during the 
inter-war years. 
 The western alliance between Britain, france, italy and the Usa that had 
won the war quickly fractured. The italians protested at what they called the 
‘mutilated’ peace and signed the peace treaty only under duress. italy retained 
unfulfilled expansionist ambitions. Britain and france, meanwhile, strongly 
disagreed about whether germany should be contained or conciliated. The 
resulting treaty of versailles was an uneasy compromise, which the french 
government aimed to enforce stringently, but which the British government 
sought to revise in germany’s favour through a policy that soon became known 
as ‘appeasement’. This fundamental difference of view about how to maintain 
european peace in the future had the effect of deadlocking the league of 
nations because the territorial integrity and political independence of states 
that members were pledged to guarantee under article ten of the covenant was 
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in effect the settlement agreed to at paris. hence, france and her east european 
allies were intent on strengthening the league’s role as a guarantor of the 1919 
territorial settlement, and keeping germany out of the league, while Britain, 
the dominions, the scandinavian states and the netherlands promoted the 
possibility of peaceful change, to utilize the league’s consultative machinery 
and bring germany into the league at the earliest opportunity.
 with the United states, russia and germany outside the league, the British 
government had no wish to strengthen the existing league peacekeeping 
machinery and the french blocked any revision of treaties or serious attempts 
at disarmament. The result for the league, until the mid 1920s, was complete 
deadlock. as salvador de Madariaga recalled in his memoirs, ‘everything went 
on as if, for lack of any common adversary, france and Britain had chosen 
the league as the arena in which to fight each other’.7 Yet the message the 
two governments delivered to the voters was very different. They claimed the 
existence of the league would safeguard peace for the future and prevent a 
second world war. This produced unrealistic expectations about the league 
in both countries. in Britain, the league of nations Union boasted 200,000 
members, with over half of all Mps affiliated to it. Membership soon climbed 
steadily to over half a million. a similar french league society had over 
120,000 members by the end of 1927 scattered throughout the country. There 
were similar groups in Belgium, switzerland and other european countries, 
including a german pressure group called Liga fur Volkerbund, which advocated 
german membership of the league.8 These groups pressed their governments 
to uphold the league covenant and to pursue foreign policy objectives through 
the league by means of open diplomacy. instead of making any attempt to 
educate voters on the problems and constraints the league faced, league 
pressure groups put out the strong message that the new organization would 
prevent a future war.9

 on three occasions in the 1920s the league did meet public expectations: 
during the aland islands dispute between sweden and finland in 1920, dealing 
with hostilities between Yugoslavia and albania in 1921, and acting effectively 
after the invasion of Bulgaria by greek troops in 1925. in all these cases the 
league intervened decisively and resolved these disputes successfully. But this was 
due in large measure to the fact that the countries involved were small powers 
and there was unanimity among league members on the action taken.10 The 
league was also given the invidious task of delimiting the frontier in Upper silesia 
between poland and germany in 1922 after the supreme council failed to resolve 
the issue. in just six weeks a league commission had drawn up a line of demar-
cation that both poland and germany reluctantly agreed to. The frontier was 
effectively administered under league supervision for the next fifteen years, even 
though the border remained disputed. equally contentious was the league’s role 
in delimiting the frontier between turkey and iraq, over which Britain exercised 
a mandate in 1924, and in awarding the oil-rich province of Mosul to iraq. This 
outcome was initially challenged by turkey, but then grudgingly accepted.
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 There were, however, disputes in the early 1920s that caused division and 
were not effectively resolved at geneva. fighting between turkey and greece 
in 1922 – dubbed the ‘chanak crisis’ by the press – were not brought before the 
league, nor was the franco-Belgian-led invasion of the ruhr in early 1923 or the 
underlying failure of germany to meet reparations payments. The league also 
struggled to resolve a dispute that began with the murder of an italian official 
helping to delimit the greek–albanian frontier on behalf of the conference of 
ambassadors in 1923 and that ended with the italian seizure of the greek island 
of corfu. The greek government appealed to the league and to the conference 
of ambassadors for help to regain corfu, but Mussolini was able to resist this 
pressure and avoid league censure. British attempts to get the dispute examined 
and dealt with by the league council were thwarted by france, and a further 
British suggestion of a joint anglo-french naval demonstration off the coast 
of corfu to force italian evacuation of the island was ‘received coldly by the 
french’. Mussolini even threatened to withdraw italy from the league if the 
dispute was not handed over to the conference of ambassadors for settlement 
and he got his wish.11 Yet italy was forced to evacuate corfu, albeit with an 
assurance from greece to pay fifty million lire, if the murderers of tellini were 
not apprehended.
 The corfu crisis revealed several important constraints on the league’s 
effectiveness. it showed that it could not operate successfully if Britain and 
france were divided. it further revealed that if a major power was threatened 
with sanctions, it retained the option to leave the organization and weaken the 
league’s authority. even so, the impact of over fifty nations debating the rights 
and wrongs of a dispute and agreeing to criticize or to take action against a 
member state was potentially very powerful. neville chamberlain’s verdict 
in 1923 was that ‘if there had been no league, corfu would never have been 
evacuated’. league supporters were further heartened by the fact that league 
pressure had helped to bring the corfu crisis to a peaceful solution.12 it was 
more than ten years before Mussolini ran the risk of challenging the league of 
nations again.
 The authority of the league gained a massive boost in 1926 when germany 
became a member, shortly after the signing of the locarno agreements. in the 
years before 1925, france had sought unsuccessfully to buttress its security by 
strengthening the machinery of the league through the draft treaty of Mutual 
assistance and the geneva protocol. The french also pressed the British for a 
military alliance, which was firmly rejected by successive British governments. 
locarno revealed both the limited extent to which the British government 
was prepared to assist france, and the differing roles which the two powers 
hoped the league would play in resolving european disputes in the future. The 
french wanted a strong, coercive league ready to stop any military attempt to 
challenge the european status quo, but the locarno accords were very restricted 
geographically and flexible in operation. The frontiers of western europe 
were affirmed by france, Belgium and germany, and further guaranteed by 
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Britain and italy, and there were provisions for security against aggression and 
arbitration included in the settlement. But no similar guarantees were entered 
into in respect of germany’s disputed eastern borders and though Britain was a 
party to arbitration treaties covering germany’s western frontiers it would not 
bind itself to defend the status quo in eastern europe. sir austen chamberlain, 
the British foreign secretary, claimed locarno had strengthened the league by 
containing the important provision that germany would join the organization, 
but in reality ‘locarno was widely interpreted as a green light for germany in 
the east’.13

 even in western europe, Britain was simultaneously guaranteeing france 
against a german attack and germany against a french attack. so the 
war office could not make any concrete plans in advance concerning an 
outbreak of hostilities in western europe and did not make any plans for 
a ‘continental commitment’ in the event of a second european war. as the 
chiefs of staff told the British foreign office in 1926, ‘so far as commit-
ments on the continent are concerned, the services can only take note 
of them’.14 in the words of professor fred northedge, locarno was ‘totally 
at variance with the league system and went far to destroy it’.15 this is a 
somewhat harsh verdict. But what locarno did reaffirm was the diametri-
cally opposed views of Britain and france towards the major functions of 
the league. the french government pressed for co-ordinated collective 
action to counter aggression, while Britain wanted the league to function 
as a flexible and consultative addition to more conventional diplomatic 
machinery.
 in the years immediately after locarno, doubts about the settlement were 
pushed into the background. austen chamberlain, Briand and stresemann 
jointly received the nobel peace prize for their success in reconciling national 
antagonisms and these three leading political figures worked together at 
geneva and elsewhere to resolve a range of problems. indeed the meetings 
of the locarno powers – dubbed ‘locarno tea parties’ – began to arouse 
resentment amongst the medium and smaller league powers as they increasingly 
resembled a re-incarnation of the old ‘concert of europe’. austen chamberlain, 
however, was convinced that the unity of the locarno powers was an essential 
pre-requisite both for the effective operation of the league and for ensuring the 
future peace of europe, and he continued to discuss agenda items in advance of 
league meetings with stresemann and Briand and to reach agreement on major 
issues in spite of mounting criticism.16

 There is much debate about the immediate post-locarno years. The ‘optimists’ 
take the view that this was a ‘golden era’ when germany finally became recon-
ciled to the versailles peace settlement and showed a willingness to co-operate 
with its former enemies. This harmony, so the argument goes, was shattered 
by the death of stresemann and the wall street crash, which led to the rise 
of hitler. The ‘pessimists’ stress that the consensus was superficial and the 
problems stemming from the 1914–18 conflict had not been resolved and the 
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status quo was not fully accepted by the german government, which still looked 
for a future revision of the peace settlement. 
 The league of nations certainly enjoyed if not a ‘golden age’ then at least a 
new lease of life after locarno. it began to pursue bold plans for disarmament 
and supported security pacts that strengthened its authority. The soviet Union 
and the Usa joined the disarmament discussions and toned down the antag-
onism they had previously displayed towards league activities. The United 
states agreed to a french proposal to sign an arbitration treaty modelled on 
locarno, called the ‘Kellogg–Briand pact’, in 1928, under which all signatories 
renounced war as an instrument of national policy and agreed to settle disputes 
through peaceful means. Yet the pact raised as many questions as it solved. it 
had no enforcement mechanism and was accurately described by one american 
senator as an ‘international kiss’ and a perfunctory one at best.17 even its 
chief author frank Kellogg, the United states secretary of state, made it clear 
that in his view ‘every nation alone is competent to decide whether circum-
stances require recourse to war in self defence’, a view endorsed by the British 
government. instead of bringing the Us closer to geneva, Kellogg’s initiative 
emphasized the key differences in approach between the Us and league 
members, and once more highlighted further divisions between Britain and 
france.
 The eagerly awaited commission for disarmament, which met at geneva 
from 1926 to 1930, did not make substantive progress. The representatives 
of all the world’s great powers and six smaller ones – encompassing politi-
cians, diplomats, expert advisors and military and naval officials – laboured 
in vain to find some basis of general agreement, while at the same time their 
governments sought to ensure that their own country’s security, relative to that 
of their neighbours and rival states, was either enhanced or not in any way 
diminished.18 The arguments, debates and frequent adjournments that ensued 
suggested to informed observers and peace campaigners that member states 
were deliberately being obstructive and refusing to live up to the lofty commit-
ments they had undertaken as league members. The reality – much clearer 
now – was that the questions being considered were almost impossible for up to 
twenty diverse independent nations to agree on through multi-lateral negotia-
tions. all this seems much clearer with the benefit of hindsight. as f. p. walters 
recalled, the remit of the preparatory commission was to reach agreement on 
a range of issues such as ‘how armaments should be defined? how could they 
be compared? could offensive weapons be distinguished from those intended 
only for defence? . . . could the total war strength of a country be limited, or 
only its peace establishments? was it possible to exclude civil aviation from 
the calculation of air armaments? how could such factors as population, 
industrial resources, communications, geographical position, be reckoned in 
preparing an equitable scheme? could there be regional schemes of reduction, 
or must reduction necessarily be planned on a world scale?’ given these diffi-
culties, it is not surprising that agreement proved elusive.19 it is probably worth 
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adding that the hostility among large sections of german society towards the 
post-war settlement never subsided. every concession stresemann wrung from 
his locarno colleagues gave rise to further demands.20 had the international 
situation continued to stabilize, and the global economy to improve over a 
number of years, this might have helped stresemann and other centre-right 
german politicians to negotiate enough peaceful change to satisfy their more 
moderate political opponents, but this was not to be. The wall street crash 
of 1929, which was followed by the rapid spread of a world-wide depression, 
brought the optimism of the late 1920s to an abrupt halt. The political conse-
quences were even more damaging. The end of cheap United states credit, 
spiralling unemployment and falling commodity prices and wages fuelled the 
growth of support for the nazi party in germany, led to ultra-nationalism in 
Japan and to inward-looking policies of self interest in Britain, france and the 
Usa. 
 in 1931 came the first major challenge to the authority of the league 
of nations when Japanese troops stationed in Manchuria embarked on an 
aggressive campaign of expansion directed not just against china but against 
their own government, which they believed to be insufficiently nation-
alist and patriotic. as the opening date for the much-trumpeted league 
disarmament conference drew near, the league council was preoccupied 
with unfolding events in Manchuria. By the time sixty delegations converged 
on geneva in early 1932 to start serious disarmament discussions, any hope 
of reaching meaningful agreement had disappeared. the league’s failure to 
deal decisively with the Manchurian crisis and to conclude a disarmament 
convention did not bode well for what has become known as ‘the devil’s 
decade’. 
 The outbreak of hostilities in distant Manchuria in mid september 1931 
occurred at a particularly difficult time in the development of the world 
economic crisis. The British government had just been forced off the gold 
standard and was in the midst of forming a national government led by the 
ex-labour leader ramsay Macdonald. The european countries were locked in 
acrimonious discussions with the United states government about reducing 
or postponing reparation and war debt payments. The unfolding political and 
economic crisis in germany had led hitler’s nazi party to become the most 
popular party in germany. no wonder the crisis in Manchuria seemed less 
threatening in europe at that time. 
 The 11,000-strong Japanese Kwantung army was stationed in Manchuria 
quite legitimately to guard the track and railway zones of the south Manchurian 
railway, under treaty rights dating back to Japan`s victory against russia in 
the war of 1904–5 and to agreements subsequently reached with china. The 
province of Manchuria was not one of the eighteen provinces of china, but 
was an outlying area north of the great wall, ruled since 1911 by a series of 
independent warlords. The Japanese portrayed their role there as one of estab-
lishing and maintaining order against unruly and corrupt chinese elements 
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and the possible spread of communist influence, a stance welcomed by western 
trading companies, which operated mainly in and around shanghai and hong 
Kong. Thus on 30 september 1931 the league council responded to a chinese 
appeal to the league under article 11 by accepting the reassurances of the 
Japanese delegate that Japan had no warlike intentions in Manchuria and no 
territorial designs, and that its troops would soon be withdrawn back to the 
railway zone.
 Unfortunately, the Japanese government was not in control of the situation 
in Manchuria. it was the headstrong Kwantung army that instigated the 
Manchurian incident in a deliberate bid to inflame nationalist sentiment within 
Japan and to bring about the replacement of the civilian government by military 
rule. Though the military authorities in tokyo declined at this stage to move 
against the government, they made it clear that they agreed with radical junior 
officers in the Kwantung army who asserted that weak-kneed liberal policies 
were responsible for inflaming the wrath of patriotic Japanese soldiers and 
nationalists. within three months, assassination lists of leading politicians and 
business leaders were being drawn up by a range of fanatical and extremist 
groups competing to express their anger at public figures who they claimed had 
betrayed the interests of Japan or who had enriched themselves at the expense 
of poor farmers and peasants. in early 1932 a former Minister of finance and 
a director of the Mitsui corporation were both murdered in broad daylight in 
tokyo. not long afterwards, prime Minister inukai was shot dead in his official 
residence.21

 Thousands of miles away in geneva, league officials were becoming aware of 
the increasingly precarious position of the Japanese delegates who were repre-
senting their government at council and assembly meetings, but were nevertheless 
anxious to try to broker a negotiated and orderly settlement of the crisis. in this aim 
they were supported by the United states, though washington had made it clear 
that Us representatives would operate only under the washington agreements of 
1922 or the Kellogg–Briand pact. in november Japan’s league representatives put 
forward a proposal for a league commission of enquiry to visit china, Japan and 
Manchuria to observe the problems and issues of contention at first hand and to 
propose solutions. This course of action satisfied the league’s concern to apply the 
provisions of article 15 to seek a peaceful solution. Behind the scenes, the league’s 
other great powers made it clear that they had no appetite for a confrontation 
with Japan. france, italy and germany were much more concerned with events in 
europe, and agreeing to provide a member each for the commission of enquiry 
was the limit of their active participation in the crisis. sir John simon, the British 
foreign secretary, told the cabinet that British policy ‘should be one of concili-
ation, with the avoidance of implied threats’, while at the same time upholding 
the authority of the league.22 The chairman of the commission of enquiry, lord 
lytton, did his best to follow this brief.
 The five-member lytton commission spent six months in 1932 travelling 
around north china and Manchuria and visiting Japan in an attempt to find 
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a settlement. Meanwhile, fierce fighting broke out in shanghai in the first 
two months of the year, and the Japanese army in Manchuria completed its 
occupation of the whole province and helped to establish a new, nominally 
independent state of ‘Manchukuo’ with the heir to the Manchu dynasty, pu-Yi, 
as its ruler. at the end of august, the lytton commission summarized its 
findings in a report to the league council. it acknowledged legitimate griev-
ances on both sides, but also cast strong doubt on the Japanese claim that 
Manchukuo had been called into existence by ‘a genuine and spontaneous 
independence movement’. The league council considered the lytton report 
at the end of november 1932 at a meeting of a special assembly. By now, 
the Japanese delegates had made it clear that their government regarded the 
establishment of Manchukuo as non-negotiable and that if Japan was formally 
censured for her actions in Manchuria, she would leave the organization. 
further league proposals to establish a largely autonomous Manchuria 
under chinese sovereignty were opposed by Japan and on 27 March 1933 the 
Japanese government gave notice of its intention to leave the league, though 
it agreed to participate in the up-coming and much delayed disarmament 
conference.
 The league’s failure to prevent Japan`s occupation of Manchuria and Japan’s 
departure from the league were serious blows, made worse by the failure of 
the world economic conference and then of the disarmament conference in 
1933. delegates to the disarmament conference were fully aware of the insur-
mountable problems facing them in trying to reach agreement on a multilateral 
disarmament convention, but they needed to demonstrate to their electorates 
that they were doing everything possible to bring about disarmament and 
prevent the outbreak of another war. 
 in the face of a resurgence of nationalism in germany, the french government 
was reluctant to support further arms reductions. The British government had 
progressively disarmed to the absolute limits of national safety and it adopted 
the role at the conference of trying to pressurize other powers, particularly 
france, to follow suit. The Us delegation shared the British view that french 
military power in combination with its east european allies was a major 
obstacle to progress on disarmament. concerns were also raised in the press 
in Britain and france as to whether italian and Japanese delegates were serious 
about pursuing disarmament. 
 The most urgent problem was the demand from the german delegates that if 
the other powers failed to conclude the substantive arms limitation agreements 
they had signed up to at paris in 1919, then germany would demand the right 
to rearm and to acquire weapons such as tanks, warplanes and heavy artillery, 
which had been prohibited under the treaty of versailles. for the german 
government, the conference offered a significant opportunity to win political 
concessions on rearmament on the grounds that this might halt the rise of the 
nazis. german rearmament had been taking place in secret since 1928 and 
german delegates were well aware that the other powers would find it virtually 
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impossible to reach agreement on levels of armament reduction, and this gave 
them the opportunity to denounce such failure and open the way towards full-
blown rearmament. 
 during the latter part of 1932 the search was on for a disarmament 
formula that balanced the german demand for equal treatment with the 
french obsession with security. in december 1932, Britain, italy, germany 
and france agreed a protocol that claimed ‘one of the principles that should 
guide the conference on disarmament should be the grant to germany, and 
to the other disarmed powers, of equality of rights in a system which would 
provide security for all nations’. in response, the german government agreed 
to return to geneva and to resume negotiations. The french government 
was still primarily concerned about the scale of german demands. herriot 
told the french military chiefs of staff in october 1932 – just three months 
before hitler came to power – that: ‘i am convinced germany wishes to rearm 
. . . she is beginning a positive policy. tomorrow it will be a policy of terri-
torial demands with a formidable means of intimidation: her army.’ winston 
churchill warned the house of commons a month later that the germans 
were not really after equality of status, but were ‘looking for weapons, and 
when they have the weapons, believe me they will ask for the return of . . . lost 
territories’.23

 when hitler came to power, worries over german rearmament intensified 
among the victorious european powers of 1918. Mussolini took the lead by 
formulating a four power pact, which he hoped would bind germany into an 
agreement with Britain, france and italy to preserve peace and work for treaty 
revision through the league of nations. it was duly signed in June 1933 but 
had no effect in restraining german ambitions. not long afterwards hitler led 
the german delegates out of the disarmament conference and left the league 
of nations. The long-cherished dream of a successful disarmament conference 
ended in total failure. The political climate of the early 1930s made it impos-
sible for governments to ‘bridge the gap between internationalist ideals and 
the demands of national security’.24 in the post-war era, international disar-
mament conferences learned a great deal from the world’s first serious attempt 
at multilateral arms limitation, but at the time the failure of the disarmament 
talks contributed greatly to disillusionment about the ability of the league to 
preserve international peace. 
 one bright note at geneva was the decision of the soviet Union to join 
the league in 1934. The expansionist nationalism emanating from Berlin and 
from tokyo persuaded stalin to send delegates to the league, but would it be 
possible for democratic Britain and france, fascist italy and the communist 
soviet Union to work closely together to deter future military aggression? 
The answer was not long in coming and it was italy that was to test the peace 
keeping machinery of the league to breaking point. The italian dictator had 
talked grandly for some time of his aim to turn the Mediterranean sea into ‘an 
italian lake’, but British and french naval strength were major obstacles in the 
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way of italian naval expansion. a much easier target was north africa, where it 
might be possible to link up the italian protectorates of eritrea and somaliland 
to establish a more coherent and powerful north-east african empire. Mussolini 
made it clear to successive french leaders that he was willing to work with them 
to contain german expansionist aims, especially over austria, but in return he 
expected a free hand to pursue italian territorial ambitions in north africa.
 to the french government, fearful of the revival of german military power, 
this seemed a price worth paying. in the first week of January 1935, the french 
foreign secretary pierre laval visited rome to discuss the european situation 
and colonial matters. he agreed to make minor territorial concessions to italy 
on the fringes of tunisia and on the somali coast and he gave the impression 
that the french government would not stand in the way of an italian protec-
torate over some or even all of abyssinia [modern-day ethiopia] provided 
it was achieved peacefully.25 at the stresa conference in april, Britain joined 
france and italy in declaring all three powers would oppose the ‘unilateral 
repudiation of treaties likely to engender the peace of europe’, but the official 
talks did not stray beyond european issues. This meeting was followed up by 
talks between france and italy over air pacts and the possibility of army and 
navy co-operation. in May, the french government conclude a treaty of mutual 
assistance with the soviet Union.
 what laval could not secure was a firm promise of British support against 
nazi aggression, only public commitments to uphold the league covenant 
and the locarno accords. paris wanted to augment its military pacts to deter 
germany, but london was still hoping conciliatory gestures might appease hitler 
and draw him back into league membership and achieve treaty revision within 
a negotiated framework. as British policy had to contend with Japanese nation-
alist ambitions in the far east and Mussolini’s ambitions in the Mediterranean 
area, a policy of appeasing the dictators seemed attractive. in June 1935 the 
British government signed the anglo-german naval agreement, which limited 
german naval expansion to a limit of 35 per cent of the strength of the British 
navy, but recognized germany’s right to re-arm. eliminating a possible naval 
race with germany made good pragmatic sense for the British, even if the 
french government saw the agreement as a betrayal of the stresa agreements. 
once again, British and french policies were pulling in different directions.
 Mussolini took the opportunity to exploit the division between Britain and 
france to seize abyssinia in october 1935. The french government realized 
strong league action against Mussolini would break the stresa front and 
possibly drive Mussolini into hitler’s orbit. The British government, however, 
was in the midst of an election campaign in which the national government 
was committed to strong support for the league of nations following the 
endorsement of ten million voters for sanctions against an aggressor in a peace 
Ballot organized by the league of nations Union only weeks before.26 sir John 
simon recorded in his diary in May, ‘we have warned italy in plain terms that if 
it comes to a choice between italy and the league we shall support the league.’27
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 pierre laval, the french foreign Minister, tried to ensure that any league 
action against Mussolini would be mild with ‘no provocative talk of sanctions 
and no wounding of italian feelings’.28 samuel hoare, the British foreign 
secretary, still hoped, as he told his cabinet colleagues, that a settlement of the 
crisis could be reached that ‘would not destroy abyssinian independence but 
would give italy some satisfaction’.29 The military invasion of abyssinia by italy 
torpedoed this strategy. The league council ruled that italy had resorted to war 
against another league member in flagrant disregard of its obligations, and that 
sanctions had to be imposed straightaway. a co-ordination committee was 
established to liaise with member states whose responsibility it was to take the 
sanctions ‘directly and individually’, and to draw up an agreed list of measures, 
including an embargo on the export of arms and ammunitions to italy, the 
withholding of loans and credits, the prohibition of imported goods from italy 
and a ban on the export of certain key products to the offending state. 
 in a bid designed to head off stronger sanctions in case Mussolini became 
completely alienated from his geneva colleagues, the french government 
increased pressure on Britain to agree to a package of proposals that would 
allow italy to retain some abyssinian territory in the east and south east and 
an extensive economic development zone in the south and south west under 
league supervision, though still nominally under abyssinian sovereignty. This 
was the basis of the infamous hoare–laval pact that was leaked to the press in 
early december and caused outrage. in Britain, the labour party described the 
clandestine arrangement as an attempt to ‘reward the declared aggressor at the 
expense of the victim, destroy collective security and conflict with the expressed 
will of the country and of the covenant’. simon warned stanley Baldwin, the 
prime Minister. that ‘this was very nearly what the cabinet felt’.30

 The italian offensive, which included mustard gas attacks against both 
abyssinian combatants and civilians, continued unchecked. sir anthony eden, 
a firm supporter of the league who had replaced the discredited hoare as 
British foreign secretary, was prepared by the end of february 1936 to support 
the imposition of oil sanctions, but the french government blocked this move. 
Meanwhile, the British government was trying to tempt hitler into discus-
sions about colonial concessions and an air pact, but these discussions came to 
nothing. Then suddenly, in the first week of March 1936, hitler exploited the 
deep divisions between Britain, france and italy by marching german troops 
into the de-militarized rhineland, citing france`s ratification of the 1935 
franco-soviet pact as justification. This was a breach of the treaty of versailles 
and the locarno pact. The french government, facing an election within two 
months, turned to Britain for support. The British war office, however, had 
already made it clear to their french counterparts that in the event of hostilities 
breaking out over rhineland remilitarization they could only offer to despatch 
to the area two regular divisions, which would take three months to mobilize. 
neville chamberlain, the chancellor of the exchequer, believed that ‘neither 
france nor england was really in a position to take effective military action’.31
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 intense efforts to resolve the rhineland issue now took centre stage. while 
the British government hoped to appease hitler by conciliation and by negoti-
ation, the french did not believe this was a realistic prospect, but could not risk 
taking action alone. Both powers agreed that every effort should now be made to 
obtain Mussolini’s support. in July 1935 economic sanctions against italy were 
abandoned. This came too late in the day to appease Mussolini. once abyssinia 
had been absorbed into italy’s empire, the italian government announced that 
it would leave the league of nations. with the outbreak of the spanish civil 
war in summer 1936, Mussolini opted – like hitler – to support the renegade 
spanish military leader general franco. at geneva, meanwhile, Britain, france 
and the soviet Union were left to face the growing and concerted aggression of 
germany, Japan and italy as the United states moved further towards a policy 
of isolationism from european affairs. 
 The total failure of Britain and france to agree on a common approach 
to deal with the aggressive ambitions of Mussolini and hitler robbed the 
league of any ability to maintain international peace through collective action. 
divisions in the 1920s had undermined the effectiveness of the league, but 
the failure to protect abyssinia against italian aggression now destroyed its 
credibility completely. The league could still have been mobilized if there had 
been a united resolve by Britain, france and russia to make its machinery 
effective. But from the outset it had been the British government that opposed 
the concept of a coercive league in favour of an international body that 
was consultative and conciliatory. By the mid-1930s even that approach was 
discarded in favour of ‘old diplomacy’, which rejected the idea of any pact with 
russia until mid-1939 and hoped to conciliate hitler by a series of conces-
sions, which inexorably led to the signing of the Munich agreements of 1938. 
Before long another major european war had broken out, which it had been 
the league`s task to prevent. 
 and yet the United nations was established after 1945 bearing ‘a most embar-
rassing resemblance to its predecessor’.32 it was to operate through two main bodies, 
a supreme council and a general assembly, and to be administered by an interna-
tional secretariat under an independent secretary-general. it was to be composed 
of sovereign states, all of which retained jurisdiction over their domestic affairs, and 
to have responsibilities and agencies designed to maintain peace and to improve the 
general welfare of its member states. But there were four significant differences. The 
United nations was created as a free-standing body, not linked to a peace treaty. its 
supreme council was based unequivocally on its five permanent members – the 
Ussr, the Usa, Britain, france and china – working together in concert, each able 
to exercise a veto on any proposed action, and the inclusion of the Usa and the 
Ussr ensured that the United nations had a global reach and power the league 
never enjoyed. and finally, the supreme council could take decisions by majority 
vote, which were binding on all members of the United nations, thus ensuring 
that the body could take action to enforce peace, something which the french 
government had vainly urged in 1919 that the league should be equipped to do.
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 what is clear now with the benefit of hindsight is that the league was a 
pioneering organization that brought together ‘the strands of pre-1914 inter-
national organization and wartime co-operation into a more centralised and 
systematic form on a global scale, thus providing a stepping stone towards the 
more enduring United nations’.33 in some areas of activity it did achieve great 
success, but it was severely hampered by the unstable international environment 
in which it had to operate, and by the absence of the Usa and the Ussr and 
by the loss of germany, italy and Japan as members by the mid-1930s. it was 
therefore driven by two great, but waning, imperial powers: Britain and france, 
whose leaders were fatally divided in their views on how the league could 
most effectively maintain international peace and on the best way to deal with 
military aggression. and while the league was conceived as a world-wide 
organization, its engine was in practice powered by declining europe states not 
strong enough or willing enough to maintain peace by means of deterrence, 
opting instead for compromise, vacillation and conciliation. 
 and yet the ideals that underpinned the league – a striving for the estab-
lishment of a peaceful international community of states all agreeing to abide 
by a clear set of rules of conduct – remained powerful, evoked strong popular 
support and might have made a bigger impact with a more determined set of 
leaders- particularly in Britain and france. The league helped to bring into 
existence a ‘different dynamic of international cooperation’ and those who 
worked on its behalf began to craft a ‘network of norms and agreements by 
which our world is regulated, if not quite governed’. it was not able to fulfil the 
ambitious aspirations of its founders or the exaggerated hopes of its most fervent 
supporters, but it was the world’s first ‘sustained and consequential experiment 
in internationalism’,34 a significant and exploratory first phase, which could not 
prevent the outbreak of the second world war, but which paved the way for a 
second, more effective and more lasting period of international collaboration 
under the United nations. 
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chapter 3

An Ideological Genealogy of Imperial Era Japanese 
Militarism

M.G. Sheftall

We can understand much of human history as the struggle to achieve, 
maintain, and reaffirm a collective sense of immortality under constantly 

changing psychic and material conditions.
Robert Jay Lifton1

on 12 november 1948 the justices of the international Military tribunal for the 
far east (iMtfe) presented to the world their official judgment on the primary 
issue they had addressed over two and a half years of legal proceedings: who 
was to be held to account for leading Japan into a reckless fifteen-year-long 
campaign of military opportunism on the asian continent and its disastrous 
four-year-long war on the west? few observers were surprised by the majority 
opinion verdict: the twenty or so senior Japanese statesmen, soldiers and 
bureaucrats in the defendant’s dock were found guilty (two defendants posthu-
mously) as to the most serious charges of ‘crimes against peace’, judged by the 
mens rea logic of the tribunal’s charter to have been members of a ‘criminal 
militaristic clique’ whose ‘policies were the cause of serious world troubles, 
aggressive wars, and great damage to the interests of peace-loving peoples, as 
well as the interests of the Japanese people themselves’.2 The judgment offered 
a simplistic explanatory narrative for historical posterity and contemporary 
public consumption – both within and outside of Japan – by which an elite 
cabal of morally corrupt oligarchs, beginning roughly with the invasion of 
Manchuria by the Japanese Kwantung army in 1931, had plotted imperialistic 
world domination and duped, bullied or otherwise cajoled a docile but essen-
tially blameless compatriot populace (and, of critical importance to the smooth 
implementation of policy by Japan’s postwar allied occupiers, an equally 
innocent emperor hirohito) into acceding to their nefarious plans. Thus found 
guilty by the tribunal only of having lacked a healthy political cynicism that 
might otherwise have inoculated them against bad government, the Japanese 
people as a whole were now free to slip into a comfortable historical amnesia 
by which their roles as enthusiastic supporters of aggressive wars of collective 
self-aggrandizement could be conveniently forgotten, allowing them instead 
to assume the historical mantle of victims not only of allied bombs but also 
of incompetent and culturally inauthentic leadership.3 The overall plotline 
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was easily grasped, and its cast of variously bespectacled, mustachioed and 
shaven-headed ‘villains’ comprised a rogues’ gallery of pulp literary archetypes 
instantly and readily recognizable by any schoolboy reading fu Manchu comic 
books in 1948. now that these ‘bad guys’ had been safely caught in the final reel, 
nanking, pearl harbor, singapore and Bataan were to be considered sufficiently 
avenged. considered as rhetoric, the message of the iMtfe verdict was clear: it 
was time for the world to forgive Japan and move on. 
 in contrast with the pragmatic benefits the tribunal provided for the Japanese 
populace and for the smooth operation of allied occupation policy, it cannot 
be claimed that the cause of accurate historical interpretation of the war’s origin 
was as satisfactorily served by the tribunal. This chapter will attempt to redress 
what i feel is one of the tribunal’s most significant interpretive shortcomings, 
i.e. its glossing of deep-level ideological (inclusive of historical, cultural, and 
social) factors behind Japan’s period of imperial era militarism. The war crimes 
trial interpretation of the war as having been primarily the consequence of 
relatively short-term and calculated Japanese imperialistic rapacity was either 
simplistically mistaken or cynically disingenuous in claiming the existence of 
such a clear-cut motive – and such a safely limited number of active agents. 
The political and historical phenomenon of the war is more appropriately 
likened to an ideological train wreck than to a consciously committed crime. 
accordingly, this chapter may be considered an accident investigation of sorts. 
it will focus on aspects of the ideological construction of national subjectivity 
in post-Meiji restoration Japan that were key factors in promoting the imperial 
era militarism that eventually led the nation to wage its disastrous and very 
nearly suicidal war against the west. Before proceeding, i realize that some 
readers not intimately familiar with social psychology theory may appreciate 
some further elaboration of the term ‘ideological construction of national 
subjectivity’ appearing in the preceding paragraph. accordingly, i will consign 
some of our preciously limited space to an explanation of the meaning and 
key concepts behind this term which, in any case, is absolutely central to my 
argument. 
 eschewing more Marxist-informed definitions of ideologies as systems of 
information regulation established to maintain exploitative power structures 
in a society, i subscribe instead to a more politically neutral, anthropological 
definition of ideology as ‘that part of culture which is actively concerned with 
the establishment and defense of patterns of belief and value’.4 By this formu-
lation, belonging to a culture can be understood as being beholden – typically 
by coincidence of birth – to a certain set of ‘patterns of belief and value’, which 
in turn constitute a ‘lifeworld’ of knowable, experienceable and mutually inter-
pretable human existence one inhabits with cultural compatriots.5 The collective 
consciousness of sharing a lifeworld with cultural compatriots – a shared 
awareness of being ‘the bearer(s) of a particular kind of cultural software, a 
configuration existing at this time and at no other ...’ – is a good working 
definition for ‘subjectivity’ in the sense that the term is used in this chapter.6
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 The establishment of the abovementioned ‘patterns of belief and value’ – that 
is, the creation and maintenance of a lifeworld and its concomitant cultural 
worldview – is culture’s primary function, providing us with cognitive tools 
for the navigation and interpretation of both physical and symbolic space. 
specifically, this entails the provision of: first, a ‘reality system’ for the inter-
pretation of value and meaning necessary for efficient interaction with cultural 
compatriots and environmental elements in the physical universe; and second, 
on a symbolic plane, ‘hero-systems’ in the form of culturally scripted and 
socially reinforced social roles and life path narratives which, if followed loyally 
and functioning as intended, provide us with self-esteem, i.e. a sense of valued, 
meaningful existence which is, in essence, a form of symbolic immortality (a 
culture which also has robust religious beliefs in the existence of an afterlife 
actually goes this one better, augmenting the effectiveness of its more secularly 
grounded hero-system[s] with guarantees of literal immortality in ‘heaven’, 
‘paradise’, ‘valhalla’, etc.).7 regardless of whether this culturally afforded sense 
of immortality is supplemented by dogmatic religious beliefs or based solely 
on satisfactory adherence to cultural norms and/or satisfactory/exemplary 
performance of social roles, this symbolic function is critically important 
for our psychological well-being, as it offers us significant protection against 
the otherwise unbearable anomie and terror that would assail us as sentient, 
intelligent beings conscious of our own inevitable mortality and aware of the 
perhaps even more disenchanting and ontologically terrifying possibility that 
our ostensibly ‘heroic’ strivings in life may be, all things said and done, essen-
tially ‘inconsequential in the cosmic scheme of things’.8 
 as history has repeatedly shown, not only in nineteenth- and twentieth-
century Japan but in cultures across the globe and throughout the ages, when 
a worldview (and its concomitant hero-system) is threatened with desymboli-
zation – i.e. when a culture’s ability to protect its constituents from excessive 
existential anxiety is compromised – by encounter with an alternate, rival 
worldview, the result is all too often reactions of humiliation, rage and extreme 
irrationality among the constituents of the challenged worldview, even to 
the point of unwilling (or in the case of the modern suicide bomber, quite 
consciously willed) self-destruction in the cause of worldview defence.9 a 
central concept in this chapter is that Japanese reactions to desymbolization 
threats of this nature (both domestic and externally generated) at several key 
junctures in Japan’s pre-1945 modern history eventually found widespread and 
generally enthusiastic governmental and popular expression in the ideological 
extreme of Japanese militarism, with the direst eventual consequences for tens 
of millions of human lives. 
 The analysis will focus on the origins and intended functions of the 
subjectivity-formulating cultural software with which Japanese subjects were 
‘installed’ during Japan’s imperial era and during the tumultuous era of initial 
Japanese encounter with western ‘modernity’ in the mid-nineteenth century 
that immediately preceded (and ultimately motivated) the formal codification 
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and implementation of this software. i will finally demonstrate how ‘bugs’ 
in this software eventually manifested themselves not only in the irrational 
decision-making of Japan’s political and especially military leadership, but 
also in enthusiastic popular support for the wars of the most aggressive phase 
of Japanese imperialist expansion in the early and mid-twentieth century, 
culminating in the nation’s fateful war on the west – an experience of 
generation-traversing trauma from which, in many ways, modern Japanese 
subjectivity has yet to recover. 
 to begin with, it is important to appreciate the psychological compulsion 
behind the populist militarism of Japan’s imperial era from the late nineteenth 
to mid-twentieth centuries and the collapse of ontological security suffered by 
Japanese society at the end of the edo (shogunate) period in the mid-nineteenth 
century.10 Therefore, at this point i would like to enjoin the reader to travel back 
in time for a moment to step into the lifeworld of an adult male resident of 
the Japanese archipelago one July morning in 1853. let us further qualify our 
hypothetical subject as occupying a precisely ‘median’ position in Japanese 
society in terms of his socio-economic status, his education level, the scale of 
his lifeworld and the persuasive strength of his soon-to-collapse hero-system, 
i.e. the system of beliefs, values and life narrative ‘stage directions’ that provided 
him with self-esteem and ontological security.11 
 our hypothetical subject – let us call him ‘tarō’ – is a tenant farmer from 
the rural hinterlands on the main Japanese island of honshu, working a rice 
paddy field with the rest of his family members far from edo (tokyo) and the 
comparatively cosmopolitan culture of the other major urban centers along the 
island’s pacific coast. tarō is prosperous enough to put food on his family’s table 
most of the time, but the spectre of famine after a failed crop is never far from 
his mind. he has lived in the same village and plied the same trade as untold 
generations of his ancestors, but unlike the members of the one or two samurai 
households in his area, he has no family name and his local Buddhist temple has 
kept no birth records of his forebears, so he has no way of tracing his ancestral 
roots beyond the ken of family oral tradition. 
 By centuries-old political design, force of habit and perhaps also by some 
degree of personal preference, tarō’s lifeworld is microcosmic – probably 
even smaller than that of a socio-economic counterpart on a late Medieval 
european farm half a millennium earlier. one significant factor in the severe 
constriction of his lifeworld is the fact that tarō, his fellow inhabitants of the 
Japanese archipelago and nearly ten generations of their forebears have been 
effectively cut off from any contact with or even knowledge of the outside world 
for over two centuries under the feudal shogunate’s brutally enforced policy of 
sakoku (‘country chained shut’).12 Moreover, prevented by shogunate law from 
changing his hereditary occupation as a farmer or even from changing his 
place of residence, tarō has never in his life travelled more than a day’s walk 
from his village – perhaps on that occasion as a participant in a pilgrimage to a 
local shrine – and he has little interest in doing otherwise. in terms of his daily 
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agenda of normal cognitive activity, the world outside the borders of his village 
simply does not exist. 
 tarō knows there is a daimyō – a feudal lord – ruling over his region, and 
he may even have seen him in person a few times in his life, passing by on a 
local road in ornate procession on his way to or from his compulsory biennial 
period of residence in the shogunate capital of edo. But tarō is shrewd enough 
to appreciate the value of understanding the humble status of his own place in 
the order of things, and so has never asked any probing questions about the 
structure and functioning of the political system to which he pays taxes, but 
with which he otherwise has no contact and to which he owes no obligation 
beyond his adherence to its laws and his diligence as a producer and consumer 
of rice. he is so completely immersed in his tiny lifeworld that the concept of 
a ‘country’ or ‘nation’ is obscure and essentially irrelevant to him. he may have 
used the word Nihon – Japan – only a few times in his life, if at all, but he knows 
nothing of the shogunate regime that rules the land so named, and he may not 
even know of the existence of an ‘emperor’ living in a far off city called Kyoto. 
he has never seen nor even heard of war occurring in his lifetime, although 
he has heard frightful stories from village elders and the occasional travelling 
raconteur about days many generations ago, when the warring private armies of 
rival daimyō roamed far and wide across the land, taking by force what provi-
sions they needed from the local peasantry. 
 while the physical aspects of tarō’s lifeworld are arduous and occasionally 
even grim, the ontological security of his symbolic universe is reassuringly 
durable. he is offered some promise of literal immortality by stories told by the 
local monks about the serene pure land he will inhabit after death, if he has 
loyally followed the teachings of Shakasama – the Buddha – in life. But tarō’s 
lifestyle and traditions comprise a hero-system that is much more important 
for his self-esteem and psychological well-being than the (in any case suspi-
ciously highbrow and obscure) explanations of literal immortality offered by 
Buddhist monks. The stability of his symbolic lifeworld is primarily grounded 
not in lofty imagery of ultimate afterlife destinations, but in the comfort offered 
by the reassuring predictability and repetitive cycle of his daily life: working 
hard in his rice field; garnering the respect of his neighbours through his self-
abnegating diligence and loyalty to village traditions; raising obedient children, 
secure in the knowledge that he is living as his forebears have lived, and that his 
children and their descendants will live as he has, forever and ever, in a world 
without end, amen. But on this morning he cannot know that the first of a 
series of events has just occurred that will in short order shatter this lifeworld 
forever. for today is 8 July 1853 and four black-hulled U.s. navy warships under 
the command of commodore Matthew c. perry’s flotilla have just crested the 
horizon off of Uraga Bay near present-day tokyo.13

 The american-coerced ‘opening of Japan’ that was the eventual consequence 
of perry’s mission resulted in Japan’s traumatized emergence from nearly two 
and a half centuries of self-imposed and near-total seclusion from the outside 
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world. The resultant cultural shockwave that rocked Japanese society was first 
experienced in full force by the humiliated samurai elite and by other residents 
of the large urban concentrations on the pacific coast who, among Japan’s 
population of non-samurai commoners, had the most ready access to breaking 
news of current events at the time, and who would be the unwilling hosts to 
the first arrivals of foreigners in significant numbers a year later. The resultant 
psychological crisis set in motion a fifteen-year-long chain of events that saw 
the collapse of the 265-year-old shogunate regime in 1868, after a successful 
revolution by lower and middle-ranked samurai, primarily hailing from the 
south-western provinces of the country, who had been motivated in their 
actions by an overwhelming sense of ontological panic compounded by disgust 
and indignant fury at what they saw as the shogunate’s treasonous and cowardly 
bowing to american demands to open Japan to foreign contact. 
 in what is now known to history as the Meiji restoration, these samurai 
(shortly to become ex-samurai) ‘founding fathers’ of modern Japan replaced 
the shogunate regime with a centralized national bureaucracy staffed by 
themselves and their former samurai clan compatriots, wielding sovereign 
authority through direct imperial edicts (later augmented by a national legis-
lature and a judiciary branch) under the tutelary aegis of the young emperor 
Meiji (1852–1912).14 as the reader should now appreciate after our short 
excursion in the previous section into the lifeworld pastorale of late edo era 
Japan, the society the new imperial regime inherited from its shogunate prede-
cessors was one that was still, in many senses of the term, medieval. By any 
measure, Japan was at this point still woefully unprepared – socially, politically, 
economically, culturally and militarily – to interact from anything but the most 
obsequious subaltern position with the dominant western powers (rekkyō) 
that now loomed so suddenly large on the Japanese psychological landscape. 
realizing they were in no position to roust the unwelcome foreigners – at least 
for the time being – the founders of the new regime determined that their only 
recourse was for them to hold their noses and accommodate and imitate the 
foreigners until their country became strong enough to beat the west at its own 
military and economic game. But before they could even begin to do that, they 
first had to create something called ‘Japan,’ and in turn to do this, they first had 
to create a national populace of ‘Japanese’. 
 from the outset of the great Meiji era nation-building project, one major 
obstacle to the new regime’s agenda was the fact that the vast, politically disen-
franchised and for all purposes functionally illiterate rural proletariat that was 
the overwhelmingly dominant Japanese demographic cohort of this essentially 
feudal society had little in the way of any shared concept of national subjectivity 
beyond a catalogue of vague cultural foundation myths and ‘brave samurai of 
yore’ legends passed down through oral tradition by troubadours and local wise 
men.15 like ‘tarō the ideal type tenant farmer’ it is doubtful that many new 
‘imperial subjects’ even had a clear conception of the existence of the emperor 
or of the institution of the imperial throne. But the unflagging efforts of the new 
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regime eventually bore nation-building fruit. The new oligarchy would begin 
this process first through the emotionally wrenching but nevertheless politically 
necessary elimination of their own samurai status as an elite Japanese social 
class – a gesture dramatically symbolized by the government’s granting in 1870 
of surnames (previously a privilege only for the samurai class and other social 
elite) to the ninety-four per cent of the Japanese population still without family 
names at the time of the edict.16 of even more importance in creating a nation 
of mass national stake-holders were the long years of patient and generous 
national investment in educational policy and, of somewhat more sinister 
portent, in the creation of a national military that eventually inculcated millions 
of young Japanese men – with subsequent influence on Japanese society and 
culture as a whole – with an archly xenophobic, social darwinist- worldview, 
with a fanatic formulation of both patriotic and religious individual identity 
inextricably committed to the iconic institution of the emperor, and last but not 
least, with a powerful new militaristic hero-system for the masses that fetishized 
self-sacrifice in service to the greater glory of the state. 
 in his 2007 monograph Unmodern Men in the Modern World, strategic 
analyst Michael J. Mazarr holds that ‘from the outset, modern Japan was to 
some degree erected on an explosive foundation of sublimated rage.’17 This is 
an excellent encapsulation of the motivational package of the ruling class of 
Japan’s new regime, comprised as it was of former samurai whose class had 
never gotten over the humiliation and desymbolization anxiety of the west’s 
– specifically america’s – rude intrusion on their tidy little feudal lifeworld in 
1853. temporarily sublimating their rage in a flurry of furious nation-building 
activity, they would end up turning Japan into a world-class military power in 
fewer than thirty years. But Mazarr’s observation tells only half of the story. 
an ideology, which after all is basically rhetoric on a huge and highly complex 
scale, requires a rhetor and an audience in order to function. if the ex-samurai 
founding fathers of the new regime were rhetors motivated by rage, what was 
their audience’s motivation? in short, the millions of new imperial subjects 
were a captive audience. as philosopher erich fromm has observed, ‘ideas 
can become powerful forces, but only to the extent to which they are answers 
to specific human needs prominent in a given character’.18 in fromm’s sense, 
the mass audience of new imperial subjects during the early Meiji era was 
motivated to receive the new regime’s ideological message because they were 
desperate for a replacement for the ontological security they also had just 
lost. They were primed to receive the message by a psychological condition of 
existential bewilderment in the wake of the sudden desymbolization of their 
own edo period lifeworlds, and by the equally sudden and historically unprec-
edented awareness and fear on their part of a culturally alien and threatening 
outside world. we can say that the modern ‘Japanese’ were truly born as a 
people a generation later, when the respective motivational profiles of rulers 
and ruled met on middle ground; once the populace opted for stability and 
security over freedom, accepting as its own the regime’s dark view of the world 
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outside Japan as being a jungle ruled by the law of ‘eat or be eaten’, the ‘single 
communal faith’ envisioned by the Meiji oligarchs was complete.19 Under such 
conditions, any nascent Japanese political movement toward liberal democracy 
never really had a chance. 
 in fairness to the ex-samurai crafters of this new Japanese lifeworld, it is perhaps 
unreasonable to bemoan the failure of their ranks to produce political philosophers 
of vision and genius who might otherwise have guided modern Japan from the 
outset toward a more liberal and democratic future. after all, it had been their 
feudal forefathers who had chosen to slam the national door on the first extended 
feelers of western enlightenment in the early 1600s and throw away the cultural 
key for over two centuries. ideologically blinkered from the start, the stalwart 
samurai founders of the new Japan were, at best, imperfect revolutionary heroes 
whose collective imagination was tragically limited by the lifeworld that had 
moulded them – a lifeworld that, in its way, was just as tiny and constricted as that 
of the populace they were now determined to mould into a mass army of national 
stake-holding warriors (or brides and mothers of future warriors) serving at the 
convenience and for the greater glory of the new state. The potential extent of their 
vision and ambition was equally constrained by the limits of lifeworld upheaval they 
could reasonably their peers and new popular constituency to endure. to many 
early Meiji ideologues, for example, western-style democracy appeared not as the 
pinnacle of civilized political freedom, but as an invitation to interminable social 
chaos and selfishness, while a political system of checks and balances appeared not 
as responsible governance, but as a blasphemous intrusion on the sacrosanct and 
inviolate sovereign prerogatives of the emperor. appreciative of such limitations 
but also aware of the need to get a more modern Japan up and running as soon 
as possible, the new leadership attempted to placate the cultural and psychological 
sensitivities of the new national constituents undergoing this lifeworld upheaval 
by reassuring them that Japanese modernization would be a culturally authentic 
process undertaken ‘with Japanese spirit in our hearts, and western technology in 
our hands’ (wakon yosai).20 But what may have at the time sounded like a culturally 
authentic plan for national modernization seems, in hindsight, more like the recipe 
for cultural schizophrenia it arguably turned out to be. 
 in an even less flattering light, the samurai founders of the new Japan can be 
regarded as a kind of collective dr frankenstein who could not resist the narcis-
sistic temptation of trying to mould their creation in their own image. infusing 
their new national project with an ersatz ‘bushidō for the masses’, they would 
keep the hero-system of their dying warrior culture on artificial life support by 
transforming every Japanese man into a samurai – if not necessarily in cultural 
refinement, then at least in the sense of the possession of a national stake-holder 
consciousness and identity that would make him as willing to give up his life for 
his emperor as his putative forebears had been willing to sacrifice themselves 
for their feudal lord in some ‘golden age’ of Japanese warriorhood. 
 as is the wont of reactionaries in any culture, the samurai founding 
fathers of modern Japan automatically and unthinkingly assumed that their 
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fundamental system of ‘way of the warrior’ beliefs and values were already the 
embodiment of moral perfection. as such, they must also have regarded as 
reassuringly culturally authentic their own ideological system of conquering 
and sublimating natural urges to individual autonomy through devotion to 
discipline, violence against external rivals and fetishized group loyalty and 
self-abnegation in the cause of collective aggrandizement. Moreover, and from 
a more politically pragmatic perspective, they clearly also felt the fundamental 
tenets of this moral system provided the best and quickest means to forge a 
powerful modern nation from the popular raw material they had to work with. 
an appreciation of this psychological profile of the ex-samurai ideologues who 
made the amazing Meiji transformation of Japanese society possible – largely 
through their power base of the imperial Japanese army (iJa) – is vital to an 
understanding of how and why the imperial era worldview and its hero-system 
were so effective in transforming the new nation of Japan into such a potent 
instrument of war. historian leonard humphreys explains the ideological 
agenda at work during the Meiji period as one: 

informed by a crude social darwinism – not of the individualistic or eugenic form (this 
would come later) but of the collective variety. it saw Japan as an organismic whole 
fighting for survival in a hostile world of similarly competing entities . . . in Japan this 
conception revived confidence in a confucian ideal that embodied all the nation in 
a great family working as one to ensure the preservation of the state, its emperor, its 
people, and its collective values. The army sought to position itself at the forefront of 
this absolutely vital cause and to exhort and cajole all the people in its support. The 
military judgment that Japan was in a very poor position to survive in this struggle 
gave it added impetus to seek concerted action to enhance the defensive capabilities of 
the state. lacking the resources of the other great powers, the Japanese military reached 
two somewhat contradictory and ultimately fatal conclusions: (1) they must seize the 
necessary resources to survive from already failed (asian) neighbors, and (2) they must 
win in a war against materially superior enemies by preparing their soldiers with the 
psychological armor of an indomitable spirit.21

The symbolic lynchpin of this imperial era worldview – the careful crafting of 
which was indelibly marked by the influence of arch-conservative iJa figures 
such as ex-samurai field Marshal Yamagata aritomo (1838–1922) – was 
the notion of divinely ordained Japanese cultural infallibility manifest in the 
august person of the emperor himself, from whose immortal ancestral line all 
Japanese were descended, regardless of social station, and to whom all owed 
as a sacred debt their entire existence, being, loyalty and destiny, both physical 
and symbolic.22 
 proselytized with brilliant efficiency by Meiji Japan’s national education 
system and the army, the new imperial era Japanese worldview embraced a 
hero-system that valorized self-sacrifice for the greater Japanese good as the 
pinnacle of symbolic immortality to which any loyal subject of the emperor 
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might aspire – a somewhat more earthbound and figurative Japanese equivalent 
to the literal afterlife immortality aspired to by believers in the ‘revealed’ faiths 
of christianity and islam. This was a supremely efficient ideological foundation 
for the mobilization of a society in toto for the era of industrialized total war 
these Meiji ideologues foresaw – not without a certain self-fulfilling prescience 
– as humankind’s fate in the upcoming twentieth century.23 Yasukuni shrine in 
downtown tokyo, a pilgrimage site for the exaltation of imperial military war 
dead constructed at public expense in the Meiji era, is a still-extant (and since 
1945 quite controversial) relic of the early stage of the imperial era formulation 
of national subjectivity around what george Mosse identifies as ‘the official 
linkage of the cult of the fallen to manliness and national glory’.24 
 prevented by native religious tradition and cultural pride from access to the 
ontological safety net of the unfalsifiable theological systems animating the 
worldviews of Japan’s western rivals in imperialistic competition, the Meiji 
ideologues instead fashioned a ‘god’ out of Japan itself to provide the theological 
mortar for the structure of their new worldview. Unfortunately for the nation’s 
later fortunes, the new ‘god’ of an infallible and invincible Japan these ideologues 
foisted on their countrymen turned out to be hypersensitive to desymbolization 
threat by worldly events. once the overwhelming majority of the populace had 
been effectively co-opted into this new and increasingly totalitarian formulation 
of subjectivity, mass public opinion tended to encounter news of any sort of 
national setback or perceived national slight at the hands of foreign rivals not 
only with patriotic indignation, but with the irrational and narcissistic rage of 
the religious fundamentalist confronted by an act of blasphemy. The conse-
quences of this ideological flaw would have grievous consequences for Japanese 
national policy in coming decades. This was most notoriously the case among 
the company and field grade officer ranks of the iJa, beginning in the late 
1920s, as dire domestic economic straits, ever newer internal desymbolization 
pressures arising from the continuing process of Japanese modernization and 
new worldview threats arising from Japanese geostrategic competition with 
rival powers pushed this military cohort and its civilian political and ideological 
allies to paroxysms of reactionary narcissistic rage. 
 By the late 1920s, the iJa – constitutionally protected from any civilian legal 
interference outside of budgetary allotments – had effectively positioned itself 
as the supreme arbiter of the symbolic aspects of Japanese subjectivity (what 
we might call ‘Japaneseness’) in every arena of public and political discourse, 
inclusive of national educational policy. once Japanese discourse became thus 
constricted and monopolized, any public criticism of the military became first 
‘unpatriotic’, then by the early 1930s ‘treasonous’, and then finally ‘blasphemous’ 
once the country had reached terminal velocity on its course toward war 
with the west. any rare civilian politician, jurist or public intellectual either 
principled or foolish enough to raise a voice of protest against this trend was all 
too soon silenced through blackmail, arrest, professional ruin or co-option, or 
most simply and effectively, assassination.25 



60 the origins of the second world war

 in hindsight, it may be said that the greater share of the problem of increasing 
fanaticism in the Japanese military – again, particularly in the iJa – can be 
traced to founding father-generation oligarchs like Yamagata forgetting to tell 
their protégés in succeeding generations of Japanese leadership that the mass 
bushidō ‘every man a samurai’ ideology had only been a temporary stopgap to 
get the new country up and running in time to hold off being overwhelmed by 
western encroachment. after all, it was clear to any observer that this national 
goal had been achieved by the time of Japan’s 1895 victory over Qing china, and 
certainly by the time of its geostrategic paradigm-shifting victory over russia 
in 1905. why hadn’t Japan been satisfied to just rest on its military laurels after 
that, settling down to the peaceful business of making money and improving 
the living standards of its citizens? in actuality, there were a great many influ-
ential Japanese, especially during the reign of Meiji’s successor, the emperor 
taishō (1912–25), who had tried to steer the nation in just such a direction. But 
in the end they had been shouted down (and in more than a few instances, cut 
down) by the patriots. By the early 1930s, any such voices had for all intents and 
purposes been silenced altogether, with a final round of mass assassinations of 
(comparatively) liberal Japanese political figures by fanatic young iJa officers in 
february 1936 putting the final nail in the coffin of prewar Japanese liberalism 
and thus ending the hopes of any significant public dissent against the cause of 
Japanese militarism. 
 The keystone of Japanese militarism was the symbolic notion of kokutai – a 
concept usually translated somewhat vacuously at ‘national polity’ (it literally 
means ‘national body’) but is best understood as a mystic embodiment of the 
essential unity of the Japanese people, inextricably bound up with volkisch ideas 
about the mythical divine origins of the nation, all under the august beneficence 
of the institution of a divine emperor and the providential protection of several 
millennia worth of ancestral ghosts. for the iJa, as well as for tens of millions 
of emperor Meiji’s subjects, the kokutai was not merely a source of pride and 
spiritual power for the nation, it was the lifeworld of the nation in toto, not 
only in social and political but also in theological and cosmological terms, and 
no means were too extreme nor sacrifice too great if deemed necessary for its 
survival. 
 while Yamagata had been ever ready to identify threats to the kokutai 
beyond Japan’s shores, his ideological and political protégé, army Minister 
and later prime Minister tanaka gi’ichi – being as shrewd a politician as he 
was vigilant a soldier – had become increasingly aware in the early years of 
the twentieth century that sociopolitical and ideological winds were beginning 
to blow across the globe that could pose as much danger to the kokutai from 
within Japan as from without. tanaka would devote the rest of his career in 
military and political spheres to defending the sovereignty of the nation from 
both forms of threat, and the multi-generational program of the dissemination 
of the mass bushidō hero-system he continued and intensified would be the 
primary means he would employ toward this end.
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 for tanaka, the most serious domestic threat to the health of the kokutai 
was what he had determined to be a burgeoning class-consciousness among the 
Japanese people that was a natural and unavoidable development of capitalism, 
industrialization and the beginnings of what would in the postwar era develop 
into the predominant Japanese lifeworld milieu of secularized (i.e., ‘disen-
chanted’) mass consumerism. one variant of this danger was manifested in the 
growing disparity between ‘the haves’ and ‘have-nots’ in the country’s rapidly 
growing urban population centres as liberal capitalism played out a domestic 
version of social darwinism, potentially leaving a door open for Bolshevist 
contamination of the kokutai, and perhaps most worryingly, from the stand-
point of national unity, between an Japanese urban culture that was becoming 
increasingly westernized, cosmopolitan, politically cynical and materially 
affluent on one hand, and on the other, a Japanese rural culture increasingly left 
behind in the economic dust, witnessing these changes from afar and seething 
in resentment.26 
 as a soldier, tanaka was acutely aware of the damage Japanese military 
potential would suffer if the countryside were to be lost to political disen-
franchisement, taking with it the nation’s patriotic backbone and the iJa’s 
traditional source of its most obedient soldiers. at the conclusion of the 1904 
russo-Japanese war, tanaka – then a youngish major general on the fast-track 
to imperial general headquarters – had made the observation that he believed 
that the russian defeat had been in large part due to the poor morale of its 
soldiers, which had in turn been exacerbated by simmering class antagonisms 
between the haughty, aristocratic russian officers and their salt-of-the-earth 
enlisted men.27 while, for the time being, patriotic sentiment and the funda-
mentally egalitarian and meritocratic ethos of the iJa rendered insignificant any 
poisonous class consciousness between its own officers and men, there was no 
guarantee that the rapid industrialization of Japanese society, westernization, 
socialism and capitalism might not engender such tensions in the ranks in a 
not-too-distant future. tanaka realized that, in a world where conflict would 
soon be characterized by ‘total’ wars, any rend in the nation’s social fabric might 
prove fatal in a conflict in which victory would go to the side best able to realize 
‘total national mobilization’.28 
 in 1910 tanaka, now at the army Ministry and with the continued assis-
tance of the superannuated Yamagata working as a behind-the-scenes mentor 
and political string-puller, masterminded a project to ensure that divisive 
class conflict would never pose a serious threat to Japan’s capacity for national 
mobilization for war.29 This experiment in mass social engineering, a precursor 
to similar projects in italy and germany undertaken, respectively, ten and 
twenty years later, was the establishment of the Zaigō gunjin Kai (imperial 
Military reserve association) as a semi-public agency to be run in close 
cooperation with the army Ministry. initially, the iMra was created: to 
enable the quick mobilization of reserve soldiers around the country in time of 
national emergency; to facilitate the iJa’s conscription system30 at the local level; 
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and, in the rather ominous phrasing of its original charter, to ‘spread militaristic 
thought among the population at large’.31 But the association’s true intended 
function – the hyper-militarization of the entire nation with an eye to apoca-
lyptic, cataclysmic and most likely ethno-racially delineated future conflict 
– soon became evident. in 1915, a national federation of Youth associations was 
established as an adjunct organization to the iMra, with branches in every city 
neighborhood, town, village and hamlet in the country, to provide the nation’s 
young men (and much later, in the last stages of the second world war, young 
women as well) with patriotic education and realistic military training.32 ten 
years later, under the tutelage of tanaka’s ideological successor general Ugaki 
Kazushige, militarist indoctrination of the nation’s adolescents was formalized 
through the establishment of a national network of Youth training schools 
(Seinenkunrenjo), also under iMra direction, and even more significantly, 
through the institution of the iJa’s attached officer program (Haizokuseido) in 
which active duty iJa officers were posted to every normal elementary school 
(kōtōshōgakkō) and junior high school in the country, where these professional 
soldiers instructed their charges in military drill, tactics, gymnastics and a 
heavy dose of indoctrination in ultra-nationalistic kokutai ideology under the 
guise of ‘civics’.33 
 The conscious honing of the Japanese polity into a sharpened instrument of 
total war was undertaken by the likes of tanaka, Ugaki and later key military 
ideologues such as iJa generals araki sadao and Mazaki Jizaburō, who aimed 
to produce a populace with the spiritual and psychological stamina to sustain 
this hyper-mobilized status indefinitely. This hyper-mobilized status was itself 
to comprise the new Japanese national subjectivity. This was to be true not 
only in terms of the spiritual and psychological fitness of the nation’s soldiers 
and the populace at large for the demands of modern, first world war-style 
attrition warfare, but just as significantly, in terms of the securing of the logis-
tical means to wage this warfare and the ability of the home front to make the 
most efficient use of these means. 
 during the 1920s and 1930s, as the longing eyes the Japanese military began 
turning eastwards and southwards to the raw material riches of the asian continent 
and the east indies as a means of indefinitely fueling their war machine, Japan itself 
would evolve beyond mere great power status to metamorphose ideologically into 
a true gunkoku – a ‘military nation’ mobilized for total war at every conceivable 
level of society – perhaps the first society so thoroughly organized as such since the 
days of ancient sparta or the empire of genghis Khan. all conceivable material, 
economic, political and spiritual preparations were made for the total war toward 
which Japan seemingly lurched under the blind momentum of its own ideology – a 
momentum that only increased as Japan’s western rivals undertook measures to 
protect their own geostrategic and imperialist interests by impede Japan’s movement 
in this direction. and when the inexorable total war to roust western influence from 
east asia (and of equal importance, from the Japanese psychological landscape) 
finally came to pass, tens of millions of human lives would be lost as a result. 
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 if there is any lesson to be learned from this sad eighty-year stretch of 
Japanese history, we may sum it up as a sobering fable about the hazards not 
only of basing a formulation of national subjectivity on theological precepts 
– which is after all a common enough political arrangement in the human 
experience – but far more dangerously, of tying the persuasive authority of 
these theological precepts, in turn, on perceptions of the ebb and flow of 
the fortunes of this subjectivity in real-world, real-time competition with 
cultural rivals. Under such subjective conditions, every military, diplomatic 
or economic setback Japan suffered, no matter how trivial, could be (and was 
usually) framed as evidence that the nation’s ontological roof was in danger of 
caving in – imagery all too accessible for the Japanese since 1853 – and that 
only increased vigilance and preparedness for outwardly projected national 
aggression could save the day. in socio-psychological terms, this agenda can be 
explained as the clear circumscription and defence-at-all-costs of the bound-
aries of collective national identity – a normative and perennial compulsion 
toward vigilant awareness that there were ever barbarians at the gates of the 
Japanese lifeworld, threatening to sully and subvert the entire complex cultural 
worldview mechanism. The resultant perennially paranoid Japanese worldview 
was a veritable incubator for the reactionary policies that prevailed in political 
discourse throughout the imperial era, again, most tragically and fatefully from 
the late 1920s on. 
 at virtually each and every stage in the ideological development of post-
restoration and imperial era Japan we can see this reactionary worldview at 
work in the missed opportunities for alternative nation-building which, if taken 
in time, could have led to a less militaristic and totalitarian final product. since 
the 1868 restoration and through to the end of the imperial era, at virtually 
every fork in the road of national development manifest in a choice between a 
more liberal, individualist and cosmopolitan framework versus a more conserv-
ative, collectivist and parochial framework on which to construct and then 
maintain national subjectivity, the Japanese establishment consistently came 
down on the side of the latter – somehow seemingly managing at each of these 
junctures to also convince the populace that the culturally authentic choice 
had been made. perhaps this assessment of authenticity was correct, given the 
cultural worldview then prevailing in Japan. in any case, it is undeniable that 
the result was a fundamental orientation of national subjectivity toward the 
preparation for and fighting of total war – a prophesied national fate with a 
teleological momentum that eventually became self-fulfilling. 
 shortly after the Japanese attack on pearl harbor on 7 december 1941, 
British journalist and ‘old Japan hand’ hugh Byas opined that the ‘Japanese 
revulsion from western liberalism expresses a fear, so deep that with the 
majority it lies in the subconscious, that [the] cherished Japanism they revere 
cannot live in contact with a world which values freedom more than tradition.’34 
This fundamental, subjectivity-colouring fear and revulsion of a permanent 
state of lifeworld desymbolization threat at the hands of the west may be said 
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to have constituted the primary motivation behind the process that, after an 
eighty-year-long incubation period, led Japan to wage total war on the west. 
and although that war – at least in terms of its pursuit through open military 
belligerence – is more than six decades in the past, the rough outline and echoes 
of this imperial era formulation of national subjectivity continue to influence 
the basic cultural worldview of Japanese even today. 
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chapter 4

Italian Foreign Policy and the Road to War 1918–39: 
Ambitions and Delusions of the Least of the Great 

Powers

R.J.B. Bosworth

on 5 november 1918, one day after italy had driven habsburg armies to defeat 
at the Battle of vittorio veneto, the italian ambassador in london, Marchese 
guglielmo imperiali, was dissatisfied. ‘Britain’, he wrote to his foreign Minister, 
sidney sonnino, was not displaying proper appreciation of ‘our triumphal, 
decisive victory’.1 his disappointment was soon to be widely shared in national 
political circles. after all, since italy entered the war on 24 May 1915, the 
country had in under four years matched all previous government spending 
since the risorgimento. in battle, its armies had suffered a death toll of over 
689,000, a military casualty list of 700,000 (the graphic italian term is mutilati), 
while a further 600,000 civilians perished as a direct result of the conflict.2 in 
total, the first world war brought almost three times as many italians to the 
grave as did the second. The visceral nature of events between 1915 and 1918 
was destined play a massive role in subsequent italian history, an inheritance 
inadequately conveyed in the reiterated conclusion by official italy in recent 
times that the national victory amounted to ‘the greatest triumph in our history 
and . . . the supreme proof of the political strength of the post-risorgimento 
state’.3

 in 1919, as imperiali feared, it seemed that the war effort had been largely 
wasted. not long after the guns fell silent, nationalist propagandists adapted the 
word ‘mutilated’ to define the italian fate in the post-war era. with this usage 
they complained that, despite its sacrifice of blood and treasure, italy was still 
treated by an ungrateful world as a lightweight power, an all but ‘honorary 
defeated’ state, a victim of the horrendous conflict rather than a victor. Many in 
the political class were left to rue this moral loss and to dream that a revision of 
an ‘unjust’ peace might at last open a door to real national greatness.
 Meanwhile, the legacy of war blighted any prospect that the governing 
liberal regime could restore italian society to the seeming sunshine of the belle 
époque. on 23 March 1919 a disparate group, disgruntled at liberal ‘failure’ and 
determined to impose a new order domestically and perhaps in italy’s interna-
tional status and behaviour, came together in a rented room facing the piazza 
san sepolcro in central Milan and proclaimed themselves fused in a fascio di 
combattimento (returned soldiers’ league). The meeting was to be glorified as 
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the foundation of the italian fascist movement and the first hailing of its Duce, 
Benito Mussolini. 
 in the three following years, much of northern italy, with epicentres in the 
newly annexed trieste and trentino, and in tuscany and the po valley (where 
socialist peasant unionism was strong), the fascists strode forward as the 
aggressors and victors in a mini social civil war. Their campaign culminated on 
28 october 1922 in the ‘March on rome’, half coup and half triumph of political 
manipulation by Mussolini, who, during the crucial days, stayed beside the 
telephone in his newspaper office in Milan.4 The conflict between the fascists 
and their foes was underpinned by rival interpretations of italy’s recent war. 
Marxists and the more radical catholics doubted its purpose and rejected its 
‘glory’. The fascist movement was heavily staffed by ex-soldiers – the myth 
of Mussolini the Duce was nourished by heroic or spartan tales from his own 
posting to the front5 – or by bourgeois and petit-bourgeois students regretful 
that they had been too young for war service. all pledged to ‘defend’ the war. 
when, on 3 January 1925, the Mussolini government turned into a dictatorial 
regime, determined to rule into the foreseeable future, fascism began to explain 
that it was imposing a ‘totalitarian’ state on to italy. This neologism, one with 
a future despite being no more than a grand-sounding tautology (‘totally 
total’), entailed the transfer into the domestic affairs of peacetime italy of the 
techniques and assumptions of ‘total war’. 
 notoriously flaunted among them was a contempt for the idea of perpetual 
peace, an exaltation of soldiering and a habitual recourse to a militant and 
military vocabulary. in his speech on the afternoon of 23 March 1919, Mussolini 
had stated ‘we declare war against socialism’6 and, then and thereafter, the 
fascist cause was regularly advanced in inexorable ‘battles’; its followers 
were summoned as loyal, armed, ‘legionaries’ to vast and disciplined adunate 
(musters), where the throng hailed ‘victories’ now and to come. of all the 
regimes in interwar europe (and, by the end of 1938, liberal democracy 
survived only on the continent’s western fringe), the italian was the most noisily 
aggressive, with its propaganda turning real in the invasion and the conquest of 
abyssinia (modern-day ethiopia) in october 1935 to May 1936, participation 
on the insurgent side in the spanish civil war (July 1936 to March 1939), the 
annexation of albania (april 1939) and eventual participation in all the second 
world wars as ‘first ally’ of the nazis from June 1940. on the surface, and quite 
a few historians accept that the truth lies there,7 Mussolini or fascism or both 
meant war. Therefore, they pronounce, once fascism was installed in rome, 
italy’s fate again to engage in battle when opportunity came was sealed.
 Yet, before endorsing this conclusion, it is sensible to pause and consider the 
deep structures of italian foreign policy, those born in the process of national 
unification in the nineteenth century, thereafter accompanying italian life and 
conditioning ‘decision making’ by italian politicians, whether liberal or fascist. 
all is summarized in the situation whereby italy was ‘the least of the great 
powers’.8 from 1860 to 1945 italy had the lowest industrial production, the 
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shakiest banking system, the poorest energy resources and the feeblest sinews of 
the minerals and energy of the leading industrialized powers. for many reasons, 
italy possessed the least-advanced economy of those states that assumed they 
formed the natural leadership of the world. it had the smallest population of any 
of its competitors, a situation scarcely remedied by massive emigration, notably 
to the americas, from the 1880s to 1914. furthermore, compared with Britain, 
france, germany and the United states, italy had the highest illiteracy rates and 
the most poorly educated, least ‘modern’, citizenry. it was, in sum, the western 
nation whose peoples were most unreliably nationalized and where the writ of 
a modern state most doubtfully ran.
 This formidable set of drawbacks made military failure all but certain. The 
italy that, after 1870, placed its capital in rome had been constructed more by 
the sacrifice of the soldiers of napoleon iii in 1859 and the victories of prussia 
in 1866 and uniting germany in 1870 than by the 6000 ‘italians’, killed in the 
risorgimento’s battles (although the exploits of giuseppe garibaldi, the purest 
‘hero’ of his era, ensured that the territories of the Kingdom of naples–sicily, 
south of rome, joined the nation). nor did matters change after unification. at 
adowa, on the border of abyssinia, in March 1896 an italian army lost to forces 
commanded by the local emperor, Menelik ii, a colonial defeat that was unique 
for a pre-1914 european power in that it was not avenged but rather followed 
by a shame-faced retreat from the area (and a postponement for the foreseeable 
future of national imperium there).
 The impact of this internal and external weakness might have prepared 
italy to pursue the path that, by the early twentieth century, was pioneered by 
sweden, symbolized in its acceptance of an independent norway in 1905 and 
its commitment thereafter, at least most of the time, to international amity and 
the avoidance of european war. italy was not so wise or fortunate, and most 
italian diplomatic historians9 assume that it was simply impossible for a country 
positioned where italy was, in what may have been the heart of europe, to avoid 
participation in the conflicts of the greater powers. The record of italy after 
1945, when no longer an aspirant to greatness, may suggest otherwise. in any 
case, until the defeat of fascism much was expressed in the fact that the national 
capital was rome, a city possessed of a ‘myth-history’ grander than any other. 
for any italian rulers from 1860 to 1945, avoiding the inheritance of caesar 
and resultant hungry and envious thoughts of empire and glory, eternity and 
universality was taxing indeed. 
 The temptations were evident as the first decade of the twentieth century 
came to an end and, from 1909 to 1911, the nation celebrated its fiftieth 
anniversary. The prospect for the nation was symbolized in the opening in 
June 1911 at rome of the grandiose victor emmanuel monument, grandilo-
quent architectural statement of the lustre that should necessarily burnish the 
‘Third italy’. positioned athwart the capitol and forum, the shiny white edifice 
shimmered with an intention to outdo the caesars. as if in proof, despite 
the country’s ultra moderate leadership from the canny liberal, giovanni 
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giolitti, in september 1911 italy attacked turkish forces in territories across 
the Mediterranean now annexed to italy under their ‘restored’ classical roman 
name of libya. equally, guided by the more conservative leadership of southern 
lawyer and landowner antonio salandra, and of sonnino, in May 1915 italy 
entered the first world war in an act of aggression against austria-hungary. in 
no way was italy’s first world war occasioned by its leaders ‘stumbling over the 
brink into the boiling cauldron of war’. rather they acted deliberately, even if 
doubtless charged with their own ‘short-war illusion’ that an italian appearance 
at the front would decisively change the current battle order, delivering victory 
to the allies by christmas.
 The point of any analysis of the diplomatic and military behaviour of liberal 
italy is that it plainly was not characterized by an abiding love of peace. Back in 
the 1859, cavour had talked cheerfully of his willingness to ‘set europe alight’ to 
achieve his ends and, once combat with austria was agreed, allowed the ghost 
of caesar to speak through him: ‘alea jacta est; we have made history, so now 
we can have dinner’.10 aggression and ambition, if often conditioned by caution, 
cynicism and trepidation, were the birth rites of all governing italian politicians 
well before the country fell under fascist dictatorship.
 This ‘peculiarity of italian history’ was well enough evidenced during the 
versailles crisis, where sonnino and his prime Minister, vittorio emanuele 
orlando, became the whipping boys of the wilsonian new diplomacy. as the 
diplomats of the world assembled in paris, ambition was easy enough to locate 
in the highest circles in italy. army chief armando diaz hoped for full control 
of the libyan hinterland (eventually to be achieved with vicious brutality under 
the fascist regime), the rounding out of italy’s rule over the horn of africa, 
where since the 1880s there had been a rudimentary italian presence in eritrea 
and at Mogadishu, through the cession of British and french somalia, and the 
acknowledgement of ‘our unique influence’ [sic] in ethiopia.11 More generically, 
King victor emmanuel iii worried that the nation was ‘more and more needy’, 
beseeching his politicians to avoid the ‘disillusion of our just aspirations’.12 
But the initial italian enthusiasm about what wilson might deliver and what 
he might stand for – shared by Mussolini among others – soon turned sour. 
point iX of wilson’s list of fourteen, whereby ‘a readjustment of the frontiers of 
italy should be effected along clearly recognisable lines of nationality’, scarcely 
requited italian hopes. orlando was left in paris suddenly to deplore the nation-
alism that he feared was getting out of hand back home.13 as a recent analyst has 
explained, at the peace-making ‘italy’s tactics were irritating, transparent and 
frequently inept’14 – those, in other words, of the least of the great powers.
 a nadir was reached on 24 april when orlando and sonnino walked out 
of the paris talks. Their return to rome was briefly cheered in italy but they 
carried no policy options with them and less than a fortnight later were 
driven to announce that they would timorously go back to the french capital. 
Unilateralism had proved impossible for a country like italy. By the time all the 
peace agreements were signed, italy had in fact done quite well out of the war, 
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especially given the collapse of its ancient enemy, austria-hungary. Moreover, 
certainly in the south tyrol (or alto adige) and even in trieste, italy had 
achieved borders that were more strategic than a scrupulous example of ‘self-
determination’. But, despite alluring talk about a mandate in georgia (orlando 
naively thought it a ‘promised land in so far as primary resources are concerned’ 
and Mussolini, too, flirted with backing the nation there),15 italy scarcely 
achieved imperial advantage. rather, it saw the gap between its modest extra-
metropolitan territories and those of Britain and france yawn more widely. 
even australia won a bigger and richer ‘mandate’ than did italy. as the liberal 
system stumbled to its collapse, the international situation brought the country 
little kudos but rather enhanced the idea that, whatever had actually happened 
in the war, italy was losing the peace.
 in these circumstances, it is scarcely surprising that Mussolini, still 
combining the roles of crusading journalist and politician on the make and 
carelessly mixing ideology and ‘realism’, frequently sounded off about foreign 
affairs. Those who are anxious to paint Mussolini as a rogue politician from 
birth to death can readily enough find articles in his voluminous writings 
demanding that italy seize Malta, corsica, the ticino and dalmatia, befriend 
the ira and push forward aggressively wherever there was opportunity on the 
Mediterranean littoral in order to ‘defend victory’ in the first world war.16 no 
doubt an atmosphere and a set of long-term hopes (a more appropriate term 
than plans) were being fostered here; the classical idea of the mare nostrum 
was widely accepted in patriotic circles as a requirement for the ‘Third italy’ 
well before 1922. Yet, in office, the Duce hastened to assure the powers, be it at 
home or abroad, that his government’s behaviour would not be untoward. a 
formal letter to the prime Ministers of Britain and france on 31 october 1922 
announced that Mussolini had been nominated by the King as prime Minister 
because he was ‘the representative of the ideals and ambitions [idealità] of 
[the victory at] vittorio veneto’. his intention now was to help safeguard the 
‘supreme national interests’ while assisting the spread of ‘peace and civilization 
in the world’. he was strongly committed to ‘friendly solidarity with the allied 
nations’ to that end.17

 neither his own diplomats (only one career official resigned on the fascist 
assumption of authority) nor those of other countries blanched at the new 
administration. elite reaction was expressed in an editorial in the london 
Daily Telegraph on 1 november 1922. Mussolini, it stated, ‘is undeniably the 
most interesting, the most original and the most powerful man in italy at the 
moment’. in so far as international diplomacy was concerned, he had in the past 
spouted ‘dangerous words’ but, the editorialist added, ‘it may be confidently 
predicted that will change with office as indeed Mussolini’s message on taking 
office has shown’. all would probably be well, even if, the editorial concluded 
portentously, ‘italy is only at the beginning of a chapter of her history that is full 
of the gravest possibilities’.18 six months later, the paper’s worries had dimin-
ished. now italian patriots could delight at the way that Mussolini had used 
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his power with ‘remarkable wisdom and moderation’. They should ‘perceive 
not only the purification of the public life and the ardent revival of the national 
spirit but also the plain fact that their country counts today for more in the 
councils of europe than at any earlier period’.19

 in these phrases, the paper was illuminating the stance of conservative circles 
in Britain and the rest of europe to the italian regime throughout the first 
decade of its existence. Mussolini, it was believed with relief, had dished the 
communists who had threatened to take over italy. his rhetoric was on occasion 
extreme but, in its militancy, seemed directed at domestic consumption. were 
not italians, by definition, a people given to flamboyant gesture? even after 
he officially became a dictator and announced the building of a totalitarian 
state (the adjective did not yet possess the sinister overtones that it now has), 
Mussolini seemed a colourful personality but not one who seriously imperilled 
the good order of post-war europe.
 true, there had been one moment of drastic action and a resultant fear that 
the italians had opted for unilateral aggression abroad in a repetition there 
of the violence that fascists had ruthlessly deployed to cement their power 
within italy. on 27 august 1923 general enrico tellini, an italian official 
assisting an international mission to demarcate the southern albanian border, 
was murdered by ‘bandits’. in rome, the assumption was that the killers were 
indirect or direct agents of the greek government, and that evening Mussolini 
opted for a violent response. a set of implacable italian demands for apology 
and reparation was speedily drafted. Before there was any time for reasoned 
greek reply, on 30 august the italian navy was ordered to bombard and occupy 
the adriatic island of corfu, a place Mussolini announced, with apparent 
revisionist fanfare, that had once been part of the venetian empire. according 
to a diplomatic historian who reviewed the event in the 1960s, here ’europe was 
seeing a type of diplomacy which was to reach its zenith and its most cynical 
form in the coming decade’.20 
 at the time, fascist party circles were excited by this ‘first act of fascist 
foreign policy’21 and the event was predictably portrayed in the ever more 
tightly controlled italian media as a stupendous naval and diplomatic triumph. 
however, international conciliation swiftly forced italy to back down and 
withdraw from the island, while Mussolini’s threat to abandon the league of 
nations proved hollow. Thereafter, italy dutifully served as member of many 
league councils and committees, until 1935 behaving little differently in 
geneva from any other power. in 1928 italy even signed the Kellogg–Briand 
peace pact, which renounced war as a legitimate instrument of policy, despite 
Mussolini dismissing it savagely as ‘a vain and sterile’ document, sprung from 
‘principles antithetical to the new italy’.22 Moreover, in 1923, although Mussolini 
himself, reported to have been ‘incandescent’ at tellini’s death, had initiated 
italian action against corfu, his response needs to be placed into a context 
of long-running italian disputation with greece. ironically, this poor peasant 
nation was armed with as overweening a myth from classical times as was italy 
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(Mussolini must have savoured his adjective as he denounced greek guilt in 
‘barbarous massacre’).23 it was therefore all the more a ‘small power’ that italy 
needed visibly to overmaster. predictably, therefore, government policy during 
the corfu crisis was applauded by wide sectors of the old liberal elite. perhaps, 
in those days, Mussolini did not precisely work towards the italians but he 
scarcely drove them where they did not want to go. in 1923, fascist policy 
remained recognizably that of the least of the great powers.
 The next year was a momentous one for Mussolini and his regime after the 
kidnapping and murder of moderate socialist leader giacomo Matteotti on 
10 June 1924 (either at the Duce’s direct behest or sponsored by his intimate 
henchmen) provoked months of domestic turmoil that were not resolved until 
Mussolini formally proclaimed a dictatorship on 3 January 1925. his speech 
on that occasion endorsed the fascist movement’s long record of violence. The 
diplomatic world watched these events in puzzlement but saw little to deplore 
and nothing to suggest the cutting of their ties with italy. The authoritative 
Times in June 1924 had pronounced patronizingly that ‘homicide is commoner 
[in italy] . . . than in most other civilized states’. six months later, the paper was 
a little more troubled at the ‘many and palpable evils’ of fascist mayhem, yet 
eager to applaud the ‘unquestioned benefits’ brought to italy by ‘the tyrannical 
but efficient hands of signor Mussolini’.24 
 while open dictatorship settled into place within italy, the country played 
a normal and what was accepted as a reasonably helpful part in the negoti-
ation of the locarno agreement, the key diplomatic arrangement in europe 
of the decade and seeming symbol that the world war was at last fully over 
with germany’s resultant restoration to the comity of nations. on occasion, 
Mussolini complained that Britain and france did not devote enough attention 
to germany’s border with austria — an Anschluss, the Duce urged, must lead 
to immediate war in order to prevent germany from obtaining greater strength 
than it had possessed in 1914.25 in 1925–6 there were spats between italy 
and germany over the italianization policy that fascist administrators were 
pursuing in the alto adige to the cost of german-speaking peasants. But no 
serious combat was foreseen even when, in april 1925, paul von hindenburg, 
just elected president of the weimar republic, greeted a delegation from 
Bolzano (Bözen) as ‘co-nationals beyond the frontier, indissolubly bound to 
us’.26 for the other powers the thought that italy was another state potentially 
challenged by german demands, should revision of versailles be attempted, 
may not have been unpleasing.
 at this stage, the idea that fascism would make an alliance with its enemy in 
the last war was still fantastical, but italy was studiously realistic in its dealings 
with the Ussr, even though the regime had installed itself as the enemy of 
communism.27 Unlike germany, italy did not sponsor secret rearmament deals 
with the state that was so long a pariah in the european system, but instead 
dealt with it in severely practical mode, with trade being the key.28 whether 
or not Mussolini and his movement were already threaded with anti-semitism 
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may be debated, but neither now nor later was the Duce a fundamentalist foe of 
‘Judeo-Bolshevism’ as hitler was. 
 The most serious menace of international fascist violence surfaced in 
italy’s relationship with its neighbour, Yugoslavia, as on occasion enhanced 
by the italian determination to act as the protector of albania, a role that had 
been taken up by the liberals before 1914. on 2 october 1926, for example, 
Mussolini sent a brisk note to the chief of general staff, Marshal pietro 
Badoglio, urging that ‘there was not a minute to lose’ in priming ‘20 divisions’ to 
attack Yugoslavia. for the dictator, it was crucial that italy could at a moment’s 
notice give a lesson to the Yugoslavs, a people, he warned, who were stained by 
an irredeemable ‘political and mental crookedness’ (Mussolini was not the only 
italian to harbour racial prejudice about the ‘slavs’ who lived across the border, 
as well as, in some numbers, within venezia giulia).29 Yet words were words: no 
military action followed. 
 true, the italian government, but not Mussolini personally, gave subsidies 
and asylum to croat enemies of the Yugoslav union, among them ante pavelić, 
later to be the terrorist poglavnik of a brutal nazi-fascist croatian regime in 
wartime.30 other lavish funds passed to pro-italian dissidents in switzerland, 
Kosovo, austria, spain, Britain and other places, as well as to the grand Mufti of 
Jerusalem and to such ‘revisionist’ Zionists as Ze’ev ‘vladimir’ Jabotinsky, with 
some slight ensuing disruption of the political order. Yet all states have their 
friends and clients abroad and what is most evident in the fascist case is their 
poor quality and unreliability, demonstrating that a country that was the least of 
the great powers operated in a less-rewarding and secure market than did the 
United states, Britain, france and germany.
 Most significant for a regime that some have viewed as viscerally ideological, 
Mussolini’s italy scarcely prompted the admiration that was aroused among 
many communists by the soviet Union [Ussr], despite its poverty, and when 
stalin’s actions might seem blatantly to expose what a murderous tyranny it 
had become. neither signed photographs of the Duce, nor rome meetings 
with him and other leading fascists by english eccentrics on the right could 
elevate him to a globally politically significant figure. By the time a fascist 
‘international’ had uneasily united itself in 1934 under active and generous 
italian sponsorship,31 the boast that the italian dictatorship was the model 
‘ideology of the twentieth century’ and the template of ‘universal fascism’ was 
undermined from elsewhere on the right. adolf hitler and his nazi movement 
had taken power in germany. at once their variant of fascism (if that is what it 
was) shook the european order in a fashion that had not happened during the 
first decade of Mussolini’s power. now, indeed, a track to the second world war 
came into view, but it was opened by the dynamism of nazi germany, not italy.
 Before 1933 hitler had been a petitioner at Mussolini’s gate, all the more 
because the Führer was an unusual figure on the german right in treasuring an 
alliance with italy, thereby countermanding the usual german (racial) prejudice 
that italians were a nation of thieves and beggars. as far as the nazi chief was 
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concerned, Mussolini, in his March on rome and his firm policies thereafter, 
was a direct inspiration.32 when, in october 1930, Mussolini was still peaceably 
endorsing the line that fascism was ‘not for export’, it was hitler who advised 
ingratiatingly that this limitation was only true about detail, while the ‘general 
conceptions’ of fascism had ‘international appeal’.33 Mussolini, who, in his 
workaday life in rome, met very many people, had snubbed göring when that 
nazi had come to enjoy southern fleshpots.34 although by the end of the 1920s 
a private wire connected the dictator with the nazis through giuseppe renzetti, 
the Duce long favoured the Stahlhelm and the more respectable german right 
over hitler’s party. The first meeting (the italians stressed that it was ‘absolutely 
unofficial’ in character) between Duce and Führer did not occur until 14–15 
June 1934 in (for hitler) dreamy venice.35 it was only after that event, the 
nazi ‘night of the long Knives’, the murder of austrian chancellor engelbert 
dollfuss (esteemed by Mussolini as a friend and client) and the failed german 
putsch in vienna, each deplored in rome, that fascist italy would turn to open 
aggression. what, it might be asked before reviewing that development, had 
been achieved in the first decade of fascist rule to deal with italy’s structural 
weaknesses?
 very little is the answer. take the economy. in January 1929, just as the 
negotiations with the vatican were culminating in the signature of the lateran 
pacts and the trumpeted resolution of the ‘roman Question’, Bernardino 
nogara approached the dictator. nogara was a man of many parts, having been 
active under giolitti as an agent of imperial advance in asia Minor, and there-
after the key financial advisor to successive popes. By May 1940 nogara was 
clear-sighted enough about coming battle and its likely result to transfer vatican 
gold to the Us federal reserve and, from 1937, the church had switched its 
chief investment to wall street blue chip stocks with rich results.36 in 1929 
nogara was still hopeful in fascism but, he complained, just as he had done 
under giolitti,37 what italian industry and finance needed was government help. 
at home, the nation was too backward to offer entrepreneurs sufficient capital 
for ‘initiatives beyond the national borders’. could not something be done by 
the fascist state to overcome this deficiency?38

 Mussolini’s response is not recorded. But neither then nor in the 1930s did 
italy acquire the financial, industrial or even agricultural strength that would 
allow it to match the greater powers. true, briefly in the aftermath of the 
wall street crash, there was boasting that the dictatorship’s ‘corporatism’ (in 
reality always more a theory than a reality) had allowed it to avoid the collapse 
occurring elsewhere, and some celebrated international economists endorsed 
the view that rome was possessed of a recipe for economic advance. But, as the 
1930s wore on, it was the regime’s economic failure that became more evident. 
production fell, unemployment increased, wages were cut and the fascist 
version of a welfare state was riddled with corruption and political favour-
itism. inevitably, with the global advance of science, some features of a modern 
economy did take root in italy. however, the standard economic history of the 
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dictatorship, contrary to the legend that its rule was effectively ‘developmental’, 
states bluntly that ‘one thing is certain [amid the dubious statistics], and that 
is that fascism failed to narrow the economic gap between italy and the other 
industrialised powers’.39 when, as a member of the axis, italy geared itself for 
war, the hazard of bankruptcy grew; as an expert would comment wanly, the 
late 1930s had become a time of ‘heroic remedies’ rather than of serious or 
credible policy.40

 if the dilemmas of economic inferiority had not been resolved, military 
weakness had also not been properly addressed, despite the decade of militant 
propaganda. The national air force (Regia Aeronautica) was often in the 
headlines, winning speed competitions or engaging in dramatic cross-oceanic 
‘crusades’ to the new world. however, little attempt was made to clarify how 
it should function in real war (and the country was left sadly deficient in air 
defences). The navy fostered ever more expensive battleship construction but 
could never really hope to match British or french forces, unless they were 
devastated by their international commitments beyond the Mediterranean. The 
army remained a highly traditional organization. its officers and men were 
better equipped to fight the last war than to deal with a new one, hindered by 
inadequate mechanization and armaments; no italian tank stunned the fighting 
world. all in all, the situation was and remained bleak. as a recent analysis of 
the subject has concluded: ‘Mussolini thought of wars and his soldiers, sailors 
and airmen planned them, but a lack of clear distinction meant that his wishes 
did not mesh with their designs and his choices ultimately did not square with 
their capabilities.’41 rather than a military that somehow expressed the totali-
tarian passion and disciplined purpose of a fascist ‘revolution’, italy once again 
was still equipped with the forces of the least of the great powers.
 nor, contrary to loud boasting, were italians themselves convinced that 
they were fully fledged fascists (or, indeed, italians), permanently on the alert 
to ‘believe, obey and fight’ and to live ‘one day as a lion rather than a hundred 
years as a sheep’ (as regime propaganda bellowed). to be sure, here the histo-
riography is divided with some commentators ready to assert that a cultural 
or ‘anthropological’ revolution was permeating italian souls and forging them 
into new men and women.42 Yet any attempt at social as distinct from cultural 
history, any refusal to take fascist words at their face value, refutes this line. as 
the 1930s proceeded, italians, doubtless deprived of information rival to the 
fascist and often marshalled into cheering display, may have willingly granted 
short-term ‘consent’ to dictatorship. But their applause at this or that touted 
‘triumph’ did not mean that they had abandoned familial, catholic, local, class 
(most staunchly, peasant) and patron–client assumptions, longer-term loyalties 
that often jarred with fascism. The limitations of the dictatorship and its failure 
altogether to grip its subjects’ minds were destined to be nakedly displayed 
when italians confronted what the regime optimistically labelled the ‘test’ of war.
 what, then, had been the regime’s chief foreign policies during the envel-
oping crises? The first major break in what had seemed the established line 
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of fascist foreign policy occurred in 1935 with the attack on ethiopia. Both 
the prelude to that event and the invasion and conquest were conducted 
with maximum brutality and ‘modernity’ (including the use of contemporary 
chemical weapons of mass destruction), apparently winning the backing of 
almost all the population. Mussolini’s tubby eldest son, vittorio, with fascist 
thuggery, wrote how disappointing it was that ‘ethiopian huts made out of mud 
and twigs gave no satisfaction to a bomber’.43 Killing blacks brought few signs 
of metropolitan grief. italians did not bother to count indigenous casualties and 
neither did renzo de felice, the author of the most detailed post-war account 
of the regime, although ethiopian historians today estimate the terrible tally, 
during combat and under italian rule to 1941, fell somewhere between 300,000 
to 730,000 men, women and children.44

 Yet, as vittorio Mussolini was implying, the scene of action in 1935–6 was 
africa. Beneath the swagger, the italians, when, in May 1936, their forces drove 
into addis ababa and established colonial rule there, were not ahead but behind 
the times. They were doing what their betters had already done in the nineteenth 
century. after 1937 the dictatorship even appointed a royal prince, the duke of 
aosta, to be national viceroy in lands that Mussolini never even visited. Quickly, 
too, racial legislation was framed to deal with those countrymen, by no means 
only humble soldiers, who too obviously got close to the ‘natives’. in the brief 
years before the sun set on the still humble italian empire, quite a few of those 
in residence there (more likely to be government officials or businessmen on the 
make than permanent farming settlers) tried to be pukka sahibs of a kind rather 
than the terrible agents of modernizing fascism. however brutal was their rule 
and however high its costs for the local peoples, the italians never contemplated 
genocide in ethiopia in any serious meaning of the word. They (unsuccessfully) 
pursued the glory, god and gold of old-fashioned european empire rather than 
the totalized ethnic cleansing that lay at the heart of nazi plans genocidal for 
Lebensraum.
 Before and during the ethiopian campaign, Mussolini assumed the lead in 
pushing for ‘total’ victory, taking evident pleasure in ratchetting up outraged 
foreign criticism and in ignoring nervous brethren in the fascist party or royal 
family or army at home – in 1934, Badoglio did not hide his dismay at the loss 
of finance and military material of any colonial campaign.45 But then, in 1911, 
with the great world splitting into those alliances that would fight the first 
world war, giolitti had similarly ignored hostile moralizing in Britain and 
france, insisting on no diplomatic compromises but rather the complete seizure 
of libya. should a fascist have been more polite than a liberal? furthermore, 
in a memorandum that he prepared in 1932, the plan to attack ethiopia had 
been sketched by a career diplomat, raffaele guariglia, whose career spanned 
liberal, fascist and then republican times.46 guariglia wrote it down on a piece 
of paper but the temptation to take ethiopia and avenge the defeat at adowa 
in 1896 (in 1935 italian armies were proclaimed to have won a brilliant first 
victory there) was deeply inscribed into the secret hopes of most of the italian 
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ruling elite. similarly, the population at large would also not renounce oppor-
tunity for gain (if that was what empire might mean). The ethiopian war was as 
much italian as it was fascist or a Mussolinian designed form of aggression.
 it was, however, not an end but a beginning. no sooner had victory been 
proclaimed in africa and before the costs of governance there could be 
appraised, the dictatorship deliberately entered the next of ‘Mussolini’s wars’. 
ignoring the warnings given by history and by more judicious contemporaries, 
the fascist government poured men and treasure into what soon became the 
quicksand of a foreign civil war that was prompted in spain by the military’s 
imperfect coup against the republic on 17 July 1936. as battle dragged on, 
cheap promises from francisco franco, the caudillo dictator in the making, 
that his forces aimed to establish ‘fascist-style’ government in spain, and cheap 
advice from Mussolini that, nowadays, an authoritarian government must 
necessarily opt to be ‘popular and social’ and armed with a single party, a single 
militia and a single union47 were all very well. But by 1 april 1939, when franco 
celebrated his brutal victory over the ‘reds’ in Madrid, it had become plain that 
italy’s structural weaknesses were rendering it again an honorary loser of war.
 Back in 1934 Mussolini had been sage enough to note that any advance 
in africa would need to be rapid because nazi government in Berlin had 
destabilized the europe built at versailles. Then he had been preoccupied at a 
future where italy’s war potential had been diminished.48 now, however angrily 
he might deny it, the Duce was palpably drifting into being ‘dictator minor’, 
dragged along the dynamic and conquering course of the Führer, but unable to 
direct or control it. Much had been decided in March 1938 with the Anschluss, 
an expansion that brought german power to the Brenner frontier and cancelled 
italy’s chief strategic gain from the first world war. at least hitler understood 
the implications when italy offered no opposition. his effusive thanking of 
the Duce almost went too far. ‘i will never forget it. never, never, never . . . i 
really want to thank him [Mussolini] from my heart. i will never, never forget 
this.’49 what hitler was being grateful about between the lines was that a 
fascist dictatorship, whose power he still greatly overestimated, was allowing 
german troops, presumably under some nationalist leadership other than his 
own, eventually to envisage a revision of the loss of the south tyrol and trieste 
in 1919. in the meantime, hereafter, the german presence offered a polite 
threat that, should italy waver in alliance, then it would experience a high and 
immediate cost for betrayal.
 once germany and austria were united, the die for italy was cast in most 
foreseeable circumstances. The announcement in november 1936 that the two 
dictatorships were joined in an axis, the signature a year later of the tripartite 
anti-comintern pact with Japan and italy’s withdrawal from the league of 
nations (december 1937) had signalled an accelerating drift into an alliance 
either of those urgently committed to revision of the post-first world war 
treaties or into an unholy pact of aggressors. But Mussolini had long been 
emphatic that treaties were ‘ephemeral’, should the eternal interests of the nation 
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be at play. Maybe the axis could break? Yet, after March 1938, it was hard to 
imagine an advantage that could come from such a shattering. The deal with 
germany could not be matched by any other.
 Therefore ties were cemented between the regimes as never before. Mussolini 
and his brash party secretary, achille starace, urged regular exchanges between 
servants of the two regimes in many fields, with the Duce developing the habit 
of dropping the german word Stimmung into his conversations whenever he 
wanted to allege that each regime and people was possessed of the same world 
view. now italy, if probably for domestic and imperial reasons and not at 
direct german ordering, began to introduce draconian anti-semitic legislation 
and the regime’s propaganda pumped up incredible claims that the italians 
were aryan in blood. now, too, and potentially most dangerous and humili-
ating, italy began to send its own underemployed agricultural and industrial 
labourers to be ‘guest workers’ in the reich: 37,095 in 1938, 46,411 in 1939, 
98,719 in 1940 and 228,563 in 1941, every one a hostage to the flourishing of 
the axis.50 now Mussolini solaced himself insolently writing off the pope, the 
liberal democracies (the Duce decided that the Usa was less a ‘mountain’ than 
a ‘blister’, despite the popular italian knowledge drawn from emigration that 
the country was rich beyond the dreams of avarice) and any who might reject 
nazi-fascism.51

 even if the attack on albania in april 1939 was at least partially an envious 
response to germany’s continuing gains as most recently evidenced in their 
seizure of rump czechoslovakia, the next months further tightened the axis. on 
22 May the ‘pact of steel’ seemed to entail open military partnership. already 
for some time, Mussolini, his military chiefs and key officials had begun to talk 
gaily about war starting in ‘1940’ or ‘1941’ or ‘1942’ when, they were sure, italy 
would be armed and ready.52 Maths had been one of Mussolini’s worst subjects 
as a schoolboy and his growing fondness to declare his ‘mathematical certainty’ 
in this ostensible ‘planning’ precision is indeed ironical.
 The irony became plain when, in august 1939, the italians suddenly realized 
that their german camerati were determined at any cost, including world 
war, to crash or crash through and, without whisper to rome, had cynically 
signed a deal with their ideological foes, the soviet Union, to expedite their 
liquidation of catholic and authoritarian poland, a country with which fascist 
italy had many reasons to be friends. The story is familiar. italy’s youthful 
foreign Minister, that clever yuppie galeazzo ciano, less a fascist hard man 
than a young conservative, if one ready to sponsor murder, now suddenly back-
pedalled from the german partnership rather as his liberal predecessors had 
deserted the triple alliance in July–august 1914. in september, war started, 
and the ‘iron-hard’ fascist dictatorship was no more than a ‘non-belligerent’ in 
it.
 eventually italy would enter the war and do so on the nazi side on 10 June 
1940, with the fascist dictatorship taking the same time to make up its mind as 
had the liberals in the first war. explanation varies. for some, Mussolini never 
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for a moment intended to desert hitler in battle and in the acquisition of booty, 
and had given definitive promise by March or May 1940.53 certainly it is a little 
hard to imagine the Duce surviving in office if staying neutral throughout the 
conflict (although franco did) or joining the allies. Yet the countering personal 
and ideological explanation similarly has its problems. italy did wait a long time 
before committing itself. By 10 June, france was routed and, to many, the war 
of 1939–40 seemed over. in those circumstances, would any imaginable leader 
of the least of the great powers not have sought to earn a ticket to the peace 
conference at the sacrifice of a few thousand dead soldiers (the Duce himself put 
it that way)? at that peace, might not even Mussolini have sought to maximize 
italian gain in djibouti, corsica, Malta and tunis, while simultaneously seeking 
to limit the german victory lest those troops pour south from the Brenner? 
Mussolini headed a cruel and irresponsible dictatorship whose failures should 
not be allowed to hide its murderous aggression and tyranny. nonetheless, a 
historian can legitimately conclude that, so far as foreign policy was concerned, 
fascism did not altogether infringe the norms of italian history while that 
nation sought to be a genuine great power.

Notes

 1 Documenti diplomatici Italiani (hereafter DDI) 6th series, vol. i, 17 (5 november 1918), 
imperiali to sonnino.

 2 M. Thompson, The White War: Life and Death on the Italian Front 1915–1919. london, 2008, 
p. 381.

 3 see, for example, r. romeo, L’Italia unita e la prima guerra mondiale. Bari, 1978, p. 157; c.a. 
ciampi, ‘prefazione’ to M.r. stern (ed.), 1915–1918: la guerra sugli Altipiani: testimonianze di 
soldati al fronte. vicenza, 2000, pp. vii–ix.

 4 for the violence involved, see g. albanese, La Marcia su Roma. Bari, 2006.
 5 for background, see r.J.B. Bosworth, Mussolini rev ed. london, 2010; cf. p. o’Brien, Mussolini 

in the First World War: The Journalist, the Soldier, the Fascist. oxford, 2005. 
 6 in english, c.f. delzell (ed.), Mediterranean Fascism 1919–1945. new York, 1970, p. 9.
 7 in english, see r. Mallett, Mussolini and the Origins of the Second World War, 1933–1940. 

houndmills, 2003; M. Knox, To the Threshold of Power, 1922/33: Origins and Dynamics of the 
Fascist and National Socialist Dictatorships vol. 1. cambridge, 2007.

 8 for my first statement of this matter, see r.J.B. Bosworth, Italy: The Least of the Great Powers: 
Italian Foreign Policy before the First World War. cambridge, 1979.

 9 they are in majority a patriotic and conservative crew. for introduction, see r.J.B. 
Bosworth, ‘italy’s historians and the Myth of fascism’ in r. langhorne (ed.), Diplomacy 
and Intelligence during the Second World War: Essays in Honour of F.H. Hinsley. cambridge, 
1985, pp. 85–105.

10 d. Mack smith, Cavour. london, 1985, pp. 153, 163.
11 DDI 6th series, vol. ii, 63 (22 January 1919), diaz to orlando.
12 ibid., ii, 66 (23 January 1919), victor emmanuel iii to orlando.
13 r. lansing, The Peace Negotiations: A Personal Narrative. london, 1921, p. 284; DDI 6th series, 

vol. ii, 240 (5 february 1919), 773 (12 March 1919), both orlando to victor emmanuel iii.
14 M. MacMillan, Peacemakers: The Paris Conference of 1919 and its Attempt to End War. london, 

2001, p. 301.
15 see, for example, Bosworth, Mussolini, p. 137; DDI 6th series, vol. ii, 917 (22 March 1919), 

orlando to victor emmanuel iii. The king was sensibly sceptical of the idea.



80 the origins of the second world war

16 g. rumi, Alle origini della politica estera fascista (1918–1923). Bari, 1968, p. 5. Mussolini’s own 
works have appeared in 36 volumes, Opera omnia, e. and d. susmel (eds). florence, 1951–63, 
republished with 8 extra volumes rome, 1978–80.

17 DDI 7th series, vol. i, 7 (31 october 1922), Mussolini to poincaré and Bonar law.
18 Daily Telegraph 1 november 1922.
19 Daily Telegraph 18 april 1923.
20 J. Barros, The Corfu Incident of 1923: Mussolini and the League of Nations. princeton, 1965,  

p. 40.
21 e. di nolfo, Mussolini e la politica estera Italiana 1919–1933, padua, 1960, p. 90.
22 DDI 7th series, vol. vi, 391 (8 June 1928), Mussolini to de Martino.
23 ibid., ii, 186 (28 august 1923), Mussolini to Montagna.
24 The Times 21 June 1924, 6 January 1925.
25 DDI 7th series, vol. iv, 21 (8 June 1925), Mussolini to della torretta and romano avezzana.
26 a.e. alcock, The History of the South Tyrol Question. geneva, 1970, p. 38.
27 for a paradoxical example, see Mussolini’s offer to austen chamberlain to break relations with 

the Ussr since the soviet regime was ‘a permanent threat not only to the social and national 
order of western states, but against the very basis of human civilization’, fretted by the blunt 
statement a month later than italy did not intend to change its satisfactory ties with Moscow. 
DDI 7th series, vol. v, 213 (19 May 1927), Mussolini to chiaramonte Bordonaro; 288 (23 June 
1927), Mussolini to cerruti.

28 for narrative, see g. petracchi, Da San Pietroburgo a Mosca: la diplomazia Italiana in Russia 
1861/1941, rome, 1993, pp. 293–336.

29 DDI 7th series, vol. iv, 448 (2 october 1926), Mussolini to Badoglio.
30 for detail, see J.J. sadkovich, Italian Support for Croatian Separatism 1927–1937. new York, 

1987.
31 for a narration of its bathetic history, see M.a. ledeen, Universal Fascism: The Theory and 

Practice of the Fascist International, 1928–1936. new York, 1972.
32 for further detail see Bosworth, Mussolini, pp. 264–71.
33 DDI 7th series, vol. iX, 289 (28 september 1930), hitler to Mussolini.
34 J. petropoulos, Royals and the Reich: The Princes von Hessen in Nazi Germany. oxford, 2009,  

p. 121.
35 DDI 7th series, vol. Xv, 411 (13 June 1934), suvich to dollfuss.
36 J.f. pollard, Money and the Rise of the Modern Papacy: Financing the Vatican, 1850–1950. 

cambridge, 2005, p. 187; ‘The vatican and the wall street crash: Bernardino nogara and papal 
finances in the early 1930s’, Historical Journal 42 (1999), p. 1091.

37 Bosworth, Italy, the Least of the Great Powers, pp. 353–5.
38 DDI 7th series, vol. vii, 188 (18 January 1929), nogara to Mussolini.
39 v. Zamagni, The Economic History of Italy 1860–1990. oxford, 1993, p. 274.
40 f. guarneri, Battaglie economiche fra le due guerre, l. Zani (ed.). Bologna, 1988, p. 457.
41 J. gooch, Mussolini and His Generals: The Armed Forces and Fascist Foreign Policy, 1922–1940. 

cambridge, 2007, p. 521.
42 for the historiographical debates, see Bosworth, The Italian Dictatorship: Problems and 

Perspectives in the Interpretation of Mussolini and Fascism. london, 1998.
43 v. Mussolini, Voli sulle Ambe. florence, 1937, p. 28.
44 a. del Boca, L’Africa nella coscienza degli italiani: miti, memorie, errori, sconfitte. Bari, 1972, p. 113.
45 DDI 7th series, vol. Xv, 219 (12 May 1934), Badoglio to de Bono.
46 ibid., Xii, 222 (26 august 1932), 223 (27 august 1932), guariglia to Mussolini. cf. also 393 (5 

november 1932), memorandum of meeting at Ministry of colonies.
47 DDI 8th series, vol. iv, 599 (23 July 1936), de rossi to ciano; v, 154 (4 october 1936), 

Mussolini to de rossi; vii, 191 (9 august 1937), Mussolini to viola.
48 DDI 7th series, vol. Xv, 686 (10 august 1934), Mussolini to de Bono and others.
49 petropoulos, Royals and the Reich, p. 184. cf. hitler’s more detailed promises of forever 

respecting the Brenner, DDI 8th series, 296 (11 March 1938), hitler to Mussolini.
50 for further details, see B. Mantelli, ‘Camerati del lavoo’: i lavoratori italiani emigrati nel Terzo 

Reich nel periodo dell’Asse 1938–1943. florence, 1992.



 italian foreign policY and the road to war 1918–39  81

51 DDI 8th series, vol. vii, 523 (6 november 1937), memorandum of Mussolini–ribbentrop talk.
52 for fine examples, see ibid., iX, 311 (15 July 1938), pariani to ciano; X, 344 (28 october 1938), 

memorandum of Mussolini–ciano–ribbentrop talk.
53 for this line, see M. Knox, Mussolini Unleashed 1939–1941: Politics and Strategy in Fascist Italy’s 

Last War. cambridge, 1982.



chapter 5

The Failure of Détente? German–French Relations 
between Stresemann and Hitler, 1929–321

Conan Fischer

france’s leaders viewed the 1919 versailles peace settlement with mixed 
feelings. it was the child of fractious inter-allied bargaining and not a directly 
negotiated accord with the defeated enemy. for paris, security from germany 
was paramount, but for london and washington eventual reconciliation with 
germany played a significant role. georges clemenceau had extracted the best 
guarantees he could, short of alienating his British and american partners, but 
the (french) commander in chief of the allied forces, field Marshal ferdinand 
foch, was among the more outspoken detractors of the treaty. he boycotted 
the signing ceremony, lamenting that Kaiser wilhelm had lost the war but that 
clemenceau had squandered the peace.2 all france could expect was a twenty-
year ceasefire in hostilities.
 The passage of time proved the field Marshal uncannily prescient, but 
his prophetic powers owed as much to luck as to judgement. it was hitler’s 
government after 1933 that set europe on the road to war, but in 1919 the future 
german dictator was merely an obscure army corporal. rather than antici-
pating the Third reich, foch was questioning the bona fides of the fledgling 
first german (weimar) republic and this issue formed part of a wider debate in 
post-1919 france. The political right and most of the army command wrote off 
the new republic as nothing more than a fig-leaf masking an incorrigibly malign 
and revanchist germany, whereas the left, in opposition until 1924, argued that 
republican germany (‘the other germany’) should be given a fair break. each 
side drew on distinctive aspects of their neighbour’s history: the right regarding 
prussian militarism as definitive; the left looking to the philosophers, poets and 
composers of enlightenment germany. to suppress these positive forces, the 
left maintained, would merely play into the hands of the militarists their right-
wing colleagues abhorred and feared. 
 during the first decade of peace no one anticipated a nazi regime. were the 
german republic to collapse, an unwelcome restoration of the hohenzollern 
monarchy seemed most likely and the victor powers were dismayed when in 
1923 gustav stresemann’s government allowed the prussian crown prince to 
return to germany from exile, albeit as a private citizen. did weimar germany 
offer a substantive alternative to the bellicose regimes that preceded and followed 
it, or did it form part of a baleful continuity in german history that culminated 
with hitler and was only finally brought to a close by the allied victory of 1945?
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 The career of gustav stresemann has dominated much of this debate. he was 
leader of the centre-right liberal party, the german people’s party (dvp), and 
after a brief term as chancellor during the latter half of 1923, made his mark as 
republican germany’s longest-serving foreign Minister. stresemann’s work was 
cut short by a fatal stroke in october 1929, so complicating any evaluation of 
his legacy. always a committed parliamentarian, he had nonetheless supported 
germany’s annexationist programme during the first world war before 
adopting a more conciliatory line during the early 1920s. once in office, he 
fostered positive relations with Britain and the United states and, most signifi-
cantly, forged a close partnership with his french counterpart, aristide Briand 
(also a former annexationist).3 Thanks to stresemann’s ability to reconcile allied 
concerns with a measured degree of german revisionism, weimar regained 
key elements of its national sovereignty in exchange for participation in a new 
european system of multilateral security guarantees. 
 The locarno treaty of 1925 stood at the heart of this process, through which 
germany, france and Belgium collectively reaffirmed their mutual versailles 
frontiers and also the demilitarized status of the rhineland, with Britain and 
italy serving as guarantors of this negotiated settlement. less-robust arbitration 
procedures were agreed for any future disputes over germany’s eastern frontiers, 
so leaving open the possibility of eventual revision. in 1926 germany joined the 
league of nations, but the move attracted criticism from german nationalist 
circles. stresemann was forced to steer a tortuous course between the language 
of international accommodation and, on occasion, a less-conciliatory tone at 
home in order to secure the nationalist support required to gain the two-thirds 
parliamentary majority that international agreements often demanded. This 
applied in particular to reparations, where stresemann negotiated milder settle-
ments in 1924 (the dawes plan) and 1929 (the Young plan), but in so doing 
enraged the german right who refused to recognize the legitimacy of repara-
tions at all. during the Young plan talks in The hague, he was able to secure 
the final allied military evacuation of the southern rhineland five years ahead 
of schedule. doubtless this was intended in part to provide more moderate 
sections of the right with sufficient reason to support ratification of the Young 
plan, but stresemann had never made any secret of his personal desire to 
eliminate the more onerous provisions of the versailles treaty.
 not surprisingly, contemporaries were divided over where stresemann’s 
heart really lay. in 1927 he, Briand and the British foreign secretary, sir austen 
chamberlain, received the nobel peace prize for their achievements, but the 
prominent french diplomat and economic expert Jacques seydoux, who had 
been intimately involved with the reparations question and wider dimensions of 
allied-german relations, spoke for many when doubting stresemann’s sincerity. 
he maintained that while france was prepared to explore every avenue leading 
to peace, germany regarded peace merely as one possible means to achieve 
supremacy on the european continent. ‘an abyss’, he concluded, ‘separated the 
two conceptions.’4 or, as the permanent secretary in the french foreign office, 
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philippe Berthelot, commented to his prime Minister, raymond poincaré, the 
germans when it came to rapprochement were ‘probably sincere, and also 
insincere,’ although in fairness he added that all great powers displayed a similar 
degree of ambivalence.5 
 since 1945 stresemann’s biographers have disagreed profoundly over his 
motives and ultimate objectives, but something of a consensus has now been 
reached. an essentially sympathetic picture has emerged of a german patriot, 
but also a man who sought to accommodate german national recovery within 
a wider european framework, providing for mutual security and economic 
collaboration. he remained steadfastly committed to the process of negotiation, 
always mindful that any agreement had to respect the legitimate concerns of 
foreign counterparts as much as it advanced german interests.6 
 it was this conviction that had opened the way to collaboration with Briand. 
The french foreign Minister appreciated that german consent offered a more 
stable and potentially enduring guarantee of his country’s security than the 
indefinite coercion of its more populous and economically powerful neighbour. 
franco-german rapprochement also soothed British concerns, with london 
believing that the rehabilitation of germany offered clear economic and diplo-
matic advantages. shortly before stresemann’s death Briand floated notions of 
some sort of european union with a franco-german axis at its core, something 
the german statesman cautiously supported, although without subscribing to 
the anti-american and protectionist undertones of the french.
 stresemann’s death is widely taken to mark the end of this short-lived 
era of détente, although a series of other setbacks compounded the damage. 
March 1930 saw the collapse of the last german government formed around 
the pro-weimar parties of the centre and centre-left who were the strongest 
supporters of international rapprochement. in its place emerged an executive 
resting on presidential power with an increasingly conservative and nationalist 
political profile. like stresemann, the new foreign Minister, Julius curtius, 
was a liberal, but, it is held, quickly adopted a less politically adept tone 
despite claiming the mantle of his predecessor. in international relations, 
tone and presentation count for a great deal. in the case of curtius this 
did not work to germany’s advantage.7 Thereafter, carl von schubert, the 
pro-western permanent secretary (Staatssekretär) at the foreign office who 
had collaborated closely with stresemann, was replaced in mid-1930 by the 
more abrasive Bernhard von Bülow, whose interests focused on the promotion 
of german interests in south-eastern europe. The wider political environment 
was also becoming less propitious and the nazi party breakthrough in the 
september 1930 reichstag elections testified to the poisonous impact of the 
great depression on german domestic politics and further reduced parlia-
mentary backing for any sort of international conciliation. 
 peter Krüger’s magisterial history of foreign policy in the weimar republic 
subscribes unreservedly to this interpretation, not least by breaking off its 
detailed coverage in 1929, after the first hague conference and the death of 
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gustav stresemann. while 506 pages are devoted to the first decade of the 
republic, Krüger deals with the complex events of its final three years in an 
epilogue of 48 pages.8 his verdict on these years is withering. curtius and 
von Bülow are dismissed as ‘committed opponents of the locarno spirit and 
the stresemann era’ and the policies of chancellor heinrich Brüning, who 
also took on the foreign policy portfolio in october 1931, as opaque, often 
reactive.9 Under Brüning, Krüger continues, the foreign office lost a measure 
of its traditional power and influence to rival ministries and to a chancellor 
given to taking risks in the hope that ‘it would turn out alright on the day 
(daß es gut ginge)’.10 This brinkmanship left Berlin unresponsive to Briand’s 
european union proposals. germany also sought to dismantle the Young 
plan and adopt an unyielding line at the 1931–2 international disarmament 
conference. This sea change in german foreign policy allegedly isolated the 
remaining supporters of détente in Berlin, including Karl ritter in the foreign 
office economic section, who was at best ignored and saw his continued 
efforts to forge new multilateral economic agreements in europe ‘sabotaged’.11 
similarly the rapprochement-minded german ambassador to paris, leopold 
von hoesch, is widely portrayed as something of a voice in the wilderness.12

 furthermore, when france honoured the earlier agreement with stresemann 
and evacuated its troops from the rhineland in June 1930 the official response 
in germany bordered on the triumphal. paris, however, viewed the early 
evacuation as a particularly magnanimous gesture and had anticipated a 
commensurate show of gratitude from Berlin. instead, bombastic parades by 
the german army veterans’ association, the stahlhelm, and speeches laced with 
nationalist rhetoric – condemned by the British ambassador to Berlin as a 
display of ‘ingratitude and tactlessness’ – appalled the french right.13 Briand’s 
personal credibility was dealt a blow, despite curtius’s retrospective effort to 
make amends with a private letter of thanks to the french foreign Minister 
and a major public speech in which he identified ‘rapprochement’ and ‘equal 
rights’ as the twin pillars of german foreign policy.14 The nazi breakthrough in 
the september 1930 reichstag elections further alarmed french opinion and 
led to a temporary withdrawal of french short-term credits from cash-strapped 
germany, but worse was to follow during early 1931.
 once paris had taken stock of the post-election political landscape in 
germany, it came to view Brüning and his cabinet essentially as a bulwark 
against the ambitions of the right-wing german national people’s party (dnvp) 
and the radicals of the nsdap. There were prospects of a diplomatic thaw and 
with it french long-term credits to make good the haemorrhage of short-term 
international funds from germany. however, in March, curtius announced 
the conclusion of customs union agreement between vienna and Berlin. 
stresemann mooted an austro-german customs union in 1927, but dismissed 
early action as politically inopportune.15 any form of austro-german union was 
forbidden by the peace treaties, and curtius’ initiative was widely condemned 
by international opinion. it met with a robust french response in the form of 



86 the origins of the sec ond world war

a legal challenge and french counter-proposals regarding south-east european 
economic cooperation – the plan constructif.16 The fall of the austrian banking 
giant, the creditanstalt, in May and the subsequent collapse of austria’s public 
finances forced vienna to turn to paris for help, which came with a string of 
political conditions, including an effective veto of the customs union. german 
public finances were in similarly desperate straits and although france had gold 
reserves and money to spare, paris was no longer willing to offer its neighbour 
financial assistance without political strings attached. Berlin was unwilling 
to accept french aid on these terms, instead insisting that germany be freed 
from the remaining provisions of the versailles treaty and accorded equal 
rights with the other great powers. Quite apart from the resulting damage to 
the struggling german economy, this whole affair is often taken to signify the 
end of franco-german rapprochement. among other things it dealt a massive 
blow to Briand’s political credibility in france, arguably costing him the 
1931 presidential elections.17 on 3 september 1931 vienna and Berlin finally 
disowned the doomed customs union, which was in any case declared illegal by 
the international court of Justice in The hague two days later. 
 curtius’s deeper motives, however, remain less clear. david Kaiser once 
described the customs union as ‘the centrepiece of a carefully elaborated policy 
of penetration of southeastern europe conceived principally by state secretary 
Bülow and foreign Minister curtius’,18 but andreas rödder’s biography offers 
a more sympathetic picture of curtius. he was undoubtedly a colder, more 
private and detached personality than stresemann and, as sir horace rumbold, 
British ambassador to Berlin, had reported to his foreign Minister arthur 
henderson before the german september 1930 election: ‘dr curtius has, 
indeed, not for a moment lost his poise, and he is also possessed of the “courage 
of patience,” but the trouble is that he cannot make himself interesting enough, 
and at the moment he is being overlooked.’19 curtius, it seems, promoted the 
customs union in an ill-judged effort finally to ‘make himself interesting’ and 
also divert attention from germany’s domestic crisis. in fact the opposite 
occurred. Brüning distanced himself from curtius’s scheme and maintained 
a personal grip on the reparations question, where a fortuitous breakthrough 
came in June 1931. Us president herbert hoover proposed a moratorium on 
international financial obligations, which included allied war debts to america, 
and also reparations. Their suspension promised to remove a major burden 
on the german budget at a stroke and offer relief from the fiscal stringency of 
the depression years. Meanwhile, Bülow also tried to mend fences with france 
during mid-1931, leaving a marginalized curtius to resign his office at the end 
of september.
 rödder is not alone in speculating that even stresemann might have fared 
less well in the malign political climate of the early 1930s.20 curtius failed when 
all is said and done, but he did not, his biographer maintains, ever abandon 
the values and objectives of his predecessor. The gulf that separated his foreign 
policy from the aspirations of the german right were profound and earned 
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him a vitriolic reception in parliament, so forcing him to play to the nationalist 
gallery, just as stresemann had once done. The difference between the two lay 
essentially in stresemann’s capacity for squaring his policy of rapprochement 
with domestic nationalist feeling and curtius’s inability, in less propitious 
circumstances, to achieve the same.21 
 The reaction of the german cabinet to Briand’s european union plan is a 
case in point, affording it in curtius’s words ‘a first-class funeral’.22 however, 
whilst these words are widely taken to reflect the foreign Minister’s personal 
view, rödder argues that he was essentially receptive to Briand’s proposals, 
but found himself forced by the cabinet to adopt a more reserved stance: ‘The 
words “first-class funeral” [served] not as an expression of his own position ... 
but quite possibly as an ironic take on the cabinet decision.’23 in fact, foreign 
office records demonstrate that there was more to the cabinet discussion than 
this and that germany’s response to the Briand plan should be viewed in an 
altogether more positive light. 
 deep divisions had surfaced within the german government following 
the publication of Briand’s proposals, which needed to be papered over at 
the cabinet meeting before an essentially conciliatory response was sent to 
paris on 14 July, in accordance with the foreign Minister’s original wishes. 
his anger, then, was arguably an immediate reaction to the tone adopted by 
less-supportive or hostile cabinet colleagues rather than reflecting subsequent 
german policy or the quality of german–french relations. curtius had already 
canvassed the views of other Ministries on 31 May. his circular regretted 
that Briand had afforded priority to the political rather than to the economic 
dimensions of european union, suspecting that paris wished to set the frontiers 
of eastern and south-eastern europe in stone. This cut across german aspira-
tions for an eventual revision of its eastern frontier, which stresemann had also 
desired. curtius continued that Briand’s vision of a political europe could also 
prejudice germany’s relations with the United states and the soviet Union, 
and feared that Britain would remain outwith such an organization. in other 
words the multilateralism of german foreign policy, which had been advocated 
consistently by stresemann, now appeared threatened. curtius added that 
anything that duplicated the role and undermined the effectiveness of the 
league of nations should equally be avoided. however, he continued that 
germany should examine and seek to flesh out the sketchier economic dimen-
sions of Briand’s proposals, involving trade, energy, the abolition of customs 
dues and passport formalities, and the liberalization of foreign residence laws. 
The eventual german response to Briand would, therefore, focus on economic 
rather than political affairs.24

 not surprisingly, the economics Ministry replied in the greatest detail, 
noting that the unsuccessful 1927 world economic conference had regarded 
‘exaggerated economic nationalism and the territorial upheaval [of the paris 
peace settlement]’ as particularly damaging to european prospects.25 The 
devastation now being wrought by the global economic crisis made action 
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essential and the Ministry agreed ‘with its french counterpart that efforts 
must be made through a “progressive liberalisation and simplification in the 
movement of goods, capital and people” across europe to realize “a rational 
ordering of production and european trade” ’.26 it warned against imposing 
any onerous external continental tariff to the detriment of global trade and 
against prejudicing the powers of the league of nations. however, the Ministry 
concluded on a positive note: ‘that the german government has no objections 
to european cooperation ... indeed in some areas regards the case as pressing, 
merely wishing to ensure that ... any duplication of responsibilities is averted’.27 
The labour Ministry was similarly upbeat, noting that the international labour 
organisation (ilo) was functioning effectively and should not be undermined, 
but continued that ‘this reservation apart i can only welcome the notion of 
european solidarity with regard to social policy, whether universal or between 
particular states, both within and outwith the ilo’.28 it looked to collective wage 
bargaining on a european level, the elimination of institutional hindrances to 
the free movement of labour within europe and the coordination of welfare 
provision between states. ‘to this extent’, the Ministry concluded, the Briand 
plan ‘can be supported unreservedly in its essentials’.29

 on 19 June Bülow opened a meeting of senior civil servants from the various 
Ministries to take stock of Briand’s proposals.30 he repeated that germany 
‘would assume a positive stance’ but that the economic dimension needed to 
be prioritized over the political and that the outcome should avoid under-
mining the league of nations in any way.31 Bülow insisted that the meeting 
confine itself to positive proposals,32 but it quickly became apparent that while 
the labour, finance, economics and interior Ministries viewed the Briand 
plan favourably, the reichswehr, communications, agricultural, Justice and 
occupied territories Ministries were either unenthusiastic or openly hostile. 
Midway through the discussion Bülow handed over the chair to his deputy, 
gerhard Koepke, who had been head of the western desk (Abteilung ii) since 
1923.33 Koepke was a known supporter of international reconciliation with a 
particular interest in franco-german rapprochement and Bülow must have 
anticipated that his deputy would bring the meeting to a positive conclusion.34 
Koepke stressed that key Ministries saw opportunities for european cooper-
ation, and that since ‘the remaining Ministries have been unable to identify 
such areas’, proposed that the economics Ministry and foreign office flesh out 
the details of the official german response between them.35 no one thought to 
disagree.
 The cabinet meeting in essence changed little, despite curtius’s much-quoted 
outburst, and on 14 July ambassador hoesch delivered the german reply to the 
french foreign Ministry on the Quai d’orsay. curtius had telegraphed hoesch 
three days earlier, stressing that the reply ‘made clear germany’s positive 
attitude to european cooperation and to the peaceful resolution of all european 
problems’.36 The political dimensions of the Briand plan remained problematic, 
he continued, but that germany was pushing the economic dimension where 
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prospects were particularly promising.37 The textual balance of the reply itself 
reflected this strategy. a page and a half was dedicated to germany’s political 
reservations, couched in general terms, while two and a half pages focused on 
the economic dimensions of Briand’s proposals and stressed the urgency lent to 
these by the world economic crisis.38

 if the german response offered paris half a loaf, the British were less forth-
coming and confirmed widespread french suspicions that london’s heart was 
not really in the european project at all.39 The influential french commentator 
Jules sauerwein had observed in Le Matin on 7 July that Britain remained 
attached to its empire rather than europe. ‘it is clear’, he continued, ‘that only 
a franco-german entente can provide the basis for a european initiative ... 
despite all the incidents and upsets, i believe that germany will stand alongside 
us to rebuild europe.’40 The lukewarm British response merely offered passive 
support to a process of continental european integration, seen by some British 
leaders as a parallel to British–american atlanticism.41 as if in retrospective 
confirmation of this winston churchill published a lengthy article in the 
Berliner Börsen-Courier in January 1931, observing that Britain’s attitude to 
european integration was ‘supportive but non-committal ... [for] we operate 
in other milieux which are of greater material and emotional significance to 
us’.42 Britain proposed that a league of nations sub-committee look at Briand’s 
scheme and there, during 1931, it died a lingering death.
 Briand had anticipated problems from a relatively early stage and offered 
his german counterparts concessions. on 25 June, during discussions with 
hoesch, he conceded that the conclusion of a political statute would require 
time whereas the economic crisis ‘was particularly pressing.’43 indeed he could 
envisage replies to his memorandum that supported the notion of political 
integration in principle while leaving the detail to future negotiation. This 
would allow immediate discussion on economic collaboration. he continued 
that his plan had merely attempted to summarize the content of earlier discus-
sions between himself, stresemann and others in geneva (at the league of 
nations) rather than encapsulating a specifically french strategy. The British, 
he hoped, would recognize the value of participating, but he regarded the 
response of ‘a leading continental power’ as decisive to the success or failure of 
his project.44 
 hoesch met again with Briand on 15 July to deliver verbally a french-
language translation of the german reply. The french Minister pressed the 
ambassador on Berlin’s evident reluctance to underwrite the territorial status 
quo: ‘one should be clear that europe in its current form rests on treaties and 
that one would bring about the fragmentation rather than the unification of 
europe by placing the problem of treaty revision on the agenda.’45 hoesch 
replied that the treaties themselves ‘contained paragraphs that allowed for 
evolution. accordingly, germany was not abandoning the framework of the 
treaties by raising and advocating thoughts of evolution.’ The german reply 
had only raised the issue at all, he continued, because of a perception in Berlin 
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that france was fixated on the status quo.46 Briand insisted that he had no 
objections to germany seeking change within the framework of the existing 
treaties as long as such changes were not made a precondition for german 
participation in the process of european integration.47 The matter appeared 
resolved. Briand discussed with hoesch the other replies to his memorandum 
and rounded on the italians, asking ‘whether, in their desire to toy with altera-
tions to the european status quo, the italians had considered giving up the 
territorial gains they achieved in war at the cost of others’.48 with the mood 
suitably lightened, hoesch was able to report that ‘all in all Briand’s response 
to our reply was essentially positive,’ helped, he continued, by their personal 
discussion and the verbal clarification he was able to provide.49 Thereafter 
Briand saw to it that key french newspapers responded favourably to the official 
german reply, presenting it ‘as satisfactory and an appropriate contribution to 
the further development of the european idea’ (even if the right-wing press was 
less complimentary) and also that german foreign correspondents in paris were 
briefed positively by the Quai d’orsay.50 
 when the plan came up for discussion at the league of nations during 
early september it was consigned to the long grass of a sub-committee (the 
committee of enquiry into the european Union). This accorded with german 
wishes not to prejudice the competences of the league itself, but Berlin 
remained committed to the principle of economic integration. in his speech 
to the league curtius was uncharacteristically effusive, advocating rapid 
economic integration between particular states whose fundamental similarities 
outweighed any differences. The Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung conceded that 
his ideas remained vague, but detected in his words ‘nothing less than the 
thought of a franco-german customs union and a franco-german customs 
parliament’.51 well-informed readers would recall the important role played by 
the nineteenth-century german customs Union (Zollverein) in the process of 
german unification; a process perhaps to be repeated on a european scale.
 with the committee of enquiry due to meet in January 1931, the german 
and french governments spent the intervening months refining their respective 
positions. The french prime Minister, andré tardieu, declared on 13 november 
that paris would now prioritise the economic question, but added unhelpfully 
that european economic integration would serve as a double barrier: against 
Bolshevism, but also against the revision of frontiers. This may have soothed 
the french right but ruffled german feathers and reinforced Berlin’s conviction 
that the committee should not take on a life of its own, instead remaining 
subordinate to the league.52 however, on 30 december, Briand assured hoesch 
that germany’s position ‘was more or less in accord with that of france’, 
adding that paris would play down the political dimension without formally 
abandoning it.53 as far as the economy went the two governments agreed to 
assist the struggling grain producers of south-eastern europe and settled on a 
strategy of prior franco-german consultation to establish a common position 
before the committee met.54 on 13 January, Briand suggested to hoesch that 
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sub-committees be created to deal with economic questions, standardization 
of passport formalities and coordination of postal services, but reassured 
him ‘that he did not intend to propose creating a sub-committee to deal with 
political questions’.55 differences remained over whether and when to co-opt 
non-league members on to the committee, with germany keen to involve 
the soviet Union and turkey at an early stage whilst france favoured waiting 
‘until the european question had moved on from the exploratory phase ... and 
reached some firm conclusions’.56

 The committee of enquiry met on 16 January and although scheduled to 
last two days, remained in session for five days. particular attention was paid 
to the grave economic and agricultural crisis and, after lobbying from various 
quarters, it was agreed to include non-league members iceland, turkey and the 
soviet Union in future economic discussions. a sub-committee was created to 
draw up a constitution and organizational guidelines for the main committee 
but the high water mark of the Briand plan, such as it was, had come and gone. 
although Briand remained foreign Minister, successive governments collapsed 
and were re-formed around him, doing nothing for the consistency of french 
policy, even if he remained personally satisfied with the outcome of the January 
meeting.57 it is probably worth adding that Briand served in cabinets formed 
around the parties of the centre-right, who merely tolerated the rapprochement 
schemes of france’s elder statesman. although the political left did back the 
essentials of his foreign policy, it was reluctant to lend support to administra-
tions it abhorred. 
 all of this reduced the prospects of any far-sighted or altruistic foreign policy 
emanating from either paris or Berlin. french uncertainty, British indifference 
and the distraction of curtius’s austro-german customs union scheme saw 
the Briand plan marginalized and eventually abandoned. despite the meeting 
of french and german minds during 1930 on the european question, Berlin 
became more strident as it complained to the league over the treatment of the 
german minority in poland. germany, it seemed, hoped to exploit the league 
as a tool for treaty revision, whereas the Quai d’orsay had always regarded it 
as a guarantor of the status quo. although curtius continued to protest his 
commitment to franco-german rapprochement, his efforts simultaneously to 
play to the nationalist gallery in the reichstag antagonized opinion in paris. 
supporters of rapprochement with germany tried to make the best of a bad job, 
but hoesch warned in January that he had noticed in Briand’s utterances ‘for the 
first time somewhat less warmth and somewhat less trust’.58

 however, the experience of the european union proposal was more than a 
flash in the pan and extraordinary developments during the latter half of 1931 
(almost completely ignored by other historians) demonstrated that whatever 
divided the two countries, an underlying community of interests continued 
to offer genuine prospects of enduring détente. These developments took the 
form of visits by Brüning and curtius to paris during July and by the french 
premier, pierre laval and Briand to Berlin in september. a parallel exchange 
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between the lord Mayors of the french and german capitals was designed to 
cement a new era of rapprochement. The stresemann years had not witnessed 
such exchanges and it appeared that this low-key but practical work would 
culminate in far-reaching franco-german economic integration. This, it was 
hoped, would offer an alternative route to european unity, through paris and 
Berlin, to supplement the glacial progress on the Briand plan in geneva.
 These visits also served to mend fences damaged by the customs union 
adventure. despite the tensions of the great depression era, the german 
foreign office consistently dedicated time and resources to the cause of franco-
german détente, as did the Quai d’orsay. Both sides strove to overcome the 
poisonous legacy of the great war on a cultural plane: through literary and 
artistic exchanges, educational placements and the elimination of overtly hostile 
material from history textbooks.59 private initiatives were also supported by 
Berlin and paris. These included the subsidization and distribution of a cultural 
journal, the Deutsch-Französische Rundschau (penned by prominent french 
intellectuals for a german readership), and a french counterpart, the Revue 
d’Allemagne et des Pays de Langue allemande (in which german intellectual and 
cultural grandees wrote for a french readership).60 paris and Berlin also collab-
orated with the german–french study association (deutsch-franzöesische 
studienkommission), otherwise known as the Mayrisch committee after the 
name of its founder, the luxembourg industrialist émile Mayrisch. it was 
dedicated to overcoming the post-war economic fragmentation of western 
europe and attracted prominent figures from the french and german business 
and political world, including government ministers.61 and almost in antici-
pation of post-1945 christian democracy, leaders of the german catholic 
centre party (chancellor Brüning’s party) exchanged visits and ideas with 
a small but expanding group of french catholic counterparts (the popular 
democrats) who had abandoned their longstanding monarchist and nationalist 
stance. indeed, during his visit to paris, Brüning left time for a private meeting 
with the popular democrats’ leader, pensions Minister champetier de ribes, ‘in 
the light of their common ideological outlook’.62

 The very organization of german foreign office papers concerning france speaks 
volumes on the structure of a complex relationship. ten bulky folders cover ‘[french] 
political relations with germany’ during the period 1929–32 and focus on issues such 
as frontier revision, reparations and disarmament. filed in chronological order, they 
make for depressing reading and inform the conventional historical interpretation 
of the period. however, the foreign office weeded out a mass of documentation 
from its original daybooks, which it filed separately, on ‘efforts to bring about 
german-french détente’. eleven thick folders cover the great depression era and 
a further folder documents ‘franco-german rapprochement’. This very substantial 
collection offers a strikingly different perspective on german–french relations. a 
further nine folders cover the 1931 ministerial visits, five cultural activities, four 
the Mayrisch committee and three Briand’s european Memorandum, further 
confirming the intensity of the effort to promote franco-german collaboration.63
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 By way of contrast, the records concerning alsace-lorraine demonstrate 
that, french claims to the contrary notwithstanding,64 Berlin consistently 
sought to distance itself from the powerful alsatian autonomist movement 
that had sprung up in response to ham-fisted efforts by paris to impose the 
french language on its german-speaking province. The foreign office and 
interior Ministry placed severe restrictions on academics keen to research the 
1871–1918 period of german rule for fear of a negative french reaction and 
censored broadcasting output.65 a particularly fierce battle erupted in alsace 
over language use in catholic-run schools – alsace was exempted from the 
secular education policy of inland france. Berlin did intercede with the vatican, 
which was condoning efforts by the Bishop of strasbourg to promote the 
francization of the alsatian education system, bizarrely by importing secular 
francophone teachers from elsewhere in france. however, Berlin’s primary 
aim was to dampen growing anger in the german catholic press over the affair 
which, it was feared, could complicate relations with paris.66 The contrast with 
policy towards the german minority in poland could not have been greater.
 however, the immediate catalyst for the franco-german ministerial 
exchanges was provided by an anglo-german summit, held on 5 June at 
chequers. British ministers regarded Brüning as the final barrier against the 
reactionaries of the dnvp and the radicals of the nsdap and heard him out 
with a sympathetic ear. however, london looked to washington for any inter-
national rescue package for the german economy and as rumours circulated of 
a major american initiative paris came to feel increasingly isolated. a fortnight 
later the french diplomat oswald hesnard sounded out Berlin over the chequers 
visit, adding ‘that he had heard it asked whether the two gentlemen [Brüning 
and curtius] would now pay a visit to paris’.67 a delicate exchange followed over 
the niceties of such an arrangement: ‘we germans only go where we are invited’, 
but that ‘the chancellor and foreign Minister would accept an invitation to 
paris as enthusiastically as they had the extremely kind invitation to chequers’.68 
some colourful unofficial diplomacy followed as a paris diamond merchant, M. 
ascher, a colleague in cologne, herr goldschmidt, and the convener of the 
Zionist association in france, senator godard, tried to engineer an invitation 
from laval to Brüning. a slightly bemused hoesch concluded that ‘it would be 
appropriate to put the affair on an official footing’ and, with explicit backing 
from Brüning and curtius, began to prepare the ground for the visit.69

 The hoover Moratorium on international financial obligations was 
announced on 20 June, and on 23 June Brüning responded with a broadcast 
to the nation. he dedicated a large part of his speech to german–french 
relations, which he described as particularly important, insisting that despite 
‘certain difficulties and obstacles ... with mutual goodwill ways and means could 
be found to emphasise areas of agreement and common interest’. european 
cooperation and positive economic relations with the new world would only be 
secured, he continued, when ‘our two great peoples ... have overcome the moral 
burden of the past and turn to face the spiritual, economic, and political future 
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together ...’70 french press reaction varied. Le Journal regarded the broadcast 
‘as the most important announcement by a german statesman since the day 
on which stresemann moved to end the “Battle of the ruhr” and over the 
following days left-wing papers such as République, Populaire and La Victoire 
heaped praise on Brüning. Volonté demanded that his ‘highly conciliatory and 
sincere proposals be reciprocated without hesitation’, but the right-wing press 
was largely hostile. Echo de Paris demanded to know ‘what germany wanted’, 
continuing that ‘it was dangerous to let a man like Briand, who was so lacking 
in diplomatic culture and caution, sit at a table with Brüning’.71

 The visit was mooted because difficulties had multiplied during the spring. 
however on 6 July Brüning promised not to divert the budgetary savings offered 
by hoover’s Moratorium from reparations to armaments72 and while some 
members of the french cabinet sought further reassurances from germany, 
laval and hoesch agreed that preconditions for the visit were best avoided.73 
 when the german delegation arrived in paris on 18 July, it was greeted with 
cries of ‘long live peace, long live laval, long live france!’ hoesch judged the 
atmosphere ‘not unfriendly’.74 The two days of talks and meetings seemed to 
achieve little of substance. The official communiqué recorded that ‘both sides 
recognised the importance of this meeting and emphasised that it marked the 
beginning of cooperation based on trust’, economic and political, but without 
any further elaboration.75 The visit did, however, lend fresh impetus to the wider 
process of rapprochement. longstanding semi-official efforts to coordinate 
economic activity and so bring about ‘a political rapprochement between the 
two countries’ were intensified and supported by a remarkable number of 
politicians and business leaders,76 although they tended to founder on a tangle 
of competing ambitions, institutional and personal.77 of greater immediate 
significance was the replacement of pierre de Margerie, a diplomat of the 
old school, as ambassador to Berlin by the junior cabinet minister, andré 
françois-poncet, who knew germany well and had an excellent command 
of the language. paris ‘stressed that by appointing a cabinet member to this 
important post, it wished to continue the negotiations initiated in paris in an 
atmosphere of trust’78 and françois-poncet declared that Berlin was a higher 
priority than his domestic political ambitions.79 he immediately opened discus-
sions with hoesch over the impending french ministerial visit to Berlin.80

 on 17 september Bülow informed hoesch that he viewed the visit firstly 
as a means to achieve ‘a normalisation and improvement in franco-german 
relations’ and secondly to develop a common german–french strategy to address 
the global economic crisis. This ‘economic cooperation [would] simultaneously 
mark the beginning of wider-ranging german-french rapprochement’.81 Bülow 
envisaged extensive economic cooperation, including joint franco-german 
initiatives in third countries and german economic engagement in the french 
colonies, particularly Morocco. french officials were to prove accommodating 
here.82 he counselled against discussing more sensitive problems, such as the 
saarland or reparations, and hoped that franco-german détente would also 
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breathe fresh life into Briand’s european union proposals. ‘These must not 
merely remain on paper,’ he continued, ‘but be made reality through active 
german-french collaboration.’83 Bülow, then, was clearly far less confronta-
tional or anti-western than the literature generally allows.
 The agenda for the visit was finalized during a series of meetings between 
german and french diplomats. The realities of the franco-german relationship 
precluded anything spectacular, but they agreed to announce in Berlin the 
creation of a franco-german Joint commission of senior politicians, officials 
and business figures to promote wide-ranging economic cooperation between 
the two countries and with third parties.84 The modus operandi of the Joint 
commission would be decided in Berlin, the practicalities of economic collab-
oration left to the new organization itself. The visit, laval assured a press 
conference, would offer the possibility of ‘active cooperation between our two 
great peoples’ and was, therefore, ‘more than a simple act of courtesy’.85

 when the french statesmen arrived in Berlin on 27 september they were 
greeted by large, enthusiastic crowds, and the nazi and communist paramili-
taries who plagued the streets of late-weimar Berlin were nowhere to be seen. 
Brüning’s welcome echoed his July broadcast, declaring that ‘the significance 
of this event is best characterised by the fact that since the congress of Berlin 
[1878] ... no senior french statesman had spent time in Berlin in an official 
capacity’. ‘european peace’, he continued, ‘would only appear guaranteed when 
the two great neighbouring peoples of germany and france had spiritually 
overcome their past and turned their gaze to a common future, cultural, 
economic and political.’86 The official joint communiqué looked to ‘a stable 
and trusting’ franco-german relationship before turning to the structure and 
purpose of the Joint commission. led by members of the two governments 
and with a permanent secretariat, it would begin its work as quickly as possible, 
meeting in each country in turn. The structure and development of franco-
german economic relations, including cartel arrangements and trade, formed 
its remit ‘without ignoring the interests of third parties and the need for wider 
international collaboration ... The representatives of the german and french 
governments hope in this way to have created the basis for cooperation open to 
all, the first stage of a process of unification responding to the necessities of the 
moment.’87 days later Belgium asked to be included in the commission ‘given 
Belgium’s close [economic] links with germany and france’.88

 Just four days before his resignation curtius complained that the visit had 
achieved little of substance beyond the establishment of the Joint commission, 
regretting that issues such as disarmament or reparations had remained off the 
agenda.89 however, since both sides had previously agreed to avoid conten-
tious issues, his professed disappointment was curious at best.90 creation of the 
Joint commission had been the purpose of the visit. Berthelot for one spoke 
of ‘an unmistakable and enormous change in the atmosphere’, while a sickly 
Briand declared that ‘in the light of his Berlin experience he would hang on 
as foreign Minister for as long as his health allowed’. 91 and in fact curtius 
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spent his final days in office working on the internal structure of the Joint 
commission, proposing among other things that the two foreign Ministers, or 
their nominees, chair the meetings, that economic experts be seconded to the 
commission when appropriate, that a press office be created and means found 
to finance the activities of the commission.92 
 during october german and french politicians and diplomats busied 
themselves with the practicalities of the commission. on 3 november Brüning 
met its german members to announce that four sub-commissions had been 
created, the first to deal with overall franco-german economic relations (the 
1927 trade treaty and private cartels), the second transport, the third closer 
integration of particular economic sectors, and the fourth franco-german 
collaboration elsewhere in the world.93 The foreign office economic section 
and its director, Karl ritter, were to preside over the german input to the 
commission.94 on 13 and 14 november laval chaired the first meeting of the 
commission in paris, to be followed until mid-1932 by regular meetings of the 
parent body and its sub-commissions.95

 for all this the commission’s very existence has been largely ignored by 
historians, arguably because its achievements fell far short of expectations and 
were overshadowed by the disintegration of the weimar republic during the 
latter half of 1932. By then, economic forces had already conspired against 
the commission rather than offering a road to détente. during 1931, the chill 
winds of the great depression reached france. The trade Ministry turned 
to protectionism to shelter its struggling domestic industries from foreign 
competition. Quotas were imposed on a widening range of imported goods 
and commodities. Meanwhile, german businesses had been starved of foreign 
currency since the banking crisis of summer 1931 and were less able to import 
than before. The result was a growing balance of trade surplus with france, 
leading officials in paris and hard-pressed businessmen to consider partially 
rescinding the 1927 franco-german trade agreement, which exempted a wide 
range of german products from punitive tariffs or quota restrictions. The Quai 
d’orsay remained committed to rapprochement, but was unable to staunch the 
protectionist tide.96 it only remained to be determined how and on what terms 
to impose quotas on imports from germany.
 rather than proceeding by official diktat, it was agreed where possible to 
resolve issues in discussions between existing private cartel partners within 
the framework of the Joint commission.97 This was no accident, for existing 
franco-german cartel agreements were perceived as a major and substantive 
force along the road to rapprochement.98 german representatives therefore 
perceived this as a lesser evil and went along with the process, but the mediation 
in detail of french protectionist policy was a far cry from the almost idealistic 
ambitions of mid-1931, which had included a franco-german customs union. 
 not surprisingly, longstanding problems such as the armaments question 
filled the vacant political space and a series of incidental disasters compounded 
the damage. Briand died in March and Brüning was dismissed as chancellor 
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and foreign Minister by president von hindenburg in May 1932. The publi-
cation of stresemann’s memoirs, privately edited and uncensored by the 
german foreign office, contained frank expositions and correspondence that 
cast significant doubt on the sincerity of his relationship with Briand. Many 
french supporters of rapprochement felt betrayed and berated their german 
contacts – and relatives – over the apparent duplicity of the great weimar 
statesman.99

 Upsets had occurred in the past and had eventually been smoothed over. a 
centre-left coalition was elected to power in france during april, which was 
committed in principle to continued détente. franz von papen, who replaced 
Brüning, was a longstanding member of the Mayrisch committee and a 
declared francophile. desperate efforts were made to breathe new life into 
the Joint commission, but papen’s government was now struggling to contain 
hitler’s ambitions and maintain the legal process of government on any terms 
at all. french politics also remained fractious and the continuity that Briand’s 
presence in a succession of governments had lent french foreign policy was 
sorely missed. contrary to the impression left by most historians, an intensive 
and sustained effort to forge a franco-german partnership had engaged paris 
and Berlin during the crisis-wracked depression years, but the moment had 
passed. it would not come again until the lessons of the second world war had 
been learned. 
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chapter 6

Hitler, German Foreign Policy and the Road to War: 
A German Perspective

Lars Lüdicke 
Translated by Peter Bierl

The Third reich is one of the most heavily investigated areas of historical study.1 
even experts have difficulty coping with the vast outpouring of literature on 
the subject. The crimes of hitler’s dictatorship are daunting and tax historians’ 
claims to objectivity. The historiography of national socialism has centred on 
a key question: how could a man like hitler gain power and carry out such 
immense crimes? various answers to that conundrum fill whole libraries and 
a fully satisfying answer remains elusive.2 immediately after the end of the 
war, two studies were published by friedrich Meinecke and ludwig dehio 
that tried to explain the ‘german tragedy’. Both attempted to fix hitler’s rule 
within the broad sweep of german history.3 The foundation of the institute of 
contemporary history in Munich in 1950 led to a dedicated research archive 
being established to study nazism.4 researchers then focused on the estab-
lishment of the dictatorship, the part of hitler, the terror of the ss state, the 
mass murder during war time and resistance.
 as early as 1941, ernst fraenkel emerged with his empirical study about 
‘dual state’, which challenged the image of a monolithic ‘führer state’. he 
pointed out the Janus-faced reality of the Third reich and sketched out typical 
dualism of where the conventional rule of law (herkömmlicher Normenstaat) 
and a terrorist-like acting state (terroristischer Maßnahmenstaat) functioned 
alongside each other. The following year, franz neumann in his deeply influ-
ential book Behemoth delivered the first major structural analysis of the nazi 
state.5 
 By the mid 1960s german historians building on these two pioneering studies 
had produced a number of studies confirming the chaotic nature of hitler’s rule. 
The result was a paradigm change in german thinking. The classic view of the 
primacy of hitler and foreign policy over decision making in nazi germany 
was pushed aside by a younger generation of historians and replaced by a close 
examination of social history.6 such a widening of the debate away from the 
person of hitler did produce many interesting new insights about the inner 
structure of the Third reich and on whether the concept of totalitarianism was 
really applicable to germany.7 This ‘polycratic model’ greatly reduced hitler’s 
role as ‘a mere executioner of proceedings that were only understandable as 
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impersonal’.8 hitler was no more a protagonist who was acting autonomously, 
but merely presiding over ‘institutional chaos’. such a depersonalization of 
history seemed to discredit the popular genre of hitler biographies, which had 
depicted hitler as an all-powerful dictator following a clear plan for power, 
aggression and genocide.9 
 The view that hitler’s personality, ideas and strength of will drove foreign 
policy was advanced primarily by historians working outside germany. The 
first major ‘intentionalist’ interpretation that became widely known was the 
biography of adolf hitler written by the British historian alan Bullock, which 
was published for the first time in 1952 and became regarded as a benchmark 
for many years. But Bullock’s main thesis was unmistakably stamped by 
an image of hitler that was already shaped by Konrad heiden, a journalist 
observer of the nazi movement in the 1930s. Bullock presented the german 
dictator – as heiden had done – as an opportunistic politician seeking power 
with a ‘revengeful lust for destruction which eventually led to self-destruction’.10 
drawing on the memoirs of the former nazi politician and president of the 
senate of danzig, hermann rauschning, who migrated into exile in 1936, 
Bullock depicted hitler’s rule as a ‘revolution of nihilism’ with foreign policy 
aims that had no fully thought out final objective.11 
 Yet Bullock’s thesis has lost credence as time has gone by.12 a more influ-
ential study, as far as german historians are concerned, is the British historian 
hugh r. trevor-roper’s essay on ‘hitler’s war aims’ in which he developed 
the theory of the nazi leader following a master plan he outlined in his 1920s 
autobiography Mein Kampf. The two most persistent themes in hitler’s writings 
were a burning desire to gain Lebensraum (living space) in eastern europe 
through a war of conquest against the soviet Union and a passionate and radical 
determination to find a ‘final solution’ to the ‘Jewish Question’.13 This classic 
‘intentionalist perspective’ of a programmatic dictator with clear ideological 
purposes underpinning his policy was viewed by german historians as more 
applicable than Bullock’s thesis of a power-greedy and ruthless opportunist 
pursuing unclear and over-ambitious aims without any real ideological zeal. 
 Yet one outcome of trevor-roper’s emphasis on the radical aims of hitler’s 
rule led german historians to place nazi ideology centre stage. The subject of 
the aims of hitler’s foreign policy assumed a great part of what became known 
as the intentionalist–functionalist debate. The ‘intentionalists’ favoured the 
programmatic and protagonist-centred view, underlining the leading role of 
hitler, his will and his decisive influence over key events in foreign policy. 
The ‘structuralists’ proclaimed an impromptu development of policy, with no 
masterplan. The followers of the ‘intentionalist’ interpretation tried to under-
stand a complex situation with multiple factors, with the help of social and 
historical concepts. The structuralists viewed the war as a result of a polycratic 
system of domination combined with a series of ad hoc and ill-thought-out 
decisions with the interaction of rival institutions and protagonists that produced 
a radicalization of policy, which developed out of unforeseen circumstances. By 
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contrast, the intentionalists view hitler’s radical ideology as the decisive factor, 
because from the very start of his leadership as german chancellor he aimed 
at conquering new territory and imperial rule based on racist doctrines. They 
suggest the racist dogma was essential to the foreign policy of the nazis.14 The 
person, politics and the ideology of hitler became the key point of reference 
because to intentionalists hitler was the driving force of the Third reich. 
 it was eberhard Jäckel who published a pioneering work about the ideology 
of the dictator, which gave german research a decisive push. trevor-roper had 
only remarked briefly about hitler’s ‘plan’ whereas Jäckel drafted a sophisticated 
and detailed layout of hitler’s programme and pointed out that the holocaust 
was a constituent part of the drive for Lebensraum. Jäckel drew not just on Mein 
Kampf, but also on a second unpublished volume that was not published in his 
lifetime (‘hitler’s secret Book’). Jäckel described hitler following a ‘stage-by-
stage’ plan in foreign policy to achieve Lebensraum and racial domination. This 
interpretation emphasized the driving force behind foreign policy was hitler’s 
unshakable and radical objectives.15 
 entirely in line with this view, regarding hitler as the most powerful force 
in foreign policy, was the work of andreas hillgruber.16 he went even further 
than Jäckel (who regarded hitler’s territorial objective as conquering eastern 
europe) and deduced that a total global dominance was the ultimate aim. 
hillgruber claimed hitler first aimed to achieve supremacy all over europe, 
then over the vast territory of the soviet Union and the Middle east. The estab-
lishment of a self-sufficient empire in continental europe – which could resist 
any blockade – would have served as the basis to fight successfully for global 
power. hillgruber and Jäckel represent the two factions of the ‘continentalists’ 
who see hitler as attempting european hegemony and the ‘globalists’ who see 
world domination as the final goal. Yet both highlight the conquering of living 
space and imposing the rule of a master-race as the centrepiece of hitler’s 
foreign policy.17

 This version of hitler’s long-term aims has been disputed by the structur-
alists. They reject the idea of hitler as having precise long-term aims, but rather 
see him as someone who responded flexibly and opportunistically to perma-
nently changing situations to protect his popularity, prestige and the support of 
his followers. he was forced to integrate important elites like the leaders of the 
army and big business into his foreign policy objectives. last but not least, he 
had to take account of pressures from state, the nazi party, which urged him to 
fulfil the promises of nazi propaganda. in short, foreign policy success became 
a hitlerian strategy to sidetrack unresolved problems of home affairs.18 
 The leading structuralist Martin Broszat argued that it was not hitler who 
determined the framework of nazi politics, but social and economic pressures 
beyond his control. he showed that the structure of power in the Third reich 
led to an unplanned dynamic radicalization (dynamische Radikalisierung), 
which ended up in genocide and a degree of destruction in europe never seen 
before. according to Broszat, hitler’s eccentric style of administration led to an 
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inherent rat race between administrations and individuals, which developed 
a devastating momentum. Broszat portrayed hitler as a man who preferred 
to delay decisions and was often influenced by others who were close to him 
and in many ways this made him a ‘weak dictator’. This style of administration 
allowed great autonomy for other key figures and groups to put their own 
radical policies in motion. in this way the ideological axioms of hitler simply 
became an ideological metaphor, as individuals operated radical policies they 
believed conformed with hitler’s radical ideological agenda. according to 
Broszat, the holocaust even more than the war was not the result of a fixed 
precise and practical agenda, but a purposeful goal carried out by middle-
ranking bureaucrats. 19

 influenced by Broszat’s interpretation, hans Mommsen argued against any 
uni-dimensional interpretation of national socialist objectives, as hitler was 
not the decisive factor nor did he have any fixed ideological convictions. it 
was not, argued Mommsen, hitler’s ideological views that were the driving 
force for war and holocaust, but a complex structure of decision-making. 
This structure was the result of the polycratic system of domination, which 
produced a cumulative radicalism that ultimately led to military aggression and 
genocide.20 in other words, the structure was central, not hitler’s personality.21 
Mommsen views german foreign policy as not based on long-term planning 
at all, but as the result of a projection of domestic politics into foreign affairs.22 
foreign policy was conducted in a permanent state of emergency, which was 
typical of nazi rule in so many domestic areas. This kind of strategy for foreign 
policy sometimes caused many dynamic victories mainly through bluff, which 
then drove the regime to dare warfare on a continental scale, even though the 
armed forces were not prepared for a long war of attrition. put this way, the 
foreign policy of the nazis was domestic politics projected to the outside world 
and permanent action became essential to the regime – a situation that ruled 
out any hope of a political stabilization.23 triumphs in german foreign policy 
came to be seen by hitler as the only way to maintain power and the popularity 
of a regime that was failing to fulfil domestic demands for ‘guns and butter’. 
Mommsen, like Broszat, explains german foreign policy as resulting from 
complex structures and proceedings: both put hitler’s personal responsibility 
into perspective, without the intention to lower his guilt and responsibility. 24 
 Yet the idea of hitler as a ‘weak dictator’ has increasingly come under 
sustained attack. in a major biography published in 1973 Joachim fest once 
more emphasized the decisive role of hitler and his ideology, particularly in 
the realm of foreign policy. 25 even if fest was criticized and in some aspects 
even corrected, his interpretation remains deeply influential among german 
historians.26 in the wake of fest’s study, a succession of new biographies about 
the dictator followed, partly supporting it and partly disputing it. The flood of 
books on the nazi dictator became known in germany as ‘The hitler wave’.27 
two were important in achieving a better understanding of the nazi dictator. 
one was Brigitte hamann’s study, which looked at hitler’s early years and 
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provided important new insights into how his ideological thinking on foreign 
and racial policy developed.28 even more important was the exceptionally 
well-informed and substantial biography of hitler by the British historian ian 
Kershaw. written by an acknowledged expert of national socialist research, 
the two volumes represent the results of long-term research.29 Kershaw focused 
on the essence of hitler’s rule.30 his analysis restored hitler’s monopoly of 
leadership in matters of foreign policy and emphasized a radical ideological 
programme of conquest and genocide underpinned his actions.31 
 Kershaw‘s view that hitler was the decisive force in foreign policy once more 
confirmed a consensus on the subject, which can be traced via trevor roper and 
hillgruber to axel Kuhn’s reconstruction of hitler’s programme of aggression 
and other outstanding studies, including Barbara Zehnpfennig’s examination 
of hitler’s foreign policy ideas in Mein Kampf and frank-lothar Kroll’s analysis 
of the role ideology played in the formulation of policy in the Third reich.32 
Kroll’s study is worthy of mention because it convincingly refuted the thesis 
of national socialism as a revolution without any ideological doctrine.33 Based 
on a detailed analysis of the heterogeneous ideas of hitler, rosenberg, darré, 
himmler and goebbels, Kroll concluded that all major ideologues of the regime 
believed in and tried to realize the substance of their particular Weltanschauung 
(world-view). national socialism, despite all minor ambiguities, did aim at a 
utopian and revolutionary ‘regeneration of the world’.34

 in recent times, the controversy among german historians between ‘inten-
tionalists’ and ‘functionalists’ has long lost its previous fierceness. increasingly, 
that old dispute had been overtaken by a shifting focus of research away from 
the structure of the state and foreign policy to that of german society.35 The 
most detailed and impressive analysis about the development of domestic 
politics of the Third reich can be found in the work of British historian richard 
J. evans, who published a monumental survey of the national socialist era 
in three impressive volumes between 2004 and 2008. evans even compiled 
research about cultural, educational and religious policy, but his description of 
foreign policy receives one chapter compared to seven chapters about domestic 
politics.36 There are other general studies in which foreign policy takes a back 
seat to descriptions of the internal mode of operation of the national socialist 
regime, such as norbert frei’s work on the ‘führer state’.37 
 These studies reflect a general drift among german historians away from 
foreign policy, which was once the major topic of elder publications to an 
emphasis on life inside germany – the favoured ground of the intentionalists.38 
even after all these years, Klaus hildebrand’s analysis of german foreign 
policy from Bismarck to hitler remains the most authoritative and compre-
hensive standard work on hitler’s foreign policy that has not undergone any 
major revision.39 hildebrand’s analysis is a synthesis of painstaking research in 
archives and scientific examinations over a distinguished career. he examines 
eighty years of german foreign policy in a sweeping mode and against the 
background of developments of domestic and european politics as well as in a 
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global context. he combines narrative passages and reflecting interpretations 
to a history of politics which shows leeway of decision as well as approaches of 
leading actors. even in this overall view, hildebrand emphasizes the ‘primacy of 
politics’ in the area of foreign policy. he shows that hitler followed a stage-by-
stage plan in foreign policy within a framework that allowed for improvisation 
and tactical flexibility as he pursued his objective of Lebensraum within a 
radical racist ideology that envisaged wars of conquest. 
 in 2002 rainer f. schmidt published a sound and descriptive survey about 
the foreign policy of the Third reich, but did not present new sources or 
additional aspects and his conclusions followed the established insights and 
appraisals in the existing literature.40 a book by Marie-luise recker contains an 
encyclopedic survey of foreign policy as well as results and trends of research, 
but once again offers little to shake the overwhelming orthodoxy.41 of more 
interest is hermann graml’s book Europe’s Way to War, which examines the 
basic trends of international politics in the last month before war broke out, but 
his conclusion that hitler successfully forced europe into war is hardly new. 
 Based on recent scientific research long-time research in archives, i have 
examined the foreign policy of the Third reich between 1933 and 1945 exten-
sively. My view is that the key to understanding hitler’s foreign policy is to 
focus extensively on the inner context of hitler’s way of thinking, to explore 
his political and ideological motives, and then to explore how constraints 
then influenced the implementation of his plans.42 in ‘hitler’s grip on world 
domination’ i looked at the role of constantin freiherr von neurath, the last 
foreign secretary of the republic of weimar and the first of the Third reich. 
neurath was the leading figure in the foreign office between 1932 and 1938. 
i believe neurath – who was not a nazi – executed a foreign policy that was 
determined by hitler, but he ensured its true aims were kept secret in diplo-
matic discussions and thereby fooled many skilled diplomats in the major 
european capitals.43 
 in the past few years an independent german commission of historians, 
set up by Joschka fischer in 2005, has been investigating the history of how 
the foreign ministry dealt with its dreadful past after being refounded in 1951 
and the question of personal continuity or discontinuity after 1945. it seems 
quite clear that it will conclude that the foreign office as a whole and some 
individual diplomats have been deeply implicated in the crimes of the third 
reich. 
 The strategy of the commission reflects a present trend to diversify historical 
research in germany. recently there have been a whole series of works inves-
tigating different groups of perpetrators or geographic areas. Ulrich herbert’s 
study about werner Best is ground breaking for the research of delinquents 
describing this ideologist and organizer of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt as 
typical for a special sort of young wrongdoers with an academic background 
who got the chance to unfurl his radical folkish and racist ideas in the bureau-
cratic organization of genocide.44 This followed up Michael wildt’s study about 
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the biographies of members of the ss technocrats who played an active role in 
the holocaust.45 similar to this approach is the biographical analysis of twenty-
five german supreme commanders of the war against the soviet Union in 
which Johannes hürter reveals how the military elite came into close collabo-
ration in the crimes of the Third reich.46 
 This resurgence of biography as a method is a noticeable trend in recent 
german historiography on foreign and racial policy. The object of research 
has not been from an individualistic point of view, but rather to analyze the 
general circumstances that stamped individuals and to contextualize the roles 
of key individuals in the structure, organization and history of the nazi regime. 
peter longerich has filled a biographical gap with his impressive study about 
heinrich himmler. other important studies were published about werner von 
Blomberg, Minister of the war department from 1933 to 1938, responsible 
for the upgrading of the german army, about hjalmar schacht, long-term 
Minister of the department of economy and president of the reichsbank, and 
hitler’s chief ideologist alfred rosenberg.47 Yet all these studies have confirmed 
rather than refuted the leading role of hitler on foreign policy. as Ulrich von 
hehl observed, research shows time and again an ‘absolute dominance of the 
führer over his closest paladins’.48 hans-Ulrich wehler, who is completing 
a definitive five-volume history of national socialism, has been accused in 
germany of once more pushing hitler back to the centre stage.49 But there 
are still surprising gaps, for instance about such high-ranking protagonists as 
rudolf hess, Joachim von ribbentrop, Martin Bormann, wilhelm Keppler, 
hans heinrich lammers and roland freisler. so there is still a lot of work for 
biographers to do to compile a full picture of the nazi elite that surrounded 
their dictator as he pursued his foreign and racial policy. The results gained by 
the biographical method are illuminating, affording deepened insights into the 
way the national socialist regime worked, but the danger is that understanding 
becomes segmented. 
 for all the mountain of research that has been produced on hitler’s foreign 
policy we are left with the conclusion that hitler played the central role and 
that his ‘intentions’ and the ‘structures’ surrounding foreign policy are both 
indispensible analytical tools to understand fully the german road to war. 
The ideological contours he had mapped out in Mein Kampf informed that 
now-familiar unfolding plan of aggression, but strategic, economic and political 
considerations and the opportunities presented by his opponents led to devia-
tions in the timing of the dynamic direction of his policy. we can now see that 
many within germany were willing to go along with his aggression and the 
western powers were willing to compromise with him. as much as historians 
have attempted to weave alternative interpretations, this dominant and still-
plausible explanation is unlikely to be altered. 
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chapter 7

Germany’s Twisted Road to War, 1919–39

Jürgen Förster

at the end of his life, othello bids farewell to the ‘pomp and circumstance of 
glorious war’.1 shortly before his suicide, adolf hitler dictated to his secretary 
that he would ‘die with a happy heart’ being aware of the immeasurable sacrifices 
of the german people during the past six war years.2 The modern consensus 
holds that wars are evil. historians, however, classify the first world war as long, 
industrial and costly, and the second world war as long, total and murderous. 
Both global wars command an enormous literature. That of the second world 
war surpasses that of the ‘war to end all wars’. The literature on the inter-war 
period in german history is immense too. since the ‘lost world war’ infil-
trated virtually every issue, every debate in the weimar republic and created 
enormous space for military thoughts on future warfare and national mobili-
zation, it is surprising that the Reichswehr has for the most part been left out of 
general descriptions of weimar germany. Though the cross winds of arguments 
have for many decades gone over the path that connects 1919 with 1939, there 
are still enough visible marks to highlight the continuities and discontinuities of 
german military policy that eventually risked another european war. 
 The academic debate about germany’s responsibility for the second world 
war is altogether different from that on its contribution to the first world war. 
Most historians agree that the origins of the war lay in and with germany. it 
was adolf hitler, the führer [of the nation] and supreme commander of the 
Wehrmacht, who ordered his troops to invade poland in the early hours of 1 
september 1939. however, historians still discuss why the german people, with 
and without uniform, were prepared to march with hitler and his nazis into 
an aggressive war and kept on fighting after the european war was followed by 
a world war after 1941. to be sure, weimar’s succession of crises and conflicts 
gave the nazis an opening, but their public support deserves a more complex 
explanation because hitler’s movement ‘had never before the 1930s been 
capable of moving from the fringe to the mainstream’.3 The quick change from 
the democratic ‘calamities’ of the weimar republic to hitler’s authoritarian 
führer-state between 1933 and 1938 is another point for discussion. There 
can be no doubt that hitler’s political and military leadership between 1934 
and 1939 was much more popular than that of friedrich ebert or paul von 
hindenburg during the weimar era.4 to the range of political, economical and 
cultural explanations for hitler’s success i would like to highlight the impor-
tance of military factors. 
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 The traditional picture of the Wehrmacht in the summer of 1939 usually 
obscures the fact that in January 1933 the Reichswehr consisted of a 100,000-man 
army and the 15,000-man navy permitted by the versailles treaty. Yet that 
Reichswehr was different from those professional armed forces that hans von 
seeckt had formed after 1921. it had crossed the treacherous marsh of military 
utopia, left the nadir of military powerlessness vis-à-vis a french occupation 
behind, accepted the republic as a fact of life, and was willing to correlate its 
defensive measures with german foreign policy. The most prominent exponents 
of that ‘new course’ of military policy were wilhelm groener, Reichswehr minister 
between 1928 and 1932, and his military aide and ‘cardinal in politicis’ Kurt von 
schleicher, who later succeeded him as minister and became the last weimar 
chancellor before hitler. The military leadership’s preparedness for cooperation 
with civilian cabinets and ministries was qualified by its conviction in using the 
state for military aims and stamping out political attacks on the Reichswehr. 
This policy of conditional cooperation and renouncing secret armament was in 
so far successful as it resulted in getting a spd-dominated coalition government 
to fund army armament and navy construction programmes as well as the 
foreign office to attend operational war games. Yet this cooperation could 
neither ease the tension within military policy between the Reichswehr’s limited 
capabilities of the present and far-reaching aims for the future nor its dislike 
for civilian rule. if the military elite was unhappy with the republic, especially 
the spd-led government in prussia, the same can be said for other strata of 
german society that perceived party politics as messy and unsatisfactory. so 
in the spring of 1930, groener and schleicher created a political condition that 
was even more favourable for their interests. it was under the chancellorship of 
heinrich Brüning who was dependent on the Reich president’s power to issue 
emergency decrees under article 48 of the weimar constitution that groener 
signed the far-reaching directive of 16 april 1930 and sent it to chiefs of army 
and navy commands. for the first time, the Reichswehr was prepared to accept 
that the political leadership assigned the tasks to the armed forces. Moreover, 
groener emphasized that ‘definite prospects of success’ were the precondition 
for employing the Reichswehr in battle. This ‘new objectivity’ in german 
military policy found little sympathy within the officer corps at large. Many 
an officer did not want to share military control and felt that germany had the 
duty to defend itself against military attack, especially by poland, even if that 
meant suicidal operations.5 some of them even went so far as to contact the 
nazi party and spread their propaganda within the barracks in Ulm. together 
with the nazis’ landslide success in the national elections in september 1930, it 
was hitler’s oath of legality at the trial against the three insubordinate officers 
in leipzig and his party’s participation in the Thuringian regional government 
that brought about a rapprochement between the Reichswehr and the nazi 
party. groener and schleicher even thought they could tame hitler and split 
his party as a mass militant movement into rival factions. Thus the military 
leadership who had done so much to stabilize the republic in 1919 helped to 
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destroy it by underestimating hitler’s will to power and his further backing by 
the voters. groener and schleicher in Berlin as well as werner von Blomberg 
and walther von reichenau in Königsberg knew that their military aims could 
not be realized without popular support. By the end of 1932, the Reichswehr 
had made some progress in the matter of state-organized ‘pre-military training 
of young [male] people’, as groener already demanded in august 1919, but 
the complementary introduction of ‘soldierly thinking’ was still lacking in 
schools’ policy. in addition to becoming a political player in domestic affairs, 
the Reichswehr managed to get another army armament programme (1933–8) 
approved by the government providing the planned twenty-one-division field 
army with a first issuing of weapons, equipment and ammunition as well as 
minimum stocks for a period of six weeks. in accord with the army programme, 
the navy was not only allowed to take every advantage of the possibilities the 
versailles treaty offered but also an aircraft carrier, a series of submarines and 
naval aviation units were put into service or organized.6 These comprehensive 
armament and personnel programmes prove that the Reichswehr’s old intention 
of circumventing the military limitations of 1919 had produced some results 
before hitler began to dismantle versailles completely.7

 while policy makers were influenced by pacifism and disarmament, german 
military planners developed a third approach to the defeat of 1918, namely, 
finding a more effective way to fight the inevitable next war. The latter made 
much of the inherent strength of the defensive but also sought new ways to 
tilt the balance back towards the offence and emphasized moral mobilization. 
not surprisingly, historians have paid considerable attention to these aspects of 
german military history.8 if there was one common thread running through 
the army manuals of 1921 and 1933, it was the equation of strategy with army 
operations, considering warfare as ‘an art, a free creative activity resting on 
scientific foundations’, or general statements like ‘The teachings of wartime 
command cannot be summarized in regulations.’9 Though mobility had become 
a dogma in military thinking under hans von seeckt, the ‘blitzkrieg tactics of 
1939 and 1940’ did not spring directly from the army regulations published 
in 1921–3, as James corum maintains.10 its introduction that already thought 
of germany as a ‘major military power’ with a modern army was more meant 
to help the officer to skip the current, bleak realities of the Reichswehr and to 
think of a bright military future. That would entail a well-led, well-trained, well-
equipped army with superior morale, supported by airpower and mechanized 
warfare being capable of defeating larger invading forces in the classical pattern 
of operational-level war making. The form had changed but not the german 
military spirit. seeckt believed that a short war was the only kind that germany 
could win. ‘The goal remained the destruction of the enemy army in a great 
Kesselschlacht; the means remained Bewegungskrieg.’11 
 however, there was another strand of military thought emerging in the 
twenties. Both the french–Belgian occupation of the ruhr and the lithuanian 
annexation of the Memel territory in 1923–4 had confronted the Reichswehr 
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with the bitter reality that that it was not even capable of border defence, albeit 
preserving german sovereignty. anger, fear, frustration and old enemy images 
against the french prompted Joachim von stülpnagel, head of the operations 
section in the Truppenamt (army general staff), to think about the ‘war of 
the future’ as a another ‘war of liberation’ against the hated french. it was to 
be fought in the manner of a brutal Volkskrieg (people’s war). deviating from 
the official view of a small, mobile professional force concentrating on limited 
warfare, stülpnagel argued for a combination of conventional and irregular 
warfare. if it came to an invasion of superior french or french–polish forces on 
german soil, german soldiers and civilians would engage in unlimited warfare 
to delay the attacking forces in order to gain time, first to regroup for a battle 
of annihilation, second to get international support as a victim of aggression.12 
stülpnagel’s ‘categorical imperative of fighting and dying for the fatherland’ was 
not meant for the foreseeable future. Because of germany’s military impotence, 
his cry for the present was ‘let us arm!’ secretly in pursuit of ‘national disci-
pline’.13 stülpnagel’s vision of a primordial defensive struggle for the liberation 
of germany did not become the official doctrine of the Reichswehr. The 
main problem with Volkskrieg was that the people were unwilling to fight, at 
least for the time being. it was not only seeckt who favoured a more strictly 
conventional warfare of manoeuvre and who preferred to live with the current 
‘shameful’ situation than to commit german blood to hopeless battle, risking 
finis Germaniae. Yet one thing was clear to all of them: the enemy was france. 
even if stülpnagel’s radical warfare scenario had met criticism, the top brass 
became convinced that they could not seriously think of beginning a war 
without mobilizing the society in peacetime.
 i will now turn to the question of how hitler and the military took germany 
to war. in doing so, i revisit some well-established debates about hitler’s own 
aims, the military’s goals, hitler’s decision making as supreme commander and 
the so-called ‘german way of war’: Blitzkrieg or total war, conventional warfare 
or Vernichtungskrieg? on 30 January 1933 hitler was appointed german 
chancellor as head of a coalition government. The twenty-first and final 
weimar cabinet contained only three nazis. hitler had been the Reichswehr’s 
choice too. But he refused to be anyone’s instrument. as in 1918, there was a 
rush to identify the new course as a ‘revolution’, but this time a national one. for 
those of a conservative or national liberal conviction, be it in the elite groups 
of the Reichswehr, government administration or in business, the nazis seemed 
to offer at last clear leadership in restoring traditional values, employment 
at home and the dismantling of versailles. lieutenant-general ludwig Beck 
welcomed the hitler’s regime as ‘the first great ray since 1918’.14 a younger 
general staff officer, gotthard heinrici, was more outspoken about the end of 
the weimar republic and welcomed the national government as a way ‘out of 
the Marxist–Jewish mess’.15 By the summer of 1933 the nazis commanded all 
the resources of single party control over almost every dimension of politics, 
society, culture, education and leisure. The only important organization that 
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had not been ‘co-ordinated’ was the Reichswehr. hitler’s structural and psycho-
logical success was not unpopular among the military, neither at the top nor 
among the officers at large. general werner von Blomberg, the new Minister 
and commander of the Reichswehr, described the achieved totality of the party 
as ‘fortunate’. The soldiers’ main task now was ‘to serve the national movement 
with all dedication’. hans Meier-welcker, a young infantry officer, optimistically 
compared germany to italy. ‘we all belong to it [i.e. the totality of national 
socialism], just as every italian working for his fatherland is a fascist today. 
The more comprehensive national socialism becomes in germany, the better 
it will be for all of us.’16 Meier-welcker could not know what hitler’s ‘seizure of 
power’ really meant for germany and europe, but Blomberg and his colleagues 
at the top certainly did. in several addresses to commanders and officers in 
the summer of 1933, Blomberg stressed that the new cabinet was not a normal 
change of government. it indeed represented a ‘fundamental change in the 
views and will of the entire nation, and the realization of a new view of the 
world’. 17

 only four days after his appointment as chancellor, hitler had been given 
the chance to address a large group of senior officers at the home of the chief 
of army command, Kurt von hammerstein-equord, together with the foreign 
Minister, constantin von neurath. The notes of that address by one of the 
generals present have been included in many an edition of documents dealing 
with the Third reich. They have recently been confirmed by a second account 
from an unlikely source through which Joseph stalin received knowledge of 
hitler’s long-term aggressive goals within two weeks.18 hitler took pains to 
reassure and flatter the military on which he would in time depend as the ‘most 
important prerequisite’ for the recovery of germany’s political power and to 
expand the german ‘living space’. But before he could pursue an aggressive 
foreign policy the national will to defend itself had to be strengthened ‘by 
all means’. he further told the generals that he needed the Reichswehr and its 
expertise to build up a new people’s Wehrmacht on the basis of conscription. 
The unruly storm troopers would not pose a real threat to the military’s 
monopoly of arms. 
 The Reichswehr for its part needed hitler. leaving aside hitler’s domestic 
aims like the ‘destruction of Marxism’, the military was also grateful for the 
priority given to rearmament and the measure of development opportunities 
offered to them. it required the support of the nazi party and the resources of 
the whole of society to achieve mass mobilization and to maintain public morale 
for the war of the future. within the course of a few weeks a loyal collaboration 
developed between hitler and Blomberg. Both political players shared the belief 
that germany’s destiny was to become once again a great power, even if that 
meant another war. if germany was to succeed, and this was a lesson learned 
from both the first world war and the 1918 revolution, the government had to 
undertake a comprehensive armament programme (Wiederwehrhaftmachung) 
that went far beyond purely military matters. This alliance was much more 
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popular among the officer corps at large than groener’s cooperation with the 
republic, be it with ebert or Brüning. 
 did hitler in the end, then, really gain much more from the military 
supporting him in consolidating his authoritarian rule, even against his own 
followers as on 30 June 1934, than did the generals? Yes, they allowed him, after 
hindenburg’s death in august 1934, to become both president and chancellor 
and swore an oath of loyalty to the Führer in person rather than to the consti-
tution or fatherland. But hitler left the reigns of command to his loyal minister 
albeit his decisive influence on foreign policy. it was not before february 1938, 
when the first field marshal of the Third reich fell from power over a personal 
affair, that hitler really began to exercise the full powers as supreme commander 
as well. it was then that the military had become another instrument of the 
führer’s executive will. The central question, as hitler had admitted on 3 
february, was how germany could rearm for war without provoking foreign 
intervention since the context of german sovereignty was still set by the treaty 
of versailles. as hitler and Blomberg were determined on rearmament in its 
full context, they were prepared to make whatever concessions were necessary 
to achieve that goal. each of the choices they made in foreign or military policy 
had consequences, be its impact on other powers or on the growing Wehrmacht. 
complex processes resulted, which acquired a momentum of their own that 
both leaders had to direct as well as to manage. 
 The first diplomatic coups were the withdrawal from the disarmament 
conference and the league of nations on 14 october 1933, the non-aggression 
pact with poland on 25 January 1934 and the saar’s return to german juris-
diction at the beginning of March 1935. comparable coups on the military field 
were two bold declarations of germany’s military sovereignty in March 1935, 
thus making the defence limitations of versailles obsolete – announcing the 
existence of an air force, the introduction of conscription to produce a peacetime 
army of thirty-six divisions, the signing of a bilateral naval agreement with 
Britain on 18 June 1935, and the reoccupation of the rhineland in mid-March 
1936. These tactical masterpieces surprised the european powers, satisfied the 
nation, turned public opinion in hitler’s favour and changed the structural and 
operational basis for germany’s military policies considerably. 
 as hitler had made clear on 3 february 1933 that he did not think of risking 
war in the short term, the Reichswehr’s actual military planning did not change 
instantly. Yet the transition from Reichswehr to Wehrmacht was a smooth one. 
while marching carefully through the ‘risk zone’ of military impotence, hitler 
and Blomberg were determined to meet every armed violation of german 
sovereignty with resistance. The army was ordered to fight ‘for reasons of 
honour even when there was no prospect of success’.19 a first, hasty step 
towards rearmament was made by the end of december 1933 when the army 
decided on a peacetime force of 21 divisions (300,000 men) by april 1938. 
This programme was geared to provide the basis for a wartime army of sixty-
three divisions already fighting ‘a defensive war on several fronts with some 
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prospect of success’.20 Between 1933 and 1934 there was neither an intention 
on hitler’s side to attack anyone nor did the foreign Ministry fear a preventive 
war by france and Britain. Yet as hitler wanted germany to be able to ‘play 
a more active role in important questions of international politics’, he opted 
for an earlier deadline of the december programme, namely by april 1935. 
of course, the general staff agreed with hitler to build up a larger peacetime 
army as rapidly as possible, but Major-general ludwig Beck preferred a solid 
depot of trained men for the future wartime army to an improvised instrument 
of state power.21 here is not the place to outline all the memoranda, consid-
erations, studies and inter-service rivalries for choosing the right path that 
would eventually lead to a Wehrmacht capable of winning the next war. This 
has been well done by the late wilhelm deist. and it was he who noted first 
that there was no opposition to hitler’s rearmament goals and second that the 
army leadership was not able to understand the need for coordination between 
the organizers of material rearmament, buildup of personnel and operational 
planning. The fact that little thought for financial orthodoxy or the long-term 
health of economy was given was another reason, not hitler’s interference, 
that ‘the whole rearmament of the army acquired the character of temporary, 
partial solutions’, which in turn affected the quality of the Wehrmacht.22 with 
open eyes, the general staff abandoned the principle that the officer corps had 
to comprise of seven per cent of the army’s total strength. Michael geyer is 
wrong in saying that the general staff began comprehensive preparations for 
war as early as the summer of 1935.23 The basic decision to increase the army’s 
offensive power by forming three panzer divisions had indeed been made. But 
only an experimental formation with a few MK i light tanks with two machine 
guns was available in that year. it was the events of March 1936 that opened up 
new possibilities for further armament and operational planning. More men 
had become liable for military service, the ruhr area with its industrial centres 
was no longer exposed to foreign attack, and the Wehrmacht had gained a 
much stronger defensive position along the rhine as well as west of it between 
saarbrücken and aachen. although they were aware of germany’s inferiority,24 
this improved situation prompted both hitler and the army to think anew. and 
it was in this context that the general staff overturned the plans of summer 1935, 
gave its concept of fighting a defensive war on several fronts with some prospect 
of success a more realistic meaning. The acceleration of rearmament was quite 
in accordance with the introduction of a two-year period of service. in his 
memorandum on the second four-Year plan, of august 1936, hitler again gave 
pride of place to rearmament, which could not be too swift. Yet he considered 
the plan a temporary expedient. it had to serve the goal of temporarily easing 
the economic problems during a transition period, and in that connection the 
production of arms and ammunition had absolute priority over the accumu-
lation of foreign currency reserves and raw materials. ‘The final solution’, he 
wrote, ‘lies in extending our living space, that is to say, expanding the sources 
of raw materials and foodstuffs of our people.’ at the end of his memorandum, 
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hitler set the following tasks: ‘1. The german army must be operational within 
four years. 2. The german economy must be fit for war within four years.’ 
nothing and nobody would be allowed to stand in the way. But hitler would 
not have been hitler if he had not put this directive into an ideological context. 
in its struggle for life, germany was threatened by the ‘aggressive will founded 
on the authoritarian ideology’ of Bolshevism and world-wide Jewry. Yet because 
of her people, impeccable political leadership, ideology and military organi-
zation, germany was the key to resisting this world peril. in doing so, hitler felt 
he could only rely on italy and Japan. as 

a victory of Bolshevism would not lead to a versailles treaty but to the final destruction, 
indeed to the annihilation of the german people ... all other considerations than the 
warding off of this danger must recede into the background as completely irrelevant 
... Unless we succeed, within a very short time, to make the german Wehrmacht the 
foremost army in the world, in training, in the establishment of its formations, in 
equipment, and above all in spiritual education, germany will be lost!25 

how important was hitler’s memorandum for germany’s way to war? The 
simple answer is that it is important because it reveals both hitler’s leadership 
and dynamism as well his emphasis on a solid ideological grounding for all 
servicemen. it is highly unlikely that the army would have embarked on its last 
comprehensive rearmament programme in autumn 1936 without giving much 
thought to its economic efficiency if it had not had hitler’s memo in its head. 
The programme began with the telling sentence ‘in accordance with the Führer’s 
orders, a powerful army is to be created in the shortest possible time’ and was 
presented to field Marshal von Blomberg on 12 october 1936.26 The views 
of two economically critical generals, fritz fromm and Kurt liese, were only 
mentioned in passing. That did not mean that economical factors became less 
important in reality. They came to the surface and attention of the political and 
military leadership again in the autumn of 1937 and were the reason of their 
often-cited gathering in the reich chancellery on 5 november 1937.
 The navy and the air force underwent similar expansion. like the rearmament 
of the army, that of the navy also had its starting-point in the last days of the 
weimar republic, with its ‘reorganization plan’ of november 1932. naval 
thinking was dominated by its longtime commander in chief, admiral erich 
raeder (1928–43). in opposition to groener’s directive of april 1930 that the 
navy should focus on the Baltic, the naval leadership despised a brown-water 
navy and favoured oceanic cruiser warfare that would be coordinated with 
battle fleet action in the north sea. Yet what he told groener was that wishful 
thinking was fateful and that any armed conflict with Britain had to be avoided. 
although raeder planned to operate offensively, his grand strategy was purely 
defensive. he (and hitler) saw the navy as a factor worthy of alliances and as 
an instrument for a future german maritime position of power. The anglo-
german naval agreement of 18 June 1935 was not considered as definitive. 
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The settlement of the relative strength of german and British naval forces was 
quite compatible with the Kriegsmarine’s traditional goals concealed behind 
the phrase of qualitative and quantitative parity with france. The agreement 
helped to expand its armament greatly. Yet the rapid realization of the warship 
programme exceeded the capacity of german shipyards but actually supported 
the submarine construction. The news of British construction of five battleships 
in december 1936 provided both the impulse for new planning and reviving 
the anti-British ideology on the german side. The ground was laid for an open 
change of course against Britain that was declared by hitler on 5 november 
1937.27

 from the three services of the Wehrmacht, it was the new Luftwaffe (air force) 
that fulfilled its grand strategic role best to dampen the enthusiasm of france 
and her allies for an attack on germany during its ‘risk zone’ of rearmament. 
its planners happily noted the first signs of public concern in Britain of fear 
about bombing as early as the summer of 1933. when the Luftwaffe’s existence 
was made public in March 1935, the actual air force bore little similarity to 
one its first planner, robert Knauss, had sketched in his memorandum of May 
1933. The Luftwaffe possessed only 800 operational aircraft and none fulfilled 
the technical and tactical requirements recommended by Knauss. Yet hitler 
boasted misleadingly to the British foreign secretary, sir John simon, that 
germany had already achieved parity with the royal air force and would 
soon catch up with the french. Though this statement was in accord with the 
Wehrmacht’s leadership and marked a new phase in presenting the Luftwaffe as 
the ‘risk’ service’,28 an internal study of autumn 1935 proved that air armament 
was completely inadequate to destroy the french air force and its czech and 
lithuanian allies. how much worse would the Luftwaffe’s effectiveness be in 
a two-front war, if a new potential enemy appeared on the planners’ horizon 
against whom an effective air war was impossible for geographical reasons: 
Britain? a military confrontation with that state was indeed briefly treated 
in Blomberg’s directive of 24 June 1937, which will be dealt with later, and 
estimated as ‘unacceptable, even hopeless’.29 The Luftwaffe’s situation did not 
look so dark when viewed against the white background of the legion condor’s 
performance as an instrument of Blitzkrieg and ‘heavy artillery’ for the army in 
the spanish civil war.30

 while the three services made strong efforts in armaments, the Wehrmacht 
leadership was concerned about the ideological inculcation in all soldiers of the 
guiding principles of the national socialist state. on 24 May 1934, Blomberg 
urged all officers to make the ideal of one nation as an ‘indissoluble community 
of blood and destiny’ the basis of their educational work among the troops. to 
help them, the ministry published official guidelines ‘on political issues of the 
day’. The reintroduction of conscription and the new military law in the spring 
of 1935 marked a change for education in the armed forces. They were defined 
as the arms-bearer of the german people and soldierly school of the nation. in 
obvious criticism of the old Reichswehr, the new Wehrmacht must no longer 
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lead a life of its own, but set an example of ‘german character and german 
nature’ to the whole nation. in order to be able to fulfil their task to produce 
soldiers who could both handle their weapons well and were conscious of 
their political duties, the officers had to possess the nazi ideology ‘in spiritual 
unanimity, as something of their own and an inner conviction’. needless to say 
that none had to be an expert in hitler’s Weltanschauung. what mattered in this 
transitional phase was not ideological indoctrination but a fusion of national 
pride, dedication, readiness for sacrifice, a sense of fatherland and community, 
and for character forming in the national socialist spirit and the hitler myth. 
training and cohesion of the heterogeneous troops still enjoyed priority over 
ideological conformity. as hitler himself declared in the autumn of 1935: ‘i 
am not concerned that the recruits coming in turn the [Reichswehr] soldiers 
into national socialists, but that the army turns national socialist [recruits] 
into soldiers.’ legend has it that the army was prussian, the navy imperial and 
only the air force was national socialist. in reality, the three service chiefs 
agreed with Blomberg’s ruling that those officers who were unable to reconcile 
themselves to nazi ideology were to leave the armed forces.31

 The first directive for a ‘uniform war preparation of the Wehrmacht’, which 
has been mentioned before, was issued by the war Minister and commander 
in chief on 24 June 1937. Blomberg’s directive is interesting in two ways. first 
it is meant to show his leadership in overall strategic planning for a future 
war to the envious services, especially the army, and second it dealt with two 
concrete possible scenarios for war. assuming that germany was not facing an 
attack from any side and would not unleash a european war itself, Blomberg 
ordered the Wehrmacht to be constantly prepared for war, first to defend 
germany at any time and second to exploit militarily any politically favourable 
opportunity. in his directive, he paid special attention to two probable tasks for 
the Wehrmacht. Both dealt with a war on two fronts. in reaction to a change 
in foreign relations, austria, italy and hungary were no longer considered as 
german allies. ‘case red’ put the emphasis on the western theatre of war, i.e. 
against france, while ‘case green’ anticipated a conflict in south-east europe, 
i.e. czechoslovakia. strategically, the war against france would be conducted 
defensively. ‘case green’, on the other hand, incorporated the army’s idea 
of ‘offensive defence’: ‘to prevent an imminent attack of a superior enemy 
coalition, the war in the east can commence with a surprise operation against 
czechoslovakia.’ Blomberg, accepting the primacy of policy, left it to hitler to 
bring about favourable political and legal preconditions for such an action. 
There was no mention of a war against russia.32 
 The directive of 24 June 1937 was heavily criticized from within the army’s 
leadership. The sharpest attack was not aimed at its political and military objec-
tives or its timing, but against the growing strategic authority of Blomberg 
and his small staff, the Wehrmachtamt under wilhelm Keitel and alfred Jodl. 
although Beck, the chief of army general staff, wanted to avoid war before 
germany was fully prepared, all he could say was that the army, as germany’s 
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most important service, should have the decisive say in advising hitler, not 
only in the question of war planning and time schedules, but also in questions 
pertaining to the political framework of the german state. Beck continued his 
old struggle for grand strategic influence on hitler and directing operations 
even after hitler had assumed Blomberg’s position and had put Keitel and 
Jodl in charge of his own military staff, the oKw (supreme command of the 
Wehrmacht). Both senior officers were fervent believers in the Führer principle 
and less prepared to give way to centrifugal initiatives.33

 Just a little over four months later, hitler overthrew Blomberg’s grand 
strategic assumptions and set new targets for the armed forces. By the autumn 
of 1937, hitler had come under pressure from various quarters. despite the 
priorities set out in the 1936 four-Year plan and the moving ahead of the 
economy, there were continuing problems with the rearmament programme. 
all service chiefs fought for preferential treatment of their allocation demands 
and requested an immediate decision from the Führer. hitler was also under 
pressure from outside since Britain had embarked on rearmament. while some 
advisers favoured negotiations, hitler and others had come to the conclusion 
that Britain would not accept germany’s expansion to the east. action neces-
sarily involved deciding on a strategy which risked ending in a war with Britain 
on the side of france. hitler had already indicated in conversation that the 
annexation of czechoslovakia and austria would bring germany enormous 
strategic and economic gains. so on 5 november 1937, he called together the 
foreign minister and top military leaders to tell them of his next projected 
moves. The only other person present at that important meeting in hitler’s 
impressive chancellery was his senior Military adjutant, colonel friedrich 
hossbach. he took notes in his diary and later wrote them up to the ‘hossbach 
memorandum’.34

 The significance of this meeting has been examined in detail many times. 
hitler’s statements about the vital necessity of acquiring living space in europe 
were consistent with his earlier views and the four-Year plan memorandum. 
This problem could only be solved by force and never without risk. There 
is one important difference. hitler did not mention the soviet Union as the 
ultimate source of german living space. Yet to the dismay of the navy and air 
force especially, the führer now regarded Britain as germany’s ‘most dangerous 
enemy’ and proposed to reorient german strategy appropriately. in turning to 
the important questions of the ‘when’ and ‘how’ of military expansion, hitler 
discussed three possible cases. The first and most probable one was by 1943–5 at 
the latest. The first objective to improve germany’s situation was to overthrow 
czechoslovakia and austria at the same time. given an earlier, favourable 
opportunity, the Wehrmacht should act with ‘lightning speed’ (blitzartig schnell) 
so that no outside power could be inclined to intervene. hitler seemed not 
to be surprised being rebuffed by his senior advisers. But his audience raised 
objections to the practicality of what he wanted but not to the principle of 
conquering living space. needless to say, Blomberg’s staff translated hitler’s 
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aggressive intentions into a new directive replacing that of 24 June 1937. ‘case 
green’ took precedence over ‘case red’:

when germany has achieved complete preparedness for war in all fields, then the 
military prerequisite will have been created for an offensive war against czechoslovakia, 
so that the solution of the german problem of living space can be carried to a victorious 
conclusion even if one or another of the great powers intervenes against us.35

Three months later, hitler began to carry out his plan and to move from 
preparation for war to deciding the where and when of german expansion. he 
politically manoeuvred to annex austria, incorporate the sudeten germans and 
destroy czechoslovakia, ‘gambling successfully on the reluctance of Britain and 
france to go to war again and mesmerizing german elites and public opinion by 
his compulsive risk-taking’.36 next to the political and operational stories, there 
are a structural and an educational one. having also taken the military helm into 
his hand after Blomberg’s downfall in early february 1938, hitler concerned 
himself with constructing a series of fortifications against france and Belgium, 
reduced Wehrmacht operational planning to directives for single tasks and the 
services’ general staffs to mere instruments of his ‘unalterable decision to smash 
czechoslovakia . . . in the foreseeable future’.37 parallel to the military road to war, 
hitler and the Wehrmacht leadership took pains in guiding the officers ideologi-
cally. The year 1938 saw many a communication, leaflet or personal address that 
defined the german officer as a ‘political soldier’, combining professionalism 
and ideology with an ‘unswerving loyalty to the führer’s will’. as the Wehrmacht 
was an instrument of hitler’s politics, the officer corps could not allow anyone to 
surpass it ‘in the purity and fastness of national socialist ideology’.38

 There may have been a difference between hitler’s view of war and that of 
the military in november 1937. The latter may have thought that a greater 
living space was to protect a german empire that would be formed by annexing 
austria, destroying czechoslovakia and revising the versailles frontiers with 
poland. But from January 1939 onwards, the officers learnt that hitler thought 
in terms of racial war. again and again, he hammered home the message that 
space and race were critical. germany must expand or die. hitler was deter-
mined to solve the problem of living space, and that effort dominated his 
life. he left the commanders in no doubt that a war to adjust Lebensraum to 
germany’s growing population would not be fought along traditional lines. 
The next conflict, he stated on 10 february 1939, would be a ‘purely ideological 
war, i.e. consciously a people’s and a racial war’. to follow him into such a 
war of annihilation, compliance was not enough. hitler demanded from his 
Wehrmacht ‘that even if, in my struggle for this ideology, i am abandoned by the 
rest of the nation in its entirety, then, more than ever, every german soldier, the 
entire officer corps, man by man, must stand beside me and by me’. This address 
must be seen against hitler’s earlier speech in the Reichstag on 30 January 1939, 
which the commanders had heard too:
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today i will once more be a prophet: if the international Jewish financiers in and 
outside europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war, 
then the result will not be the Bolshevization of the earth and thus the victory of Jewry, 
but the annihilation of the Jewish race in europe.39

By the end of March 1939, hitler ordered the army to prepare for the invasion 
of poland (‘case white’). Though the Wehrmacht had greatly gained from its 
actions against austria and czechoslovakia, in financial resources, manpower, 
materiel, industrial base and strategically, it was still not well prepared for 
a war on several fronts. hitler himself was busy with isolating warsaw and 
putting it in the wrong by rejecting his ‘generous offers’ to resolve the frontier 
problems. in contrast to the crisis over czechoslovakia there was no opposition 
from the military leadership to a military conflict with poland. ‘a combination 
of anti-polish feeling, confidence that victory would be easy and acceptance 
that hitler’s judgment about the democracies had proved right before led to 
an unwillingness to question his authority.’40 in two addresses, on 23 May and 
22 august 1939, hitler explained the political situation to his most senior 
commanders and justified his decision to go to war. not danzig, but the funda-
mental need for living space and making food supplies secure, was the key 
issue in the conflict with poland. germany had only a temporary advantage 
in military equipment, organization, tactics and leadership. time was working 
against the reich, militarily and economically. in the address on 22 august 
hitler reiterated what kind of war he was about to unleash against the polish 
people: ‘close your hearts to pity. act with greatest brutality. eighty million 
people must obtain what is their right.’ at that time, only a few senior officers 
in the army high command knew of the additional, murderous task of the 
SS-Einsatzgruppen following the fighting troops.41

 at the end of their march from collapse to rebirth, the military leaders 
let themselves be again persuaded by their supreme political and military 
commander that Britain and france would not intervene. This time germany 
need not fear a two-front war since hitler had surprisingly secured the soviet 
Union’s neutrality via the ribbentrop–Molotov pact of 23 august 1939. They 
seem to have completely misunderstood the relationship between means 
and ends. hitler’s folly was that he assessed the situation of 1939 in terms of 
preconceived, fixed notions while ignoring any contrary signs on the side of the 
western powers after March 1939. despite his show of confidence, hitler was 
unsure of his risky decision making in the last days of august 1939. he became 
broody and thoughtful when Mussolini told him that italy would not take part 
in the war if Britain and france would intervene. Joseph goebbels noted in his 
diary on 26 august: ‘That is a bad blow for him.’42

 it became worse for hitler and his compliant generals and flag officers. two 
days after the first shots to solve the polish problem had been fired early on 1 
september 1939 they also found themselves at war with the western powers. 
The prospect of a european war had come much too early for the Wehrmacht. 
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while the Luftwaffe had claimed in early May 1939 that it was superior to 
any other european air force in quantity and quality of its aircraft, organi-
zation, training and command of air war even if British and french air forces 
should fight together,43 the navy was less optimistic. on 3 september 1939 the 
commander in chief assessed the results of naval rearmament: 

today the war against france and england broke out, the war which, according to 
the Führer’s previous assertions, we had no need to fear before 1944. [The navy] is in 
no way very adequately equipped for the great struggle with Britain by autumn 1939 
. . . The submarine arm is still much too weak to have any decisive effect on the war. 
The surface forces are so inferior in number and strength to those of the British fleet 
that, even at full strength, they can do no more than show that they know how to die 
gallantly and are resolved in this way to lay the foundation for a new build-up later.44 

once war broke out, hitler found the public support he needed. There was little 
evidence of war fever, but little opposition either. political and military leaders 
judged the mood of the german people more solid, better for the further war 
than that of 1914 and did everything to raise their ‘confidence in final victory, 
not in peace’.45
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The Prussian Tradition, the Myth of the Blitzkrieg and 
the Illusion of German Military Dominance, 1939–41

Robert M. Citino

The question of german preparations for war in the 1930s has generated an 
enormous literature. essentially, the debate has been between the intentionalists 
(‘hitler intended to start the war all along, either from the moment he came to 
power or even before’) and the functionalists (‘war broke out for a number of 
interrelated reasons, including hitler’s foreign policy, the weak and divided allied 
response, and the international economic crisis’). Yet germany had been preparing 
for this war for a very long time – for centuries, in fact. no surprise, then, that it 
was the one state in europe prepared for the outbreak of the second world war 
1939 or that the conflict opened with a run of spectacular and decisive victories. 
spearheaded by it its fearsome tank (panzer) formations, supported by a powerful 
air force circling overhead, the german army ran over or around every defensive 
position thrown in its path. The polish army was smashed in eighteen days, although 
a bit more fighting was necessary to reduce warsaw to rubble. equally impressive 
had been the earlier invasions of denmark and norway in april 1940, which saw 
two enemy capitals, oslo and copenhagen, fall on day one to a well-coordinated 
combination of ground forces, seaborne landings and paratroopers. allied forma-
tions intervening in norway got a quick taste of the Luftwaffe and soon evacuated 
under heavy fire. May 1940 saw the great offensive in western europe. here the 
panzers had smashed the cream of the french and British armies, destroying the 
former and encouraging the latter in a humiliating evacuation at dunkirk. 
 The pattern continued into 1941 with a lightning drive into the Balkans that 
overran Yugoslavia and greece. when a British force arrived to help defend 
the latter, the germans booted it from one position to another and eventually 
drove it off the mainland altogether. The British destination this time was 
crete, and here they were hit by a true thunderbolt: operation Mercury, the 
first all-airborne military operation in history. it quickly seized the island from 
its British and commonwealth defenders, who ran away yet again, this time to 
egypt. indeed, in the opening phase of the war, it often seemed as if the evacu-
ation had become the characteristic British military operation, and that ‘Bef’ 
stood for ‘back every fortnight’ or ‘back every friday’. for the British, it was a 
case of pack up your troubles in your old kit bag and run, run, run. 
 finally, the summer of 1941 witnessed operation Barbarossa, the german 
assault on the soviet Union and the greatest undertaking in military history. 
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german success in the opening weeks still boggles the mind. with the panzers 
ranging far and deep into soviet terrain, the Wehrmacht undertook one immense 
encirclement after another. By december, the german juggernaut stood just 
thirty miles from Moscow. on the way, the Wehrmacht inflicted four million 
casualties on the red army, about three million of whom were prisoners. Many 
observers though the soviet Union was finished. historical analysis of these 
operations continues to paint them as examples of a new method of war making 
called Blitzkrieg (lightning war). allegedly invented in the inter-war era, the 
strategy is supposed to have transformed warfare by mechanizing it.1 in place 
of the foot soldier and the cavalry came trucks, tanks and aircraft. in place of 
the trench deadlock that characterized the first world war, there were now vast 
campaigns of breakthrough, encirclement and maneouvre. 
 The only trouble with this consensus is that it is largely fictitious. even the 
word Blitzkrieg is a fiction. The german army didn’t invent it. They hardly ever 
used it outside quotation marks. it was a term that had been kicking around 
international military circles in the 1930s to describe any rapid and decisive 
victory, in contrast to the long, horrible war of attrition that had just ended, 
and it first gained widespread currency in the west, in articles in Time and Life 
magazines, in fact. This period was a time of rethinking and experimentation 
for germany, yes, but we could say the same thing for all armies of the day. The 
British invented the tank, after all, and were working on a radical experimental 
mechanized brigade as early as 1928. likewise, if there was one army in the 
world that was obsessed with the possibilities of tanks, aircraft, and airborne, it 
was the red army. what distinguished the inter-war german army was that it 
was not trying to discover something new. Unlike its neighbours, it felt that it 
already had a workable war-fighting doctrine. 
 since the earliest days of the german state a unique military culture 
had evolved. This can be called a ‘german way of war’. its birthplace was 
the kingdom of prussia. starting in the seventeenth century with frederick 
william, the ‘great elector’ of Brandenburg, prussia’s rulers recognized that 
their small, impoverished state on the european periphery had to fight wars 
that were ‘kurtz und vives’ (short and lively).2 trapped into a tight spot in the 
middle of europe, surrounded by states that vastly outweighed it in manpower 
and resources, it could not win long and drawn-out wars of attrition. so 
prussia’s military solution was to find a way to fight short, sharp wars that ended 
in decisive battlefield victories. its conflicts had to be ‘front-loaded’, unleashing 
a storm against the enemy, and either destroying it or bringing it to the table for 
negotiations. 
 The solution to this strategic problem was something that the prussians 
called Bewegungskrieg – the war of movement. it was a way of war that stressed 
maneouvre on the operational level, not simply tactical maneuverability or a 
faster march rate, but the movement of large units like divisions, corps and 
armies. prussian commanders and their later german descendants sought to 
move these formations in such a way as to strike the mass of the enemy army 
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a sharp, annihilating blow as rapidly as possible. This might involve a surprise 
assault against an unprotected flank or both of them. on several notable 
occasions, it even resulted in entire prussian or german armies getting into the 
rear of an enemy army, the dream scenario of any general schooled in the art. 
The desired end-state was the Kesselschlacht, literally, a ‘cauldron battle,’ more 
specifically, a battle of encirclement trapping the enemy on all sides prior to 
destroying it in a series of ‘concentric operations’.
 This vibrant and aggressive operational posture imposed certain requirements 
on german armies: firstly, an extremely high level of battlefield aggression; 
secondly, an officer corps that tended to launch attacks no matter what the odds. 
The germans also found over the years that conducting an operational-level 
war of movement required a flexible system of command that left a great deal of 
initiative in the hands of lower-ranking commanders. it is customary today to 
call it Auftragstaktik (mission tactics): the higher commander devised an Auftrag 
(general mission) and then left the means of achieving it to the officer on the 
spot. it is more accurate, however, to speak, as the germans themselves did, of 
the ‘independence of the lower commander’ (Selbständigkeit der Unterführer).3 
a commander’s ability to size up a situation and act on his own was an equalizer 
for a numerically weaker army, allowing it to grasp opportunities that might be 
lost if it had to wait for reports and orders to climb up and down the chain of 
command. 
 it wasn’t always an elegant thing to behold. prussian–german military history 
is littered with lower-level commanders making untimely advances, initiating 
highly unfavorable, even bizarre, attacks and generally making nuisances of 
themselves, at least from the perspective of the high command. There were 
men like general eduard von flies, who launched one of the most senseless 
frontal assaults in military history at the battle of langensalza in 1866 against a 
dug-in hanoverian army that outnumbered him two to one;4 general Karl von 
steinmetz, whose impetuous command of the 1st army in the franco-prussian 
war in 1870 almost upset the entire operational applecart;5 and general 
hermann von françois, whose refusal to follow orders almost derailed the east 
prussian campaign in 1914.6 nearly forgotten today, these events represent the 
active, aggressive side of the german tradition, as opposed to the more intel-
lectual approach of a clausewitz, schlieffen or Moltke the elder. 
 The war of movement is central to understanding just what the germans 
thought they were doing in the 1930s, and in the opening years of the second 
world war. it was here that the germans saw the tank and airplane making 
their contribution. characteristically, they employed these new weapons in 
larger units. The panzer division was a formation built around tanks, but also 
containing a full panoply of combined arms: infantry, artillery, reconnais-
sance, supply columns, bridging trains, all of which had their mobility raised 
to the level of the tank. a panzer division could assault and penetrate, smash 
through defences into the clear, pursue and destroy any defensive position or 
formation that tried to stop it, then reform and do it all over again. it wasn’t 
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a wonder weapon or a magic bullet, but it certainly might have looked that 
way if you happened to be a polish lancer or a Belgian anti-tank gunner, or a 
greek infantryman. like all military cultures, then, the germans had evolved 
a unique combination of traits. This was a ‘distinctive language’ spoken only by 
the Wehrmacht, as the leading german military journal of the day, the Militär 
Wochenblatt, put it.7 
 indeed, if war was a simple contest to see who could most completely 
humiliate an opponent in a first encounter, then the Wehrmacht would have 
won the second world war hands down. The polish, danish, norwegian, 
french, Yugoslavian, greek, British and soviet armies all learned this lesson the 
hard way. The first six armies did not survive to tell the tale, nor did the states 
they were called upon to defend. British armies were smashed not just in france 
but in the next three theatres as well: north africa, greece and crete. Britain 
only managed to survive the experience thanks to the presence of the english 
channel. likewise, the soviet army was hammered as hard as any military in 
history during that first awful campaigning season. and finally, lest we forget, 
the Us army’s first meeting with the Wehrmacht on an obscure hunk of tunisian 
rock called the Kasserine pass proved a humbling experience too. 
 as all these armies learned, first encounters with the Wehrmacht were inher-
ently dangerous. case white (Fall Weiss), the invasion of poland, set the tone. 
it bore all the marks of the prussian–german tradition: a classic example of the 
kurtz und vives campaign, now made immeasurably more effective by mecha-
nization. The operational plan aimed to deliver an overwhelming blow from 
the outset, with air raids on polish airfields in the opening minutes and then 
massed panzer assaults at multiple locations along the border. it also featured 
the prime prussian characteristic of concentric operations: converging drives 
by widely separated forces, in this case, separated army groups belonging 
to general fedor von Bock (army group north, containing 4th army in 
pomerania and 3rd army in east prussia) and general gerd von rundstedt 
(army group south, with three armies: 8th and 10th armies in silesia, and 
14th army straddled between silesia and occupied slovakia).8 The battle plan 
called for the two army groups to smash through the polish defensive positions 
along the border and catch the main body of the polish forces in a great pincer 
movement (Zangenbewegung), with the main weight of the attack (three armies 
to two) borne by army group south. 
 another hallmark of the prussian tradition also evident in the polish campaign 
was that independent-minded and highly aggressive field commanders ran 
things pretty much as they saw fit. Throughout the planning process, general 
Bock had registered unhappiness with what he saw as a subsidiary role. The 
unusual conformation of the border meant that army group north had to 
deploy in two separate zones divided by the polish corridor.9 its first task, 
therefore, would be a relatively minor one: overrunning the polish corridor 
and establishing overland communications with east prussia. only then could 
it take part in the major operation: the drive into poland proper and destroy 
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the polish army. There were no such operational distractions in the south, the 
reason that the plan made rundstedt’s army group south the point of main 
effort or Schwerpunkt.
 Bock deemed this secondary role insulting, and had spent the summer 
peppering the high command of the army (oKh) with plans to expand it.10 
after overrunning the corridor, he wanted to ship his entire 4th army from 
pomerania to east prussia, inserting it on the left of 3rd army, and sending it 
on a wide sweep to the east of warsaw. if polish forces tried to regroup in the 
interior of the country, he would then be in a position to encircle them east 
of the capital. The chief of the oKh, general walther von Brauchitsch, took a 
dim view of such a major redeployment in the midst of the fighting. he warned 
Bock that committing troops too far to the east of warsaw could have serious 
repercussions in case of an allied attack in the west.11 eventually, however, he 
allowed Bock’s army group full freedom of action.12 as always, the man in the 
field took precedence in german war making. 
 The campaign went like clockwork. army group north crossed the border 
before dawn on 1 september 1939. There was some hard fighting here and 
there, but by the end of the first day, the germans had sealed off the southern 
end of the corridor, trapping two polish infantry divisions (9th and 27th) and a 
cavalry brigade (pomorska). polish attempts to break out came to nought, with 
all three formations smashed in the course of the fighting and 15,000 prisoners 
in german hands by the third day.13 The next day the 3rd and 4th armies linked 
up to the east of the corridor. in the south, rundstedt was swinging a far 
heavier bat, the full weight of the german army. it is always easy to detect the 
point of main effort (Schwerpunkt) of german operations in the second world 
war: simply count the panzer divisions. army group south contained four of 
the six then in existence, along with three of the four light divisions. altogether, 
rundstedt had three armies on line, from left to right the 8th, 10th and 14th. 
it was their task to destroy the mass of the polish army by a direct thrust north 
east towards warsaw. The 10th army in the centre would form the army group 
spearhead, with no less than six mobile formations: two panzer divisions, two 
light divisions and two motorized infantry divisions. it was, by 1939 standards, 
an immense concentration of force. 
 not surprisingly, rundstedt broke through almost everywhere. on the left, 
8th army reached the prosna river on the second day of operations, slashing 
through the defences of the polish Łódź army. This was largely the work of 
well-drilled infantry as the 8th army had no panzer elements outside of the few 
tanks of the ss Leibstandtarte Adolf Hitler, at the time just a motorized infantry 
regiment. on the right, 14th army, including XXii (Motorized) corps, broke 
into poland from the Jablunka pass in the west to novy targ (neumarkt) in 
the east. it was the centre of the army group that made the most progress. here 
10th army blasted through the seam between the Łódź army on its left and the 
Kraków army on its right, reaching the warthe river and then crossing it in 
stride. This is where the poles got their first look at the full german mechanized 
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package: tank columns deploying off the road at the first sign of resistance 
and bypassing the defenders on both flanks; heavy air attacks by stuka dive-
bombers, their screeching sirens adding a note of terror to the bombing run; 
rapid advances by tank columns deep into the rear that suddenly materialized 
into blocking positions when the poles tried to retreat. 
 in concert with 14th army to its right, the advance of 10th army also had 
the benefit of working concentrically against the Kraków army, tucked into the 
south-western corner of poland. soon its remnants were attempting to retreat 
into the interior, a task that in many places meant running a gauntlet of german 
armour that had already established itself in the rear. By 6 september 1939, 
Kraków had fallen to the invaders. The collapse of the Kraków army and the 
pomorze army far to the right in the corridor, in turn, meant disaster for the 
two polish armies between them: the Łódź army, already pressed hard by 8th 
army’s attacks, and, deployed deep in the section of the polish border bulging 
out towards germany, the poznań army under general tadeusz Kutrzeba. 
facing only german border defence units, the latter was at the moment still 
largely untouched by enemy action, but it was already doomed, one hundred 
miles from the relative safety of warsaw, with two complete german army 
groups closing in behind it. 
 By week two, the germans were in full throttle all across the front of both 
army groups. while the germans themselves referred to the maneouvre as 
‘pincers’, in fact, the polish army was being pressed between two very heavy 
iron slabs. The first german panzer forces reached the outskirts of warsaw 
by 8 september as the armoured spearheads of 10th army slashed across the 
southern polish plain towards the capital. in the course of its headlong rush, 10th 
army actually overran the polish ‘prusy army’ while it was still in the process of 
assembling.14 This was an apocalyptic moment in the history of modern military 
operations. polish casualties were everywhere horrendous. The few defending 
formations with an open retreat path to warsaw were desperately trying to get 
there, but there were gradually coming apart under unrelenting air attack. polish 
command and control had broken down, and the only army still functioning as 
such, the only formation still intact, was the isolated poznań army. 
 in fact, it was poznań army’s belated attempt to retreat that would bring 
about the climax of the campaign. as it tried desperately to slither out of the 
jaws clamping down on it from both right and left, it smashed into the northern 
(left) flank guard of the advancing german 8th army along the Bzura river west 
of warsaw on 9 september – just eight days into the campaign.15 The 14th, 17th 
and 25th infantry divisions, along with the podolska and wielkopolska cavalry 
Brigades, hit the overextended german 24th and 30th infantry divisions strung 
out along the river. it was half counterattack, half formless melee – the poles 
were in the midst of a hurried retreat, after all. still, the initial thrust managed to 
achieve surprise and made good progress at first, capturing some 1,500 german 
prisoners from the panic-stricken 30th division alone. it certainly caused 
heartburn at german headquarters: army, army group and oKh alike. 
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 what it could not do, however, was have lasting repercussions. Kutrzeba and 
his army were trying to break out, but break out to where? The attackers were 
isolated, without any hope of support or reinforcement. in addition, they were 
facing in the Wehrmacht a force that could stop at will, turn around, and then 
launch heavy attacks in a way that was not yet typical of western armies. within 
a day, german reinforcements were on the way to the Bzura, including the 
mass of 10th army’s armoured units. diverted instantaneously from the drive 
on warsaw, they shifted their axis 180 degrees in effortless fashion. faced with 
concentric attacks from all four points of the compass, the mass of the polish 
attackers was soon hemmed into a shrinking pocket on the Bzura, along with 
remnants of army pomorze who had managed to escape the blows of army 
group north. subjected to non-stop attack by the Luftwaffe and punished 
heavily by the german artillery, in a hopeless strategic situation, over 100,000 
men would surrender. at this point, 10th army’s armored divisions did it again: 
shifting their axis of advance 180 degrees for the second time in a week, and 
hurrying back towards warsaw.16 By 19 september, warsaw was the only spot 
on the map still in polish hands, and the germans, in fact, would speak of an 
‘eighteen days’ campaign’.17 surrounded and under heavy aerial bombardment, 
warsaw would surrender on 27 september.
 Yet if one campaign may be said to define the Wehrmacht’s early run of successes 
it was the offensive in the west in May 1940, codenamed case Yellow (Fall Gelb).18 
There was much here that was reminiscent of the polish campaign. There was the 
same emphasis on operational-level maneouvre leading to a rapid decision, the 
same jockeying for position among the generals, with Bock once again winding up 
playing second fiddle to rundstedt, the same emphasis on careful, even meticulous 
planning to deliver a shattering blow from the outset. historians tend to dote on 
the controversies within the german high command in planning case Yellow, 
especially the role played by general erich von Manstein in devising the bold move 
through the ardennes and hitler’s decision to force it on the high command. what 
deserves much greater recognition, however, is how typical case Yellow appears as 
an opening campaign within the prussian–german tradition.
 what eventually emerged from the lengthy planning process was this: army 
group B (under Bock) would invade Belgium and the netherlands in order 
to attract the attention of the allied forces in france, and perhaps lure them 
to the north. once they had swallowed the bait, there would be a gigantic 
panzer thrust by army group B (Rundstedt) through the difficult terrain of the 
ardennes. with its dense old-growth forest, steep-banked rivers and winding 
roads and trails, it was hardly a place that you would think of when the phrase 
‘tank country’ came to mind. That, of course, was precisely the point. The 
panzers would likely meet little resistance in the forest, since the french and 
Belgians considered it unsuitable for operations by armour. having passed 
through the ardennes, the panzers would have a single river to cross: the 
Meuse between sedan and dinant. once over that small obstacle, there would 
be nothing in the way except open country all the way to the english channel. 
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 on 24 february 1940 army chief of staff general franz halder issued a 
set of operational directives for the upcoming offensive.19 Bock’s army group 
B would contain two armies: the 18th (general Küchler) would overrun the 
netherlands; the 6th (general walter von reichenau) would push into Belgium. 
it was essential that the allies view army group B as the main german thrust. 
Thus, Bock’s command included a hefty sampling of the new mobile units: a 
number of paratrooper and glider units, including the 7th flieger division 
and 22nd airlanding division; two complete panzer corps, the Xvi (general 
erich hoepner) and the XXXiX (general rudolf schmidt), as well a significant 
commitment of air power. 
 still, the point of main effort (Schwerpunkt) lay in the south. army group 
a contained three armies: the 4th (general günther von Kluge), 12th (general 
wilhelm von list) and 16th (general ernst Busch), plus a newly organized 
panzer group (Panzergruppe) under general ewald von Kleist. all told it 
contained seven of germany’s ten operational panzer divisions. The employment 
of panzer group von Kleist – three complete corps – brought german mecha-
nized operations to a new stage of development and complexity. since the Kleist 
group would have to pass through the ardennes and then launch its attack on 
an exceedingly narrow front, the plan had it echeloned in some depth. The first 
echelon would consist of guderian’s corps, now upgraded from its 1939 desig-
nation of ‘motorized’ to ‘panzer’; the second of the panzer corps under general 
georg-hans reinhardt; and the Motorized corps under general gustav von 
wietersheim. The first flak corps would advance between the two leading 
panzer groups providing protection from any allied air assault that might 
penetrate the Luftwaffe’s air umbrella.20 it was the mightiest mechanized force 
that the military world had yet seen: 134,000 men, 41,000 vehicles, 1,250 tanks 
and 362 reconnaissance vehicles.
 The actual operation, opening on 10 May 1940, proved to be much less 
troublesome than the battle over planning it. as ever, in german operational 
planning, there were a series of shocks to the allied commanders early in the 
fighting.21 in the netherlands, it was the use of both airborne and airlanding 
troops – two complete divisions – to seize airfields, bridges over the numerous 
watercourses and other strategic installations.22 in fact, the government districts 
of The hague, army headquarters and Queen wilhelmina herself were amongst 
the targets. not all of these special operations went completely according to 
plan. a number of bridges fell to the landing forces – the Moerdijk causeway 
south of rotterdam, for example. By and large, however, the jumps against 
the airfields were disastrous. The attempt to seize the ockenburg, valkenburg 
and Ypenburg airfields around The hague collapsed in the face of larger-than-
expected airfield garrisons and the failure of Luftwaffe raids to knock out dutch 
anti-aircraft batteries in the area. disaster begot disaster when the german 
transports arrived with the air landing troops, expecting to land at the captured 
fields. at Ypenburg dutch fire destroyed eleven of the first thirteen JU-52 
transport aircraft in the air. it might be argued that the shock and panic these 
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landings caused in the dutch command, which had to face combat outside 
the very walls of the capital and throughout the four corners of the land from 
the very first moment, might have made them worthwhile anyway. whether 
shattering the dutch was worth the loss of so many highly trained specialist 
troops is another question. The arrival of the mass of Küchler’s 18th army soon 
made it a moot point. 
 to the south, the germans mounted a bold glider assault on the modern 
Belgian fortress of eben emael, at the junction of the Meuse and the albert 
canal.23 The glider added a new dimension to operations, its silent approach 
being a complement to the piercing siren of the stuka. operation granite 
involved landing a force on top of the fort itself, knocking out its guns, then 
forcing the surrender of the troops inside. it certainly had its share of problems. 
The glider carrying the commander of the operation, lieutenant rudolf witzig, 
was one of two that released prematurely. he had his pilot glide back over 
the rhine, called the nearest Luftwaffe headquarters, and got himself another 
tow plane. Meanwhile, the assault forced landed and within ten minutes had 
knocked out all of the guns and installations on the surface of the fort. it was an 
impressive debut for the hollow charge explosive, which proved effective against 
the armored cupolas of the Belgian guns.24 The tiny force – just seventy-eight 
men – did have some problems with a Belgian garrison ten times its own size, 
although german morale rose considerable when a lone glider appeared over 
the fort, landed and disgorged the fiery lieutenant witzig. he and his men 
managed to keep the garrison bottled up until german ground forces, elements 
of the 4th panzer division (6th army), arrived the next day.
 The rest of army group B played its role to the hilt. The large 6th army 
(five corps) entered the southern netherlands with hoepner’s Xvi panzer corps 
in the van. The plan called for a quick crossing of the ‘Maastricht appendage’ 
and then entry into the central Belgium plain west of the Meuse and sambre. 
Unfortunately, the dutch blew the Meuse bridges up before the germans could 
seize them, and hoepner’s panzers spent a whole full day immobilized in dutch 
territory. on 11 May they got moving again and the next day crashed into a large 
french mechanized force advancing from the south. This was the cavalry corps 
of general rené prioux, containing the 2nd and 3rd light Mechanized divisions. 
in a two-day clash of armor near gembloux, the french managed to handle the 
german pretty roughly, bringing them to a standstill in several places. This should 
not surprise us, as the french tanks, especially the medium soMUa s-35, were 
in most respects superior to their german counterparts. The german captain 
who described the first day at gembloux as a ‘hard and bitter day’ did not lie.25 

nevertheless, the skills of the veteran and better-trained german crews eventually 
began to tell against a french force that was tasting combat for the first time. after 
a concentrated german attack managed to penetrate the front of the 3rd light 
Mechanized division, prioux ordered the cavalry corps to retire on 14 May 1940.
 in fact, the cavalry corps was at gembloux not to seek decisive battle, but 
merely to cover the major allied operational maneouvre of the campaign. 
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The allies were following ‘plan d’, which called for the anglo-french force to 
enter Belgium and take up a strong defensive position along the dyle river.26 
four complete armies were involved: from west to east the 7th army, the latest 
version of the British expeditionary force, the 1st and the 9th. The advance 
would proceed in tandem with a wheel to the right, so that by the time they had 
finished their advance, the allies would be facing nearly due east, from Belgian 
Monthermé in the south to the dutch border. in March 1940, the french 
introduced the so-called ‘Breda variant’ to the plan, with 7th army on the left 
extending the line up to Breda in the netherlands.27 This ‘dyle–Breda position’, 
the allies believed, would be an ideal place to meet the principal german thrust 
coming down on them out of the north. as the Belgians and dutch armies 
retreated, they could plug themselves into it as well, no small consideration to 
the final shape of the plan. 
 once again, as in 1914, french operational plans played ideally into german 
hands. facing the german Schwerpunkt, an immense armored force aiming 
towards sedan, was the french 2nd army. its task was simply to function as a 
hinge for the allied swing into Belgium, and it was essentially performing what 
one modern authority has called ‘an economy of force operation’.28 it had low 
priority in manpower, in equipment and in air support. of its five divisions, two 
were overage reservists, or ‘series B’, one was north african and one a colonial 
unit from senegal. 
 once the two rival deployments are understood, the actual campaign in the 
south is a simple story. The panzers entered the ardennes without incident – a 
snake of tanks, trucks and reconnaissance vehicles fifty miles long. The most 
anxious moments for the Wehrmacht were traffic delays. They brushed aside 
weak Belgian resistance in the forest itself, mainly light Belgian Chasseurs 
Ardennais, who set up a number of roadblocks and demolitions but little else. 
early in the evening of 12 May – just day three of the operation – the head of the 
german snake emerged from the forest. it was guderian’s XiX panzer corps, 
heading towards sedan. rather than pause and stage a set-piece river crossing 
the next day, guderian forced a crossing that evening on his own initiative. a 
handful of infantry in rubber assault boats, as well as a few tanks and motor-
cycles, managed to establish a bridgehead on the far bank. The campaign had 
been decided, although no one knew it yet. 
 The next day, the french 2nd army took the kind of pounding that only 
polish veterans could have understood. There were tanks, a huge mass of 
them in fact, stretching as far as the eye could see, along with heavy artillery 
concentrations, both 105 mm and 150 mm, and finally ceaseless screeching 
dive-bombing by the stukas. Units of the french 2nd army broke in panic even 
before the germans were over the river in force, and the same thing happened 
to french 9th army at the two Meuse river crossings to the north, one at 
Monthermé (reinhardt’s Xli panzer corps) and one at dinant (hoth’s Xv 
panzer corps, part of 4th army). By the end of the day on 13 May, the germans 
had torn a great gash some fifty miles wide in the french line. 
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 This was not simply a tactical opening, but an operational one too. in the 
course of the next week, the three armies of army group a would pour through 
the gap. with the panzers in the lead, and the poor infantry force-marching 
until it dropped, the germans slid across the rear of the huge allied army in 
Belgium. This had to be a satisfying moment for the german commanders, 
veterans all of the previous war. Those very place names in flanders that had 
hung just tantalizingly out of reach in 1918 were falling like dominoes: arras, 
amiens, Mt Kemmel. 
 The germans reached yet another milestone on 20 May 1940. late in the 
day, the 2nd panzer division (XiX panzer corps) reached abbeville at the 
mouth of the somme river. it meant the destruction of the allied army to the 
north, no less than a million and a half men. it was a Kesselschlacht, the greatest 
battle of encirclement in military history up to this point. during their drive 
across northern france, the panzers had been nearly unmolested. The french 
managed a pair of counterattacks, led by the commander of the newly formed 
4th armored division, general charles de gaulle. neither his first attack at 
Montcornet (17 May) nor a second one at crécy-sur-serre (19 May) managed 
to halt german momentum. neither did the single British counterstroke of the 
campaign, near arras on 21 May. 
 what they did achieve was to give the german high command, up to and 
including hitler, an attack of the shakes. Their situation maps showed an 
ominous picture: long, vulnerable armoured spearheads strung out on the 
roads, completely out of contact with their follow-on infantry divisions. orders 
actually went out to guderian to halt and allow time for the infantry to catch 
up. once they had consolidated a defensive position on his flanks he could 
drive on. anyone who has studied the centuries-long operational pattern of 
the german army could not possibly be surprised at guderian’s response. he 
ignored his orders and continued on, undertaking a ‘reconnaissance in force’ 
that included – no surprise – his entire XiX panzer corps.29 he reached the 
channel, wheeled north and kept on attacking. The time was coming, soon, 
when such independent action would no longer be tolerated in the Wehrmacht, 
but that time was not yet. 
 The campaign would end in disappointment, as is well known, with the escape of 
most of the British expeditionary force from dunkirk. how it happened – or how 
the germans allowed it to happen – has generated a historical controversy. hitler’s 
decision to halt the panzers at the dunkirk perimeter, a decision taken to reassert 
some control over a campaign and an officer corps that had apparently slipped out 
of his grasp, was the principal reason, but it goes much deeper than that. even the 
most successful campaigns contain what the great prussian sage Karl Maria von 
clausewitz called ‘friction’: little things that go wrong, and that eventually add up to 
larger things. no military campaign is perfect. in case Yellow, the germans came, 
through good planning, aggressiveness and luck, about as close as you can get.
 The germans fought two more classic ‘short and lively’ campaigns in the 
Balkans in spring 1941.30 operation Marita, the invasion of greece, had been 



 the prUssian tr adition,  the MY th of the B LITZKRIEG  137

in the works for months, a response to the humiliating defeat suffered by the 
italian army in its invasion of greece in late 1940. The invasion of Yugoslavia, 
by contrast, had been put together overnight, quite literally, as a response to 
a pro-allied coup in Belgrade on the night of 26–27 March 1941. The brief 
time-span for conception and planning did leave a few loose ends here and 
there, and in fact the undertaking would take place under the nearly anonymous 
designation of ‘operation 25’. 
 it is easy to underestimate the significance of a campaign like this. after all, 
given its population and resource advantages, germany should have been able 
to beat the greek army, or the Yugoslav one, or both at the same time, without 
much difficulty. we might say the same thing about the polish campaign in 
1939, or the invasion of denmark and norway in 1940. Yet, those who look 
at the Balkan campaign and see only a great power landing a hit on two of the 
war’s weaker sisters miss the point entirely: the Wehrmacht’s complete and rapid 
victory over the greeks and Yugoslavs mirrors precisely the treatment it meted 
out in every first encounter of the war, without exception.
 let us focus for a moment on the campaign in greece, in many ways an 
exemplar for the ‘short and lively’ war of the prussian tradition. here the 
Wehrmacht encountered not just another weak army of a second-rate power, 
as it was fighting in Yugoslavia, but a British and commonwealth intervention 
as well. operation Marita met operation lustre, the transfer of a British 
expeditionary force from north africa to the Balkans.31 ‘force w’, as it was 
known, was small, just two divisions (2nd new Zealand, 6th australian), as 
well as the 1st tank Brigade (of the 2nd armoured division), along with a small 
contingent of airpower. one german commentator called it ‘a drop in the ocean 
by the standards of continental warfare’.32 The commander of the expedition, 
general henry Maitland wilson, was placed in a nearly impossible position, 
having to thrust forward a small force against an onrushing Wehrmacht coming 
at him from all directions. 
 The precise placement of this force was a thus a matter of crucial importance, 
as well as controversy within the allied camp. essentially, the greek supreme 
commander, general alexander papagos, wanted the British as far north as 
possible. Maitland wilson preferred to stay as far south as he could manage.33 
The plan that eventually evolved was, typically, the worst of both worlds. force 
w would advance not-too-far-north, not-too-far-south to a defensive position 
stretching along the vermion mountains and aliakmon river (the ‘vermion 
line’, it was called, rather grandiloquently, since there were no prepared works 
there at all). 
 for their part, and as always, the germans were planning a bold operational-
level stroke, using 12th army’s mechanized formations. while the infantry 
divisions of XXX corps crossed the rhodope Mountains into western Thrace, 
and the Xviii Mountain corps had the unenviable task of smashing through 
the well-fortified Metaxas line along the Bulgarian frontier, 2nd panzer 
division would cross into Yugoslavia towards strumica. from here it would 
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wheel sharply south, pass just west of lake doiran on the greek–Yugoslav 
border, then drive as rapidly as possible on the major port of Thessaloniki. its 
seizure would be a strategic blow to the greeks, cutting off their entire 2nd 
army still fighting to the east. 
 simultaneously, however, there would be an even more dramatic stroke: a 
westward drive into southern Yugoslavia by 9th panzer division, Leibstandarte 
Adolf Hitler ss Motorized infantry regiment and the 73rd infantry division. 
These corps would drive towards the vardar river between skoplje and veles, 
then once again wheel sharply south, passing through the Monastir gap and 
crossing into central greece from the north. This would result in a link up with 
the italians and the isolation of the greek 1st army still fighting in albania. 
Moreover, the german manoeuvre would also fatally compromise the allied 
defensive position, outflanking force w no matter what line it happened to 
occupy.34

 and so it went. There was a signal moment at the start of Marita. on 6 april 
a Luftwaffe raid on the port of piraeus scored a direct hit on the 12,000-ton 
ammunition ship ss Clan Fraser. it exploded spectacularly, triggering secondary 
explosions all over the harbour, destroying much of the port itself, along with 
twenty-seven craft docked there and a great deal of shore equipment, and 
shattering windows seven miles away in athens.35 it was a kind of calling card, 
announcing to greece and to the world that the Wehrmacht was on the march. 
within hours, german forces were across the greek border in strength. on 
the far left, XXX corps had fairly easy going, since much of the greek force in 
isolated western Thrace had been evacuated when german troops first entered 
Bulgaria. in the center, Xviii Mountain corps found the Metaxas line, and the 
greek soldiers defending it, to be as tough as anything they had encountered in 
this war. losses were heavy here, with at least one regiment having to be pulled 
out of the line, but the attack on both sides of the rupel gorge, supported by 
massed artillery and non-stop attack by stukas, finally chewed its way through 
the greek wire, pillboxes and concrete bunkers.36 
 The battle for the Metaxas line soon became a moot point, however, as 
2nd panzer division cut through light opposition to the west and reached 
Thessaloniki on 9 april. in the course of its short hop south, it overran elements 
of the greek 19th division, which were just moving up into position. The greek 
formation was ostensibly ‘motorized’, which meant in this case possessing a 
handful of Bren carriers and captured italian tanks and trucks.37 The fall of 
Thessaloniki made the entire greek force to the east superfluous, and 2nd army 
surrendered to the germans on 9 april.
 The Schwerpunkt of this campaign, however, lay with XXXX panzer corps 
(general georg stumme). Jumping off at 5.30 a.m. on 6 april 1941, it encoun-
tered Yugoslav forces almost immediately (elements of 5th Yugoslav army). 
Brushing them aside, the mass of the corps reached its objective (the line 
skoplje–veles) the next day. stumme’s lead formations had made sixty miles 
in that one day, and had to perform a major river crossing of the vardar to 
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boot. passing through prilep on 8 april and Monastir on 9 april, the corps 
stood ready to invade greece the next day. on 10 april, XXXX corps crossed 
the border, peeled off the 9th panzer division to link-up with the italians in 
albania, and continued the drive to the south, towards the greek town of 
florina.38 
 it was not immediately apparent, but the drive on florina and thence into 
central greece had unhinged the entire allied position. not only had the 
maneouvre uncovered the communications of the greek 1st army in albania, it 
had also inserted a strong mobile german force far into the rear of the original 
British defensive position along the ‘vermion position’. Maitland wilson could 
read a map, and this news sent the entire commonwealth force scurrying back 
down to the south from whence it had come, desperately trying to extricate itself 
from the jaws of two pursuing german pincers. australian and new Zealand 
troops fought with their usual tenacity, and there was some gritty action of the 
rear guard variety, but on the operational level the front line moved steadily 
southwards. The original ‘vermion position’ became the ‘aliakmon line’ (11 
april) which gave way to the ‘Mt olympus position’ (16 april) and then the 
‘Thermopylae line’ (24 april), the last actually a crescent-shaped defensive 
position stretching across central greece from Molos in the east to the gulf of 
corinth in the south.39 The place names make the after-action reports read like 
some lost essay by herodotus, which continues to lend the entire affair a certain 
epic aura that it does not at all deserve. in fact, the retreat was a nightmare, 
carried out under a nearly constant barrage of stuka attacks. it had been thus in 
norway and at dunkirk, and now it was more of the same in greece.
 Making good use of the difficult terrain, the commonwealth rear guards 
did hold up the germans just long enough to allow the main body to escape, 
and that was no small feat. The germans, for their part, managed to keep up 
the pressure only by sending light pursuit groups ahead of their main body. 
There certainly were not entire panzer divisions in play during this portion of 
the campaign. But even the smaller pursuit groups found themselves limited 
by the difficulty of mountainous terrain. at one point they tried, unsuccess-
fully, to pass a tank column through the pass at Thermopylae: the original 
european tactical exercise, one might say.40 even the most celebrated incident 
of the campaign, the 26 april airdrop on to the isthmus of corinth by two 
battalions of the 2nd Fallschirmjäger regiment, failed to seal the deal. indeed, 
it met with disaster when a lucky shot detonated charges over the canal bridge, 
dropping it and killing most of the german paratroopers crossing it, along with 
the german war correspondent filming the action.41 it mattered not, one way 
or another. Most of force w was off the mainland by this time, having already 
been evacuated from rafina and porto rafti in attica or from Monemvasia and 
Kalamata further south. 
 athens fell on 27 april and the fighting was over three days later. general 
list’s 12th army had dismantled the greek army and driving the British into 
another helter-skelter retreat, and forcing them into yet another evacuation that 
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saved the men only at the cost of abandoning virtually all of the equipment. 
nor were British manpower losses inconsiderable: 11,840 men out of the 
53,000 plus who had originally embarked for europe. in ‘tossing tommy from 
the continent’,42 german losses had been much heavier than in the Yugoslav 
campaign, yet still startlingly light overall: 1,100 killed and 4,000 wounded. By 
the way, the campaign in Yugoslavia cost the germans exactly 558 casualties 
(151 killed, 392 wounded, 15 missing in action). 
 let us now pause here to take stock. The Wehrmacht had enjoyed an amazing 
run during these two years, smashing every enemy army within reach. There 
is no need to romanticize any of it, however. from 1939–41, circumstances 
had conspired to hand the Wehrmacht a perfect opportunity to fight the only 
kind of war for which it was adequately prepared. it was not the false notion 
of a new kind of war, a Blitzkrieg, but rather Bewegungskrieg: a series of short, 
sharp campaigns within the friendly confines of central and eastern europe, 
with its relatively short distances, temperate climate and highly developed road 
and rail net. when it came to operational-level maneouvre warfare under these 
conditions, the Wehrmacht had no peer, and had it continued fighting under 
these conditions would have won the war. Yet none of this was new in prussian 
or german history, and indeed we might apply the exact same description to 
prussian armies under frederick the great as hitler armies between 1939 and 
1941.
 and yet, Bewegungskrieg had never been a panacea for germany’s strategic 
problems. for all the skill that the germans have shown in an operational-
level war of movement, they have historically shown serious and persistent 
weaknesses in other areas. The problem of logistics has rarely been on the front 
burner. a quick and decisive battlefield victory obviates the need for a deep 
logistics net and, in fact, in seeking the former the germans have traditionally 
campaigned on what western armies would consider to be a logistical shoestring. 
intelligence and counter-intelligence have been among the worst in european 
military history. strategic planning – setting long-range goals in manpower 
allocation and industrial production – was almost entirely absent, especially in 
the second world war. above all, there was the conceptual disconnect between 
even the most decisive battlefield victories we have discussed and how they 
might serve to translate into a victorious war. 
 finally, this was an army that had a definite comfort zone: the central 
european heartland. By mid-1941, however, germany’s national leadership was 
pointing the army towards higher goals. one was the physical destruction of the 
soviet Union and the maintenance of a 1,300-mile long defensive position from 
archangel on the arctic ocean to astrakhan on the caspian sea. another was 
the prosecution of a logistics-heavy campaign in the vast and faraway deserts of 
north africa. Both proved to be impossible tasks for an army that, historically, 
had been designed for far more limited encounters.
 indeed, let us end our narrative in that fateful first week of december 
1941. The Wehrmacht had driven deep into the soviet Union, but events were 
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already in train that would change things forever. a highly gifted soviet field 
commander was assembling massive mechanized formations in great secrecy, 
deploying them in a great arc in front of Moscow, and preparing them for 
a mighty blow against the invaders. likewise, in the pacific ocean, a great 
Japanese carrier task force was heading east out of home waters, taking the 
northerly route to elude prying eyes. That fleet was about to summon the 
United states to its own rendezvous with destiny.
 hitler had won a war, conquering the european continent from 1939 to 
1941. germany had been well prepared to fight that war, and it had triumphed. 
Yet what we might loosely still call the ‘Blitzkrieg’ had now come to an end. a 
new and much greater conflict was about to begin, one that would finally lay 
bare for all to see the deep inadequacies of the ‘german way of war’.
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chapter 9

Guilty Men? Three British Foreign Secretaries of the 
1930s

David Dutton

The genesis of the myth of the ‘guilty Men’ – the notion that Britain was led to 
the very brink of disaster in 1940 by a group of incompetent politicians within 
the national government – may be dated to the publication in July of that 
year of a tract written by three anonymous left-wing journalists working for 
Beaverbrook newspapers.1 This remarkably influential polemic made its mark, 
not through meticulous historical analysis, but by offering simple answers 
to a public desperate to understand the nation’s current predicament. The 
generation of 1940 could not otherwise comprehend how the country they had 
grown up to regard as the greatest of all nations and whose empire extended 
to all corners of the earth could have been brought so catastrophically to its 
knees almost as soon as the ‘real’ fighting of the second world war began. 
The explanation, it was argued, lay in the personal failings of a small group of 
men who, dominating the politics of the 1930s, had blindly ignored the ever-
mounting threat posed to the country’s safety by the rise of the fascist powers 
in continental europe. 
 a short book of no more than 125 pages, cobbled together it was said over 
a single weekend, should perhaps have been no more than a nine-day wonder, 
an ‘adolescent triumph’ on the part of its authors, as one conservative Mp 
suggested, but of no lasting historiographical significance.2 But the impact of 
Guilty Men was lasting and profound on the evolution of the historiography 
of British foreign policy in the 1930s for at least the next two decades, and 
popular perceptions of this era for much longer still. indeed, it is necessary to 
question whether the epithet of ‘myth’ is entirely appropriate. perhaps the most 
striking feature of the enormous literature on the 1930s is the failure of histo-
rians to reach anything approaching a consensus in their interpretations and 
analysis. Moreover, after a period in which an almost too convincing array of 
determinants and constraints was brought forth to explain the policy decisions 
which led to ‘appeasement’, a clear school has emerged in recent years of post-
revisionists ready to reassert, in a suitably modified and more sophisticated 
guise, the original thesis of 1940.3 Their starting point is that, notwithstanding 
the constraints under which the national government operated, choices did 
still exist and the policy options chosen by the ‘guilty Men’ were often the 
wrong ones. perhaps then, as the longest surviving member of the trio of 
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authors more recently wrote, ‘those who wish to know what actually happened 
in the 1930s, how the nation was so nearly led to its doom, had better stick to 
rough-and-ready guides like Guilty Men’.4 
 The notion of the ‘guilty Men’ had begun to emerge some weeks before 
Michael foot, peter howard and frank owen put pen to paper. speaking in 
the house of commons at the opening of the second day of the celebrated 
norwegian debate in May 1940 herbert Morrison seemed to anticipate the later 
indictment contained in Guilty Men:

The fact is that before the war and during the war, we have felt that the whole spirit, 
tempo and temperament of at least some Ministers have been wrong, inadequate 
and unsuitable. i am bound to refer, in particular, to the prime Minister [neville 
chamberlain], the chancellor of the exchequer [John simon] and the secretary of 
state for air [samuel hoare]. i cannot forget that in relation to the conduct of British 
foreign policy between 1931 and 1939, they were consistently and persistently wrong. 
i regard them as being, perhaps more than any other three men, responsible for the 
fact that we are involved in a war which the wise collective organisation of peace could 
have prevented, and just as they lacked courage, initiative, imagination, psychological 
understanding, liveliness and self-respect in the conduct of foreign policy, so i feel that 
the absence of those qualities has manifested itself in the actual conduct of the war.5 

Morrison’s attack seems to have hit its target. chamberlain was ready to sacrifice 
his two colleagues in a desperate attempt to hold on to the premiership, appar-
ently unaware that parliamentary hostility was directed as much against himself 
as it was against simon and hoare.6 strikingly, too, chamberlain, simon and 
hoare occupy the first three places in the cast list with which Guilty Men begins.
 Before long the international events of the 1930s were fitted into a seduc-
tively simple pattern in which aggression, first in the far east, then in africa 
and finally in europe, had been accepted, indeed condoned, by the British 
government. it was a pattern which, critics began to argue, could and should 
have been broken in its early stages, making the ‘guilty Men’ who had failed 
to stop the aggressor in his tracks when Japan invaded Manchuria in 1931 and 
when italy attacked abyssinia in 1935 just as culpable as those who had allowed 
nazi germany to embark upon its progress in europe in the second half of 
the decade. indeed, it was the failure to take action in 1931 and 1935 which 
gave the green light to hitler to undo the international settlement by force, 
confident in the knowledge that Britain would not lift a finger to stop him. 
writing in 1941, the liberal Mp geoffrey Mander drew the conclusion that had 
been only implicit in herbert Morrison’s commons speech: ‘we now know’, he 
asserted, ‘that the pathway to the beaches of dunkirk lay through the wastes of 
Manchuria’.7 
 guilt, as talleyrand once wrote, is a question of dates and the concept of 
the ‘guilty Men’ became a convenient means by which the political left could 
develop its broader critique of the national government, which took office 
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in august 1931. That administration, it was argued, held power as a result of 
ramsay Macdonald’s ‘great betrayal’, the decision of the erstwhile labour prime 
Minister to stay in office at the head of a supposedly all-party government, 
which was in practice dominated by the conservatives. it was to the misfortune 
of the reputations of men such as chamberlain, simon and hoare that these 
men occupied prominent positions within that government. chamberlain was 
a member throughout. Briefly Minister of health from august to november 
1931, he then served as chancellor of the exchequer until becoming prime 
Minister in May 1937. simon was foreign secretary from november 1931 until 
June 1935. he then became home secretary before succeeding chamberlain as 
chancellor in May 1937. hoare was secretary of state for india between august 
1931 and June 1935 when he succeeded simon as foreign secretary. resigning 
in december of that year, he returned to government as first lord of the 
admiralty in June 1936 and was then successively home secretary, May 1937–
september 1939, lord privy seal, september 1939–april 1940 and secretary 
of state for air, april–May 1940. in this sense Guilty Men was something of 
a party political document. it arguably played its part in securing labour’s 
overwhelming victory in the general election of 1945. during the course of 
the second world war, Guilty Men and a succession of similar publications 
captured the moral high ground and succeeded in convincing a significant 
section of the public that the conservatives (even though few of the leading 
‘guilty Men’ were by then still active in politics) could not be trusted again with 
the conduct of the nation’s affairs. 
 even so, the presentation of Guilty Men as a simple attack from the ‘left’ 
upon the ‘right’ must be significantly qualified. in the first instance it needs 
to be stressed that the ‘guilty Men’ themselves were not really of the ‘right’. 
The conservatism which held sway in the 1930s was largely of the centre 
ground. contrary to the complaints of the labour party, there was more to the 
national government than undiluted toryism. indeed, many contemporary 
conservatives criticized the government for succumbing to the charms of an 
effete liberalism – what one called ‘Macstanleyism’ – when it was perfectly 
capable, in terms of its parliamentary strength, of pursuing a straightforward 
conservative course.8 The tory journalist collin Brooks noted growing dissat-
isfaction with the government’s ‘socialist character’.9 winston churchill went so 
far as to complain that the country lacked a conservative party.10 chamberlain, 
of course, came from a liberal family, remaining throughout his life in some 
ways a liberal Unionist, and never becoming a natural tory, like his half-
brother, austen, a former tory leader. 11 he certainly boasted a record of 
achievement in the realm of social reform not usually associated with the 
political right. simon was never a member of the conservative party. The 
liberalism that had characterized the first three decades of his political life did 
not desert him overnight when he left the mainstream party in 1931. samuel 
hoare once described himself as a ‘liberal amongst conservatives and a conserv-
ative amongst liberals’.12 a member of the progressive Unionist social reform 
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committee before 1914, his views on matters such as education and penal 
reform were always to the left of the majority of his party colleagues and, at the 
end of his life, he found himself a lone advocate for the abolition of the death 
penalty on the conservative benches in the house of lords. lord halifax, the 
third foreign secretary named in the cast list of Guilty Men, seems at first sight 
a typical example of aristocratic conservatism. But the then edward wood 
had entered parliament in 1910 as a tory for no stronger reason than that the 
liberal party no longer represented those whig values in which he believed. in 
1918 he co-authored a political pamphlet which argued that the conservative 
party should focus on the welfare of the country rather than the advantage of 
the individual. finally, as viceroy in the 1920s, it was his declaration on india’s 
future destiny as an independent state which ultimately drove churchill from 
the conservative front bench.
 The Guilty Men’s attack was also strengthened by the endorsement of the 
churchillian ‘right’. churchill’s history of the second world war was published 
between 1948 and 1954. The first volume, The Gathering Storm, focused largely 
on the period before the outbreak of hostilities and it sold more copies than any 
of the succeeding tomes. The developments of the 1930s are painted in relatively 
simple terms as a struggle between good and evil and, if hitler provided the 
epitome of evil, churchill left his readers with few doubts that those who had 
failed to appreciate hitler’s evil were themselves guilty of grievous crimes. The 
protagonists of appeasement were presented as weak men whose cowardice 
was matched only by their lack of insight. appeasement was not just wrong – it 
was willfully wrong. Because of his enormous prestige and authority, churchill 
added respectability to the charge sheet already drawn up by cato’s Guilty 
Men. a new school of historical writing was established which was clearly not 
directed from the political left. it formed the right wing of a literary pincer 
movement from which the ‘guilty Men’ themselves had little opportunity to 
escape. Thus, while the left tended to attack them for their failure to embrace 
the internationalism of the league of nations and the policy of collective 
security, the emphasis of the right was upon their neglect of rearmament and 
national defence.
 The culpability of neville chamberlain, inevitably ‘guilty Man number 
one’, will be examined in subsequent chapters in this volume, but the present 
chapter seeks to pursue a rather different line of enquiry by exploring the 
culpability of three foreign secretaries of the 1930s for the collective failure of 
the government’s policy. The analysis extends beyond their individual foreign 
secretaryships, for each was prominent in government for most of the 1930s. 
one strong point of contrast must be noted at the outset. while simon and 
hoare stand unequivocally in the dock, lord halifax, foreign secretary from 
february 1938 until december 1940, ranks only sixth in the list of cato’s 
indicted and was never subjected to a comparable degree of vilification. The 
fourth foreign secretary of the decade, anthony eden, is notable for his 
absence from cato’s list. indeed, he was the only one of the four to enjoy a 
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post-war political career of significance, built largely upon his credentials as an 
anti-appeaser and thus upon the fact that he was in no sense a ‘guilty Man’.13 
 The case against sir John simon is certainly a strong one. its main elements 
may be conveniently summarized. it was on simon’s watch that Japan took 
control of the chinese province of Manchuria. for the first time the authority 
of the league of nations had been challenged by a leading power and found 
wanting. simon, it is claimed, failed to give a lead to the world community, 
rebuffed american attempts to take a stronger line and showed unwanted 
sympathy for the Japanese case at geneva. ‘That was the first important act of 
aggression in the post-war world,’ suggested one critic. ‘if it had been stopped 
by a united league of nations it could have had no successors.’14 lord cecil of 
chelwood, the doughtiest of the league’s champions, was in no doubt about 
the connection between what happened in the far east in 1931–3 and the 
outbreak of european war in 1939: ‘above all, it encouraged aggressive powers 
in europe – first in italy and then germany – to set at nought the barrier so 
laboriously erected at geneva against aggression, and brought us step by step 
to the present intensely grave position.’15 simon is also held responsible for his 
failure to respond appropriately to the coming to power in germany of adolf 
hitler. Before simon left the foreign office, hitler had denounced the disar-
mament clauses of versailles and was on the verge of being rewarded by the 
legitimization of his naval building programme through the conclusion of the 
anglo-german naval agreement. having been moved from the foreign office, 
simon emerged as one of chamberlain’s closest supporters, one of the prime 
Minister’s inner circle as appeasement reached its tragic climax. Meanwhile, as 
chancellor of the exchequer after 1937, simon was held responsible for failing 
to provide adequate funding to finance rearmament, vainly clinging to a policy 
which placed a balanced economy ahead of national security. as a ministerial 
colleague put it, ‘simon was the fons et origo mali before and during the early 
stages of the war of the slow pace of rearmament. he would not sanction the 
expenditure.’16

 Yet if the case for the prosecution seems compelling, that for the defence is not 
without its merits. simon’s position as a minister in the national government 
must be considered. no foreign secretary of the 1930s could exercise the 
departmental autonomy in the construction of the country’s diplomacy enjoyed 
by edward grey before 1914 or even by austen chamberlain in the 1920s. in 
particular, the chancellor of the exchequer now played a role that was virtually 
unknown before the first world war, a function of the way in which many of 
the most pressing questions facing British foreign policy makers in the early 
1930s were inextricably bound up with economic and commercial considera-
tions. a paper drawn up inside the foreign office shortly after simon took up 
his post neatly captured the problem:

The links in the chain fall together more or less in the following order. The monetary 
crisis leads inevitably back to the economic chaos in europe. The economic chaos and 
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all attempts to deal with it involve in their turn the political question of reparations and 
war debts. These are linked by the United states with the question of disarmament, and 
the latter, in the eyes of the french government, depends upon the problem of security. 
The problem of security in its turn raises the question of the territorial status quo in 
europe . . . which brings us to the maintenance or revision of the peace settlement.17 

Then, the mounting input from ministers with responsibility for the armed 
services and for the various parts of the empire, together with a marked prolif-
eration of cabinet committees, ensured that the making of British foreign policy 
became a more collegial activity than ever before. 
 The resulting weakening of the foreign secretary’s independence was 
compounded by the existence of a national government and simon’s position 
within it. The construction in 1931 of what was in practice a coalition created axes 
of loyalty, communication and power that were inevitably different from those in 
a single-party administration. simon’s presence within the cabinet was important, 
helping to maintain the reality that this was not just a conservative government. 
But as the leader of no more than three dozen liberal national Mps set against 
more than 400 tories, simon’s bargaining power was always going to be limited 
and he certainly never held the rank of second or third within the cabinet which 
a foreign secretary can normally expect. furthermore, while foreign affairs came 
to dominate the national government’s attention in its closing years, it was not 
for this reason that politicians from all parties had come together in 1931. The 
national government owed its existence to the impact of the world economic 
crisis on Britain and its leading members never forgot their primary duty in this 
respect. it has recently been argued that ‘following on its success in the early 
1920s in winning control over foreign policy-making and execution, the foreign 
office largely determined the way that British governments pursued grand 
strategy till late 1937’.18 Yet such a judgment takes little account of the internal 
dynamics of the national government. as will be suggested below, it was not 
until the first months of 1939 that the foreign office succeeded in reclaiming 
primacy from the treasury in the conduct of Britain’s external policy.
 not surprisingly, much of the criticism that simon incurred resulted less 
from the actual policies he presented and more from his inability to champion 
those policies successfully inside the government. as his junior minister, 
anthony eden, complained:

simon’s difficulty is not so much in making up his own mind as that once he has made 
it up – or at least has seemed to do so (perhaps that it is the truth it is not really made 
up) [sic]. anyway he will not fight for his own policy. he expects the cabinet to find his 
policy for him . . . poor simon is no fighter. nothing will make him one.19 

simon did have a tendency to prevaricate. his legal mind was better at setting out 
all available options (and recognizing the potential difficulties attaching to each 
one) than at coming to a clear-cut decision. That said, he was never well placed 
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to dominate cabinet discussions. not then a member of the cabinet himself, 
eden failed to give full weight to the difficulties which simon was bound to 
encounter. policy over the disarmament conference of 1932–4 was particularly 
difficult to determine with the service ministries and the foreign office often 
pulling in different directions. But whereas the air Minister, londonderry, 
had the ear of the prime Minister and hailsham, the war secretary, carried 
considerable weight within the conservative party, the foreign secretary 
had few friends upon whom he could rely. even before entering the national 
government, simon had been something of a political loner. for most of his 
tenure at the foreign office he had to endure periodic attacks in the press and 
speculation, much of it inspired from within the government, about his own 
future. some time before the reshuffle of June 1935, which saw his removal, 
he was almost universally regarded as the weak link in the government whose 
exclusion would most effectively refurbish its standing in the country. ‘everyone 
of every party’, winston churchill told his wife, ‘official and political, wants to 
get rid of simon.’20 But, unpopularity notwithstanding, were the policies he 
pursued so worthy of condemnation?
 The key factor determining Britain’s response to the far eastern crisis of 1931 
was that, militarily speaking, the country was in no position to intervene. This 
was the result of decisions taken in the 1920s for which simon bore no ministerial 
responsibility. when he took office defence planning was still determined by the 
ten-Year rule, which meant that no significant calls upon the country’s military 
capacity were anticipated before the early 1940s at the earliest. austen chamberlain, 
who in time became one of simon’s sternest critics, nonetheless concluded that

in all that concerns the physical force that it will exert in an emergency, this country is 
weaker in proportion to the rest of the world than at any time within my public life . . . if 
you want your foreign secretary to speak with the authority that he ought to have, if you 
want yourselves to be masters in your own house and able to decide your own policy, 
you must be in a position to defend yourself, you must be in a position to fulfil your 
obligations and to secure the respect of others for the obligations that they owe to you.21 

henry stimson, the american secretary of state and another of simon’s 
detractors, admitted that ‘if anyone had planned the Manchurian outbreak with 
a view to freedom from interference from the rest of the world, his time was well 
chosen’.22 furthermore, Britain did not have sufficient interests in the political 
future of Manchuria to incur grave risks on its behalf. Though the Japanese attack 
would come in time to be imbued with immense significance in the history (or, 
more accurately, the mythology) of the inter-war years, few in 1931 saw the 
future peace of the world bound up in that region. The Japanese invasion should 
not be viewed as a far-eastern anticipation of the prague coup of 1939, still less 
as an earlier version of their own attack on pearl harbor in december 1941. The 
Japan of 1931, if no longer an ally of the United Kingdom, was perceived as a 
friendly power with which British interests demanded good relations. in all the 
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circumstances simon had little choice but to keep his country out of any danger 
of war. he sought to act through the league of nations and his judicial mind was 
naturally attracted by the idea of a commission of enquiry to determine the facts 
of a complicated situation. its report did indeed find that the picture was more 
nuanced than many later commentators were willing to concede. even so, simon’s 
much-criticized speech at the league assembly on 7 december 1932 was much 
less of a defence of the Japanese case than is often claimed, as even lord cecil, 
after reading a verbatim transcript of it, had to agree. 23 and while it may have 
suited the public image of the United states to claim that only simon’s hesitation 
held Britain and america back from joint action, the reality was very different. 
The testimony of a.l. rowse, a later scourge of the ‘guilty Men’, is revealing:

we on the left all thought he was to blame for our non-intervention against the 
Japanese in their attack on china . . . we now know that nothing on earth would have 
induced that pacifist Quaker, president hoover, to intervene in the far-east, nor his 
secretary of state, stimson.24

 simon was probably sceptical from the outset that any positive achievements 
would come out of the world disarmament conference, not least because of 
the divisions of opinion inside the cabinet. ‘i don’t like my position,’ he once 
complained. ‘it does not seem to me fair that whatever the services want i have 
to defend, however impossible their position.’25 The problem, however, was that 
he would almost certainly be held responsible for the conference’s failure. The 
foreign secretary’s position was unenviable. as a sympathetic cabinet colleague 
put it, ‘without military strength to back his policy, and with public opinion set 
upon peace, he was expected somehow or other to reconcile the french demand 
for security with the german claim for equality of status, and to persuade more 
than fifty governments in geneva to accept a plan of disarmament’.26 very 
quickly he became the bête noire of league enthusiasts who had entertained 
unrealistic expectations about the conference’s chances of success. 
 eden’s charge that simon missed a golden opportunity to reach agreement 
on arms reductions before hitler came to power is also difficult to uphold. 
even had the french been persuaded to consider the Brüning government’s 
proposals straight away, their endorsement could only have been bought by 
a British commitment to french security which simon was in no position to 
offer. following germany’s withdrawal from the conference in July 1932, simon 
produced a carefully worded statement, emphasizing that the disarmament clauses 
of the treaty of versailles were still in place, deprecating any attempt by germany 
to rearm and expressing the hope that a fair disarmament convention could yet be 
negotiated.27 This initiative won the enthusiastic endorsement of churchill, who 
suggested that simon’s firm stand had ‘done more to consolidate peace in europe 
than any words spoken on behalf of great Britain for some years’.28 
 it was during simon’s foreign secretaryship, on 30 January 1933, that 
adolf hitler became german chancellor. There is no evidence to suggest 
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that simon’s reaction to this development involved a fundamental re-think of 
British policy. This is not to argue that he was anything other than disgusted 
by nazi brutality. in May, he told the cabinet that current german policy was 
‘definitely disquieting’, with the german government giving state sanction to 
a militaristic attitude of mind, as well as to various forms of military training, 
that could only end in one way.29 when Britain’s ambassador in Berlin pointed 
to the abnormality of the nazi regime and expressed his fears for the future, 
simon even said that these warnings would be ‘of great and permanent value 
to his Majesty’s government in determining their policy towards germany’.30 
But simon never fully understood the intrinsic connection between national 
socialist ideology and german foreign policy. so hitler was treated pragmati-
cally, with each new development viewed on its merits. This was a fundamental 
mistake on simon’s part. Yet few indeed were those who drew the immediate 
conclusion that hitler was different not just in degree but in kind from previous 
german leaders and that he should be placed unequivocally beyond the diplo-
matic pale. furthermore, the evil of hitler and his regime was a cumulative 
revelation and those, like simon, who had to deal with him in the first years of 
the Third reich are more easily exonerated for their misjudgments than are the 
men who succeeded them later in the decade when far more of the true nature 
of the regime had been revealed. 
 it took simon some time to devise any sort of strategy to respond to the 
arrival of hitler in power, the withdrawal of germany from the league of 
nations and the final collapse of the disarmament conference. gradually, 
however, he moved away from the quest for a disarmament convention and 
towards a rearmament agreement which, he hoped, would at least put a ceiling 
to what was inevitable. This was accompanied by recognition of the need for 
British rearmament and an increasing willingness to seek french and italian 
friendship which, he knew, might mean reviving the notion of a continental 
commitment. what attitude, he bluntly asked in november 1934, should 
Britain adopt towards german rearmament? ‘if the alternative to legalising 
german rearmament was to prevent it, there would be everything to be said for 
not legalising it.’ But preventing german rearmament by force had to be ruled 
out and the only alternative to legalization was to allow germany to continue 
on her present clandestine course. in return for legalization, germany would be 
required to return to the disarmament conference and the league.31 if it had 
not been for the presence of an entirely irrational factor in the shape of the nazi 
regime and its leader, this policy might have had some chance of success. 
 Both at the time and later simon incurred much criticism for his meeting 
with hitler in March 1935. But he seems to have been less taken in by the 
experience than were some of the führer’s later visitors. as he told the 
King before leaving for Berlin, it was unlikely that the repudiation of the 
versailles disarmament terms represented the limit of hitler’s demands. naval 
rearmament, the rhineland, Memel, danzig and the former german colonies 
were also likely to be on the agenda.32 The visit itself confirmed simon’s fears. 
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hitler’s ambitions were ‘very dangerous to peace in europe’ and the conse-
quences of german policy might be ‘terrible beyond conception’. ‘all this is 
pretty hopeless’, he concluded.33 within three months, however, simon himself 
had been moved to the calmer waters of the home office and it would be for 
others to strive to resolve the problems to which he had found no answer. 
 By the time neville chamberlain became prime Minister in May 1937, 
simon, now promoted to the exchequer, had become one of the new premier’s 
closest and most trusted colleagues. chamberlain and the man who was now 
in effect his deputy viewed the international scene through similar eyes, but it 
is also difficult to exonerate simon from the charge of sycophancy. in all proba-
bility this reflected the determination of a man who had spent fifteen years out 
of government (1916–31) to hold on to the power and status he now enjoyed. 
as chancellor, simon did not deviate from the main lines of policy established 
by chamberlain. This meant regarding a strong economy as the ‘fourth arm 
of defence’, with an importance comparable to the three armed services. This 
would enable Britain to survive the long war which, it was believed, offered 
the country the best chance of victory. it was easy to present such a policy as 
no more than a typical example of the miserly treasury’s reluctance to spend. 
‘simon spoke on these matters in the counsels of the cabinet’, declared cato, 
‘and he was successful in war as in peace in carrying through the treasury 
policy of ensuring that expenditure should be vigorously limited.’34 But the 
treasury was not simply making a judgement between a sound economy and 
military preparedness for war and opting for the former. The two were not seen 
as competing alternatives, but as complementary aspects of the same problem. 
to damage the economy with excessive defence spending before war actually 
came might well jeopardize the country’s longer-term capacity to fight that 
war to a successful conclusion. That said, the policy was probably sustained for 
too long. By early 1939, simon and chamberlain were virtually isolated within 
the cabinet on this issue. The german menace was too pressing and treasury 
control was finally abandoned. as the former permanent Under-secretary at the 
foreign office, sir robert vansittart, remarked: ‘The treasury are always preoc-
cupied with the problem of how we are to live five years hence and not whether 
we shall be alive one year hence.’35 finally, simon was not always chamberlain’s 
puppet. it was he who led a revolt by roughly half the cabinet on the evening of 
2 september 1939, convinced that chamberlain’s delay in declaring war or even 
issuing an ultimatum to germany, however well motivated, was doing damage 
to the standing of the government and the country.
 samuel hoare’s foreign secretaryship lasted just six months. Yet in that time 
he succeeded in placing himself incontrovertibly among the ranks of the ‘guilty 
Men’. in conversation after the second world war, eden declared that simon 
was the worst holder of the office of foreign secretary in the entire inter-war 
period. two years later, however, in the privacy of his diary, he confessed that 
simon was ‘much to be preferred to hoare’.36 others have suggested that, in 
the event of a german invasion, hoare would have been ready to assume the 
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mantle of the British Quisling.37 when churchill finally despatched hoare to 
the Madrid embassy in May 1940, alexander cadogan expressed the view that 
it should instead have been to a penal settlement.38 like simon, then, hoare was 
not a popular figure and he had no significant body of support in the house 
of commons. like simon, too, he was regarded as excessively ambitious and, 
by the late 1930s, as unnecessarily subservient to the prime Minister – ‘one of 
the worst and most sycophantic of neville chamberlain’s advisers’ as the young 
tory backbencher, harold Macmillan, put it.39 even his sympathetic biographer 
concedes that hoare ‘had absolutely no charisma’. ‘his personality was to many 
irritating and unattractive; while the conjunction of obvious ability and intense 
ambition such as he displayed is rarely a prescription for popularity.’40 for all 
that, his foreign secretaryship began with some promise. 
 hoare’s promotion was the result of his perceived success as secretary of state 
for india since 1931. There, he had succeeded, in the face of concerted opposition 
from the conservative right led by churchill, in forcing the government of 
india act on to the statute book. The experience was an exhausting one. it gave 
hoare, as a cabinet minister, little scope to intervene in government business 
outside his direct departmental responsibilities and his contributions to matters 
of foreign policy were comparatively rare, though in March 1934 he did criticize 
as premature the idea that Britain should be preparing for war with germany.41 
By the following year, however, in the wake of germany’s explicit abrogation 
of the disarmament clauses of the versailles treaty and anticipating the line he 
would take during his own foreign secretaryship, hoare was ready to suggest 
that ‘the only course for us to take is to prevent any breach between ourselves 
and the french and the italians’.42 such, indeed, were hoare’s exertions over the 
india Bill that he was probably unwise to go straight to the foreign office, at 
least before taking a long holiday. as it was, his arrival at his new post found 
pressing business awaiting, which had begun to ferment in the last months of 
simon’s regime. hoare’s foreign secretaryship has been irredeemably tainted by 
his handling of this one matter.
 The wal-wal frontier incident of december 1934 was the opening shot in 
italy’s attempt to advertise its claim to world power status by taking over the 
ancient african kingdom of abyssinia. at other times and in other circum-
stances it might have been easy for the British government to turn a blind eye 
to this adventure in italian imperialism. abyssinia’s record on the question 
of slavery hardly made it an obvious candidate for British protection. even 
austen chamberlain, who would become one of hoare’s most trenchant critics, 
confessed that abyssinia was not a client for whom he would have chosen to 
fight a test case.43 But, for better or for worse, abyssinia was a member of the 
league of nations and entitled to the protection by other members which that 
status afforded. The British government, conscious of the league’s continuing 
high esteem in the public mind and more nervous of the voters, in what was 
likely to be an election year, than with hindsight it probably needed to be, never 
lost sight of this fundamental point. But while the league’s primary purpose 
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was to preserve the peace through collective action, that same action might in 
certain circumstances involve a resort of force. it was a dilemma which hoare 
fully understood: 

The general feeling of the country, fully reflected in the cabinet, can, i think, be 
summarised as one of determination to stick to the covenant and of anxiety to keep 
out of war. You will say that these feelings are self-contradictory. at present at least, the 
country believes that they can be reconciled. Most people are still convinced that if we 
stick to the covenant and apply collective sanctions, italy must give in and there will be 
no war. You and i know that the position is not as simple as this . . .44 

 The new minister, largely untutored in foreign affairs, soon came under the 
influence of his permanent Under-secretary, robert vansittart. The resulting 
harmony between the minister and his leading civil servant was by no means 
a consistent feature of the 1930s, but it did mean that the foreign office 
enjoyed an ascendancy in the control of overseas policy greater than at any 
time before the spring of 1939. indeed, it seems fair to conclude that the policy 
which culminated in the notorious hoare–laval pact of december 1935 was 
constructed as much by vansittart as by his ministerial master – for hoare a sad 
irony granted the attachment of his own name to the ill-fated agreement with 
the french foreign Minister. The News Chronicle was quite clear in dubbing 
the Under-secretary ‘the man behind it all’.45 in the present context, however, 
there is a second and more significant irony, for vansittart enjoys a reputation 
on the right side of the key dividing line of the 1930s. Though his course was 
more nuanced than he later claimed, vansittart succeeded in his unfinished 
autobiography, aided posthumously by the efforts of his first biographer, in 
projecting himself in almost churchillian terms as a persistent but unheeded 
voice, warning of the nazi menace.46 This was an over-simplification,47 but no 
classification would ever place him among the ‘guilty Men’. what he succeeded 
in doing in the second half of 1935 was to convert hoare to his own analysis of 
the global situation. with ever-accumulating evidence of german power and 
the constant possibility of a renewed Japanese threat to British interests in the 
far east, the last thing Britain could afford was to alienate italy. a hostile italy 
would endanger Britain’s lines of communication with the far east, end france’s 
capacity to focus on her german frontier and remove the key barrier in the way 
of german ambitions towards austria.48 translated into practical terms, this 
meant that the loss of abyssinia was an acceptable price to pay to keep italian 
friendship in a world dominated by greater issues in europe and the far east, 
notwithstanding the damage likely to be done thereby to the authority of the 
league. 
 with the new foreign secretary installed, the hoare–vansittart influence was 
soon apparent. on 19 June the cabinet decided that it might be possible to reach 
a satisfactory solution if landlocked abyssinia were offered access to the sea at 
the port of Zeila in British somaliland, in exchange for territorial concessions 
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to italy in the ogaden desert.49 This may have been appeasement of a kind, but 
hoare had not lost sight of the bigger picture, warning the cabinet the following 
month that the threat from germany might materialize earlier than the chiefs 
of staff had hitherto assumed.50 in this situation it was important to ensure that 
the abyssinian ‘emergency did not develop to the point where the question of 
[the] fulfilment [of British obligations under the covenant] arose’.51 at the same 
time, political considerations made it necessary to ‘follow the regular league of 
nations procedure in this crisis’, and hoare himself foresaw the ‘making of a 
first-class crisis’ if Britain appeared to be repudiating the covenant.52 Years later 
vansittart admitted that he had ‘laboured under a dualism which might look 
like duplicity’.53 it was an honest assessment and his words could equally have 
been written by hoare. 
 from the point of view of the foreign secretary’s later reputation, much 
damage was done by a speech he delivered at the league assembly on 11 
september. ‘The league stands’, he insisted, ‘and my country stands with it, 
for the collective maintenance of the covenant in its entirety, and particularly 
for steady and collective resistance to all acts of unprovoked aggression.’54 The 
speech certainly owed more to hoare’s appreciation of a delicate public relations 
situation than to the reality of British policy and the emphasis was always 
likely to change once the general election of november was safely won. More 
revealing was a despatch to the paris embassy in which the foreign secretary 
spelt out the limits of Britain’s league-based policy:

it is essential that we should play out the league hand in september. if it is then found 
that there is no collective basis for sanctions, that is to say in particular that the french 
are not prepared to give their full co-operation . . . the world will have to face the fact 
that sanctions are impracticable . . . it must be the league not the British government 
that declares that sanctions are impracticable and the British government must on no 
account lay itself open to the charge that we have not done our utmost to make them 
practicable.55 

weeks of fruitless negotiation, punctuated by the beginnings of an italian 
invasion of abyssinia on 3 october, revealed the french government’s reserva-
tions and hoare’s mind turned increasingly towards delaying the imposition 
of oil sanctions on italy while he sought the basis of a negotiated settlement. 
precisely how much freedom of manoeuvre he had received from the cabinet 
before meeting laval in paris on 7 december remains a matter of debate, but 
the often quoted cabinet minute of 2 december – that it ‘was hoped that the 
foreign secretary would take a generous view of the italian attitude’ – suggests 
that the resulting pact was reflective of a more collective policy than many 
fellow ministers later cared to admit.56 Yet it was not immediately apparent that 
the deal hoare negotiated with his french opposite number, as the possible 
basis of an italo-abyssinian settlement, would be disowned by the British 
government, still less that it would lead to hoare’s resignation and eventually 
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assume a prominent position in the demonology of appeasement. The pact, 
involving the cession of three abyssinian provinces and the placing of a much 
larger area under effective italian control as a zone of economic expansion, 
was endorsed by the cabinet at meetings on 9 and 10 december. The mood of 
the commons on the afternoon of 10 december, however, produced a change 
in the cabinet’s attitude the following day.57 a week later stinging criticism, 
led by austen chamberlain, at the conservatives’ backbench foreign affairs 
committee sealed the foreign secretary’s fate. not only would the hoare–laval 
proposals have to be dropped, but hoare – who insisted on defending his 
plan in parliament – would need to do so from the backbenches. The foreign 
secretary’s resignation was announced on the evening of 18 december. it was 
an unedifying spectacle from which hoare emerged with somewhat more 
honour than most of his cabinet colleagues. 
 in a gesture of comfort to lady hoare following her husband’s resignation, 
neville chamberlain insisted that he was not worried about hoare’s future 
career and that ‘in a very short time his reputation will begin to rise again’.58 
almost certainly, there was a tacit agreement that, providing hoare went quietly, 
he would soon be restored to ministerial rank. But chamberlain’s prediction 
about hoare’s reputation was off the mark. his standing had been permanently 
tarnished. rather as with simon and Manchuria, he stood condemned, at least 
on the political left, for ‘a dire betrayal of the holy grail of collective security’ 
for which there could be no forgiveness.59 even eden later claimed that ‘we 
had reached a climacteric in the thirties; the time had come to make a stand’.60 
Yet in the bigger picture eden surely deserved greater censure for his failure 
as foreign secretary in 1936 to take action over the rhineland than hoare 
did for abyssinia or simon Manchuria. The churchillian right had less cause 
for complaint, though churchill personally was an enemy because of hoare’s 
position over india and his own failed attempt to uphold breach of parlia-
mentary privilege allegations against hoare and lord derby in 1934. hoare’s 
strategy, or perhaps vansittart’s, had been motivated by a clear recognition of 
the overriding threat posed by nazi germany. austen chamberlain may have 
helped precipitate hoare’s fall, but that did not stop him writing emphatically 
the following June that the ‘italo-abyssinian dispute is a side-issue and most of 
us . . . are thinking more of the danger threatening from germany’.61 
 hoare played little part in the nation’s affairs over the next six months, though 
his statement to a well-attended meeting of backbench Mps on 17 March 1936 
that Britain lacked the capacity to expel germany from the recently re-milita-
rized rhineland was well received.62 restored to the government as first lord 
of the admiralty in June, hoare was active in securing an acceleration of the 
existing naval building programme, which included the construction of two 
new battleships once the restrictive provisions of the london naval treaty 
expired at the end of the year.63 he also returned to the heart of the foreign 
policy-making process as a result of his membership of the cabinet’s newly 
formed foreign policy committee. his basic thinking had not changed. despite 
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rearmament, Britain would remain unprepared for war for some time to come. 
policy should therefore proceed ‘very quietly’ and the first objective should be 
to remove italy from the list of Britain’s potential enemies.64 such ideas made 
it almost inevitable that he would clash with eden, his successor at the foreign 
office, when the latter, in an attempt to enforce non-intervention in the spanish 
civil war, proposed to blockade the spanish coast.65

 By the time that neville chamberlain became prime Minister, hoare 
certainly shared the new premier’s belief that the moment had come for a more 
pro-active exercise in appeasement than had yet been attempted. he warned 
chamberlain that the foreign office was so biased against germany as to 
endanger any prospect of european reconciliation.66 hoare moved easily into 
the prime Minister’s inner circle, unimpeded by his ministerial responsibilities 
as home secretary since chamberlain wanted him ‘for general policy’.67 as 
such he was one of the small group of ministers who constructed policy as the 
czechoslovakian crisis reached its climax in september 1938. fully supportive 
of what chamberlain did at Munich, a position from which he never deviated 
in the years ahead, hoare nevertheless adopted a more realistic attitude than 
did chamberlain about how to capitalize on this last-minute avoidance of war. 
he began to call for the speeding up of rearmament, urged the foreign policy 
committee in January 1939 to accept vansittart’s intelligence information 
about a possible german invasion of the netherlands and, most significantly, 
was among the first ministers to speak out in favour of an alliance with the 
soviet Union.68 These developments, of course, took place behind closed doors. 
what the public saw, by contrast, was a picture of blind over-confidence. at 
chamberlain’s prompting, hoare addressed his chelsea constituents in early 
March and regaled them with the prospect of a forthcoming ‘golden age’ of 
peace and prosperity – that, only days before hitler shattered most people’s 
remaining illusions by marching into the rump state of czechoslovakia. hoare’s 
words would rank alongside ‘peace for our time’ and hitler ‘missing the bus’ in 
terms of the damage they did to the reputations of the ‘guilty Men’. at the fall of 
chamberlain in May 1940 he was the only one of the ‘Big four’ to be excluded 
completely from churchill’s government, his subsequent posting as ambassador 
to franco’s spain widely seen as the British equivalent of the management of a 
siberian power station.
 like the two foreign secretaries considered above, edward wood, viscount 
halifax, occupied government office for most of the 1930s. he became president 
of the Board of education in June 1932 before serving briefly as secretary of 
state for war between June and november 1935. he then became lord privy 
seal until May 1937 and lord president of the council from then until he 
succeeded eden at the foreign office in february 1938. Yet, while listed among 
the ‘guilty Men’, he was not seen in the same light as simon and hoare: he 
figures nowhere else in the book outside cato’s cast list despite being foreign 
secretary during the anschluss, Munich and the prague coup; and he was even 
labour’s preferred choice to succeed chamberlain in the crisis of May 1940. 
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at the same time, orthodox histories of the 1930s have been in no doubt that 
he should be separated from eden and placed on the wrong side of the key 
dividing line, chamberlain’s ‘sancho panza, trotting faithfully beside him’ in 
the often-quoted words of Malcolm Muggeridge.69 This equivocal position is 
not altogether easy to explain. he did not become significant in the making 
of foreign policy until the second half of the decade. he was certainly a more 
popular man than either simon or hoare. he enjoyed good relations with the 
labour party and his position in the lords removed the suspicion that, unlike 
the other two, his primary motivation was personal ambition. (Yet, ironically, he 
came far closer to the premiership than simon or hoare ever did.) But perhaps 
the most important factor is that it is almost possible to write of two halifaxes, 
separated by a dramatic opening of the eyes over the terms offered by hitler at 
the godesberg conference on the future of czechoslovakia in september 1938.
 halifax had little impact on overseas policy before going to the war office 
in 1935. There, he soon became aware that the country was unprepared for 
war, but at meetings of the committee of imperial defence he challenged the 
assertion of the chiefs of staff that the paramount need was to step up the 
pace of rearmament. above all, this reflected his failure to grasp the enormity 
of the threat posed by adolf hitler, as evidenced by his tendency to compare 
the führer with the indian nationalist gandhi, with whom he had dealt as 
viceroy between 1926 and 1931. in the non-departmental posts of lord privy 
seal and lord president he was increasingly employed for foreign affairs duties, 
becoming in effect eden’s deputy and the government’s spokesman in the 
lords. he was keen to improve relations with germany70 and, with government 
approval, accepted an invitation from reichsmarschall, hermann göring, to 
attend a hunting exhibition in Berlin in november 1937. in later years eden 
presented this episode as an illustration of chamberlain’s determination to 
bypass the foreign office to pursue the policy of appeasement in defiance of his 
professional advisers. halifax, however, was careful to place his own version of 
events on record, according to which eden was himself instrumental in pressing 
halifax to accept the german invitation.71 at all events, when he met hitler, it 
appears to have been halifax who initiated discussion of possible revisions to 
versailles which would be beneficial to germany. overall, the visit did nothing 
to open his eyes to the true nature of the nazi regime, and on his return he told 
the cabinet that the germans had no policy of immediate adventure:

They were too busy building up their country, which was still in a state of revolution. 
nevertheless, he would expect a beaver-like persistence in pressing their claims in 
central europe, but not in a form to give others cause – or probably occasion – to 
interfere.72 

By the time that he became foreign secretary halifax appears to have accepted 
what was always the most logically sound justification for appeasement – that, 
in the face of a potential three-front challenge to British interests, the nightmare 
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scenario of a hostile coalition of germany, italy and Japan, there was an imper-
ative necessity to seek to reduce the number of Britain’s enemies:

in spite of all the efforts of [eden], the prime Minister and others, we had arrived at a 
position which above all we had wished to avoid and in which we were faced with the 
possibility of three enemies at once. The conclusion which [halifax] drew was . . . that 
this threw an immensely heavy burden on diplomacy and that we ought to get on good 
terms with germany.73 

chamberlain quickly saw the advantages of having halifax at the foreign 
office, not least because the new foreign secretary was blessed with an 
infinitely calmer temperament than his predecessor. in the belief that eden’s 
policy towards the dictators had been fundamentally different from that of 
the prime Minister, critics readily assumed that halifax would play the role 
of subservient loyalist, ‘a weakling who will merely be the servile instrument 
of an ignorant and reckless prime Minister’, as herbert Morrison put it.74 it is 
probably more accurate to suggest that, throughout early 1938, premier and 
foreign secretary worked in close harmony because they shared a belief in the 
need for a more active appeasement of the dictator powers than had yet been 
practised. halifax was prominent in the discussions within the foreign policy 
committee of the cabinet in March, which determined those broad outlines 
of British policy towards the czechoslovakian problem that culminated in the 
Munich settlement six months later. in particular, he championed the idea 
of keeping both france and germany guessing as to whether British support 
would be forthcoming in defence of czechoslovakia, a policy designed to hold 
france back from any rash actions in central europe and to encourage germany 
to reach a peaceful resolution of her claims.75 This strategy formed the basis of 
chamberlain’s carefully crafted statement to parliament on 24 March. By the 
late summer halifax, along with simon and hoare, had become a member of 
chamberlain’s unofficial ‘inner cabinet’, which effectively replaced the foreign 
policy committee as the czech crisis reached its climax and whose very 
existence did much to place its members within the category of ‘guilty Men’.
 The fact that halifax was excluded from chamberlain’s party on the latter’s 
three visits to germany in september seemed merely to confirm the prime 
Minister’s ascendancy in the control of British foreign policy. But halifax’s 
presence in london allowed him to view the outcome of chamberlain’s negotia-
tions more dispassionately than might otherwise have been the case. he had 
no difficulty in supporting the arrangements which chamberlain brought back 
from Berchtesgaden.76 after all, to have done otherwise would have been to 
contradict the policies which he himself had espoused since becoming foreign 
secretary. But halifax appears to have concluded that chamberlain had reached 
the limits of concession and his attitude hardened while the prime Minister 
returned to germany for his second meeting with hitler at Bad godesberg. in 
what can only have been an attempt to stiffen chamberlain’s resolve, halifax 
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sent a telegram for the prime Minister in this sense on the evening of 23 
september.77 at the same time he joined with simon and hoare in removing 
British objections to the mobilization of the czech army in the light of reports 
of german troop movements near the czech border. even so, halifax seemed 
ready to support the prime Minister when the cabinet first considered hitler’s 
increased demands at its meeting on 24 september.78 By the following day, 
however, influenced it seems by his permanent Under-secretary, alexander 
cadogan, the foreign secretary ‘plumped for refusal of hitler’s terms’ and led 
the first significant display of cabinet opposition to chamberlain since the latter 
had become prime Minister.79 not surprisingly, halifax’s defection came as a 
‘horrible blow’ to chamberlain.80 But it was a significant first step in changing 
the balance of power within chamberlain’s government – a process which, 
within a few months, brought about decisive modifications to British foreign 
policy.
 in the short term halifax was ready to support the ‘compromise’ deal 
chamberlain brought back from his third meeting with hitler at Munich. But 
the foreign secretary’s endorsement of the notorious pact was couched in 
markedly different terms from those used by the prime Minister. The settlement 
should not be seen, he believed, as any sort of victory. Munich represented a 
‘hideous choice of evils’, in which ‘hard terms’ were imposed on czechoslovakia, 
and its principal lesson was that Britain must be ‘fully and rapidly equipped’ 
to meet future crises – a conclusion chamberlain seemed reluctant to reach.81 
in the weeks that followed halifax championed accelerated rearmament and 
the establishment of a Ministry of supply to co-ordinate the nation’s efforts. it 
was probably a realization of the mounting threat to British national interests, 
rather than any sudden insight into the true nature of the nazi regime, which 
propelled halifax on his new course. it was one thing, he said, ‘to allow german 
expansion in central europe, which to my mind is a normal and natural thing, 
but we must be able to resist german expansion in western europe or else our 
whole position is undermined’.82 nonetheless, the change in tone was dramatic. 
By the start of 1939 halifax had been won round to the view that Britain would 
have to make a ‘continental commitment’ in the event of a future european war. 
By early february it was clear that policy was changing. The director of Military 
operations noted the foreign secretary’s impact: ‘we got some admirable 
support from halifax, who in response to simon’s bleats on finance said he 
would sooner be bankrupt in peace than beaten in a war against germany.’83 
finally, on 22 february after lengthy ministerial discussions, the cabinet made 
its decision on the army’s future. The chancellor now had to concede that ‘other 
aspects in this matter outweigh finance’ and the cabinet accepted a field force 
of two mobile divisions, four regular and four territorial army divisions.84 The 
dominating influence of the treasury in the shaping of Britain’s foreign and 
defence policy was at an end and halifax had been the key influence in bringing 
about the change. as the perception spread that his authority was growing at the 
expense of that of the prime Minister, one well-placed observer concluded that 
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the gulf between the government and its leading critics such as eden had been 
much reduced. ‘indeed, as regards germany, the two points of view are now 
very near.’85 even churchill was reported to be ‘well pleased with h[alifax]’.86 
 all this, of course, occurred before the more public announcement of a 
change in policy following the prague coup of 15 March. again, halifax’s 
influence was decisive. The difference between chamberlain’s initial response 
– that there would be no fundamental change in British policy – and his 
celebrated Birmingham speech two days later in which, by pondering on the 
nature of hitler’s ultimate intentions, he questioned the viability of the whole 
policy of appeasement, seems to have resulted from the foreign secretary’s 
intervention. a fortnight later it was once more halifax who pushed a reluctant 
chamberlain into issuing a guarantee of polish independence. Though histo-
rians continue to debate whether this represented a genuine change in the 
substance of British foreign policy, halifax’s biographer is in no doubt: ‘in 
the months between Munich and prague, he was the only man in the cabinet 
who had enough authority to engineer the dismantling of appeasement before 
the prime Minister’s very eyes. in its place he succeeded in building a new 
consensus for resistance.’87 significantly in the present context, the existence of 
a split between halifax and chamberlain was becoming sufficiently well known 
to be commented on in the press, a fact which may help explain the labour 
party’s enthusiasm for a halifax premiership and the comparative leniency with 
which he was treated when Guilty Men was published the following year.88

 halifax was slower than most of the cabinet, but at least quicker than 
chamberlain, to appreciate that only an alliance with the soviet Union could 
give military reality to the polish guarantee. when negotiations did begin, 
halifax incurred criticism for not convincing the russians of Britain’s sincerity 
by leading the negotiating team in person. like chamberlain, and unlike 
simon, he seriously misjudged the mood of the country at the beginning of 
september 1939, and was as much as the prime Minister the object of the 
cabinet revolt which put a stop to any further delay in the British declaration of 
war. But he was at least adamant that there could be no negotiations with hitler 
while german troops remained on polish soil.
 with backing not only from labour, but also the majority of the conservative 
party and the King, the premiership was halifax’s for the taking in the crisis of 
May 1940. in the event, it was churchill who seized the initiative, welcoming a 
supreme challenge from which halifax drew back, and incidentally confirming 
the notion of a clear dividing line between the ‘guilty Men’ and their few brave 
critics for which objective historical analysis offers little support. some have 
seen the emergence of churchill as prime Minister in even more elevated terms, 
the result of the providential intervention of god himself.89 alone among 
the leading architects of appeasement, halifax retained his existing office in 
churchill’s new war cabinet. entertaining serious doubts about the judgment 
of the new premier, he saw a key part of his role as restraining churchill’s more 
fanciful excesses. But the heroic phase of halifax’s career was over. as Britain 
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faced the prospect in the early summer of 1940 of confronting hitler almost 
alone, halifax began at wonder whether the war could in fact be won and 
to regard peace negotiations with the nazis as a necessary development. ‘we 
had to face the fact’, he told the war cabinet, ‘that it was not so much now a 
question of imposing a complete defeat upon germany, but of safeguarding the 
independence of our own empire and if possible that of france.’90 whether any 
of the resulting intense debates at the heart of the British government reached 
the public ear is unclear. But the popular mood, at least in left-wing circles, 
had turned against halifax by mid-July, with the Sunday Pictorial launching an 
unremitting campaign against the foreign secretary’s continuing presence in the 
cabinet. This probably made it simpler for churchill to ease a reluctant halifax 
out of office when the sudden death of lord lothian created an unexpected 
vacancy at the washington embassy. The persuasive churchill made it clear that 
halifax would never live down his reputation for appeasement and that he had 
no future in Britain, which was true, but that a successful mission to america 
would allow him to return one day on the crest of a wave, which was not.91 
 any conclusion couched in terms of the ‘guilt’ or ‘innocence’ of the three 
foreign secretaries considered here would be to accept the basic premise of 
1940 – that the crisis of that year can be uniquely attributed to the mistakes and 
stupidity of a small group of men and that, as churchill would later declare, 
‘there never was a war more easy to stop than that which ravaged the world for 
the next five years’.92 individual politicians did make a difference, but British 
policy makers of the inter-war era faced a dilemma which was probably beyond 
the capacity of even the most gifted to resolve. The desertion of the United 
states from the treaty of versailles and membership of the league of nations 
left Britain as the mainstay of the international settlement of 1919. such a task 
would always have taxed the country’s resources to the limit. By the 1930s, 
in the wake of the worst financial crisis since the great war, at the end of a 
decade in which Britain’s military capacity had been systematically dismantled 
and in the face of the emergence of three major – but geographically diverse – 
challenges to the international status quo, those charged with the conduct of 
policy confronted the most unpromising foreign situation of modern times. 
stanley Baldwin once railed against the excesses of those who exercised power 
without responsibility. British policy makers in the 1930s exercised responsi-
bility without power.
 if simon, hoare and halifax failed to resolve this situation, then in one sense 
they are ‘guilty’ as charged. There were, of course, policy alternatives to those 
pursued, most of them thoroughly considered at the time, but the critics of 
the ‘guilty Men’ have the inestimable advantage that their proposed courses 
of action were not tried and therefore never had the chance of being found 
wanting. simon put the matter well, shortly before leaving the foreign office:

Joining hands with france and russia and the rest in a ring round the smoking 
crater [germany] will not necessarily stop the explosion . . . volcanoes are singularly 
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unresponsive to threats and this particular volcano is only the more likely to erupt if 
provided with a constant succession of demonstrations that threats are not followed by 
anything but more threats.93

 one of the problems for simon, hoare and halifax was their ineffectiveness 
in speaking up in their own defence. all wrote memoirs. simon’s Retrospect has 
been described, very reasonably, as ‘among the least revealing ever written’.94 
halifax’s Fulness of Days is, if anything, even worse. hoare’s Nine Troubled Years 
offered a reasoned apologia for chamberlain and appeasement, but did little to 
refurbish his own tarnished reputation. all three volumes were constrained by 
the ground rules laid down by the former cabinet secretary, Maurice hankey, 
about what could and could not be revealed of the inner workings of the British 
government; and each writer displayed a commendable loyalty to the memory 
of their dead colleague, neville chamberlain, which ruled out any attempt to 
distance themselves from the principal ‘guilty Man’.95 simon’s, for example, 
said nothing of the cabinet revolt of 2 september 1939, which he led; halifax 
gave the impression that he had been completely at one with chamberlain 
throughout the czechoslovakian crisis; and hoare passed over his own enthu-
siasm for a soviet alliance as early as March 1939 in favour of explaining the 
reluctance of chamberlain and others to adopt this option – ‘there was ample 
justification . . . for our doubts about the efficacy of any russian assistance’. 96 
 ‘something went very wrong with us in the thirties’, thought the foreign 
office official, william strang ‘and the responsibility was general and not to 
be attributed to individuals.’97 reflecting on his own fate as a ‘guilty Man’, 
halifax judged that ‘winston is about the only person who has an absolutely 
clean sheet.’98 The point is well taken, but too kind to churchill. The latter had 
appeared unwilling to ‘make any special exertion in defence of the present 
government of china’,99 regarded the italian invasion of abyssinia as little more 
than an irritation and had no wish to see the republican government prevail in 
spain. as late as 1937 he even seemed willing to give hitler the benefit of the 
doubt. Many great leaders who enriched the ‘story of mankind’ had risen to 
power by ‘wicked and even frightful methods’ and ‘so it may be with hitler’.100 
is this perhaps evidence leading to a guilty verdict, pardoned only as a result 
of good behaviour later on? in truth there was no clear dividing line between 
the ‘guilty Men’ and their critics, unless it be that the majority of the latter 
were not constrained by the practicalities of actually being in government. 
in many instances the two ‘sides’ shared common ground in their diagnosis 
of the problem – that British interests had to be defended in a world where 
three aggressor powers threatened the existing international order. But how? 
The ‘guilty Men’ made mistakes and they failed to devise a solution, but it is 
doubtful whether one ever really existed. 
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chapter 10

Neville Chamberlain and the Consequences of the 
Churchillian Hegemony

John Charmley

Just over twenty years ago i commented that chamberlain’s reputation, which 
then stood higher than it had for forty years, might yet rise higher.1 what actually 
followed was a fresh spurt of criticism that effectively restored the status quo 
ante, but in place of a weak and ignorant chamberlain there emerged a strong 
and ignorant one. churchill’s chamberlain had looked at international politics 
through the wrong end of a municipal drain-pipe: r.a.c. parker’s version was 
a lineal descendant who ignored opinions that clashed with his.2 Most of the 
work that has appeared over the last twenty years has taken variants on this 
theme and played them to an audience already attuned to it.3 ‘revisionism’ is 
now largely a matter of Maurice cowling and the english-language version that 
is my own Chamberlain and the Lost Peace.4 robert self ’s recent biography, like 
the introduction to his excellent edition of the Diary Letters, reminds us there is 
still more to be said on chamberlain, but having been over-optimistic once, the 
present writer is naturally hesitant about the tide ever turning back in favour 
of revisionism.
 in his volume on the influence of churchill’s The Second World War, david 
reynolds runs through the reasons for its immense influence. to his list might 
be added the picture churchill presented of the 1930s.5 in the beginning was the 
word, and word was winston’s, and it has established a hegemonic position in 
the historiography: indeed, as is the case with such versions, it is all but impos-
sible to think about the war and appeasement except in churchillian tropes. 
This essay explores the reasons for this, its consequences, and still suggests an 
alternative reading.
 The version authored by churchill had its origin in the accusatory pages of 
Guilty Men in 1940.6 churchill took the polemic forged in the political heat 
of imminent defeat and turned it into the authorized version. few historians 
write with churchill’s credentials. after all, he was the man who ‘won the war’; 
the only one of the ‘Big Three’ to pen memoirs; and the very way in which those 
memoirs were constructed, six volumes filled with quotations from official 
sources, added to the air of authority. on almost every page churchill broke the 
official secrets act. here was the voice of history, and the churchillian version 
became part of the national and international consciousness. it was the bedrock 
for everything written about the second world war. The message conveyed in 
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the first volume, The Gathering Storm, was one attuned to the times in which 
it was written. appeasement was wrong. it did not pay. dictators should be 
resisted. The mistakes made in dealing with hitler should not be repeated with 
stalin. The book provided the subtext to the cold war. That ‘appeasement’ was 
wrong became the keystone of the atlantic alliance and was a foundational 
assumption of post-war British foreign policy: from stalin, through nasser to 
saddam hussein. dictators were to be resisted; those who dissented could be 
dismissed as ‘appeasers’; no further argument was necessary as churchill had 
shown conclusively that ‘appeasement’ was wrong.
 against this tide none could stand. with reputations terminally damaged by 
‘cato’ and churchill, the ‘guilty Men’ were effectively cowed. chamberlain, of 
course, was dead, and his authorized biographer, Keith feiling, was no expert 
in modern history and failed to make a convincing case for rehabilitation.7 
he was easily swept aside by the churchillian blitzkrieg. for the rest, lord 
Maugham’s The Truth About the Munich Crisis (1954) might have aptly adopted 
the title of duff cooper’s Old Men Forget, whilst sam hoare’s Nine Troubled 
Years (1954) was notable only for being the first example of a sustained attempt 
to argue that the Munich agreement had been designed to give Britain an ‘extra 
year’ to rearm; halifax’s Fullness of Days (1957) merited a.J.p. taylor’s waspish 
description ‘dullness of days’. These were the lost men, condemned to the 
margins of history, and unable, or unwilling, to make out a case to justify their 
actions. in the meantime the churchillians, duff cooper, anthony eden and 
harold Macmillan, all supported the version authorized by ‘winston’.8 it is usual 
on these occasions to see a.J.p. taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War as 
the first swallow in the revisionist spring but apart from a piece of irony about 
Munich being the triumph for all that ‘was best’ in english public life, he spent 
little time dealing directly with chamberlain.9 it was only with the opening of 
the archives in the later 1960s that any real attempt could be made to delineate 
a case for chamberlain.
 Middlemas’s Diplomacy of Illusion was the first book to use the archival 
evidence seriously, and whilst highly critical of chamberlain’s diplomacy, he at 
least began the habit of referring to the limitations on his freedom of actions.10 
The two pauls, schroeder and Kennedy, attempted to add some historical depth to 
a remarkably shallow historiography, pointing out that there was nothing new in 
the practice of British prime Ministers using diplomacy to avoid war; but their plea 
for perspective, whilst reiterated in my own Chamberlain and the Lost Peace, was 
lost in the flood of books making use of the newly available archival sources.11 it is 
some mark of the hegemony of the churchillian version that it should have come 
as a revelation that chamberlain had good reasons for the policy he followed. 
Yet, as the resolutely anti-appeasement diplomat oliver harvey put it: ‘the truth 
is everybody was an “appeaser” of germany at one time or another’.12 what the 
documents did was to explain something none of chamberlain’s colleagues had 
been able to do in their memoirs – which was that in the circumstances facing it, 
for the government to have adopted any other policy would have been astounding. 
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 The arguments advanced by schroeder and Kennedy about appeasement 
being part of the long-term fabric of British foreign policy are ones which a 
debate obsessed with the details of 1937–9 still does not accord proper weight. 
chamberlain’s policy did not originate with him, nor was churchill’s preferred 
policy in some sense ‘traditional’, even though, speaking to the conservative 
committee on foreign affairs in March 1936, he declared: ‘for four hundred 
years the foreign policy of england has been to oppose the strongest, most 
aggressive, most dominating power on the continent, and particularly to 
prevent the low countries falling into the hands of such a power.’ he cited the 
defeat of philip ii, louis Xiv, napoleon and Kaiser wilhelm ii as examples 
that proved his point. creating coalitions to achieve this purpose, and thus 
‘preserve the liberties of europe’ was, he declared ‘the wonderful unconscious 
tradition of British foreign policy’.13 The only thing ‘wonderful’ about this is 
that churchill claimed this one-sided view was the only one possible. recent 
scholarship is helping us recover a conservative ‘tradition’ of foreign policy into 
which chamberlain fits quite easily.14 churchill’s version of events is enshrined 
within a churchillian view of what British foreign policy should have been, but 
that, in itself, is a construct. Many years ago rab Butler commented that it was 
impossible for a global empire to have one ‘simple traditional policy’, because 
British interests ‘and the world itself are too complicated to enable us to follow 
any one high road’.15

 we can amplify the schroeder–Kennedy thesis by tracing a line of 
conservative foreign policy going back to the mid-nineteenth century, which 
was happy to work towards adjusting problems as they arose, rather than 
seeking to make grandiose gestures with regard to the ‘balance of power’. a 
global empire had to pursue a foreign policy designed to prevent simultaneous 
crises in different parts of the world. no power, however great, could cope 
with simultaneous threats in europe, the Mediterranean and the far east. The 
last time this had happened was the mid 1890s, and rosebery’s experiences 
at the hands of the triple and dual alliances led British politicians such as 
Joe chamberlain to complain about isolation, and others, like the liberal sir 
edward grey, to value the 1904 entente with france as a way out of it. it was 
neville chamberlain’s misfortune to face a similar concatenation of crises, but 
he enjoyed more success in dealing with the threats from Japan, Mussolini and 
hitler than is commonly admitted. concentrating, as so many historians have, 
on the ‘appeasement’ of germany is something chamberlain could not do: he 
had three challenges to British power and never had the luxury of being able 
to forget about two of them. if policy towards germany dominates the picture, 
then 1939 appears to mark the point at which chamberlain failed, but if the 
global challenge is taken into account, the record is more mixed. politicians 
make policy in a context that is not of their own devising. This has been masked 
by the ubiquitous tendency to write about British foreign policy in the late 1930s 
as though it were a peculiarity of chamberlain’s, isolated from anything which 
preceded or succeeded it. These churchillian tropes have not only constructed 
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the image of chamberlain which has damned him in the eyes of posterity – they 
have effectively confined discussion of his record within the narrow limits set 
by ancient political polemic. it is more than time for scholarship to break out of 
this procrustean bed.
 The notion that there was something personal about the foreign policy 
Britain pursued in the late 1930s should be the first victim of any revisionism. 
The policy of appeasement was, in paul schroeder’s words, ‘over determined’. 
as Baldwin told conservative Mps in July 1936, a combination of economic 
necessity, previous spending cuts and a pacific public opinion made it difficult 
to press on with rearmament before 1934. These same factors also created 
problems with the pace of rearmament once it had begun. Baldwin explained 
that both he and chamberlain had felt the acute danger of ‘throw[ing] back 
the ordinary trade of the country perhaps for many years’.16 There was also the 
question which hindsight has led historians to ignore, of what hitler actually 
wanted. here, Baldwin’s intuition led him to pose a question ignored by many 
at the time and since:

we all know the german desire, and he [hitler] has come out with it in his book, to 
move east, and if he should move east i should not break my heart, but that is another 
thing. i do not believe she [germany] wants to move west because west would be a 
difficult programme for her, and if she does it before we are ready i quite agree the 
picture is perfectly awful . . . if they come to talk we may find out the value of all the 
speeches he has made about peace, and peace in the west, is false . . .17

The easy assumption that hitler’s objectives lay to the west was not one Baldwin 
shared. But, whatever either he or chamberlain had done, Britain would still 
have faced the most serious set of challenges in half a century. This was the 
situation awaiting chamberlain when he became prime Minister in May 1937.
 what was it he brought to the job? The lloyd georgian stereotype that he 
had been a ‘not bad lord Mayor of Birmingham in a lean year’ has latterly been 
replaced by the view that he brought a businesslike efficiency to the job. here it 
is usual to cite chamberlain’s comment that ‘Unhappily it is part of my nature 
that i cannot contemplate any problem without trying to find a solution to it’ 
as though it says the last word on the matter. and yet, when he wrote these 
words in 1934, he went on to say: ‘and so i have practically taken charge of the 
defence requirements of the country.’18 no one would accept the last comment 
as an accurate summary of the situation in 1934, and yet some historians have 
been happy to accept the former as gospel truth. even an historian as shrewd as 
alistair parker was happy to comment that chamberlain’s letters to his sisters 
provided the historian with a precise account of ‘the reasons for his actions’, 
and revealed him as a man with ‘no capacity for self criticism.’19 Yet this is to 
ignore the family dynamic behind the letters. neville was big brother writing 
to his little sisters; he was the ‘least’ of the chamberlains, and yet the only one 
to make it to the top: of course there is no trace of self-criticism. what brother 
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in such a family would write to his sisters in such a way?20 The letters show 
neville’s need to present himself as the success his father had never thought he 
could be: to treat them at face value is to buy into the notion that the letters are 
an objective account of his motives. They are no such thing. They are an exercise 
in self-justification, and as such as reliable as churchill’s more public attempts 
to do the same thing.
 if chamberlain seems decisive, it is because he succeeded a prime Minister 
who had raised procrastination into an art form. Moreover, it is not unknown 
for a patient and long-serving deputy to wish to make his mark by reviewing the 
policies of his predecessor. such actions are not necessarily the mark of a control 
freak or an egotist (although they can be). after the drift of the last few years of 
Baldwin, it was not just sycophants like sir John simon who told chamberlain 
that the change was refreshing.21 one of the reasons chamberlain had become 
prime Minister was the expectation that he would provide a lead: that should 
not be read (as it has been so often) as a euphemism for riding roughshod over 
the opinions of others. chamberlain did bring order where there had been, if 
not chaos, then at least uncertainty. he knew that the rearmament programme 
and foreign policy had to be brought into alignment, and his ‘double policy 
of rearmament & better relations with germany & italy’ was the only realistic 
option.22 in promoting a defence review, chamberlain sought to set priorities 
for the sort of war which might break out if diplomacy should fail; in seeking to 
find diplomatic solutions to the problems facing the British empire, he sought 
to avoid war. his ‘double policy’ was designed to ensure that if diplomacy failed, 
Britain could wage war. in this last he was successful.
 with the possibility of three simultaneous challenges on a global scale, all 
real choices were hard. it was, of course, easy enough for those without respon-
sibility to talk confidently of the importance of ‘rearmament’, but the treasury 
was clear enough here: the planned increases in the armaments budget would 
bear heavily on Britain’s economic recovery. The service departments were 
less clear. each of them favoured a programme that provided them with what 
they wanted, whilst the foreign office was far from convinced that it would 
be impossible to avoid war everywhere. in this situation the policy crafted was 
designed to minimize the dangers: rearmament would be continued, but would 
be focussed on specific areas, in particular on things which would defend the 
home islands if the worst were to happen. This would allow the economy to 
stake the strain for another couple of years, during which time the diplomats 
could try to find a way through the gathering storm. in its own terms, this 
policy was far from a failure.
 when war did break out in september 1939 it was with germany alone. 
Britain, by contrast, had an ally, france, and a public opinion united behind the 
notion that the war had been unavoidable. a modern perspective allows us to 
understand, better perhaps than an earlier generation of historians, the toxic 
effects of declaring war without public support. neither were there grounds for 
supposing this localized european war would be a potential disaster. although 
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his pact with stalin had delivered him from the immediate threat of a two-front 
war, hitler would have to be mindful of the dangers from the east. By contrast, 
Britain and france enjoyed the security of pre-prepared defensive positions and 
a parity of arms on paper. had the British and french armies been up to the 
task they were meant for, then the diplomatic success of a war in which Britain 
faced only one enemy might have been more noticed. The complete collapse of 
the anglo-french armies in the summer of 1940 created a situation where no 
one wished to place the blame where it belonged – with the armed forces – so 
government ministers became the scapegoats for a tactical and military disaster. 
short of doing to the British general staff what stalin did to his general staff, it 
is hard to see what chamberlain could have done to avoid that military disaster 
in 1940.
 The Guilty Men and Gathering Storm lines of argument locked the historiog-
raphy into a narrow range of arguments about the rates and types of rearmament, 
ignoring the simple fact that given the incapacity of the anglo-french military 
leaders, more armaments would simply have resulted in extra equipment being 
abandoned at dunkirk. on the narrow focus, the opening of the archives was 
bound to throw a lifeline to those wishing to defend chamberlain. Money was, 
after all, the fifth arm of defence, and going bankrupt would hardly have helped 
deter hitler. Moreover, those areas in which money was spent, spitfires and 
radar, were ones that enabled Britain to withstand germany in the late summer 
and early autumn of 1940: chamberlain’s decisions created churchill’s first 
victory. had churchill’s defence preferences prevailed in 1937 and 1938, Britain 
would have been confronting hitler’s Luftwaffe with medium-range bombers. 
The narrowness of the focus of rearmament allowed chamberlain’s defenders to 
win back some ground from the churchillians, but it did nothing to facilitate a 
broader discussion
 standing back from the usual debates, we can see that chamberlain was the 
first inter-war prime Minister to really face up to the question of what it meant 
for Britain to be a great power. in the 1870s and 1880s successive British prime 
Ministers had, with the exception of disraeli, acknowledged that when it came 
to continental warfare, their country was an also ran: a global power, but with 
armed forces configured to meet colonial and naval challenges. participation 
in a war like the franco-prussian or austro-prussian war was not considered 
likely. with a professional army and no conscription, Britain was not prepared 
for such eventualities, as the experience of 1914 showed. not until 1916 did the 
British government take the action necessary to enable the country to play the 
european role demanded by the nature of that war; and by 1919 conscription 
had been abandoned as the lloyd george government headed back to business 
as usual. Between then and the 1930s Britain’s imperial and external policies 
had borne silent witness to successive government’s unwillingness to undertake 
any serious military activities. as early as 1930 the chief of the imperial 
general staff was warning of the country’s inability to meet its commitments 
under the locarno treaty.23 Pace the churchillian black legend, the Macdonald 
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and Baldwin governments were perfectly happy to begin a serious rearmament 
programme as early as 1934. what they were not willing to do was to set prior-
ities, so, on paper, Britain was committing herself to deal with all the threats 
facing her on a global scale. This was the rearmament of fantasy and neville 
chamberlain was no fantasist. Through the simon defence review he insisted 
that the country establish some priorities and then that it should begin to shift 
its diplomacy into alignment with them. This process was bound to lead to 
some casualties amongst those who preferred fantasy to reality: chief amongst 
these was anthony eden.
 eden was one of Baldwin’s young men, and unlike most of those upon whom 
the prime Minister smiled benignly, he was promoted. as foreign secretary, 
he proved unable to see the difference between Mussolini’s italy and hitler’s 
germany. indeed, by 1937 he seemed convinced that dealing with the former 
was the priority. it is true that the diplomatic purdah into which his invasion 
of abyssinia had plunged Mussolini had to be resolved, but to decide to do 
this by denying the King of italy the title of emperor of abyssinia was to show 
the faulty sense of perspective which marred and eventually destroyed eden’s 
career. chamberlain was having none of this. he cared little for italy, but in 
the absence of any overtures from germany, he saw no reason to complicate 
Britain’s already difficult diplomatic position by pushing italy into hitler’s arms. 
nor was he willing to defer to eden’s procrastination. finding his hand being 
forced, eden flounced off into a resignation few understood. had churchill not 
disinterred him in 1940, his career would not have recovered from this error. 
his successor, lord halifax, would, after a quiet start, play a much more notable 
role in the story of appeasement.
 The connections between the policy of ‘appeasement’ and British imperial 
policy between the wars remain to be studied in depth, but only historians who 
separate out the two fields could fail to notice that halifax, simon and hoare 
had all spent serious amounts of time dealing with india. The policy they had 
pursued bore a generic resemblance to the one followed in europe. in both 
cases nationalists were to be negotiated with until their lowest demands could 
be discovered and, provided they were low enough, be granted. nehru, gandhi 
and hitler, however much the contemporary mind rejects the equation, had 
much in common to British Ministers between the wars. all were nationalists 
making trouble who needed to be dealt with. The experience of imperial policy 
in the decade after 1922 suggested that however fanatical the nationalists, it was 
usually possible to find something that would buy them off: nothing in hitler’s 
approach suggested that he would be any different. it was true that he behaved 
in a way which would have infuriated a saint, but that hardly distinguished him 
from other imperial nationalists. Moreover, his vocalized demands were, unlike 
the way he seemed to go about making them, not unreasonable. as early as 
1923 the British government had declined to back the french in the ruhr, and 
neither that one nor any of its successors showed any inclination to enforce the 
versailles settlement. indeed, as the chiefs of staff pointed out in 1929, Britain 
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did not even possess the power to fulfil her obligations under the treaty of 
locarno. neither in europe nor in the empire was British policy predicated on 
the use of force. it was assumed diplomacy would fill the gap. in chamberlain’s 
case there was actually something of a departure from this position. as one of 
his colleagues told the national labour Mp and diarist harold nicolson: ‘he 
[neville] . . . takes a far more active interest in foreign affairs than Baldwin did, 
and . . . he is very opposed to a continuance of our policy of retreat.’24 
 The revised churchillian version of events still obscures another reading of 
what chamberlain was about. The notion that rearmament was inadequate for 
the demands placed on it in 1940 ignores his ‘double policy’ – he was rearming, 
and for a purpose. The notion that he was in some way taken in by hitler at 
Munich foreshortens our perspective and is based on selective quotations of his 
remarks about hitler after the Berchtesgarten meeting. By the same method-
ology we can reconstruct a churchill who was deluded about stalin after Yalta. 
no doubt such games serve their purpose in the polemic which so often marks 
this topic, but one might hope that historians would have grown beyond such 
things by this stage of the debate.
 chamberlain’s reaction to the murder of chancellor dollfuss in 1934 ought 
to put an end to the notion that he was blind to the nature of nazism: ‘That 
those beasts should have got him at last & that they should have treated him 
with such callous brutality makes me hate nazi-ism and all its works with a 
greater loathing than ever.’25 he approved of Mussolini’s movement of troops: 
‘it’s the only thing the germans understand,’ he wrote in a manner that any 
churchillian would have approved. he rejected the (temporary) optimism of 
the foreign office, telling his sister hilda: ‘it may be true . . . that the menace 
from germany has perceptibly receded, but it does not seem to me to have 
disappeared so completely as to warrant our disregarding her altogether.’ But 
even then, he was alive to a danger his critics have steadily ignored: ‘if we are 
to take the necessary measures of defence against her we certainly can’t afford 
at the same time to rebuild our battle fleet’. Britain ought, he argued, ‘to be 
making eyes at Japan’.26 he would pursue precisely this policy as prime Minister, 
trying to ensure that Britain never had to face her three potential enemies 
simultaneously.
 it was chamberlain’s activism that had led to the breach with eden, and it 
was the same quality that led him to seek a solution to the problems arising in 
czechoslovakia. The din arising from the ‘Munich crisis’ has tended to obscure 
the fact that it arose not from chamberlain’s inactivity, but from the opposite 
impulse. when he complained in september about how ‘horrible’ it was that 
Britain faced war because of a ‘far away country’ about ‘which we know nothing’, 
few thought to riposte that he had only himself to blame. Britain, after all, had 
no treaty obligations to czechoslovakia, and it could hardly be argued that it was 
a part of any nazi drive to the west. if it was hitler’s ambitions that precipitated 
a crisis over the sudetenland, it was chamberlain’s determination to get ahead 
of the game that ensured that Britain would become embroiled in it.
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 disheartened and discouraged as he was by the Anchsluss, chamberlain was 
reinforced in his belief that ‘force is the only argument germany understands’ 
and that only ‘alliances which don’t require meetings at geneva’ were likely to 
be effective: ‘heaven knows i don’t want to get back to alliances but if germany 
continues to behave as she has done lately she may drive us to it.’27 halifax, who 
took the view that ‘the world is a strangely mixed grill of good and evil . . . and 
for good or ill we have got to do our best to live in it and not withdraw from it 
into the desert because of the evil, like the ancient anchorites’,28 concurred with 
the notion that something must be done. That this would not be churchill’s 
bright idea of a ‘grand alliance’ had nothing to do with chamberlainite 
ignorance and everything with its own defects.
 it is a mark of the polarized nature of the current historiography that 
chamberlain should have been accused simultaneously of not listening to 
expert advice and of listening to it too much. Those who imagine that critics 
cannot have it both ways must be unfamiliar with the terms on which these 
sorts of argument are conducted: heads chamberlain loses; tails his critics win. 
The old churchillian line that had chamberlain obstinately refusing to listen 
to expert advice has latterly found itself being replaced with a more sophis-
ticated version whereby he did listen, but only to those experts who shared 
his pessimism.29 one problem with this line of argument is that it tends to 
fail to identify the contemporary expert opinion which offered an optimistic 
prognosis; the other is that it fails to note that however pessimistic some of the 
reports were, chamberlain did not retreat into isolationism. indeed, the one 
complaint which might fairly be levelled at him is the one seldom made – that 
he should have taken more care and been more isolationist in his policy.
 if we take the most egregious of the churchillian lines of criticism, that a 
‘grand alliance’ would have deterred hitler and that chamberlain ignored the 
idea, its shortcomings are readily apparent. The same idea had, in fact, occurred 
to chamberlain, who talked about it to halifax and had the chiefs of staff look 
at it: 

it is a very attractive idea, indeed there is almost everything to be said for it until you 
come to examine its practicability. from that moment its attraction vanishes. You only 
have to look at the map to see that nothing that france or we could do could possibly 
save czecho-slovakia from being over-run by the germans if they wanted to do it.30 

There was in this nothing of false pessimism, nor yet of overriding his officials. 
The foreign office acknowledged that there was next to nothing (for which read 
nothing at all) which Britain or france could do to ‘save czechoslovakia from 
being overrun’.31 it was all very well to argue that Britain and france ought to 
guarantee czechoslovakia, but no one could explain how aid would be delivered 
to her in the event of a german attack: moreover, as william strang, the head of 
the central department pointed out, giving such a guarantee would be to take 
the final decision for war and peace out of the hands of the British government, 
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a consideration which might have been remembered with advantage a year 
later. all that could be done was to press the french and the czechs to see what 
terms hitler might come up with. The notion advanced in some quarters that it 
was worth running the risk of war now because germany would be stronger in 
two years’ time was ‘not a good argument for risking disaster now.’32

 of course, if the french had devised any serious plans for an offensive 
operation across the rhine, there was ‘something’ Britain could have done, 
provided, that is, chamberlain had been willing to ignore British public 
opinion. But the french had no such plans, and one might have thought that 
contemporary circumstances would have demonstrated the problem with going 
to war without public support. Beyond that, what did the ‘grand alliance’ 
consist of? The soviet Union? one of the greatest weaknesses in alastair 
parker’s treatment of appeasement is his argument that cooperation with stalin 
was not properly pursued – as befitted an admirer of the political left, he passed 
over the unpleasant aspects of the soviet regime, as well as the unlikelihood 
of soviet support being forthcoming on terms Britain could have accepted. 
he also ignored, in a splendidly anglocentric style, the fact that for most of 
the countries in central and eastern europe the soviet Union was part of the 
problem, not the solution. even had the Ussr been in a geographical position 
to have helped the czechs, it was far from certain there would have been a 
united czecho-slovak government ready to have received it. The real criticism 
of chamberlain here is not that he listened pessimistically to pessimists who 
confirmed his pessimism, but that he intervened at all, given the difficulty of 
actually doing anything.
 The pessimism of which some critics have accused him was neither unnatural 
nor as complete as some seem to think. as the man who had steered the British 
economy away from the abyss in 1931–2, he was painfully conscious of the 
problem of affording the rearmament programme. he was also well aware of the 
other constraints on it: a lack of skilled manpower; the cost of importing some 
of the material needed; the cost to the domestic economy of making goods 
which only the state wanted to buy when there was a consumer market for 
things like motor vehicles which was unfulfilled. nor could he see ‘rearmament’ 
in the uncomplicated way churchill spoke about it. his thoughts were informed 
by the latest trends in military thinking. it was certainly true that he lacked 
the direct military experience of churchill or duff cooper, but this was not 
necessarily a bad thing. cooper could not bear to give up the cavalry, whilst 
churchill seemed obsessed with medium-range bombers. chamberlain had 
read liddell-hart instead, from whom he imbibed the notion that the war of 
the future would be highly mobile. his rearmament preferences were designed 
to prepare the country for such a war, should the resources of diplomacy fail. 
But, as simon reminded the cabinet on 14 March, ‘we are in the position of a 
runner in a race who wants to reserve his sprit for the right time, but does not 
know where the finishing tape is. The danger is that we might knock out our 
finances prematurely.’33 was this over pessimistic? hardly, as the experience of 
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1939–40 was to show: Britain’s finances were hardly robust, and they were, in 
the end, knocked to pieces.
 Quite why chamberlain and his government should have run this risk 
prematurely is hard to see, except in the light of the argument that hitler was 
insatiable and unappeasable. But even with this there are two difficulties. in the 
first place, it was far from clear in early 1938 that germany could not be satisfied. 
as cadogan, who was by no means an optimist, wondered, was it ‘even now, 
too late to treat the germans as human beings?’34 in the second place, it made 
assumptions about hitler’s objectives for which there was insufficient evidence. 
as halifax noted, churchill seemed to be assuming that ‘when germany has 
done this that and the other in central europe, she will in overwhelming might 
proceed to destroy france and ourselves. That is a conclusion which i do not 
believe myself to be necessarily well-founded . . .’35 it is easy to dismiss this as 
hopelessly naïve, but it ought to be recalled that within the year halifax had 
begun to fear that hitler’s ambitions were ‘napoleonic’ in scope. nor was this 
sentiment as self-evidently incorrect as the churchillian paradigm suggests. 
There is certainly nothing in Mein Kampf about hostility to Britain or its 
empire: quite the opposite. hitler’s objectives were certainly malign: he wanted 
more lebensraum for the aryan race; he wanted to combat and destroy the 
communist menace; and he wanted to exterminate the lesser races, especially 
the Jews. But hitler’s ambitions, as Baldwin and halifax both saw, lay to the 
east. of course, when it broke out in 1939, the war was between germany and 
Britain and france – but that was because of actions taken by chamberlain and 
his government, which made it impossible for hitler to achieve his ambitions 
in the east without turning westwards first.
 The first sign on the road that would lead to this situation came in May 
1938 when the rumours mounted that the nazis were mobilizing troops near 
the czech border. The British government’s reaction hardly fits with the 
churchillian paradigm. when the cabinet had considered the chiefs of staff 
report on 22 March, it had acknowledged that in the event of a german attack 
on czechoslovakia ‘we can do nothing to prevent the dog getting the bone, and 
we have no means of making him give it up, except by killing him by the slow 
process of attrition and starvation’.36 alastair parker concluded that this report 
‘provided a justification, not an explanation of their action’, but this shows 
how resort to the language of polemic can vitiate the work of even the best 
historian.37 his working assumption is that chamberlain and halifax wanted 
an excuse for not acting, and this blinds him to the obvious fact that, in the face 
of what the military experts and the diplomats recommended, chamberlain’s 
freedom of action was limited: he could, of course, have ignored his officials 
and experts, in which case the initial churchillian criticism would have been 
correct; or he could have accepted their views, in which case the revised 
churchillian version of him as incurable pessimist kicks in. perhaps if there 
had been an official expression of optimism, chamberlain’s mood would have 
lightened, but no one has produced such a document. parker dismisses duff 
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cooper’s view that chamberlain’s subsequent statement ‘quite clearly implied 
that if france went to war, we should go too’, citing it as an example of his being 
‘outmanoeuvred by chamberlain’s superior political skills’.38 Yet this is another 
example of the way in which drawing one’s conclusions in advance determines 
a particular reading of the evidence. cooper was far from stupid, and as a 
former diplomat who had worked in the foreign office before the great war, he 
recognized the echoes of sir edward grey’s comments in chamberlain’s decla-
ration that: ‘where peace and war are concerned, legal obligations are not alone 
involved, and, if war broke out, it would be unlikely to be confined to those who 
have assumed such obligations.’39 cooper had felt ‘ill and depressed’ after the 
cabinet, but he recognized that the ‘tone and emphasis’ of the speech was ‘quite 
different’. without saying so definitely, he quite clearly implied that if france 
went to war we should do too.40 he had gone as far as grey had before 1914. 
Moreover, chamberlain’s subsequent policy indicated that the former diplomat 
had divined his meaning with greater accuracy than the indignant historian.
 during the May crisis of 1938 British policy followed a line very familiar 
to students of anglo-french relations before the first world war. during the 
first Moroccan crisis of 1905–6 the British had tried to prevent any precipitate 
action by making it clear to the french that they could not rely on unconditional 
support, whilst simultaneously warning the germans not to take it for granted 
that if france was attacked, Britain would stand aside. indeed the clear impli-
cation in 1905–6 was what it was in 1938: a german attack on france would 
drag an unwilling Britain into war.41 now it was halifax who warned france 
that Britain would not necessarily help to defend the czechs.42 at the same time 
he reminded ribbentrop of the speech made by chamberlain on 24 March, in 
which he had declared that ‘it would be quite impossible to say where it might 
end and what governments might become involved’.43 That the same speech 
also included news of increases in expenditure on rearmaments made the point 
clear enough without actually being menacing. halifax reiterated the point to 
the german ambassador: ‘i would beg him not to count upon this country being 
able to stand aside if from any precipitate action there should start a european 
conflagration.’44 chamberlain was satisfied that his firmness had averted as crisis 
and that the germans had, in the end, ‘decided after getting out warnings that 
the risks were too great’. The episode had shown him ‘how utterly untrustworthy 
and dishonest the german government is’.45 The only difficulty was that, as 
strang reported after visiting prague in late May: ‘we are, naturally, regarded 
as having committed ourselves morally at any rate to intervene if there is a 
european war, and nothing that we are likely to say will remove that impression’. 
he warned that: ‘we are certainly regarded as being more deeply committed in 
the czech affair than before’,46 and so it proved. as before 1914, the language of 
nuance was understood by the french to imply a moral commitment, and, even 
more importantly, it was understood in that way by many in great Britain.
 The same reasons that had prompted Britain to make the intervention it 
had in May drew it inexorably into the crisis which culminated at Munich 
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in september. having undertaken to play a role in finding a solution to the 
problem of the sudetenland, chamberlain had embarked upon a road which 
would lead him in exactly the direction his critics had advocated, and to the 
action which they so ardently advocated. when that turned out to be the road 
to disaster, they would blame him for not having pursued it earlier, quietly 
ignoring the likelihood that if he had, disaster would have struck a year earlier. 
it is here, above all, that the hegemonic grip of churchillian orthodoxy holds 
historians and public opinion in thrall. it is a feature of a hegemonic system 
that it makes thinking in any other way difficult, and that it tends to drive even 
unorthodox thought processes back to what it has established as a ‘norm’. The 
war was, it is assumed, inevitable. indeed, it was also a just war against patent 
evil. This makes the case for it, as well as damning chamberlain for his failing to 
do something about it earlier. The assumption that defeat in 1940 was in some 
way also the result of chamberlainite inaction allows, by an intellectual sleight 
of hand imposed by the hegemonic orthodoxy, historians to ignore the elephant 
in the room and assume that earlier action would have had a happier result. 
for this, as for the assumption that chamberlain was ignoring some mythical 
optimistic scenario, there is not the slightest justification. on paper in 1940 
the anglo-french armies should have been able to prevail: in practice they did 
not. This was not because of any defects in ‘rearmament’. it was for the simple 
reason that the leadership of the anglo-french forces was inferior to that of the 
german forces – a simple case of military failure. once conceded, that and the 
argument that going to war a year earlier fall victim to the likelihood that all 
that would have happened was an earlier defeat. indeed, one might go further 
and say that this scenario would have been accompanied by a public opinion 
far from united behind the idea that a war was inevitable. The consequences 
of that on the morrow of the sort of defeat suffered in June 1940 ought to 
cause even the most obstinate of chamberlain’s critics to rethink some of their 
assumptions.
 This is not to reinstate, via the idea of the counter-factual, the tired old 
canard that Munich ‘bought’ Britain a year: it did, of course, but that was 
not its intention. it is, however, to push hard the argument advanced first in 
Chamberlain and the Lost Peace and then by andrew roberts in Holy Fox that, 
far from being some sort of chamberlain puppet, lord halifax played a decisive 
role in frustrating chamberlain’s preferences and pushing British policy down 
the road to war. That older conservative tradition identified by recent schol-
arship found its contemporary exponent in halifax, who, in his own quiet way, 
became as essential to his prime Minister as palmerston had been a century 
earlier.
 too often diplomatic historians have ignored the political context within 
which foreign policy was constructed and conducted. The national government 
elected in 1935 had benefitted from Baldwin’s avuncular style, and whilst 
chamberlain was a much more impressive debater than his predecessor, and 
could therefore arouse much more partisan enthusiasm, Baldwin himself noted 
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that it had a bad effect elsewhere in the house: ‘the labour fellows say “we are 
back to the party dog fight. The pM’s speeches are a1 partisan speeches but he 
talks as if he were on the hustings, so can we. and there can never be a national 
foreign policy as long as he is there.” ’47 halifax was a much more emollient 
figure, and one of the results of the Munich crisis was that he not only found 
his own voice, but he also began to assume the position which would lead to 
his being widely considered the natural successor to chamberlain in 1940. The 
crucial moment came on 25 september, the day following chamberlain’s return 
from Bad godesberg. chamberlain was resigned to accepting hitler’s demands, 
which would have involved immediate german occupation of the sudetenland, 
and he commended the idea to his colleagues, who appeared to accept it. 
halifax, who had felt that public (and parliamentary) opinion was hardening 
against such a concession, imparted his reservations to the permanent Under-
secretary, sir alexander cadogan, who encouraged him in that line of thought. 
after a sleepless night, halifax wrote to chamberlain the following morning to 
say that he could not support the idea of swallowing hitler’s demands: despite 
chamberlain’s hope that ‘night conclusions are seldom taken in the right 
perspective,’ halifax remained obstinate.48 as might have been expected, he put 
forward his view with due diffidence, but for parker to read the cabinet record 
as a sign that halifax’s view was both ‘tentative and reluctant’ is another sign 
of the dominance of the churchillian view.49 halifax was certainly reluctant to 
disagree openly, but there was nothing tentative in his objections, as events were 
to show.
 halifax could not be treated like eden, even had he been foolish enough to 
have left himself open to such a fate. he was a tory grandee, widely respected, 
and a man whose christian conscience helped mark him off as a politician of rare 
integrity. Underneath the self-effacing aristocratic manner, there was Yorkshire 
grit. like grey in august 1914, halifax made plain the implications of previous 
‘understandings’. if hitler threatened the czechs and war broke out, Britain 
would have to join in if france honoured her treaty with czechoslovakia.50 of 
course, halifax could not have prevailed had he not spoken for the reserva-
tions of many of his colleagues, but since duff cooper, walter elliot, oliver 
stanley and even lord hailsham shared his views,51 chamberlain found himself 
conceding ground. The much-vaunted dominance of the cabinet turned out to 
be nothing of the sort the first time it was really tested: only lords Maugham 
and stanhope were actually in favour of accepting the godesberg terms and 
recommending them to the czechs. if the cabinet minutes recorded such things 
with due caution, that was their way, it was also because no one was under any 
illusion as to the probable result of their action – war, and war in a given number 
of days. it behoves politicians to be cautious in such circumstances, and if we 
remove the churchillian blinkers, it can be seen that at this point the cabinet 
was quite prepared to adopt a policy that would lead to war.
 That there was no war was due not to chamberlain’s obstinacy or his 
dominance over his cabinet. it was down to a combination of other factors: 
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french unwillingness either to honour their commitment to czechoslovakia or 
to be seen to be dishonouring it; chamberlain’s willingness to help them find 
a way out of their dilemma; Mussolini’s desire to avoid a war; and the refusal 
of the czechs to risk the arbitrament of war. parker, amongst others, places 
much store on the British and french reluctance to bring the Ussr into the 
crisis, but this, too, is a sign of the influence of the hegemonic orthodoxy. Yes, 
chamberlain and daladier distrusted stalin, and perhaps it takes a romantic 
old left-winger not to appreciate why that was a perfectly reasonable thing to 
do. not only was stalin’s regime quite as morally reprehensible as hitler’s (it is a 
sure sign of old-fashioned oxonian labourism to miss such an obvious point), 
but it was hard to see how it could have been any more effective than Britain and 
france. The soviet Union had no border with czechoslovakia and no reliable 
way of getting her troops there. it was true that had the romanians been willing 
to let soviet troops on to their soil they could have reached the czech border, 
but the notion that the iron guard in Bucharest would have stood by and 
watched King carol do such a thing is one which can flourish only within the 
anglocentric paradigm of churchillian fantasy. The little fact that the soviets 
had but recently purged their general staff seems not to have impacted on the 
‘if only the soviets had been brought in’ brigade. The winter war in finland 
in 1940–1 showed how effective the soviets were operating away from the 
defence of their own territory. The notion that their army could have reached 
czechoslovakia and made a difference to the outcome of a nazi invasion is pure 
speculation. it also ignores the intricacies of czechoslovak politics and assumes 
that the Benes government would have been happy to make such an approach. 
There was no sign of their doing so.

if we turn away from fantasy diplomacy to the realities of the autumn of 1938 we 
see that the British were willing to go to war, however ‘horrible’ the thought was. 
however, no one else was, and that was why the crisis ended as it did. The actual 
agreement negotiated at Munich was rather similar to the initial proposals put to 
hitler and amounted to something of a climb-down by him, something for which 
he would not easily forgive himself. indeed, had hitler actually carried out the terms 
on which he had agreed, there would have been a series of plebiscites to decide which 
areas of the sudetenland would go to germany. it is typical of the emotive treatment 
of this subject that few historians linger on these terms. The justification for such 
neglect may well lie in the fact of hitler’s total neglect of the terms, but that, as we 
shall see, had its own consequences. The terms of the agreement were not ones of 
surrender; the inability to insist on its implementation was an important milestone 
on the road to war. roger Makins (later lord sherfield and an ambassador to the 
Usa) was appointed to the commission designed to oversee the agreement and sent 
a graphic, and chastening, account to halifax’s deputy, rab Butler:

we started off with an attempt to draw a frontier in committee with a good deal of 
shouting and banging of the table, but negotiation, even in such a spiritual atmosphere, 
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is not the nazis’ strong suit, and the ambassadors were soon presented with a twelve 
hour ultimatum, to which they had no choice but to agree. after the germans had 
obtained all (and more) to which in the most generous assumption they were entitled, 
plebiscites became both unnecessary and dangerous, and would not have been of much 
help to the czechs.52

of course, in the light of this, it is not difficult to be critical of the Munich 
agreement, but it was, at least in part, hitler’s inability to keep to an agreement 
he had freely signed that helped convince a sceptical British public that there 
was no negotiating with the fellow.
 certainly chamberlain returned from Munich thinking he had advanced 
the cause of world peace, just as churchill did when he came back from Yalta. 
events were to show that both men were suffering from the well-known post-
conference optimism syndrome. one was damned by posterity for this. But it 
was, as so often, Baldwin who provided the most acute critique of chamberlain’s 
position. it was, Baldwin thought, unwise of chamberlain to have talked of 
‘peace with honour’, which was ‘a most unfortunate phrase’. he still wondered 
whether it might not be possible to ‘turn hitler east? napoleon broke himself 
against the russians, hitler might do the same.’53 Unsurprisingly the russians 
argued strongly that it was necessary to prevent a german advance eastwards, 
and they would later attribute British reluctance to form an alliance with them 
to a desire to push germany in just that direction. This line surfaced in some 
of the post-war polemic.54 rab Butler, who was close to Baldwin, suspected that 
german policy was to: ‘infiltrate east [and] Bluster west’, and saw no reason 
why Britain should risk a war just to save russia.55 halifax himself was prepared 
to concede ‘german predominance in central europe’.56 There was much sense 
in this, but there was a condition – that this should be done peacefully. This was 
nowhere written down as policy, but since the germans opted not to pursue 
their domination in a way acceptable to Britain, it was not put into practice 
either. The irony is, of course, that had hitler been capable of making the sort of 
changes churchill hoped he might when he came to power, then the germans 
could have had economic and political dominance in central europe in the 
1940s. But that would have meant hitler abiding by the piece of paper he signed 
at Munich. This did not happen.
 chamberlain himself had realised the limits of optimism by the time the 
house discussed the Munich settlement in early october. defending the 
continuation of the rearmament programme, he asked his fellow parliamen-
tarians ‘not to read into words used in a moment of some emotion . . . more 
than they were intended to convey’.57 But, as Baldwin had feared, it was the 
‘emotional’ phrase that stuck as a description of chamberlain’s attitude. it is 
all too easily forgotten that in the end chamberlain adopted the policy of his 
opponents. he did so reluctantly and largely under the impulsion of halifax’s 
perception that it simply was not possible to sit back and accept the german 
occupation of prague, even though this was chamberlain’s instinct.58 This led 
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straight to the adoption of just the policy rejected the year before: the guarantee 
to poland left the question of war or peace to other powers. chamberlain 
refused to see it that way. for him it was a gesture designed to prevent poland 
from falling into germany’s orbit: for the moment ‘positive’ appeasement had 
given way to its ‘negative’ counterpart.59 But the guarantee provided halifax 
with the lever to push chamberlain in the direction he felt necessary, as Butler 
noted shortly after easter: ‘halifax is determined to set up a force to counter 
germany and ... is going ahead singlehandedly.’60 in Butler’s view, by ‘gratui-
tously planting ourselves in eastern europe’, Britain had allowed stalin to keep 
his options open. This, he thought, made an alliance (which he disliked) even 
more improbable.61 even during the final crisis, Butler was still hoping that the 
poles could be pressed to make the necessary concessions to hitler as part of 
an anglo-german agreement.62 But it was too late. The last european war had 
begun. Britain would be saved from its consequences only by the advent of a 
global war in 1941. But that is another story.
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chapter 11

When Instinct Clouds Judgement: Neville 
Chamberlain and the Pursuit of Appeasement with 

Nazi Germany, 1937–9

Frank McDonough

in october 1938 neville chamberlain returned from Munich hailed as a 
‘peacemaker’ who had brought “peace in our time’’. at heston airport, he held 
aloft a piece of paper, and then read out the contents to a cheering crowd. it 
promised that Britain and germany were resolved ‘never to go to war with 
one another again’. it had been signed by adolf hitler, whose aggressive policy 
towards czechoslovakia had brought europe to the very edge of conflict. This 
memorable ‘photo opportunity’ was on the front of every newspaper around 
the world the following day. Yet six months later, german tanks motored 
through the icy, cobbled streets of prague. hitler had ripped up the Munich 
agreement. on 1 september 1939, the Wehrmacht attacked poland. two days 
later, chamberlain finally confessed that his ‘mission’ to appease hitler, which 
had been the primary aim of his foreign policy, had ‘crashed in ruins’.1
 appeasement soon became a shameful word. chamberlain neither invented 
the word nor the policy, but his actions are forever associated with it. no statues 
are erected to his memory. he remains in the popular mind that rather tall, 
thin englishman, with a strange moustache who always carried an umbrella 
and thought hitler could be trusted. his name is forever filed under ‘fool’, 
just below ‘appeasement’, which is logged under ‘failure’.2 no modern leader 
wants to be cast in the role of chamberlain. it is sir winston churchill, who so 
consistently opposed a policy of compromise with nazi germany and who led 
Britain through its darkest and finest hours to eventual victory in the second 
world war, who is the ‘greatest Briton’ 3 statues are erected all around the 
world to his memory.
 it was over twenty years after the end of the war before any attempt was 
made to re-evaluate this skeleton in the tomb of the British national psyche. 
The opening of government records under the ‘thirty-year rule’ in 1967 helped 
this process along considerably. Yet as robert skidelsky warned in 1972: 
‘official papers tend to show nothing different could possibly have been done.’4 
nonetheless, a sprinkling of mainly British ‘revisionist’ historians used these 
newly released documents and chamberlain’s own private correspondence – 
made available in 1975 – to try and rehabilitate his shattered reputation. They 
portrayed him as a strong-willed, realistic and able politician who took detailed 
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diplomatic, military and economic advice, which emphasized that Britain, as a 
declining imperial power, had neither the military nor economic means to fight 
germany, italy and Japan simultaneously. david dilks, one of the most eloquent 
representatives of the ‘revisionist tendency’, claimed that chamberlain ‘hoped 
for the best’ in his dealings with hitler but ‘prepared for the worst’ by steadily 
building up Britain’s under-funded defence forces.5 
 These revisionist tracts were immediately rebuffed by a number of critical 
accounts by such writers as Keith Middlemas, larry fuchser, John ruggerio 
and sydney aster. Just when the positions of the ‘critical’ and ‘sympathetic’ 
within the debate were becoming entrenched in the early 1990s came a ground-
breaking study by the late alistair (r.a.c.) parker that attempted a careful and 
elegant synthesis between the two extremes of orthodoxy and revisionism. 
parker dubbed his approach ‘counter-revisionist’, but it is more precisely 
described as ‘post-revisionist’. what was so novel about parker’s interpretation 
was his acceptance of much of the revisionist case. he depicted chamberlain 
– in characteristically revisionist mode – as efficient and clear-sighted, but he 
rejected a key tautology of the revisionist position, namely, that appeasement 
was an ‘inevitable’, indeed a logical outcome of economic and military weakness 
and the only sensible and realistic policy available. instead, parker demonstrated 
– using the self same government documents used by the revisionists – that 
appeasement may have been logical, but it was not forced on chamberlain at all 
by the ‘climate of opinion’, imperial weakness, the dire warnings of the service 
chiefs or his colleagues. chamberlain chose it from a range of other alternatives 
and pursued it with dynamic energy mixed in with unshakable obstinacy and 
unwarranted confidence that ultimately stifled ‘any serious chance of preventing 
the second world war’.6 My own 1998 study Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement 
and the British Road to War offered further support to the ‘post-revisionist’ 
position by showing how appeasement operated within British society, and by 
questioning (another revisionist shibboleth), which held that chamberlain’s 
pursuit of appeasement enjoyed widespread public support. 
 in the past decade questions of morality and honesty in the conduct of 
foreign affairs have moved back to the forefront of political and public debate 
in the aftermath of 9/11 and ongoing debates over the origins of conflicts in 
iraq and afghanistan and other issues associated with the ‘war on terror’. 
denouncing appeasement is back in fashion. chamberlain’s skeleton is back in 
the cupboard too, even though John charmley in this volume has pointed to a 
fresh way to reinvigorate the revisionist position, which does command further 
discussion. eloquently summing up the history of appeasement debate in his 
bestselling 2007 book The War of the World, niall ferguson writes: ‘Those who 
condemn appeasement have a stronger prima facie case.’7
 The whole debate – on both sides – relied heavily on different interpretations 
of the same government documents. Yet the documents of ‘high politics’ ignore 
the broader context in which the decisions were arrived at. They don’t explain 
the narrow terms of reference underpinning them. discussions of the ‘morality’ 
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of appeasement were a key aspect of the policy debate outside westminster, 
but it never shows up in cold and calculating civil service minutes. clearly, the 
debate evolved via churchill’s ability to slant the narrative against chamberlain, 
then by a revisionist case built upon the view of the ‘official mind’ and a ‘post-
revisionist’ interpretation that cleverly used elements of the two approaches to 
produce a strong revival of yet another deeply critical interpretation.
 to move into the broad ‘sun-lit uplands’ historians should now be urged to 
focus on whether appeasement was ever a viable policy to deal with the nazi 
threat in the first place. in other words, to ask the question: was the policy fit 
for the purposes it was defined to achieve? This requires an assessment, not just 
of the British documents, but of a wide range of sources on the context and 
process in which foreign policy took place and by reference to the german, 
italian, soviet, czech and polish positions, as this volume has done. we need 
to bring back into the picture a discussion of the moral and ethical framework 
in which it operated and ask searching questions such as: did chamberlain 
deliberately lie to colleagues, allies and the public about the danger of the nazi 
threat? did chamberlain’s actions push france into a totally defensive outlook? 
did chamberlain’s decision to concentrate on appeasing the dictators alienate 
stalin and pave the way for the nazi–soviet pact? was the policy adaptable 
enough to cope with fast-moving events? finally, we should also consider the 
counter-factual ‘what if?’ questions too and evaluate whether a credible alter-
native strategy may have proved more successful, especially at crucial moments 
such as the czech crisis of 1938. My focus here is on how chamberlain’s 
instincts clouded his political judgement on nazi foreign policy objectives and 
thereby altered the course of events in the crucial period between 1937 and 
1939.
 There was undoubtedly a strong strategic case in favour of appeasement. 
Britain had much to lose in the event of another war. The armed forces were 
not fully prepared to meet a simultaneous threat from germany, italy and 
Japan. This situation was self-inflicted, as successive governments since 1918 
had consistently opposed increased defence expenditure. weakness naturally 
begets timidity. appeasement became another means of not facing reality and 
opting for a strong continental commitment towards france that was necessary 
to deter germany. every expert on British foreign policy knew that if germany 
attacked france, Britain had to go to war. The stronger germany grew militarily 
from the mid-1930s onwards the greater was the threat to the British place in 
the existing world order.
 The economic case bolstering appeasement appears equally powerful on 
the surface. The treasury, controlled by chamberlain between 1931 and1937, 
claimed all-out rearmament would damage Britain’s economic recovery. it was 
only in 1937 that increased borrowing to finance rearmament was sanctioned 
in a limited form. The ‘treasury view’ was supported by numerous gloomy 
reports contained in umpteen files in The national archives. all emphasized 
that increased arms spending would push up inflation, lead to a collapse of 
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the pound and produce a balance of payments crisis. Yet as anthony eden, the 
foreign secretary, stated in november 1937: ‘a good financial position would 
be a small consolation if london were laid flat because our air force had been 
insufficient’.8 The entire rearmament debate in the cabinet was more defined 
by the terms of reference laid out by the prime Minister, cabinet, the treasury 
and the chiefs of staff. it does show the ‘logic of appeasement’, but this was a 
carefully constructed logic: an irresistible thesis- tablets of stone. it was really 
a justification for the policy and not an assessment of its overall viability as a 
realistic war-avoidance strategy, especially when faced with a german military 
revival. every British government discussion on foreign policy was predicated 
on the assumption of British diplomatic and military independence too. This 
meant ministers were always comparing the poor condition of Britain’s defence 
forces with a combination of stronger enemies and excluding real or potential 
allies from their deliberations. This clever policy framework made it difficult for 
opponents ever to question the validity and logic of appeasement or to comtem-
plate breaking free from it.
 as chamberlain was a major opponent of all-out rearmament, conscription, 
increased power for the league of nations, a firm military alliance with france, 
any attempt to bring the soviet Union into a closer diplomatic alignment and 
bringing winston churchill into a peacetime cabinet, this left appeasing the 
dictators as his preferred option. Under chamberlain, Britain was committed 
to sending just two army divisions to france in the event of war. in July 1934, 
stanley Baldwin warned the house of commons: ‘when you think of the 
defence of england you no longer think of the chalk cliffs of dover; you think 
of the rhine. That is where our frontier lies.’9 for chamberlain, dover was the 
final frontier, and the sky over Britain was the place that Britain would try and 
halt a german invasion. if chamberlain deserves any praise it must be as the 
architect of the ‘Battle of Britain’ in 1940. it might be said that never has so 
much been owed by so many to a man with an umbrella and the foresight to 
build fighter aircraft in large quantities, but we should never have been in such 
a precarious situation in the first place.
 another central tenet of those who supported the logic of appeasement was 
to argue that all-out rearmament was economically impossible. This was simply 
not true. interest rates stood way below four per cent until september 1939. 
increased government borrowing to support rearmament was feasible. it was 
the will to implement such a policy that was lacking. British government deficits 
in the late 1930s amounted to one per cent of gdp. as heavy industry was 
already struggling to recover world market share due to the ‘great depression’, 
rearmament to match germany would have stimulated growth, especially in 
the depressed industrial regions suffering from high levels of unemployment.10 
putting those ‘genuinely seeking work’ back in jobs in desolate areas previ-
ously dependent on iron, steel, shipbuilding and coal would have been socially 
cohesive. a fully utilised and mobilised British economy would have greatly 
increased tax revenues and made further financing of additional borrowing 
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much easier. The term ‘national government’ would have been enhanced. a 
fully rearming Britain and france, acting in unison, and matching german 
military spending in the late 1930s would have been a far better option than 
appeasement. if that strong drive to match german military spending had been 
supported by churchillian rhetoric, then such rearmament would have trans-
formed the public mood. 
 instead, a vocal lobby of influential bankers in the city of london and 
export orientated business types peddled the view that avoiding war with hitler 
made more sense than making an early decision to stop him. These ‘gentle-
manly capitalists’ organized many anglo-german conferences, trade meetings 
and cultural exchanges. lord Mount temple, leader of the anglo-german 
fellowship, told an audience of like-minded german businessmen: ‘our public 
opinion is convinced that a final and clear understanding between our two 
peoples must be attained so that peace and stability in the world can be estab-
lished’.11 a large assortment of people clustered around ‘The establishment’ 
caught the appeasement bug too. The ‘appeasers’ shared a number of views and 
prejudices. They were sympathetic to the point of sycophancy towards german 
grievances, thought french belligerence towards germany was the central cause 
of tension, and they were all strongly anti-communist, which ruled out bringing 
the soviet Union into a diplomatic alignment designed to deter germany. sir 
edward grigg, the conservative Mp, claimed, ‘most conservatives prefer the 
german system to the russian because it is nationalistic in spirit and does not 
seek to unbalance the unity of other nations by dividing it on class lines’.12 The 
league of nations was also derided to the point of contempt during their dinner 
party conversations. as the tory Mp leopold amery put it: ‘if we were victims 
of unprovoked aggression today we might as well call on the man in the moon 
as make a direct appeal to league.’13 Many of the ‘appeasers’ were frequent 
visitors to nazi germany. They returned with glowing reports about the ‘new 
germany’ while ignoring persecution of the Jews and the brutal suppression in 
the concentration camps. 
 we will, however, fatally misunderstand chamberlain’s own mission to 
appease hitler if we depict him as the ‘envoy’ or ‘puppet’ of bankers, the 
city, the ‘cliveden set’, the eccentric Mitford sisters and the flaky prince of 
wales.14 chamberlain’s approach to appeasement was very personal and deeply 
instinctive. chamberlain was a politician of the gut feeling and he approached 
all policy issues in this way. nor should we view chamberlain as a ‘peace lover’ 
of the pacifist variety either. he never ruled out war as an instrument of policy. 
after all, declaring war became policy choice in september 1939- though he 
was never that enthusiastic about waging war until his resignation in May 1940. 
to get really to the heart of chamberlain’s conduct of foreign policy, it must 
be appreciated that his biggest wish was to avoid another world war. This had 
become part of his dna by the late 1930s. his own beloved cousin norman had 
fallen in the ‘great war’ This personal bereavement was always on his mind. 
when chamberlain said ‘war wins nothing, cures nothing and ends nothing’ 
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his voice resonated a tone of heartfelt honesty and deep emotion.15 to avoid war, 
chamberlain sacrificed many democratic and moral principles that in other 
circumstances he would have defended vigorously. in doing this, chamberlain 
was led time and time again by his emotional instincts. horace wilson, a close 
confidante, describes chamberlain’s chief aim very succinctly: ‘our policy was 
never designed to postpone war, or enable us to enter it more united. The aim 
of appeasement was to avoid war altogether, for all time.’16 
 when chamberlain became prime Minister it was no secret that appeasing 
the dictators would be his chief aim. his instinct told that he had special 
negotiating skills that would make a real difference to the dangerous inter-
national situation. he believed that all that was required to relieve tension in 
europe was to ‘sit down at a table with the germans and run through all their 
complaints with a pencil’. lord strang, a foreign office official, remembers 
that chamberlain had a ‘naïve confidence in his own judgement and powers 
of persuasion, which most of the foreign office thought was misplaced’.17 his 
single-minded pursuit of appeasement made him hostile and intolerant towards 
anyone who disagreed with him. in spite of his comic-book popular image as 
a weak politician outwitted by hitler, it must be emphasized that few British 
prime Ministers, with the exception of gladstone, Thatcher, and Blair have ever 
pursued a policy with such dogged determination or dominated the cabinet 
with such supreme managerial skill. The minutes of the cabinet and the various 
government committees chamberlain chaired between 1937 and 1940 reveal 
this conclusively. it’s easy to be seduced by these documents, but we must 
remember that chamberlain had gathered around him in government men 
who generally agreed with his views and followed his instincts. ‘if nine times 
out of ten he had his way’, sir samuel hoare later recalled, ‘it was because it was 
also the cabinet’s way.’18 This was not the whole truth. The cabinet agreed with 
him because those in key positions remained in office because chamberlain 
knew he could rely on their support. 
 This explains why he conducted foreign policy in conjunction with a very 
narrow and trusted ‘inner group’ of advisers including sir horace wilson, 
who became his ‘unofficial’ diplomatic envoy; sir Joseph Ball, who ran the 
downing street press office, and r.a. ‘rab’ Butler, his parliamentary Under-
secretary on foreign affairs. The three key figures already examined by david 
dutton – simon, hoare and halifax – were all mostly reliable. sir warren 
fisher offered energetic support from the treasury. sir nevile henderson, the 
British ambassador in Berlin, proved another great supporter of the settlement 
of german grievances in hitler’s favour. ‘it was an international misfortune’, 
anthony eden remembered, ‘that we should have been represented at this 
time [in Berlin] by a man who, so far from warning the nazis, was constantly 
making excuses for them.’19 chamberlain liked the brittle armour that comes 
from being surrounded by ‘yes men’. for a man who believed he couldn’t be 
wrong, quiet agreement was what he demanded of his colleagues. so he derided, 
marginalized and ignored anyone who disagreed with his policy stance. This 
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was not the personality of a really confident individual, more that of an insecure 
individual with an ego like an eggshell who only felt comfortable pushing his 
own agenda and dismissing opponents with a frustrated shrug and dismissive 
rhetoric. 
 any assessment of the viability of the policy of appeasement as a peacekeeping 
policy must devote the greatest amount of attention to the period that led to 
the signing of the Munich agreement of 1938. The crisis over czechoslovakia 
erupted after two sensational events captured headlines of newspapers around 
the world. in february 1938 sir anthony eden, the foreign secretary, resigned, 
citing ‘fundamental differences’ with chamberlain over a number of policy 
issues, most notably, the usefulness of anglo-american friendship, the slow 
pace of rearmament and the desire of the prime Minister to build bridges 
with the erratic italian dictator Mussolini. eden’s departure freed chamberlain 
from an unwelcome and irritating critic whom he had marginalized, ignored 
and undermined for several months previously. chamberlain did not throw 
eden out, but he was gently guiding him towards the door. ‘anthony was 
always against negotiations with the dictators,’ he commented only days after 
his departure.20 chamberlain was soon professing great happiness in having in 
lord halifax ‘a steady unruffled foreign secretary who never causes me any 
worry’.21 
 Just as one political barrier in the way of appeasement in his own cabinet 
was out of the way, he faced another when news broke of what he called the 
‘very disheartening and discouraging german take over in austria’.22 on 14 
March 1938 churchill, another constant source of irritation, suggested that the 
only sensible policy to deal with the obvious german threat to european peace 
was a ‘grand alliance’ of mutual defence based on the covenant of the league 
of nations.23 chamberlain’s instincts told him such a scheme would inevitably 
lead to a european war and so rejected it. By now, chamberlain had already 
made up his mind that czechoslovakia needed to be sacrificed to avoid war. 
The fact that it was one of the few remaining democracies in eastern europe 
was of minor concern. a policy of letting matters take their own course was 
quickly ruled out as two alliances seemingly protected czech independence. it 
was these diplomatic agreements that held out the real prospect of a european 
war. The first was the franco-czech alliance of 1925. The second – and more 
worrying – was a complex pact of mutual assistance between czechoslovakia, 
france and the soviet Union, signed in 1935. The terms laid out that in the 
event of a german attack on the czechs france would intervene. once french 
troops were engaged, the red army would be obliged to join in the military 
assistance of czechoslovakia. 
 The obvious pretext for hitler’s highly predictable assault on czech 
independence – and every uninterested observer knew it – was the three 
million german speakers living in the czech horseshoe-shaped frontier with 
germany called the sudetenland. chamberlain did not know that hitler had 
generously funded the pro-nazi sudeten german party, led by ex-schoolteacher 



 when instinct cloU ds JU d ge Ment 193

Konrad henlein, and orchestrated him to push forward seemingly legitimate 
demands for ‘self-determination’, as if that was all hitler wanted. chamberlain 
not only accepted that german-speaking minorities should be granted self-
determination, but he was sure hitler would inevitably dominate the small 
states of eastern europe anyway and so he ruled out the use of force to prevent 
such changes, provided germany did not use force to achieve its objectives.24 
 during the next six months, chamberlain worked tirelessly to ensure hitler’s 
demands were met and the existing agreements protecting the czechs were 
abandoned. in March 1938, the cabinet discussed British policy. ‘You only have 
to look at the map’, chamberlain told his sister on 20 March 1938, ‘to see that 
nothing we or france could do could possibly save czechoslovakia from being 
overrun by the germans if they wanted to do it.’25 to bolster his position at 
the cabinet meeting, the prime Minister asked the chiefs of staff to produce a 
report on the ‘military implications’ of a german attack on czechoslovakia, but 
asked them to exclude military support from the soviet Union from their calcu-
lations. This narrow frame of reference – so typical of much of the foreign policy 
advice that informed cabinet discussions under chamberlain – produced the 
desired outcome. The report concluded that the Wehrmacht would defeat czech 
forces in weeks, czech territory would only be liberated by a long and bloody 
european war, and there was then no guarantee that the sudeten area would be 
returned anyway.26 The czech army, which was a modern, well-equipped and 
well-disciplined force, was reduced to a simple pushover without any reference 
being made to the fighting force and equipment available to the german army 
or to the overall balance of military strength that might be ranged against 
germany in the event that france and the soviet Union honoured their existing 
agreements. Using the ‘objective’ verdict of the chiefs of staff, chamberlain 
had little difficulty in getting the cabinet to accept the seemingly irrefutable 
view that the czech state was indefensible. The bigger strategic and diplomatic 
picture was never brought into the discussion. 
 This decision to abandon czechoslovakia started the anxiety-riddled period 
that culminated with the signing of the Munich agreement. in the summer 
of 1938, chamberlain commissioned lord runciman to broker a negotiated 
settlement. as henlein was already under instructions from hitler always to, 
Oliver-like, ‘ask for more’, this was impossible. The czech government complied 
with every sudeten grievance only to find another one suddenly appearing. 
Then henderson started sending gloomy and surprisingly accurate reports 
from Berlin indicating that germany was preparing military action against 
czechoslovakia, with mid-september the likely invasion date. on 18 august 
1938 ewald von Kleist-schmenzin, an emissary of ludwig Beck, the chief 
of the army general staff who was planning a coup against hitler, arrived 
in london to warn the British government that hitler did have firm plans to 
invade czechoslovakia. he even suggested that hitler would be forced into a 
humiliating climb down if Britain and france stood firm. churchill met him, 
but chamberlain would not and dismissed his advice out of hand, even though 
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it was true.27 intelligence reports conveyed by the foreign office pointed to an 
exact invasion date of 19 or 20 september 1938.28 
 chamberlain decided the time had come to take his own unilateral action. 
without consulting the cabinet, the french or the czech governments, he 
came up with ‘plan Z’, a high-profile personal visit to hitler in germany. no 
British prime Minister had ever intervened in a major diplomatic crisis in such 
a personal way. The only ministers told of the plan were the loyal triumvirate: 
halifax, simon and hoare. sir alexander cadogan, the permanent secretary 
at the foreign office, and horace wilson were also let in on the secret. on 14 
september 1938 chamberlain told the cabinet that his plan ‘would appeal to 
the hitlerian mentality’ and ‘might be agreeable to his vanity’.29 even the pliant 
hoare felt the visit carried a ‘great political risk’. when franklin d. roosevelt, 
the Us president, was told, he commented: ‘if a chief of police makes a deal 
with leading gangsters and the deal results in no more hold ups, the chief of 
police will be called a great man, but if the gangster do not live up to their word, 
the chief of police will go to jail.’30 winston churchill thought the visit was the 
‘stupidest thing’ the prime Minister had ever suggested.31 foreign office officials 
had long warned against high-level personal contact by a British prime Minister 
with the nazi leader, as it was thought such a personal meeting would inevitably 
show that Britain did not want to fight a war on account of czechoslovakia 
or for that matter on behalf of any small state in eastern europe. The foreign 
office much preferred to ‘keep hitler guessing’ about British intentions. 
 The three private meetings between chamberlain and hitler in september 
1938 – often passed off as just another part of the narrative arc of the czech crisis 
– are absolutely crucial to a full understanding the viability of chamberlain’s 
pursuit of the policy of appeasement. on 15 september, chamberlain’s twin-
engined plane took off from heston airport bound for Munich, the ‘citadel 
of national socialism’. he decided to be his own foreign secretary for the 
trip and left halifax behind. The first time chamberlain and hitler met was 
at Berchtesgaden (‘The Berghof ’), the Bavarian mountain retreat of the nazi 
dictator. hitler’s interpreter paul schmidt was the only other person who 
witnessed this first encounter. chamberlain proposed that each side should 
explain what it wanted. hitler said bluntly that he, ‘did not care whether there 
is a world war or not’, over his key demand of incorporating the sudetenland in 
the reich. chamberlain, who had no authority to accept a transfer of territory, 
made a monumental error by stating that he ‘didn’t care two hoots whether the 
sudeten germans were in the reich or out of it’. he was here raising no objec-
tions to hitler seizing territory to which germany had no legitimate claim. This 
was hardly ‘keeping him guessing’. all the nazi dictator needed to do was to 
arrange the transfer of territory within a negotiated framework. chamberlain 
next promised to return to london to gain acceptance of hitler’s demands from 
the cabinet, the czechs and the french. hitler promised to delay settling the 
matter by military force while chamberlain effectively acted as his emissary. 
This was no concession, as the date set for the german attack was set for 1 
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october. in his notes on the first meeting, chamberlain thought he had ‘gained 
the trust of hitler’,32 and believed he was ‘a man who could be relied upon when 
he had given his word’.33 hitler later described the chamberlain as a cowardly 
‘little worm’ whom he felt had no intention to use force to stop him.34 given 
the unguarded way chamberlain had acted in his presence during this first 
encounter, this was not an unreasonable assumption to make.
 chamberlain gave only a very partial account to the cabinet on 17 september 
of what had transpired in his meeting with hitler. he never even mentioned 
hitler’s uncompromising and bullying tone or his determination to settle the 
matter by force of arms. instead, chamberlain pointed out that only a ‘peaceful 
transfer’ of the sudentenland to germany would prevent war.35 The next day 
he met daladier, the french prime Minister, and informed him that hitler had 
agreed to carry out the transfer in an ‘orderly fashion’, knowing full well the nazi 
dictator had made no such promise. in other words, he lied to Britain’s key ally 
at a critical moment. daladier strongly opposed applying the principle of ‘self-
determination’ to the sudeten case, as he felt this would encourage hitler to 
press further territorial claims. chamberlain then suggested that the only way to 
settle the crisis was for the sudentenland to be transferred to the reich as hitler 
suggested. daladier accepted this solution, but only after chamberlain gave a 
firm promise that Britain would join in a fresh guarantee of the remainder of 
czech territory. This became publicly known as ‘anglo-french plan’. in reality, 
it was hitler’s demand made palatable by being uttered from chamberlain’s lips. 
The czech government was told to accept the anglo-french plan or ‘you’re on 
your own’. it was quite literally a Godfather-like offer they could not refuse. 
 chamberlain made a second visit to germany on 22 september 1938, 
firmly believing that all of hitler’s requirements had been fulfilled. halifax told 
him prior to the meeting that British public opinion had reached the ‘limit 
of concessions’.36 The two leaders met this time at the hotel dreesen in the 
rhineland town of Bad godesberg. schmidt and chamberlain both took notes. 
chamberlain recounted the events of the past week to hitler. as he finished, he 
sat back in his chair with a satisfied expression as if to say – as schmidt put it – 
‘haven’t i worked splendidly [on your behalf] in the past five days’.37 hitler now 
realized just how far chamberlain was prepared to go to avoid war, so naturally, 
like any good poker player, he upped his demands, even though he held a weak 
hand. hitler’s demands were incredibly harsh. czech troops, police and state 
officials had to leave the german-speaking area immediately. any czech citizen 
refusing to accept the transfer would be relieved of his property and allowed to 
keep just a suitcase of belongings as he acclimatized to his new refugee status 
and moved eastward on foot to what remained of czechoslovakia.
 chamberlain told hitler that he had already taken ‘his political life in his 
hands’ to gain acceptance of hitler’s Berchtesgaden demands, but was certain 
‘public opinion’ would not accept what became known as ‘the godesburg 
Memorandum’. chamberlain once again emphasized that he had no personal 
interest whatsoever in the fate of czechoslovakia or its people, a position that 
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hardly made his pledge to guarantee the revised borders of the czech state 
seem very convincing to hitler. recognizing it was politically impossible to gain 
acceptance of hitler’s much harsher terms, chamberlain adjourned the talks. 
The next day he informed the nazi dictator that he was prepared to ‘submit 
hitler’s demands to the czechs’, but did not indicate whether he found them 
personally objectionable.38 on the evening of 23 september, chamberlain met 
hitler once more, but the nazi dictator was unwilling to modify his position at 
all. according to schmidt, chamberlain left the firm impression on hitler that 
he would still try and accommodate hitler’s wishes if this were possible.
 on 24 september the cabinet met three times. some ministers felt the price 
now being demanded to avoid war was morally unacceptable. chamberlain 
told his colleagues that he had established ‘an influence over herr hitler’ and 
believed he would ‘not go back on his word’. Then he tried to claim there was 
little ‘substantive difference’ between the anglo-french plan and the godesburg 
Memorandum. indeed, the case chamberlain put forward amounted to a 
complete capitulation to nazi demands once again. his instincts told him this 
was the only course of action. The final cabinet meeting of the day adjourned 
without a final decision being reached.39 
 The next day the cabinet met twice more. halifax, deeply troubled by the 
moral implications of accepting the godesburg Memorandum, had endured 
a ‘sleepless night’. a week before, he had believed the Berchtesgaden demands 
were the only logical way to avoid war, but events at godesburg had convinced 
him of the ‘immorality of yielding to force’. hitler was dictating terms as ‘if he 
had already won a war’. The ‘disorderly’ nature of the transfer being demanded 
was – in halifax’s view – ‘morally unacceptable’. chamberlain scribbled a note 
to his colleague, which stated, ‘your complete change of view since i saw you 
last night is a horrible blow to me’, and implied he ‘preferred to resignation to 
declaring war’.40 Most of the cabinet sided with halifax. for the first time, the 
cabinet had set a limit on chamberlain’s desire to avoid war.41 
 french leaders arrived in downing street on 25 september to increase 
chamberlain’s political isolation. daladier rejected the godesburg proposals 
out of hand by stating that hitler had to accept the original anglo-french 
plan or face war. The czech government described the proposals as a ‘de 
facto ultimatum’ usually presented to a nation defeated in war. chamberlain 
asked the cabinet to let him send a letter to hitler to be delivered by wilson 
proposing a conference to settle the crisis. cabinet members agreed on the strict 
condition that wilson tell hitler that if he rejected a negotiated settlement, the 
czechs would fight, france would fight and Britain would stand by the french. 
chamberlain asked the cabinet to agree that the final threat be given verbally, 
after hitler had digested his own more conciliatory letter.42 on 26 september, 
wilson told hitler that the godesburg Memorandum had been rejected. only 
a conference could settle the issue peacefully. in reply, hitler said the czechs 
had to accept the godesberg proposals before he would even consider compro-
mising his terms. at this point, wilson should have issued the stern warning 
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demanded by the cabinet, but he did not. why? Because chamberlain told 
wilson to delay the warning until the next day and only deliver it ‘in sorrow’. 
wilson did finally tell hitler that Britain would ‘support france’, but unwisely 
promised hitler to ‘try and make those czechs sensible’ as he left the room, 
which once more indicated that British support for the czechs was still wafer 
thin.43

 faced with a united stand by Britain, france and czechoslovakia, the 
german chiefs of staff pressed home to hitler how unprepared the german 
armed forces were for war. The really decisive figure in pulling hitler back 
from the brink of war in 1938 was not chamberlain or Mussolini, but herman 
göring, the leader of the Luftwaffe, who was the chief architect of the Munich 
conference. we now know that göring drafted the terms of the agreement in 
consultation with weizäcker at the german foreign office. when this draft was 
presented to hitler on 28 september, it was presented as the work of Mussolini- 
who had been given details of göring’s peace plan and supported it as the 
italians were not prepared for war either.44

 The strong public, political and international condemnation of the godesburg 
Memorandum was really a lost opportunity to start a two-front war. The forces 
available to germany in 1938 were never as favourable as British ministers, 
supported by their bungling military and intelligence advisers, had predicted. 
The german chiefs of staff were as pessimistic as their British counterparts. 
hitler’s ability to talk a good fight spread the alarm, but he had been bluffing 
all along, in the hope of warning off Britain and france from supporting 
czechoslovakia. chamberlain’s mad dash to avoid war led him to bargain away 
a modern czech army of thirty-seven well-equipped divisions at a time when 
the British army only had two divisions ready for action. The czech army 
was in a far better position to fight the Wehrmacht than the polish army was 
a year later. what is more, chamberlain sacrificed the huge skoda armaments 
factory, which greatly enhanced german’s rearmament programme and greatly 
worsened the strategic position of poland. in 1938, the output of the skoda 
works equalled all of Britain’s armaments factories put together. on a diplo-
matic level, chamberlain had sidelined the soviet Union during the crisis. This 
left an impression in Moscow that British policy was content as long as hitler 
moved east. even if the red army had not supported the czechs militarily 
in 1938, the soviet navy could have assisted in a naval blockade in the Baltic, 
thereby denying hitler valuable iron ore supplies from norway. on the western 
front, france could have launched sixty well-equipped divisions against a 
german army in 1938, with only eight poorly equipped german divisions in 
defence. The french air force outnumbered the Luftwaffe by a ratio of four to 
three, and those figures excluded additional air force support of Britain and 
czechoslovakia. 
 The economic position was far more favourable to the western allies in 1938 
than in 1939. france and Britain had large dollar deposits in the Usa, whereas 
germany’s foreign currency and gold reserves were rapidly running out in 
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1938. There was no economic advantage for Britain to delay war by a further 
year. a greater outflow of capital, currency and gold from london followed 
Munich, as investors expected that war was coming, and there was a headlong 
move on bonds held in europe by British investors. This is yet another sign that 
the city saw war as more likely, in spite of the settlement and the spin doctoring 
by chamberlain that accompanied it.
 we also know that The Luftwaffe’s capacity to bomb British cities was merely 
a figment of the British chiefs of staff ’s imagination. no serious german study 
of the Luftwaffe fighting strength in 1938 has unearthed any plans to bomb 
Britain whatsoever. only twenty-four fully equipped german divisions, out of 
a total of fifty, were even ready for the attack on czechoslovakia. There was a 
severe ammunition shortage in the german army at that time too. only five 
panzer units were ready for action in 1938. naval preparations were practi-
cally non-existent. The german armed forces had only a four-month supply 
of petrol and no reserve forces to draw on in september 1938. By occupying 
the sudetenland without a fight, the germans acquired 1.5 million rifles, 750 
aircraft, 600 tanks and 2,000 artillery weapons. in sum, the British and french 
government leaders and their chiefs of staff totally misread how much the 
balance of power was loaded in their favour in 1938.45

 nor can it be convincingly argued that chamberlain’s policy of appeasing 
hitler enjoyed widespread popular support. a high level of news management, 
media management and outright censorship was employed to promote this idea. 
BBc radio coverage of the czech crisis was severely restricted. in March 1938 
halifax asked the BBc to use great sensitivity when reporting news about hitler 
and Mussolini. in July, the foreign office gained the agreement to vet the scripts 
of a programme called The Past Week, presented by harold nicolson, when he 
started to discuss the czech crisis. on 5 september nicolson agreed not to talk 
about the crisis after pressure from the foreign office.46 BBc radio listeners 
were given hardly any details about what took place in the meetings between 
hitler and chamberlain. cinema newsreels offered an equally sanitized and 
chamberlain led presentation of events. in reality, public opinion was moving 
against appeasement, especially when details of the godesberg talks emerged. 
according the duff cooper, ‘we were being advised on all sides to do the same 
thing: to make plain to germany that we would fight’.47

 The social research organization Mass observation, founded in 1937, set out 
to uncover the views of ‘ordinary people’ during the czech crisis through sample 
surveys, diaries and interviews. a majority of those interviewed said they had 
little knowledge of the issues. This was blamed on the high level of government 
secrecy surrounding them. a total of 71 per cent thought chamberlain’s first 
visit to meet hitler was ‘a good thing’, but when news emerged of the godesberg 
proposals 44 per cent per cent were ‘indignant’ and just 18 per cent were 
‘pro-chamberlain’. once the public had clear and accurate information about 
hitler’s bullying tactics they swiftly turned against the whole idea of appeasing 
him. a further Mo poll showed that 93 per cent of respondents did not believe 
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hitler when he said he had ‘no more territorial demands in europe’.48 a diary 
entry by a middle-class housewife in glasgow on 24 september states: ‘My 
knowledge of the crisis comes from the wireless [radio], for i never miss the 
bulletins.’49 a month later, she noted that most of the people in the office she 
worked for had a ‘hostile reception’ to the Munich agreement.50 an eighty-
year-old women in ilford, essex, recorded in her diary on 1 october 1938 that 
though ‘thankful that the cloud of horror had lifted . . . i cannot rejoice’.51 a 
middle-aged housewife from Barrow took soundings in her neighbourhood 
about the reaction to the Munich agreement. a schoolteacher neighbour of 
hers commented, ‘we will have war . . . in another year’. her next-door neighbour 
talked of British ‘betrayal and weakness’ and the writer noticed generally that, 
‘there was not the joyful feeling abroad i had expected’.52 it seems likely that if 
chamberlain had chosen to reveal how aggressively hitler had acted during his 
face-to-face meetings with him, then a public drive to ‘stop hitler’ would have 
proved far more popular than the policy of appeasement. There was a powerful 
and growing sense of unease about the morality of appeasement that really took 
hold as the czech crisis developed and moved sharply in an anti-appeasement 
direction thereafter.
 post-Munich, hitler made a complete mockery of chamberlain’s hope for 
lasting peace. he first of all announced a greatly accelerated programme of 
german rearmament, which included a pledge to reach parity with the royal 
navy in submarines and plans for increased spending on the army and the 
Luftwaffe. in several speeches hitler denounced ‘umbrella-carrying politicians’ 
who interfered in the settlement of future german grievances – an obvious 
reference to chamberlain’s shuttle diplomacy. hitler depicted Munich as the 
victory of ‘german brute force’ and promised to apply such force in the future.53 
in november 1938, came news of the horrific brutality of Kristallnacht, the most 
violent night of destruction launched against the Jewish community in nazi 
germany. in January 1939 hitler promised the ‘extermination of the Jewish race 
in europe’ in the event of a second world war in the reichstag. roosevelt now 
admitted to ‘great shame’ in having originally given support for the policy of 
appeasement. The moral legitimacy for appeasing hitler was ripped into shreds 
well before hitler marched into prague.54

 it has often been claimed that chamberlain ‘hoped for the best, but prepared 
for the worst’ after Munich.55 The evidence suggests otherwise. increasing 
armament in preparation for an inevitable war was never uppermost in 
chamberlain’s mind. on 22 october 1938 chamberlain told his sister ida: ‘a 
lot of people seem to me to be losing their heads and talking and thinking as 
though Munich made more instead of less imminent.’56 ‘The only thing i care 
about’, he commented on 4 december 1938, ‘is to carry out the policy i believe, 
indeed know to be right.’57 when the war office urged him to create six army 
divisions to aid france in the event of war, he rejected the proposal, and agreed 
new spending for anti-aircraft weaponry. in august 1939 Britain still had only 
two fully equipped army divisions to send to france in the event of war. 
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 in october 1938, chamberlain was still arguing that ‘the burden of armament 
might break our backs’. The pressure to increase arms expenditure came from 
the service chiefs, the cabinet, his political critics and a growing section of 
public opinion. Yet chamberlain went on ‘hoping’ for an agreement with hitler 
and Mussolini to ‘stop the armament race’.58 on 31 october, chamberlain 
told the cabinet his policy remained ‘appeasement’, with the chief aim of 
‘establishing relations with the [fascist] dictator powers which will lead to a 
settlement in europe and to a sense of stability’. what chamberlain wanted was 
‘more support for my policy, and not a strengthening of those who don’t believe 
in it’.59 for this reason, he resisted churchill’s demand to create a Ministry of 
supply. when halifax suggested chamberlain create a government of ‘national 
unity’ shortly after Munich, including churchill and eden, chamberlain said 
such a move would ‘wreck the policy with which i am identified with and would 
soon make my position intolerable’.60 
 chamberlain even went on offering economic concessions to germany long 
after Munich. Montagu norman, the governor of the Bank of england, went 
to Berlin to discuss a possible British loan to germany after Munich. British 
exports of raw materials to germany continued, even though the foreign 
office pointed out that most of this continuing trade helped boost the german 
arms industry. while the Us government imposed a punitive tariff on german 
imports after prague, the British government imposed no similar sanctions. in 
november 1938, the Board of trade advised the federation of British industry 
to open negotiations with its german equivalent to explore new trade agree-
ments and hold an ‘industrial locarno’, in dusseldorf in March 1939, attended 
by forty British firms and trade associations. in January 1939, the Board of trade 
helped to negotiate an anglo-german coal cartel. in february 1939 the duke of 
saxe-coburg, speaking at a dinner of the anglo-german fellowship, referred to 
the ‘very good progress being made in anglo-german trade negotiations’.61 The 
dusseldorf trade convention opened on the morning of 15 March 1939 – the 
same day german tanks motored through the streets of prague. amazingly, the 
fBi went ahead with the conference on the grounds that ‘political difficulties 
have nothing to do with industrialists’.62 on the eve of the second world war, 
there were 133 separate trade agreements between British and german business 
groups, and a great many of those were signed after Munich. 63

 even after the occupation of prague, chamberlain sanctioned a number of 
secret conversations with leading nazis on economic matters. from Berlin, 
henderson kept telling chamberlain economic help might preserve peace. on 
four separate occasions in June and July 1939, horace wilson held discussions 
with dr helmut wohltat, a close adviser to göring, in london. wilson empha-
sized the willingness of Britain to cooperate with germany in the economic 
sphere. robert hudson, apparently acting on his own initiative, also met 
wohltat on 20 July 1939. he offered germany ‘a big loan’ in return for political 
discussions and rearmament agreements. These discussions had chamberlain’s 
blessing, but to his utter dismay hudson told the Daily Express that he ‘planned 
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[a] peace loan to germany’, which caused chamberlain to comment that it was 
now impossible to enter into any conversations with the germans.64 
 The real problem for chamberlain after the german march into prague was 
that the policy of appeasement had lost all credibility. Munich was turned in six 
short months from a public relations triumph into a symbol of national humili-
ation. chamberlain was now forced into a further series of equally hasty and 
muddled decisions that simply made matters worse. The first was the ill-judged 
guarantee to poland, announced on 31 March 1939. This had been pressed on 
him by halifax, as rumours abounded that hitler was about to attack poland, 
romania and greece. soon chamberlain came to love the polish guarantee. 
during the czech crisis, polish diplomats had told ribbentrop, the german 
foreign Minister, that a blank refusal to allow the red army passage though 
polish territory had ensured there was no hope of czechoslovakia being saved.65 
what is more, french ministers had long mistrusted polish intentions. They felt 
colonel Beck, the polish foreign Minister, was slippery and as likely to reach an 
accommodation with nazi germany as with the western powers. with Beck in 
charge of polish foreign policy, chamberlain thought there was a decent chance 
of settling the danzig question without provoking a general war. The guarantee 
of poland created a tangled and over-complicated diplomatic situation which 
made gaining an alliance with the soviet Union without polish agreement 
impossible. as the poles refused soviet help, this made it easier for stalin not 
to give it. when the soviet Union proposed a triple alliance between Britain, 
france and themselves in april 1939 they were turned down flat by the British 
government. chamberlain opposed an alliance with the soviet Union because 
he believed it would antagonize hitler, alienate poland and make war more 
inevitable. chamberlain never contemplated flying to meet stalin and rejected 
generous offers by churchill and eden to lead the negotiations. it was not until 
august 1939 that British and french military delegations arrived in Moscow to 
conduct negotiations and by that time the endless delay had already done its 
damage. 
 This lack of urgency in the anglo-soviet negotiations and the low profile 
attached to them was yet another monumental error of judgement by 
chamberlain. with Britain seemingly disinterested, the question for stalin 
became a simple one: why fight a war to save anti-soviet poland and thereby 
start a nazi–soviet war? when hitler offered stalin a non-aggression pact in 
august, it seemed a logical solution. The seeds of this situation were sown 
during the czech crisis, when chamberlain sidelined the soviet Union and 
were cemented by the lack of urgency he demonstrated after prague. 
 no wonder hitler expected chamberlain to engineer a ‘second Munich’ 
over danzig. By august 1939 hitler had already factored into his plans the 
probability that the western powers might declare war, but he thought they 
were unlikely to launch any offensive operations in the west in the swift time 
it took the Wehrmacht to dispose of poland. hitler thought chamberlain 
was bluffing in 1939 when he said Britain would stand by poland. it was the 
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strength of anti-hitler opinion in Britain and france that made it impossible 
for chamberlain to bring about a ‘second Munich’ and it was never a serious 
option. The sacrifice of czechoslovakia to the cause of appeasing hitler was 
in fact the last chance for appeasement. few people in Britain or france could 
stomach a second humiliating climb down in the face of hitler’s aggression. 
chamberlain’s carefully constructed and seemingly irresistible case in favour of 
appeasement finally collapsed under the weight of hitler’s drive to re-draw the 
map of europe by force.
 chamberlain’s instinctive decision to go ‘all out’ to appease hitler was a 
project fraught with danger; a flawed and ill-judged crisis management strategy 
in which chamberlain’s desire for peace led him into a serious of errors that 
culminated in the outbreak of war. chamberlain’s actions helped germany 
increase its ability to wage war. it sidelined the idea that British policy needed 
to have clear moral and ethical principles. for these reasons, chamberlain’s 
personality must always play a central part in the explanation of why British 
policy took the course it did between 1937 and 1939. 
 chamberlain’s pursuit of appeasement operated in its purest form during 
the czech crisis. The decision to meet hitler was a monumental blunder. his 
desperation to satisfy hitler’s demands gave the nazi dictator a very clear 
impression that Britain would not go to war to stop him gaining territory at 
the expense of small powers. we must not forget that chamberlain was even 
prepared to accept the brutal godesberg Memorandum. The decision to obtain 
hitler’s signature on the so called ‘anglo-german declaration’ was yet another 
major error, as it gave a misleading impression about hitler’s real intentions, 
which chamberlain knew were purely aggressive and uncompromising.  
 chamberlain was never buying time for an inevitable struggle either. The 
way he conducted the ‘phoney war’ from september 1939 to May 1940 shows 
that he wished to avoid war and if it came about to stay on the defensive for 
as long as he could. Yet chamberlain – whose mind was not easily dislodged 
from a fixed position – went on believing, even on his death bed, that ‘there 
is nothing more or anything different, that i could have done and that would 
have been more successful’.66 The truth is an all-out drive for rearmament, a 
stronger commitment to france and a solid anti-fascist alliance would have 
been much more successful. The real opportunity was lost in september 1938 
when the balance of forces were heavily stacked against the nazi regime. if war 
had broken out as a result of a german attack on czechoslovakia in 1938, this 
would have forced hitler’s regime to face a military and economic combination 
that would ultimately have shortened the conflict. 
 The time has surely come to recognize that appeasement was not a viable 
policy to deal with the threat to world peace posed by hitler’s openly militaristic 
regime. The alternative churchillian policy of standing up to hitler could have 
been adopted by bringing churchill into the cabinet well before september 
1939. after prague, the door was open to create a united anti-hitler stance, 
but once again chamberlain muddled on with the ill-thought-out guarantee to 
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poland. it is a tragedy that chamberlain stayed on as prime Minister, after the 
humiliation of prague, in March 1939. chamberlain was certainly a man of his 
time, but he was also a man led by instincts that clouded his judgement and 
led to muddled decisions that abandoned small nations, encouraged french 
weakness, fuelled stalin’s suspicion, marginalized churchill and ultimately 
took Britain into war that could have been avoided or begun on much more 
favourable terms. 
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chapter 12

Missed Opportunities? Intelligence and the British 
Road to War

Kevin Quinlan and Calder Walton

sir ian Kershaw’s claim that the second world war was ‘more inevitable than 
most’ may be true, but this was not the consensus in whitehall in the years 
leading up to the german attack on poland on 1 september 1939.1 There was 
considerable dissent among Britain’s civilian intelligence services and top policy-
makers regarding hitler’s intentions. so the outbreak of war caught Britain’s 
intelligence community off-guard. This had much to do with slim resources. 
Between the two world wars, the three civilian British intelligence services – 
government code and cypher school (gc&cs – signals intelligence), the 
secret intelligence service (sis – intelligence overseas) and the security service 
(Mi5 – domestic and imperial intelligence) – developed haphazardly. They 
mostly focused on immediate threats and especially the ‘subversive’ activities 
of the soviet Union. a shift in priorities toward the ‘german menace’ in the 
mid-1930s further stretched finite resources. 
 external pressures required security officials to rethink the process of intel-
ligence analysis. as the international situation worsened, the need for accurate 
intelligence became vital to policy makers. Yet the pace of events outpaced 
reforms. This meant there was little integrated intelligence to inform the politi-
cians even when they were disposed to consider it. gc&cs provided little 
intelligence of consequence on the situation in central europe. Most of sis’s 
assessments fell within the camp of appeasers, while Mi5’s information had 
little impact at all on policymakers. Mi5 was so ill prepared for the outbreak 
of war that none of its key officers knew either the name of the german intel-
ligence service, the Abwehr, or the name of its head, admiral canaris. as we 
shall see, the role of British intelligence in the origins of the second world war 
was one of missed opportunities for the politicians and the intelligence services. 
 British intelligence was a very informal activity before the second world 
war. in the interwar period, intelligence – both as organization and practice 
– was highly personalized. sir vernon Kell, first director of Mi5, and sir 
Mansfield cumming, the first chief of sis (‘c’), virtually built their organi-
zations from a staff of one. and while Britain may boast the world’s longest 
continuously operating intelligence services, in 1939 these services were just 
thirty years old. Mi5 still operated under its first director and sis under its 
second chief (admiral sir hugh ‘Quex’ sinclair, who became ‘c’ after cumming 
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died in 1923). The conduct of intelligence reflected this personal, pragmatic and 
essential amateur culture: recruitment was informal and training was on the 
job. 
 new recruits came by word of mouth, and often by way of upper-class gentle-
men’s club connections. Both sis and Mi5 had a strong contingent of former 
colonial police officers. Both services were slow to recruit graduates, let alone 
the cambridge graduates they became infamous for. in fact, because of the 
recruitment of the ‘cambridge spies’ by the soviets in 1939, there were more 
graduates of British universities working for soviet intelligence than British. 
although Mi5 recruited female oxbridge graduates as secretaries during the 
first world war, its first oxbridge officer recruit, sir dick white, did not join 
until 1935.2 Many senior officers rejected what they considered the ‘effete intel-
lectualism’ of university types. The irascible claude dansey, sis veteran and 
deputy chief during the second world war, was fond of saying ‘i would never 
willingly employ a university man.’3 he later wrote, ‘i have less fear of Bolshies 
and fascists than i have of some pedantic but vocal University professor.’4

 officers did not receive the methodical training that became the norm 
after the second world war. cumming had referred to espionage as ‘capital 
sport’,5 and little emphasis was given to what is today called ‘tradecraft’. white 
later described his training as ‘risibly perfunctory’.6 interwar sis officer leslie 
nicholson (later writing under the pseudonym John whitwell) recalled that 
before he took up his first post in prague nobody ‘gave me any tips on how to 
be a spy, how to make contact with, and worm vital information out of, unsus-
pecting experts’.7 
 The second world war changed all this. The rapid increase in recruits 
required an ‘industrial’ solution to training and recruitment. Mi5 essentially 
broke down in 1940, unable to cope with the onslaught of increasing staff. The 
demands of war was the catalyst that forced a systematic approach to intelli-
gence collection and management. it resulted, for example, in the development 
of training courses and the production of syllabi on the principles of tradecraft 
for Britain’s wartime sabotage organization, the special operations executive 
(soe).8 it also emphasized the importance of coordinating analytic bodies, 
such as the Joint intelligence committee (Jic). in other words, the path from 
amateurs to professionals in the first half of twentieth-century intelligence was 
also the one from apprenticeship to manual, from adventurism to committee.9

 even the study of the intelligence history in the UK has long remained 
the realm of amateurs. Until relatively recently it was the ‘missing dimension’ 
of twentieth-century history.10 and even where intelligence has influenced 
the historiography of the second world war – indeed what history of that 
period would now be complete without an account of Bletchley park or 
enigma? – relatively few histories of the pre-war period discuss intelligence in 
a meaningful way. in piers Brendon’s massive study of the 1930s, for example, 
Mi5 and sis receive but one mention apiece.11 roy hattersley’s recent account 
of interwar Britain even tells the story of the Zinoviev letter without so much 
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as mentioning the role of intelligence services.12 There was another reason why 
the role of intelligence remained an untold story. Up to the 1990s, intelligence 
archives were unavailable. with little official documentation, ‘intelligence 
history’ took on a somewhat eccentric role. historians attempting to study 
Britain’s intelligence services were placed in the extraordinary position of 
researching a subject that did not officially exist. 
 consequently, ‘insider accounts’ and memoirs account for the majority 
of the literature. They have provided insight into processes long shielded 
by the official secrets act – such as sir John Masterman’s The Double-Cross 
System – but have equally provided a useful medium for disgruntled former 
officers and conspiracy theorists, as was the case with peter wright’s tell-all 
memoir Spycatcher.13 The study of intelligence gained firm foundations when 
the government commissioned two historians, professor M.r.d. foot and sir  
f.h. hinsley, to write official histories of British intelligence operations during 
the second world war. foot’s account of soe in france, first published in 1966, 
remains a classic.14 ‘harry’ hinsley’s monumental British Intelligence during the 
Second World War, published in four volumes between 1979 and 1990, is the 
gold standard of official intelligence history.15 
 The study of British intelligence has benefited greatly from the recent declas-
sification of intelligence files. following from the security service act 1989 and 
the intelligence services act 1994, which finally gave the security and intel-
ligence services statutory footing, Mi5 and the government communications 
headquarters (gchQ, successor to gc&cs) have begun to release files from 
their archives. Mi5 has to date declassified some 4,000 files up to 1957, and 
gchQ has transferred nearly all of its wartime records to the national archives 
at Kew in london.16 sis, however, refuses to release any of the records from its 
own archives, contending that the secrecy of its past sources and methods is 
crucial to its current operational success.
 Mi5’s decision in 2002 to open its archives for outside scrutiny was a 
landmark event. it was the first time any intelligence service sanctioned an 
authorized account of its history. The product, The Defence of the Realm, 
by historian christopher andrew, was released in late 2009 to mark Mi5’s 
centenary. sis has followed suit with an authorized history by Keith Jeffery, 
which covers the period of 1909–49.17 it remains the case that we know most, 
and can therefore write with much greater certainty, about Mi5 than we can 
its fellow services. in sum, the present is an extraordinary time to research the 
history of British intelligence. recently declassified documents have revised 
our understanding of British governance and diplomacy, making intelligence 
history one of the most dynamic fields of research in historical studies today. 
 Before the second world war, departmental interests dominated intelligence 
collection in Britain. intelligence ‘failures’ – inaccurate assessments, incorrect 
predictions, false alarms – often reflected a central weakness of the British 
intelligence architecture: the absence of a unifying analytical and assessment 
function. no such permanent body existed in Britain until the formation of the 
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Joint intelligence committee (Jic) in 1936, and it was not until 1940 that the 
intelligence services began to act with any real sense of communal purpose. The 
term ‘intelligence community’ did not appear until the early cold war.18 This 
too was a function of the haphazard development of pre-second world war 
British intelligence. departmental concerns dominated collection priorities 
during and through the first world war, but the formation of gc&cs in 
1919 from Mi1(b) (military signals intelligence) and room 40 (navy signals 
intelligence) was the first step towards creating intelligence services of inter-
departmental pertinence. 
 Until recently, the history of early British cryptanalysis was generally limited 
to room 40, the naval bureau of cryptanalysis.19 relatively little has been 
written on the contribution of the military to sigint during the first world 
war and the interwar period.20 historian John ferris has noted that Mi1(b) 
is ‘the worst documented of British intelligence agencies between 1900 and 
1945’.21 recent literature, however, has begun to highlight the importance 
of Mi8 (cable censorship) and Mi1(b).22 peter freeman, the late historian of 
gchQ, has shown that military sigint played just as significant a role in the 
formation of gc&cs as room 40 did.23

 for bureaucratic reasons, gc&cs (the amalgamation of room 40 and 
Mi1(b)) was situated in the admiralty after its formation in 1919, though it 
moved to the foreign office in 1922 (as did sis in 1921). despite the move, 
they both served multiple departments. a.g. denniston described gc&cs 
as ‘an adopted child of the foreign office with no family rights, and the poor 
relation of the sis, whose peacetime activities left little cash to spare’.24 gc&cs’s 
officially recognized function was to ‘to advise as to the security of codes and 
cyphers used by all government departments and to assist in their provision’, 
but secret instructions also ordered it ‘to study the methods of cypher commu-
nications used by foreign powers’.25 room 40 has received more discussion, but 
Mi1(b) ‘brought the larger dowry in staff and technical experience’ to gc&cs, 
contributing a larger proportion of both senior and junior officers. whereas it 
was generally thought in 1919 that military and naval radio intercepts would 
consume gc&cs’s future time and energy, gc&cs primarily focused on 
deciphering diplomatic telegrams sent over international cables, Mi1(b)’s area 
of expertise. a sample of gc&cs’s decryption output between november 1919 
and January 1920 also shows that the countries covered by Mi1(b) during the 
war accounted for over fifty per cent of gc&cs’s output, whereas countries 
covered by room 40 only accounted for about fifteen per cent.26 Based on this 
correlation it could be could be argued that Mi1(b)’s analysts were not only 
greater in number than room 40’s, but were also more productive.
 Yet such a conclusion overlooks the strategic significance of some intercepts 
over others. from 1919–33, soviet russia was thought to pose the greatest 
threat to the British security, and the greatest cryptanalytic work against soviet 
russia came from the remnants of room 40, not Mi1(b). The Bolsheviks did 
not maintain the same high level of communications security (coMsec) 
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practiced by their tsarist predecessors. despite the security of tsarist codes, 
the Bolsheviks discontinued their use and instead relied on inferior systems. 
russia also suffered the loss of a number of tsarist cryptographers after the 
1917 revolution. ernst fetterlein, for example, emigrated to the UK and led 
Britain’s cryptographic assault against soviet russia with considerable effect.27 
during the critical initial phases of 1920’s anglo-soviet trade negotiations, 
which paved the way for formal diplomatic relations, it has been concluded that 
‘the single most important source available to the British government was the 
soviet diplomatic traffic decrypted by fetterlein and his assistants at gc&cs’.28 
 Between 1917 and 1927, the British had unfettered access to soviet commu-
niqués, a substantial achievement considering gc&cs employed a mere thirty 
officers at that time (in the 1930s the number increased only by ten).29 of the 
major nations occupying gc&cs’s focus (soviet Union, germany, france, 
and Japan) the soviet decrypts proved the most important as they produced 
the ‘only real operational intelligence’.30 But access was short lived. in 1927 the 
Metropolitan police special Branch (MpsB) raided the all russian cooperative 
society (arcos), a comintern front organization, based on erroneous intel-
ligence received from sis that indicated the illegal possession of British signals 
training manual. in the ensuing diplomatic row, the British government broke 
off relations with the soviets. when the incriminating document was not found, 
london sought to justify its actions by producing intercepts testifying to soviet 
subversive activities, which prompted the soviets to switch to unbreakable one 
time pads (otps).31

 in the 1930 British cryptographers regained some footing when they opened 
an oblique route to soviet communications. John tiltman, together with 
dillwyn ‘dilly’ Knox, a room 40 alumnus, broke the comintern’s radio traffic. 
The decrypts, codenamed ‘MasK’, gave insight into comintern and national 
communist parties’ activities during the period 1930–7.32 tiltman is said to 
have ‘all but invented the modern science of deciphering British diplomatic 
and military intercepts’, no doubt accounting for why he was gc&cs’s chief 
codebreaker and deputy to a.g. denniston. he later served as deputy head 
of gchQ, and earned a place in the Us national security agency’s hall of 
honour as well.33 fetterlein and Knox also went on to play distinguished roles 
at Bletchley park during the second world war. 
 where British politicians squandered success against the soviets, cryptog-
raphers continued to enjoy intermittent access to Japanese communications. 
The man primarily responsible for breaking Japanese codes, ernest hobart-
hampden, had joined gc&cs after thirty years’ diplomatic service in the far 
east and spoke Japanese. despite being ‘virtually alone’ in deciphering Japanese 
traffic, it has been claimed that up until 1931, ‘no big conference was held in 
washington, london or geneva in which he did not contribute all the view so 
the Japanese government and of their too verbose representatives’.34 
 Understanding Japanese intentions was important to devising security 
strategy for British interests in the far east.35 gc&cs had more success than 
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many european countries against Japanese traffic. access to Japanese traffic in 
some ways compensated for cryptographic deficiencies in central europe. in 
1936, germany and Japan signed the anti-comintern pact, which italy joined a 
year later, to form the nucleus of the axis powers. in 1937, london was anxious 
to discover what secret protocols the pact contained, and whether it was a 
defensive alliance. over the following year, however, decrypts revealed Japanese 
reluctance to join an alliance that might bring her into conflict with Britain or 
the United states, thus providing British diplomats with a wedge to keep Japan 
temporarily disengaged from an offensive agreement (although it agreed to one 
against the Ussr). german intentions were also revealed. on 14 september 
1938 gc&cs distributed a Japanese report containing the outline of germany’s 
proposed military alliance with Japan.36 and although Japan continued to 
waver, it informed policymakers about germany’s aggressive intentions in an 
area of strategic interest weeks before the Munich agreement. Many years later, 
denniston proudly recorded: 

to sum up the cryptographic effort of 20 years on diplomatic traffic: we started in 
1919 at the period of bow-and-arrow methods, i.e., alphabetic books; we followed the 
various development of security measures adopted in every country; we reached 1939 
with full knowledge of all the methods evolved, and with the ability to read all diplo-
matic communications of all powers except those which had been forced, like germany 
and russia, to adopt otp.37

in another passage, denniston claimed the germans ‘had moved to machine 
encipherment, or those with contiguous european land boundaries who could 
use landlines to ensure cipher security’.38 This made it difficult for the intelli-
gence services to find out detail on german foreign and defence policy. despite 
the remarkable achievements of British sigint, especially given its small staff 
and budget, gc&cs’s contribution to British european diplomacy decreased as 
the likelihood of war increased in the late 1930s. gc&cs intercepts of central 
eastern european communications hardly existed at a time when it was of 
paramount importance. 
 we only need to look at the insight gained subsequent to breaking the 
enigMa code to imagine the insights that the decrypts (codenamed Ultra) 
might have provided British policy makers.39 among other contributions, 
the codebreakers at Bletchley park provided Mi5 with advanced warning of 
german Abwehr agents’ despatch to Britain and the successful building of 
the double-cross system, the greatest wartime deception in modern history. 
however, Ultra did not come on stream until May 1940. This means that the 
overall value of gc&cs’s role in an analysis of intelligence in the origins of the 
second world war is minimized.
 The history of sis remains the most opaque of the agencies under consid-
eration. Most of its inter-war activity focussed on the soviet Union. Much 
of sis’s reputation for James Bond derring-do came from some genuinely 
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sensational operations undertaken against soviet russia.40 colourful person-
alities dominated these early operations, and the informal nature of intelligence 
organization and production during the inter-war period meant that individual 
personalities took on a greater role than they would have done under a 
highly professionalized, bureaucratized structure. indeed the role of intelligence 
generally, both as analysis and organization, depended significantly on the 
relationships of intelligence chiefs with their responsible ministers and under-
secretaries in whitehall.41 Mi5’s Kell, described by some peers as ‘short-sighted 
and timorous’,42 struggled to command the attention garnered in whitehall by 
sis’s sinclair, which in part explains how sinclair almost succeeded in taking 
over Mi5 in the 1920s. But ‘intelligence as charisma’ sometimes had perni-
cious effects. nowhere is this more clear than the case of sir robert vansittart, 
permanent Under-secretary at the foreign office from 1930–8. he was an avid 
consumer of intelligence and a critic of appeasement. he stood out against 
a culture where ‘a large level of suspicion remained endemic among some 
fo officials regarding “secret reporting” ’.43 sir Maurice hankey, the powerful 
cabinet secretary, justified vansittart’s move to the powerless role of ‘chief 
diplomatic adviser’ in 1938 because the latter paid ‘too much attention to the 
press of all countries and to s[ecret] s[ervice] information – useful pointers in 
both cases, but bad guides’. This unsystematic appraisal of intelligence led many 
to disregard vansittart’s many warnings as crying wolf, and his personality 
in some ways undermined his position.44 This opened the way for competing 
interpretations, including those of sis, whose recommendations fitted within a 
policy of appeasement.45

 The soviet Union remained sis’s priority even while the german threat 
increased. sis enjoyed some success in penetrating communist organizations, 
particularly in europe and east asia, but a heavy focus on soviet activity 
distracted it from appreciating the emerging threat posed by germany, italy 
and Japan. The transitional period during the realignment of British defence 
and intelligence priorities especially taxed already stretched resources. sis’s staff 
consisted of only about twenty officers.46 given its small budget and manpower, 
sis was incapable of offering comprehensive coverage of developments as wide 
ranging as communism in the far east to civil unrest in Brazil, from civil war 
in spain to ship movements along dutch–scandinavian sea lanes.47 
 germany’s rearmament brought new demands on the small agency. in 1934, 
a defence requirements committee (drc) consisting of the three chiefs of 
staff, sir warren fisher, head of the treasury, hankey and vansittart, identified 
germany as the ‘ultimate potential enemy’.48 The first world war had engen-
dered the notion that arms production itself led to war. This notion continued 
to inform British policymakers, and it was thought that Britain’s own pace of 
rearmament might have a causal effect on german rearmament. policymakers 
did not want to stoke german arms production.49 so initially the debate centred 
on whether Britain ought to rearm; later the question was at what rate.50 one 
half of the answer was ideological, but the second half was contingent upon 
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an assessment of german rearmament. Uncertainty surrounding the pace 
of german rearmament therefore placed British armed services among sis’s 
most demanding, but least satisfied, customers. The absence of a coordinating 
body to screen and priorities requirements left sis stations abroad inundated. 
consequently sis acted

more as a postbox than as a filter between the customer departments and the field, 
with the result that many [armed] service demands were passed, often verbatim, to 
[sis] representatives who had no possible chance of satisfying them and were, in fact, 
already drowning in a welter of previous requirements.51 

The question of nazi air power generated vigorous debate. with the British 
still considered rulers of the sea, in 1934, prime Minister Baldwin insisted 
that no country would be allowed to surpass British air parity either, as only 
air power would expose london and the industrial Midlands to attack. The 
novelty of air power at the time should not be overlooked. Years later, harold 
MacMillan wrote, ‘we thought of air warfare in 1938 rather as people think of 
nuclear warfare today.’52 Thus it raised enormous concern in March 1935 when 
hitler brazenly announced that the Luftwaffe had reached parity with the raf, 
officially killing the pretence of versailles. nazi germany now superseded the 
soviet Union in sis’s ‘order of priorities’.53 Yet the new burdens placed on sis 
did not meet with a commensurate increase in funding.54 By 1935, sinclair 
complained that sis’s total budget had been so starved that the cost of running 
it merely equalled the cost of maintaining one destroyer in home waters.55

 The armed services, and the air ministry in particular, complained about 
sis’s inadequate coverage of germany’s air production. 56 despite the constraints 
placed upon it, sis began to address the issue as early as 1934. The industrial 
intelligence centre (iic), headed by Major desmond Morton (a former Mi5 
officer), started to fill the gap. The iic traced its beginnings to the economic 
section of sis (section vi), but was formally established in 1931 to study 
the vulnerabilities of foreign nations’ industries and to monitor armaments 
production through ‘the continuous study of raw materials, machinery etc.’.57 
Until the eve of war, the air intelligence staff and the iic produced divergent 
estimates of german air strength. discrepancies invited investigations from the 
other services and the foreign office, leading to acrimony among them all. 
 vansittart challenged the raf’s intelligence estimates with information 
received from his own ‘private intelligence agency’. his most valuable agent, 
group captain Malcolm grahame christie, the former British air attaché in 
Berlin (1927–30), enjoyed access to several important german sources, among 
them Luftwaffe commander herman göring. while vansittart described 
christie as ‘the best judge of germany we shall ever get’, air intelligence 
greeted his much higher estimates of german air capacity with scepticism.58 
The hostility between the services and the foreign office inhibited an accurate 
– let alone consensual – appreciation of german production and capability. 
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inconclusive and conflicting information thus gave room for predictions based 
on preconceived notions of ‘teutonic’ efficiency, misguided ‘mirror imaging’ 
and official german statements and propaganda.59

 Yet sinclair was aware of sis’s own deficiencies. he attempted to compensate 
by forming other semi-autonomous organizations. in 1936 he set up ‘Z section’ 
under claude dansey. operating separately from sis proper, it gathered intel-
ligence on germany and italy through business contacts, émigrés and exiles.60 
a similar section was set up within sis to penetrate germany and italy, 
recruiting individuals from business, journalism and academia. it primarily 
collected economic intelligence with the help of secretive organizations such 
as the British industrial secret service (Biss), run by now-legendary w.s. 
stephenson,61 who had a large network of business contacts (in part informed, 
as it transpired, but sis representatives).62 accounts are patchy, but the existence 
of these groups testifies to the importance placed upon economic intelligence to 
sis’s collection against germany and to the role casual businessman played as 
intermediaries in sis collection methods. 
 an accurate assessment of sis’s political reporting on nazi germany is 
impossible due to restricted access to sis files. even the archives themselves 
may not reveal much, as many of the files were kept overseas in stations 
and hastily destroyed in the face of rapid german advances (which in itself 
is perhaps an indication of sis’s state of readiness).63 By most accounts, sis’s 
performance was inconsistent.64 This was due, again, to resource constraints, 
but also to difficulties inherent to intelligence collection in ‘police states’. Just 
as overt intelligence collection became more difficult for the foreign office, so 
too did covert collection by sis.65 The arrest of sis’s representative in austria 
in 1938 exemplified the problems it faced.66 further disruptions came with the 
german occupation of prague and, most damagingly, the Abwehr’s penetration 
of and exposure of sis’s amsterdam station, leading to both public humiliation 
and the arrest of two senior officers.67

 however, german aggressive designs in central and eastern europe opened 
new channels of intelligence. from 1936, sis received summaries from czech 
intelligence containing information provided by an Abwehr officer in prague 
(‘a-54’), including the nazi order of battle. By 1939, the czechs and sis jointly 
ran paul Thümmel, and his intelligence included advance warning of germany’s 
major plans and incursions against czechoslovakia from 1937–9 and notice 
of the attack on poland from the spring of 1939.68 Based on this record, and 
despite inadequacies in other fields, after the Munich agreement in 1938, sir 
alexander cadogan, the new permanent Under secretary at the foreign office 
defended sis against critics such the arch-appeaser sir nevile henderson, 
the British ambassador to germany, who complained that intelligence only 
looked to undermine a settlement with germany. cadogan commented: ‘[sis] 
did warn us of the september crisis, and they did not give any colour to the 
ridiculous optimism that prevailed up to the rape of czechoslovakia, of which 
our [foreign office] reports did not give us more warning.’69
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 if sis’s tactical record was mixed, its strategic record was worse. one 
authority has written that sis’s role was the collection and dissemination 
of intelligence, not the analysis of it.70 This being the case, historians have 
highlighted an exception that illustrates sis’s assessment of nazi germany 
and its endorsement of appeasement.71 The 18 september 1938 report ‘what 
should we do?’, authored by sis’s head of political intelligence Major Malcolm 
woollcombe (and approved by sinclair), recommended that Britain should 
pressure czechoslovakia to cede to german demands and peacefully relin-
quish the sudetenland. it predicted that germany would likely go on to absorb 
sudetenland and ‘probably all of czechoslovakia’ in due course anyway.72 
in coercing czechoslovakia, it was argued, Britain could address germany’s 
perceived injustices before the latter sought to resolve them by force. The move 
would afford international community time to register ‘what really legitimate 
grievances germany has and what surgical operations are necessary to rectify 
them’ with the minimal amount of provocation. it was thought that an attempt 
to corner germany would only justify a retaliation. The report suggested that 
Britain ought to ensure ‘that Germany’s style is “cramped”, but with minimum of 
provocation’.73 although its assessment of nazi germany lay in stark contrast to 
Mi5, sis was not alone in the belief that germany expressed legitimate griev-
ances. Many politicians sympathized with germany’s claim to sudetenland, and 
furthermore contended that the central european troubles lay outside British 
interests.74 
 sis successfully forecasted german actions toward czechoslovakia. This is 
noteworthy achievement when hitler’s decision-making was more mysterious 
than secret, and frequently occurred at the last minute, as with the reoccupation 
of the rhineland in March 1936 and the Anschluss in March 1938.75 reports 
on operation ‘green’ (the codename for the invasion of czechoslovakia) had 
arrived in london in early July 1938.76 But prior to the Munich crisis, it was 
generally understood that germany was on the warpath.77 The question in 
september 1938 remained what to do about it. sis’s long-term strategy included 
a ‘permanent defensive alliance’ with france and concessions to Japan, among 
others. Yet the mere idea of a diplomatic strategy to contain hitler – let alone 
a long-term one – underscored how little sis understood the extent of hitler’s 
ambitions. it aligned sis within the broader policy of appeasement pursued by 
chamberlain.78

 false alarms of axis aggression permeated whitehall in late 1938 and early 
1939. sis had judged that after czechoslovakia, hitler would next strike to the 
east.79 in January reports from the diplomatic corps insisted that the Luftwaffe 
would attempt a ‘knock out’ blow against london, a fear which ‘bore very 
heavily’ on air staff, 80 and was reinforced by reports from sis and vansittart. 
The same month, new reports lit up whitehall with intelligence suggesting 
germany would strike against holland. The reports, likely the result of disin-
formation, led to ‘threat fatigue’ and called into question the overall value of 
intelligence to policymaking. nonetheless, the false alarms had important 
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consequences in that they convinced cabinet members that British security 
was tied to the security of the continent.81 it is a great irony that bad intelligence 
seemed to affect policy more than accurate intelligence, which tends to suggest 
such information was being used to further particular ways of dealing with the 
threat from germany and italy.
 vansittart argued that giving into demands would only encourage hitler to 
ask for more and reinforce the german view that Britain was weak. some of 
the intelligence supporting vansittart’s views came from Mi5. indeed Mi5, in 
contrast to sis, had consistently provided reports urging a hard line against 
hitler from as early as 1936. Mi5’s sources painted a dark picture about 
attempts to appease hitler. probably its best asset was wolfgang zu putlitz, 
a young diplomat in germany’s london embassy. Mi5 recruited Jona ‘Klop’ 
Ustinov (‘U35’), a german journalist and father of the famous actor peter 
Ustinov, to handle putlitz. Ustinov’s case officer was John ‘Jack’ curry, a veteran 
indian police officer who on joining Mi5 in 1934 was among the first to inves-
tigate the radical right-wing British Union of fascists (BUf). a June 1936 report 
written by curry and submitted by Kell to the committee of imperial defence 
(cid) is representative of the intelligence putlitz provided on german strategic 
intentions: 

no reliance can be placed on any treaty which has been signed, or may be signed by 
germany or italy; any obligation which they have undertaken is liable to be repudiated 
without warning if it stands in the way of what their dictators consider at any moment 
to be the vital interest of their nation.82 

on the heels of the rhineland’s reoccupation, Mi5 had received clear indica-
tions that a strategy of appeasement would not work (even before chamberlain 
had become prime Minister).
 putlitz continued to provide intelligence regarding german policy through 
his connections with the german ambassador posted to london, Joachim von 
ribbentrop. at the time, he reported ribbentrop’s increasing hostility towards 
Britain.83 in february 1938, with ribbentrop recalled to germany to serve as 
foreign Minister, Mi5 submitted a valuable intelligence summary on the inten-
tions to nazi germany to the foreign office. it stated that the german army will 
in future be an obedient instrument of nazi foreign policy. Under ribbentrop 
this foreign policy will be an aggressive policy. its first aim – austria – has been 
partly achieved . . . austria falls to [hitler] like a ripe fruit. after consolidating 
the position in austria the next step will be czechoslovakia.84 Moreover, putlitz 
repeatedly insisted that Britain’s policy of appeasement would fail: ‘Britain was 
letting the trump cards fall out of her hands. if she had adopted, or even now 
adopted a firm attitude and threatened war, hitler would not succeed in this 
kind of bluff. The german army was not yet ready for major war.’85 There are 
indications this was true. The french had insisted germany was ‘bluffing’, but 
was only willing to back czechoslovakia with British support. indeed hitler had 
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frequently said he would only take czechoslovakia if the french and British did 
not stand firm.86

 The summary report, forwarded to chamberlain, did not have the effect 
that putlitz or Mi5 hoped. it might be argued that they were lost in the 
deluge of reports reaching policymakers, but the message was not. two days 
before chamberlain told the cabinet of ‘plan Z’, his secret plan to visit hitler 
personally to diffuse the czechoslovak crisis, Theodor Kordt, the german 
chargé d’affairs and one of vansittart’s sources, personally contacted senior 
policymakers to convey the futility of the visit and of appeasement. in secret 
meetings at 10 downing street, Kordt told both sir horace wilson (a close 
chamberlain advisor) and lord halifax (foreign secretary) that hitler had 
already firmly decided on aggression. he was dismissed, as was vansittart when 
he approached the cabinet to reiterate Kordt’s message several days later.87 
 following the Munich fiasco – and chamberlain’s humiliating claim to have 
secured ‘peace in our time’ – Mi5 submitted a report on 7 november 1938, read 
by both cadogan and halifax, that drew attention to its record of consistent and 
accurate forecasts of german aims based on intelligence provided by its sources. 
The report described in unambiguous terms the unlimited scope of hitler’s aims: 

it is apparent that hitler’s policy is essentially a dynamic one, and the question is – 
what direction will it take next? if the information in the [report], which has proved 
generally reliable and accurate in the past, is to be believed, germany is at the beginning 
of a ‘napoleonic era’ and her rulers contemplate a great extension of german power.88 

Thus Mi5’s understanding of europe’s future alignment differed radically 
from sis’s. in Mi5’s reading, hitler’s goals could not be blunted by diplomatic 
containment, and his actions were not merely motivated by local grievances 
such as ‘self-determination’, as he had claimed during the czech crisis. 
 Mi5 went to extraordinary lengths to grab chamberlain’s attention. of the 
interwar period, it has been observed that ‘British decision makers sometimes 
focused more on determining whether a statesman was a gentleman than on 
indicators of his policy’.89 chamberlain was certainly of this ilk, as were others 
before him. in 1923, for example, lord curzon had been driven to collapse 
when gc&cs intercepts revealed to him that french leaders were conniving to 
convince Baldwin to have him replaced as foreign secretary. ‘i had not realised 
that diplomacy was such a dirty game,’ curzon despaired.90 like curzon, 
chamberlain took personal slights to heart. to ensure its summary report 
received attention, Mi5 took the extraordinary step of including a transcript 
(provided by putlitz) of insulting references to chamberlain made by hitler. 
curry reported that hitler’s description of chamberlain of an ‘arschloch’, which 
halifax had received, underlined three times, and passed on to the prime 
Minister, made a ‘considerable impression’.91 But even if the documents caused 
offence, the intelligence contained within the documents, though accurate, 
appears to have been largely disregarded.92 remarkably, in february 1939 
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chamberlain still managed to insist, ‘all the information i get seems to point 
the direction of peace.’93 only one month later hitler abrogated the Munich 
agreement and german troops occupied prague.
 in spite of the growing german threat, British intelligence services continued 
to operate under severe financial restraints. Mi5 suffered more than the 
other services. it found itself under threat from a short-lived directorate of 
intelligence, led by former MpsB head sir Basil Thomson, and by sis, both of 
which attempted to absorb Mi5 into a conglomerated intelligence service.94as 
late as 1938, Mi5 still only consisted of thirty officers.95 in 1937, only four 
officers had responsibility for investigating all of german espionage and fascism 
in the UK.96 it has been claimed that no ‘adequate preparations had been made 
in 1938–1939 to foresee and face the conditions of the war as it developed and 
this, in turn, was due to lack of funds’.97 Mi5’s rapidly expanding remit after 
Munich did not coincide with a cohesive, comprehensive plan for dealing 
with the expansion of the service. Thus at the beginning of the war Mi5 found 
itself ‘in a state of confusion which at times amounted to chaos’.98 a dearth of 
resources undoubtedly hindered Mi5’s ability to cope with the onslaught of 
intelligence it received, much of it a tragically reminiscent of false german 
agent ‘sightings’ during the first world war. The situation, however, was also at 
least in part attributable to a lack of strategic leadership, which ultimately led 
winston churchill to sack Mi5’s first and longest-serving head, sir vernon Kell, 
in 1940. 
 so where Mi5 may have had a good grasp on hitler’s direction in europe, 
it had a feeble grasp on pro-axis activities in the UK. John curry, later Mi5’s 
in-house historian whose account of Mi5 written in 1945 laid plain the service’s 
failures, starkly described Mi5’s failures on the outbreak of war in the following 
terms:

in 1939 we had no adequate knowledge of the german organisations which it was the 
function of the security service to guard against either in this wider field of the ‘fifth 
column’ or in the narrower one of military espionage and purely material sabotage. we 
had in fact no definite knowledge whether there was any organised connection between 
the german secret service and nazi sympathisers in this country, whether of British 
or alien nationality.99

The British intelligence community’s lack of knowledge regarding the intentions 
and capabilities of the axis powers brought Mi5 to near-total collapse in the 
summer of 1940. There is little doubt that shoestring budgets hampered intel-
ligence services throughout the inter-war period. This meant that the history 
of the interwar intelligence services was largely one of putting out fires. during 
the initial phases of the second world war, the fire was one the intelligence 
services could not extinguish. in this respect, scale mattered. The overwhelming 
amount of information received brought into relief deeper, more systemic flaws 
in British intelligence.
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 information management is a central feature of an intelligence enterprise. 
Mi5’s ‘central registry’ was remarkably sophisticated for its time and served as 
the backbone of its operations.100 But in 1940, when erroneous reports of ‘fifth 
column’ subversives flooded Mi5, its system collapsed. The problems of intel-
ligence management and evaluation on an inter-departmental basis existed on a 
larger scale still. The external threat of war forced upon policymakers and intel-
ligence practitioners alike the need for improved coordination and assessment. 
 a solution had begun to emerge with the creation of the Jic in 1936, though 
it made no significant impact on policy until 1940. its emergence occurred 
in fits and starts. as one of the official historians of British intelligence has 
observed: 

on the face of it, the idea of drawing intelligence contributions from departments 
and inter-departmental agencies and putting them together seems so sensible, if not 
obvious, that it must cause surprise that it was evolved over so long a period and with 
such difficulty.101

during the interwar period there was no formal procedure for analyzing intel-
ligence or reporting it to members of government. There was no notion of 
an intelligence ‘product’ or a community-wide ‘assessment’. strategic assess-
ments using inter-departmental intelligence only developed in response to the 
urgency of war. during the pre-war period, the inter-departmental collation or 
assessment of intelligence was virtually absent. for much of that time, ministers 
were their own analysts, and they rejected good and bad information as they 
wished. prior to that point, little mechanism existed for evaluating intelligence: 
there was no sieve to separate the gems from the silt. 
 a slew of misleading intelligence reports in late 1938 and early 1939 insti-
gated a battle within whitehall between the foreign office and the chiefs of 
staff, both refusing to cede ground on what each considered its exclusive intel-
ligence prerogative. only a belated and begrudging realization that the german 
threat required a combined appreciation of political and military intelligence 
allowed the Jic to assume what remained its essential duty throughout the war: 
‘the assessment and coordination of intelligence received from abroad with the 
object of ensuring that any government action which might have to be taken 
should be based on the most suitable and carefully coordinated information 
available’.102 But it was of no practical service to politicians on the eve of war. 
 winston churchill’s career-long interest in intelligence, and the renewed 
emphasis he gave to coordination and collaboration when he came to power, 
had dramatic effects on the role intelligence would play during the second 
world war.103 churchill had perhaps more experience with intelligence than 
any prime Minister up to that point.104 like vansittart, his conviction about the 
german menace was married to a conviction about the power of intelligence 
and he, like vansittart, had been privy to secret sources from his earlier time in 
government through the ‘wilderness’ years. 
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 any conclusion about the relationship between British intelligence and policy 
making in the origins of the second world war must, on the one hand, take into 
account the informal nature of intelligence at the time, and on the other, focus 
on the mentality and personality of policymakers. it remains to be answered, 
for example, what intelligence – if any – would have convinced chamberlain to 
adopt a different track in the run-up to the Munich crisis. it is nearly impos-
sible to account systematically for how policymakers such as chamberlain 
incorporated intelligence into policymaking. sis at times provided sound 
tactical intelligence, but what little of their strategic assessments exists in the 
public domain situates sis squarely in the camp of endorsing chamberlain’s 
position. from some quarters, such as Mi5, the message was consistent and 
clear: reports that did attempt to counsel policymakers on germany’s deter-
mined expansionism seem to have fallen on deaf ears. This, then, is a story of 
missed opportunities and failures; of government officials failing listen to intel-
ligence that they did not want to hear or which ran counter to their agreed line. 
 when war came, Britain found itself only half ready, at best. policymakers 
scrambled to make use of intelligence as quickly as the intelligence services 
themselves scrambled to acquire the resources and manpower necessary to 
compensate for their deficiencies. The remarkable point is that humiliating 
‘intelligence failures’ for Britain before the war were followed by unprecedented 
intelligence successes during the war itself.
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chapter 13

Appeasement: A Critical Evaluation Seventy Years On

Jeffrey Record

some seem to believe that we should negotiate with the terrorists and radicals, as if 
some ingenious argument will persuade them they have been wrong all along. we have 
an obligation to call this what it is – the false comfort of appeasement, which has been 
repeatedly discredited by history.

President George W. Bush, Jerusalem 15 May 20081

during the more than the six decades separating the end of the second world 
war and the election of president Barack obama, every american president 
except Jimmy carter routinely invoked the Munich analogy as a means of 
inflating overseas national security threats and demonizing dictators. presidents 
and their spokesman have not only believed the analogy but used it to mobilize 
public opinion for war.2 after all, if the enemy really is another hitler, then the 
use of force becomes mandatory. More recently, neo-conservatives and their 
allies in government have branded as appeasers all proponents of non-violent 
conflict resolution with hostile dictatorships. for them, to appease is to be 
naïve, cowardly and soft on the threat du jour, be it terrorism, a rogue state or 
a rising great power. it is to be a neville chamberlain rather than a winston 
churchill.
 The Munich analogy informed every major threatened or actual U.s. use 
of force during the cold war and was invoked during the decisions to attack 
iraq in 1991 and 2003. for president harry s. truman, the analogy dictated 
intervention in Korea: ‘communism was acting in Korea just as hitler and the 
Japanese had acted ten, fifteen, twenty years earlier.’3 a year after the Korean 
war ended, president dwight d. eisenhower, citing the ‘domino effects’ of 
a communist victory in french indochina on the rest of south-east asia, 
invoked Munich in an appeal for anglo-american military action: ‘we failed 
to halt hirohito, Mussolini, and hitler by not acting in unity and in time . . . 
May it not be that [we] have learned something from that lesson?’4 president 
John f. Kennedy invoked the Munich analogy during the cuban Missile crisis, 
warning that the ‘1930s taught us a clear lesson: aggressive conduct, if allowed 
to go unchecked, ultimately leads to war’.5

 Munich indisputably propelled the United states into vietnam. president 
lyndon B. Johnson told his secretary of defense, robert Mcnamara, that 
if the United states pulled out of vietnam ‘the dominoes would fall and a 
part of the world would go communist’.6 Johnson later told historian doris 
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Kearns that ‘everything i knew about history told me that if i got out of 
vietnam and let ho chi Minh run through the streets of saigon, then i’d be 
doing exactly what [neville] chamberlain did . . . i’d be giving a fat reward 
to aggression.’7 president ronald reagan saw in the soviet Union a replay 
of the challenges the democracies faced in the 1930s and invoked Munich 
to justify a major U.s. military build-up as well as intervention in grenada 
and possible intervention in nicaragua. ‘one of the greatest tragedies of this 
century’, he said in a 1983 speech, ‘was that it was only after the balance of 
power was allowed to erode and a ruthless adversary, adolf hitler, deliber-
ately weighed the risks and decided to strike that the importance of a strong 
defense was realized.’8 similarly, george w. Bush saw in saddam hussein an 
arab hitler whose aggression against Kuwait, if unchecked, would lead to 
further aggression in the persian gulf. in announcing the dispatch of U.s. 
forces to saudi arabia in response to saddam hussein’s conquest of Kuwait, 
he declared, ‘if history teaches us anything, it is that we must resist aggression 
or it will destroy our freedoms. appeasement does not work. as was the case 
in the 1930s, we see in saddam hussein an aggressive dictator threatening his 
neighbors.’9

 in the run-up to the U.s. invasion of iraq in 2003, war proponents claimed 
that war with iraq was unavoidable, citing once more the lessons of Munich. as 
richard perle, the influential chairman of the pentagon’s defense policy Board, 
said in an august 2002 interview:

[an] action to remove saddam hussein could precipitate the very thing we are most 
anxious to prevent: his use of chemical and biological weapons. But the danger that 
springs from his capabilities will only grow as he expands his arsenal. a preemptive 
strike against hitler at the time of Munich would have meant an immediate war, as 
opposed to the one that came later. later was much worse.10

in that same month secretary of defense donald rumsfeld, in a television 
interview, opined, ‘think of all the countries that said, ‘well, we don’t have 
enough evidence. Mein Kampf had already been written. hitler had indicated 
what he intended to do. Maybe he won’t attack us . . . well, there are millions 
of dead because of [those] miscalculations.’ later, rumsfeld added, ‘maybe 
winston churchill was right. Maybe that lone voice expressing concern about 
what was happening was right.’11 president george w. Bush, in his ‘ultimatum’ 
speech of 17 March 2003 to saddam hussein, pointedly noted that in ‘the 
twentieth century, some chose to appease murderous dictators, whose threats 
were allowed to grow into genocide and war’.12

 Unfortunately, invocations of the Munich analogy almost invariably mislead 
because they distort the true nature of appeasement, ignore the extreme rarity 
of the nazi german threat and falsely suggest that Britain and france could 
have readily stopped hitler before 1939. additionally, the Munich analogy 
reinforces the presidential tendency since 1945 to overstate threats for the 
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purpose of rallying public and congressional support, and overstated threats 
encourage resort to force in circumstances where non-use of force might better 
serve long-term U.s. security interests. Threats that are in fact limited – as was 
Baathist iraq after the 9/11 attacks – tend to be portrayed in Manichaean terms, 
thus skewing the policy choice toward military action, including preventive 
war with all its attendant risks and penalties. if the 1930s reveal the danger of 
underestimating a security threat, the post-second world war decades and 
post-9/11 years contain examples of the danger of overestimating a national 
security threat.
 appeasement, which became a politically charged term only after the second 
world war, actually means ‘to pacify, quiet, or satisfy, especially by giving in to 
the demands of ’, according the Webster’s New World Dictionary and Thesaurus, 
which goes on to list the following synonyms for the noun, including ‘amends, 
settlement, reparation, conciliation’ and ‘compromise’.13 stephen rock defines 
appeasement as simply ‘the policy of reducing tensions with one’s adversary 
by removing the causes of conflict and disagreement’,14 a definition echoed 
by political scientists gordon craig and alexander george: ‘the reduction of 
tension between [two states] by the methodical removal of the principal causes 
of conflict and disagreement between them’.15 Thus richard nixon was guilty 
of ‘appeasing’ communist china in 1972 by embracing Beijing’s one-china 
policy, and ronald reagan was guilty of ‘appeasing’ the soviet Union in 1987 
by resolving tensions with Moscow over actual and planned deployments of 
intermediate range nuclear forces in europe. 
 Unfortunately, anglo-french behaviour toward nazi germany gave 
appeasement such a bad name that the term is no longer usable except as a 
political pejorative. Before Munich, however, observes historian paul Kennedy, 
‘the policy of settling international . . . quarrels by admitting and satisfying 
grievances through rational negotiation and compromise, thereby avoiding the 
resort to an armed conflict which would be expensive, bloody, and possibly very 
dangerous’ was generally viewed as ‘constructive, positive, and honorable’.16 five 
years after the second world war, winston churchill, the great anti-appeaser 
of hitler, declared that ‘appeasement in itself may be good or bad according to 
the circumstances. appeasement from weakness and fear is alike futile and fatal 
. . . appeasement from strength is magnanimous and noble, and might be the 
surest and only path to world peace.’17

 an oft-cited case of successful appeasement from strength is great Britain’s 
resolution of disputes with the United states from 1896 to1903.18 By the 1890s 
the number and power of Britain’s enemies were growing. Britain had no great 
power allies and faced rising challenges from germany and russia on top of 
continuing tensions with france and the United states. tensions with an indus-
trially expanding and increasingly bellicose germany became especially acute 
when Berlin decided to challenge British naval supremacy in european waters in 
the early twentieth century. accordingly, Britain decided to reduce the potential 
demands on its military power by resolving outstanding disputes with the United 
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states and france. with respect to the United states, it agreed to american 
demands that Britain explicitly accept the Monroe doctrine; submit British 
guiana’s border dispute with venezuela to international arbitration; agree to 
U.s. construction, operation and fortification of an inter-oceanic canal through 
central america; and settle an alaskan–canadian border dispute in america’s 
favour. none of these concessions involved vital British security interests, which 
in fact were advanced by transforming the world’s greatest industrial power from 
a potential enemy into a friend and later indispensable ally
 Use of the Munich analogy not only twists the meaning of appeasement: 
it also ignores the extraordinary unique nature of the nazi german threat. 
Though the analogy’s power to persuade is undeniable, nazi germany remains 
without equal as a state threat. genuinely hitlerian security threats to the 
United states have not been replicated since 1945. The scope of hitler’s nihilism, 
recklessness, military power and territorial–racial ambitions posed a mortal 
threat to western civilization, and there was nothing inevitable about his 
ultimate defeat. no other authoritarian or totalitarian regime ever employed 
such a powerful military instrument in such an aggressive manner on behalf 
of such a monstrous agenda. hitler was simultaneously unappeasable and 
undeterrable – a rare combination that made war the only means, short of coup 
d’état or assassination, of bringing him down. he understood that he could not 
achieve his international ambitions without war, and no territorial or political 
concessions the democracies might offer him could have satisfied him.
 stalin, whose vast crimes were reserved largely for his associates and the 
peoples of the soviet Union, had great military power, but was cautious and 
patient. he did not push Moscow’s territorial ambitions much beyond the lines 
gained by soviet forces at the close of the second world war. he was, unlike 
hitler, deterrable and deterred. Mao Zedong, also a domestic political monster, 
was less cautious, but militarily weak. The Korean war taught him the limits 
of china’s power, and he was eventually double-contained by the United states 
and the soviet Union. There was also Mao’s repeated provocation of domestic 
political turmoil and disastrous economic experiments, which blocked china’s 
journey toward great power status by condemning the country to poverty and 
military backwardness.
 ho chi Minh and saddam hussein were minor threats when compared 
to stalin and Mao. ho’s ambitions were limited, and his fighting power local, 
whereas saddam was never in a position to overthrow U.s. military domination 
of the persian gulf. saddam may have been bloody-minded and ruthless, but 
his power always fell far short of his ambitions. and if ho was undeterrable 
in his quest for a reunified vietnam under communist auspices (a fact that 
escaped proponents of U.s. military intervention), saddam proved vulnerable 
to credible deterrence. Unlike hitler, he preferred surrender and captivity to 
suicide. Though during the 1980s saddam used chemical weapons against 
helpless Kurdish villagers and iranian infantry, he refrained from using them 
against israel and U.s. forces during the gulf war because he understood that 
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to do so would invite iraq’s destruction. Kim Jong-il and his regime can wreak 
great damage on south Korea, but there is no reason to believe that pyongyang 
would do so unless attacked by the United states. Mutual deterrence has 
prevailed for almost six decades on the Korean peninsula, and the george w. 
Bush administration, despite a lot of bellicose talk early on, sought a diplomatic 
termination of pyongyang’s nuclear weapons programme that inevitably would 
have involved mutual concessions.
 seventy years on, it is easy to forget the strategic and political contexts of 
British and french policies toward nazi germany from 1933 to 1939. The 
sources of appeasement were multiple and mutually reinforcing. The first was 
the calamitous bloodletting of 1914–18, memories of which were still fresh. of 
the over sixty million europeans who had fought in the war, seven million had 
died and another twenty-one million had been disabled or seriously wounded. 
over four million women had lost husbands and eight million children had lost 
fathers.19 Most British and french leaders reasonably assumed that no head of a 
major european state would be willing to thrust the continent into another such 
war. They assumed that another all-out war in europe would be a catastrophe 
for all involved – and they were right.
 it is virtually impossible to underestimate the influence of the slaughter 
of the ‘great war’ on official and public opinion in europe in the inter-war 
years. The war had an especially profound impact on opinion in the primary 
appeasing country, great Britain, where vivid memories of the lost comrades 
and loved ones and the special horrors of trench warfare bred an electorate of 
which significant segments were either pacifist or unwilling to contemplate 
the use of force outside the authority of the collective security framework 
of the league of nations. in the case of neville chamberlain, who became 
prime minister in May1937 and whose name has become synonymous with 
appeasement, there was simply an inability to imagine that any european 
statesman, even hitler, could or would wish to risk a repetition of the great 
war. p.M.h. Bell points out that most British and french statesmen had come 
to regard the great war ‘as a calamity, involving human, material, and financial 
losses which should not again be incurred short of utmost necessity’. They also 
represented territorially satisfied powers ‘anxious to preserve the status quo; but 
they also wanted peace and quiet. They would eventually fight in self-defence 
. . . but their optimism about the outcome of war was at a low ebb, and their 
belief in war as an instrument of policy was weak’.20 in contrast, hitler viewed 
war as unavoidable in achieving his foreign policy objectives, and he was quite 
confident that germany would prevail in any war he chose to start.
 french and especially British leaders also assumed that hitler’s intentions 
in europe were limited. They believed that ‘nazism was a temporary extremist 
aberration caused by the lingering inequities of versailles’, and that if they 
removed those inequities, ‘addressing them in point by point and in good faith 
. . . the germans would quiet down’.21 even after the war, the British historian 
a.J.p. taylor sought to prove that hitler was a ‘normal’ european leader 
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practicing the opportunism of realpolitik on behalf of liberating germany 
from the shackles of the ‘vindictive’ versailles treaty and restoring germany 
to a political status commensurate with its population and industrial power. 
‘hitler was no more wicked and unscrupulous than many other contemporary 
statesmen.’ hitler’s ideology consisted of nothing but ‘day-dreams’, and hitler 
ended up in russia because ‘his judgement was corrupted by easy victories’, not 
because he really believed it was germany’s racial destiny to carve out massive 
lebensraum (living space) in the slavic east.22

 taylor’s thesis was never convincing and has been thoroughly discredited 
by subsequent analysis.23 The thesis could never account for nazi behaviour 
in europe or the holocaust; more generally, it wilfully ignored the power of 
ideas in international politics. Much of hitler’s foreign policy was rooted in the 
foreign policies of imperial germany and the weimar republic, but hitler’s 
racial and territorial objectives in europe, to say nothing of his profound 
craving for war, lay beyond the boundaries of pre-nazi german foreign policy. 
hitler’s ideology defined the scope of his territorial ambitions in europe, 
especially in the east. to be sure, he was a supreme opportunist and sought to 
revise versailles in so far as it held germany down militarily and ‘imprisoned’ 
much of the german nation outside the german state. revisionism, however, 
was but an enabling precondition for action on a much larger agenda of racial 
conquest and enslavement.
 This dimension of hitler and his ambitions eluded proponents of appeasement 
as much as it did taylor himself. it was easy to dismiss hitler’s tirades on race 
and lebensraum as fodder for domestic political consumption. The highly 
respected economist dr hjalmar schacht, a traditional conservative who was 
sacked by hitler as reichsbank president in 1939 for opposing germany’s 
unbridled rearmament and who was arrested and jailed in the wake of the 20 
July 1944 attempt on hitler’s life, told an interviewer after the war that in the 
early 1930s ‘no one took [hitler’s] anti-semitism seriously. we thought it was 
a political propaganda issue and would be forgotten once he got into power.’24 
taken at face value, hitler’s vision of an aryan empire stretching to the Urals 
was nothing short of fantastic: it would require the conquest of eastern europe, 
destruction of the soviet Union and ‘ethnic cleansing on a grotesque scale’ – 
objectives beyond germany’s strengths and unacceptable to the upholders of 
the european balance of power.25

 chamberlain believed that hitler’s ambitions were limited to germanic 
europe and that the german dictator could be satisfied by territorial conces-
sions. he believed that hitler, like Bismarck before him, understood the limits 
of german power, and that he could not possibly want to plunge his country and 
the rest of europe into another general war. Moreover, by the mid-1930s many 
British leaders had come to regard german grievances against the versailles 
treaty as legitimate. They certainly opposed risking war to enforce a treaty they 
believed to have been a mistake in the first place, and they felt it was inevitable 
that hitler would rearm and cast off other versailles restrictions on germany. 



 appeaseMent:  a critical evalUation sevent Y Years on 229

robert Jervis has observed that the uniqueness of the threat hitler posed was 
not widely understood at the time. ‘nazi germany was seen as a difficult state, 
but not as a wildly abnormal one. indeed, observers lacked a readily available 
intellectual category into which germany as we now see it could have been fit 
. . . it is sensible to require extraordinary evidence before one reaches an implau-
sible conclusion.’26

 even had British and french leaders grasped the true nature and aims of 
the nazi regime and hitler’s strategic ambitions, it is far from clear what they 
could have done to stop him militarily. france had a large and well-equipped 
army, but it was an army unwilling of undertaking offensive action against 
germany. The french general staff, determined to avoid the horrendous blood 
losses of 1914–18, alarmed by france’s growing industrial and demographic 
inferiority to germany and shackled by a parliamentary-imposed one-year 
term of service for conscripts, embraced a rigid defensive military doctrine 
and a reserve mobilization-dependent army that precluded offensive military 
action into german territory.27 The french would await a german attack behind 
the Maginot line, a formidable string of fortifications that conserved french 
manpower, while mobilizing the full strength of their army. The peacetime 
french army was, in fact, little more than a skeleton on which the wartime force 
mobilized. it lacked a standing mobile strike force. france’s military posture 
thus not only left it up to hitler to decide when and under what circumstances 
to initiate another franco-german war, but also stripped france’s alliances 
with czechoslovakia and other eastern european states of any credibility.
 The British were in no better shape. Though safer from the german menace 
than france, Britain in the 1930s staggered under a multiplicity of military 
obligations that far exceeded its capacity to act upon them. The first world 
war had greatly weakened Britain’s financial power though she inherited even 
greater imperial obligations as a result of the war’s destruction of the german 
and turkish empires. during the 1930s, Britain still controlled a quarter of 
the world, but with less than ten percent of its manufacturing strength and 
war production potential.28 Yet as the decade progressed, Britain faced a 
mushrooming german threat in europe, a rising Japanese threat in the far 
east and a significant italian threat in the Mediterranean, the latter threatening 
Britain’s vital imperial line of communication to india via the suez canal. small 
wonder that in 1935 the committee of imperial defence (cid) warned that 

we cannot foresee the time when our defence forces will be strong enough to safeguard 
our territory, trade and vital interests against germany, italy and Japan simultane-
ously. we cannot, therefore, exaggerate the importance . . . of any political action that 
can be taken to reduce the numbers of our potential enemies or to gain the support of 
potential allies.29 

The call to reduce the numbers of Britain’s potential enemies was a call to 
appease germany or italy or Japan in order to free up military resources to 



230 the origins of the second world war

deal with those who remained unappeased. it was a call that was hardly unrea-
sonable especially as the german and Japanese threats worsened during the 
three years separating the cid’s assessment and the czech crisis of 1938.
 even in europe, Britain was not in a position to project military power its 
military power on to the continent. The royal navy was preoccupied with 
the italian and Japanese threats; the royal air force was in the middle of 
rearming (largely with defensive fighter aircraft); and the army had no defined 
strategic role outside of home and imperial defence. not until february 1939 
did chamberlain authorize a continental commitment in the form of two 
divisions within twenty-one days of the beginning of hostilities, with another 
two to follow within sixty-five days – drops in the bucket compared to a fully 
mobilized french army and a rapidly expanding german army.30 
 nor was Britain prepared, in the crucial years before the infamous Munich 
conference of september 1938, and willing to enter a military alliance with 
france. This refusal was critical because it drove the french, who suffered 
fewer illusions about german intentions in europe, to embrace appeasement. 
why? Because the french rightly believed that they could not wage war against 
germany with any hope of success except in alliance with Britain. france’s 
strategic dependence on Britain and its derivative diplomatic strategy of waiting 
for Britain to recognize the mortal danger effectively gave the British veto 
power over french policy toward germany, a veto chamberlain was more than 
willing to exercise. But the french understood that ‘the basic military equation 
in western europe remained a france of 40 million confronted by 75 million 
germans and 40 million italians’ dictated ‘cooperation in appeasement until the 
policy succeeded or until the British themselves woke up to its futility’.31

 a dread of strategic bombing and a misjudgement of the real nazi air threat 
further encouraged appeasement. Both governments and publics in Britain 
and france were gripped by a generic dread of mass air attacks on cities, and 
governments fell victim to a massive german deception campaign about the 
size and nature of the nazi air threat. prime Minster stanley Baldwin’s famously 
remarked in 1932, ‘There is no power on earth that can protect its people from 
being bombed . . . The bomber will always get through.’ This view was gospel 
to British and american air power advocates from the early 1920s on, and was 
widespread among the British public throughout the 1930s. The misperception 
of the german threat stemmed from failure to appreciate, especially in Britain, 
that german air power was being developed mainly to provide tactical air 
support to the german army, not to conduct strategic bombing operations, and 
from german success in duping, among others, the chief of the french air staff, 
general Joseph vuillemin, the american aviator turned pro-nazi defeatist, 
charles a. lindberg and future British prime minister winston churchill (a 
persistent purveyor of inflated estimates of german air strength during the 
1930s) into believing that german air power was seemingly irresistible. on 
the eve of the Munich conference, lindberg’s widely reported view was that 
‘germany now has the means of destroying london, paris, and praha [prague] 
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if she wishes to do so. england and france together do not have enough modern 
planes for effective defense.’32 The historian p.M.h. Bell believes that ‘Munich 
was a victory for the terror which the germans inspired by displaying the 
luftwaffe with panache, and letting their opponents’ nerves do the rest.’33

 distrust of the soviet Union and fear of communism also promoted 
appeasement, an alternative to which was the formation of the kind of grand 
alliance that defeated germany in the first world war. such an alliance, 
however, was never more than a theoretical possibility until hitler invaded the 
soviet Union in June 1941 and declared war on the United states later in the 
year. for the United states, domestic politics precluded war or military alliance 
with threatened states in europe as voluntary policy choices. But this was not 
the case for the soviet Union, which hitler both reviled and targeted for german 
racial expansion. stalin clearly understood nazi germany for the deadly threat 
that it was, but he also greatly mistrusted Britain and france as potential allies 
against hitler, and in the end he chose to sign a non-aggression pact with 
hitler rather than enter an alliance with Britain and france. The profoundly 
anti-communist government of neville chamberlain was never really serious 
about a military pact with the soviet Union anyway. it distrusted stalin and 
harboured understandable doubts about the soviet Union’s value as an ally 
against hitler, especially after stalin’s decimation of the red army’s officer 
corps. large percentages of British and french voters also regarded communism 
as a greater threat than nazism. indeed, in neither country was there significant 
public support for the use of force against hitler until after the german dictator 
seized the non-germanic portions of czechoslovakia on 15 March 1939. stalin 
also had good reason to distrust Britain and france, especially after they had 
bowed to hitler’s demands against czechoslovakia at Munich. anglo-french 
appeasement of nazi germany and an undeclared war with Japan in the far 
east persuaded stalin to cut his own deal with hitler, who in august 1939 had 
much to offer stalin, including extensive territorial concessions east of the 
vistula river, that Britain and france could not. The inescapable conclusion is 
that an alliance between communist russia and the great capitalist democracies 
against hitler was never in the cards short of the desperation imposed by war, a 
conclusion bolstered the grand alliance’s disintegration in 1945. 
 Michael Bess convincingly argues that at Munich in 1938 ‘the policy of 
appeasement underwent a qualitative change: from an intelligent and morally 
defensible policy of addressing reasonable german grievances, to a dishon-
orable and self-defeating policy of caving in to the grossly unfair demands of 
a bully’.34 Until september 1938, hitler’s moves in europe addressed legitimate 
german objections to the inequities of the versailles treaty. hitler’s refusal to 
accept germany’s permanent disarmament while europe’s other great powers 
remained armed, his reassertion of full german sovereignty over the rhineland 
via its military reoccupation in March 1936 and his uncontested occupation 
of the germanic rump state of austria in March 1938 were all peaceful and 
consistent with the principle of national self-determination. 
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 in contrast, his demand that czechoslovakia be dismembered or he 
would take that country by force was a demand pregnant with political and 
strategic dangers for both Britain and france. czechoslovakia was not only 
eastern europe’s sole democracy; it was also well armed, having a good 
army, strong fortifications along its mountainous border with germany, and 
eastern europe’s largest armaments industry. perhaps most significant of all, 
czechoslovakia, unlike austria, was a treaty ally of france. Thus when the 
British and the french forced the czech government to capitulate to hitler’s 
demand that czechoslovakia cede to germany the sudetenland – those areas 
of czechoslovakia adjacent to the german border in which the majority of 
inhabitants were germans – they infamously sacrificed a democracy and (for 
france) an ally to nazi germany in a manner that could not fail to encourage 
hitler (and stalin) to believe that neither the British nor the french would 
resist further german seizures of territory in the east. Munich was a moral 
and strategic disaster for Britain and france. writing about Munich after the 
war, churchill observed, ‘for almost twenty years [czech] president [edward] 
Benes had been a faithful ally and almost vassal of france . . . if ever there was 
a case of solemn obligation, it was here and now . . . it was a portent of doom 
when a french government failed to keep the word of france.’35 even french 
premier edouard daladier felt ashamed at Munich but believed france could 
not defy a neville chamberlain determined to offer up czechoslovakia on the 
altar of appeasement. daladier understood – even if chamberlain did not – the 
strategic and moral consequences of selling out the czechs. ‘i am not proud. no 
i am not proud,’ he told the french delegation. ‘The czechs are our allies, and 
we have obligations to them. what i have just done betrays them . . . [but] what 
can i do if i have no one behind me?’36

 The question, however, still remains: what could Britain and france have 
done to save czechoslovakia? gerhard l. weinberg has wisely cautioned 
against ignoring ‘the enormous significance of the circumstances in which 
military action is considered and the perceptions of such action at the time both 
by those who have to make the decision and by the segments of the public that 
will have to bear the burdens of any war’. with respect to Munich, he concludes, 
‘it is surprising that in the crisis over czechoslovakia there was any serious 
consideration of going to war at all in Britain or france.’37 The french rightly 
believed they were too weak to act without British support, and chamberlain 
was simply not willing to go to war over czechoslovakia. The sole exception 
was if hitler attacked czechoslovakia and if france then chose to honour her 
alliance commitment to the czechs – a message that a chamberlain emissary, 
sir horace wilson, conveyed to hitler at Munich with evident deterrent effect.38 
But hitler, though threatening war, did not attack, and france was not willing 
to commit absent assurance of a British commitment. in any event, neither 
france nor Britain was geographically positioned to provide direct military 
assistance to czechoslovakia, and, as we have seen, french military doctrine 
and force structure precluded an attack into germany in response to a german 
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invasion of czechoslovakia. The simple – and for czechoslovakia – unpleasant 
fact was that Britain or france could do little to keep hitler from grabbing all of 
czechoslovakia, except to force the czechs into giving up some czech territory 
in the hope of saving the rest. and this is what chamberlain and daladier did. 
‘[n]o military pressure we can exact by sea, or land or in the air can prevent 
germany either from invading and overrunning Bohemia of inflicting a decisive 
defeat on the czechoslovakian army,’ concluded a March 1938 British chiefs of 
staff assessment of the implications of a german attack on czechoslovakia. ‘if 
politically it is deemed necessary to restore czechoslovakia’s lost integrity, this 
aim will entail war with germany, and her defeat may mean a long struggle. 
in short, we can do nothing to prevent the dog getting the bone, and we have 
no means of making him give it up, except by killing him by a slow process of 
attrition and starvation.’39

 ironically, while chamberlain regarded Munich as a success, hitler saw 
it as a defeat. he used the alleged persecution of the german community 
in czechoslovakia as a pretext for the conquest of all of czechoslovakia. he 
had not foreseen chamberlain’s willingness to accept the peaceful transfer of 
the sudetenland to germany. chamberlain had wrecked his plans. ‘The most 
disappointed man of Munich was adolf hitler,’ contends J.w. wheeler-Bennett, 
author of an early work on the Munich conference. ‘chamberlain and daladier 
had made so wholesale a surrender of czechoslovakia that even adolph hitler 
could not find an excuse to go to war.’40 on his return to Berlin from Munich, 
hitler told hjalmar schacht, ‘That fellow [chamberlain] has spoiled my entry 
into prague.’41 after the war paul o. schmidt, who was hitler’s interpreter and 
who was constantly at hitler’s side during the nazi leader’s discussions with 
chamberlain, recounted hitler’s disgust at chamberlain’s popularity among 
ordinary germans. ‘it was definitely chamberlain who was the idol of the 
german people at Munich – not hitler. The german masses gave flowers to 
chamberlain. one could see on their faces that they thanked chamberlain for 
saving the peace of europe despite hitler.’ as for the latter, ‘hitler didn’t like this 
show at all. he feared it would give the impression that the german people were 
pacifists, which, of course, would be unpardonable in the eyes of the nazis.’42 of 
the British prime Minister’s performance at Munich, richard overy writes, ‘it 
is easy to see why chamberlain saw Munich as a victory . . . from a position of 
military weakness and inferiority, with no firm allies, and an array of diplomatic 
imponderables, chamberlain had almost single-handedly averted war between 
germany and czechoslovakia and compelled hitler, for the last time, to work 
within the western framework [of negotiated territorial disputes].’43

 critics of anglo-french appeasement of hitler properly recognize that 
appeasement failed because hitler’s ambitions in europe reached far beyond 
what the appeasers were prepared to give. But the critics’ assumption that 
hitler could have been deterred from attempting the subjugation of europe by 
an early show of force or the formation of a grand alliance to stop him reflects 
a misreading of hitler and the nazi german threat.44 The early adoption 
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of a policy of firmness and deterrence would have altered hitler’s tactical 
calculations: witness hitler’s decision at Munich to postpone his invasion of 
czechoslovakia. But there is no reason to believe such a policy would have 
caused hitler to change his strategic goals. hitler’s tactical opportunism did not 
encompass a willingness to discard his commitment to creating a german racial 
empire stretching to the Ural Mountains. 
 historian ernest r. May has observed that if the appeasers had illusions 
about hitler, so too did many ‘anti-appeasers’ who ‘had their own illusions 
which were almost equally distant from reality. They believed that hitler could 
be deterred by the threat of war. few suspected that hitler wanted war.’45 Thus 
churchill was wrong when he claimed in 1946 that ‘[t]here was never a war in 
all history easier to prevent by timely action than the one that has just desolated 
the globe. it could have been prevented without the firing of a single shot.’46 
hitler had wanted war no later than 1943, and he believed that germany would 
be powerful enough to defeat any combination of opposing states by then. war 
was thus inevitable as long as hitler remained in power. successful deterrence 
would have required a hitler not only willing to check his ambitions in europe 
but also fearful of the consequences of war with the soviet Union – i.e. a hitler 
who recognized the limits of germany power. But this was not the hitler that 
was. The real hitler recognized no curbs on his ambitions for germany, scorned 
soviet military power and did not hesitate to declare war on the United states 
even as nazi military fortunes in russia were beginning to sag.
 hitler’s undeterrability renders moot much discussion about ‘what might 
have been’. would, for example, a credible anglo-french alliance with the 
soviet Union (churchill’s favoured course of action) have deterred hitler from 
seeking to enslave the slavic untermensch in the east? hitler was ideologically 
propelled to invade the soviet Union, for which he had both racial and military 
contempt, and he proceeded to do so in June 1941 notwithstanding an unfin-
ished and expanding war with Britain in the west and the growing difficulties of 
his italian ally in the Mediterranean. in reality there was, as we have seen, slim 
prospect of a credible anglo-french-soviet alliance in the 1930s, given stalin’s 
suspicions of capitalist Britain and france and the extreme hostility of much 
British and french political opinion to Bolshevism and the soviet pariah state. 
Moreover, the soviet Union’s lack of a common border with germany blocked 
Moscow from projecting its military power against germany except through 
poland and czechoslovakia.
 The fact that hitler could be neither deterred nor appeased meant that 
war could have been avoided only via hitler’s death or removal from power, 
options that before the war were not considered by london or paris and only 
briefly weighed by some german military leaders in 1938. (democratic Britain 
and france were not in the business of sponsoring assassinations of european 
heads of state.) Beyond hitler’s departure from power, only a preventive war 
that crippled german military power, collapsed the nazi regime, or both could 
have averted the second world war. Yet Britain in the 1930s had no capacity 
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to project decisive military power on to the continent, much less deep into 
germany, and france, though in possession of a very large army, had adopted 
a purely defensive strategy. in neither country was there any public or parlia-
mentary support for a preventive war against germany: even churchill rejected 
preventive war in favour of deterrence through the creation of a grand coalition 
of anti-nazi states (and if hitler nonetheless decided on war, then at least 
Britain would have locked in powerful allies).
 Thus when the neo-conservative critics of appeasement speak about how 
hitler could and should have been stopped before 1939, as did richard perle 
in urging a U.s. invasion of iraq, they mean forcible regime change of the kind 
the United states launched against saddam hussein in 2003. But it is here that 
the neo-conservatives and others who believe in the continuing validity of the 
Munich analogy enter the fantasy realm of historical counter-factualism. for 
Britain and france in the 1930s, a decisive preventive war against nazi germany 
was morally unacceptable, politically impossible and militarily infeasible. one 
wonders what richard perle had in mind when he spoke of a ‘preemptive strike 
against hitler at the time of Munich’? 
 neville chamberlain did horribly misread hitler, but the current neo-conserv-
ative indictment of chamberlain falsely assumes that the option of preventive 
war against germany was as readily available to london and paris in 1938 as 
it was to the United states against iraq in 2003. The truth of the matter is that 
europe boarded the train toward general war the moment hitler took power 
in germany, and that nothing short of his death or removal from power – 
outcomes that lay beyond the democracies’ ability to effect – could have stopped 
it.
 of course, any german government of the 1930s would have pursued recti-
fication of the versailles treaty injustices, but even a government of traditional 
conservative nationalists of the kind that hitler discarded on his road to war 
(precisely because they opposed his reckless policies) would have respected 
the limits of german power and the unacceptability to Britain and france of 
a german-dominated europe. They would have been happy to recover lost 
territory in poland, even to see poland disappear – but not at the cost of general 
war for which germany was ill prepared. 
 Many retrospective observers believe they now know what Britain and france 
should have done in the 1930s because we all know that the second world war and 
the holocaust were the consequences of appeasement. however, today’s should runs 
afoul of yesterday’s could not and would not. hindsight is not 20-20 vision: it refracts 
past events through the lens of what followed. david potter has shrewdly observed 
that hindsight is ‘the historian’s chief asset and his main liability’.47 robert J. Young 
notes, in his examination of france and the origins of the second world war, that 
‘the problem with hindsight is that it is illuminated more by the present than the 
past’.48 British and french statesmen in the 1930s did not know they were on the 
road to general war – on the contrary, they were seeking to avoid war. how differ-
ently would Munich now be seen had it not been followed by war and genocide? 
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 it is time to retire hitler and ‘appeasement’ from the american national 
security debate. This does not mean the United states should negotiate with any 
and all enemies or that it should refrain from using force against all threats that 
are not hitlerian in scope. The United states is a great power with occasionally 
threatened interests whose protection sometimes requires threatened or actual 
use of force. what it does mean is that continued employment of the Munich 
analogy to portray threats – an analogy that, unnecessarily and disastrously, 
promoted the use of force in vietnam and iraq – impedes sound strategic 
thinking about foreign threats to national security and proper responses to 
them. 
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chapter 14

A Very English Channel: Britain and French 
Appeasement

Robert J. Young

Years ago i examined france’s entrance into the second world war in a 
book that employed considerations of economics, domestic and international 
politics, ideology and popular psychology. it argued that french citizens were 
divided over which risks were greatest to national security, and that from the 
fractures inflicted by those rival certainties a debilitating national ambiva-
lence had emerged.1 reaction was mixed. some thought that it furthered our 
understanding of inter-war france; others that better statesmen would have 
overcome the domestic fault lines and averted the catastrophic defeat of 1940. 
The book made little of ‘appeasement,’ a word with more resonance in Britain 
than in france. That arch appeaser neville chamberlain has inspired many 
interpretations, whether they emphasize his idealism and horror of war, his 
concern about the nation’s armaments and the related fear of depleting the 
treasury prematurely, or his sustained misreading of hitler and the intellectual 
arrogance that caused him to do so.2 
 edouard daladier, french prime Minister between 1938 and 1940, has 
attracted less attention.3 he is commonly portrayed as a weak man at the 
head of a divided cabinet and country, a weary sancho panza to chamberlain, 
resigned rather than committed to the appeasement of germany. national 
defence Minister between 1936 and 1940, he would be tarred by the spectacular 
military collapse, an event so unexpected that the easiest explanations came 
first. despite the deaths of 120,000 french soldiers in May–June 1940, such 
sudden defeat had to mean marginal resistance, poor military preparation, 
poor civilian oversight and a population riddled by apathy if not corruption 
and treason.4 hence the links between chamberlain’s determination to appease 
hitler, daladier’s determination to acquiesce, their joint failure to prevent war 
and the french failure to withstand the german onslaught.
 Much of this warrants fresh review. france was somehow complicit in war’s 
outbreak not by bellicosity but by passivity or, rephrased, by its failure as victim. 
and that re-invokes the word ‘appeasement’. in the 1920s, the word had been 
praise-worthy. in france, apaisement meant reconciling domestic differences 
to break political stalemates and reconciling international differences to ensure 
security. only in the hitler years did it turn toxic. re-labeled by contemporary, 
then historical, critics as a euphemism for blindness if not cowardice, it has 



 a  verY english channel:  Britain and french appeaseMent 239

come to represent anglo-french indifference to the fate of strangers in central 
europe: austrians, czechs or slovaks, Jews or gentiles. and because the french 
had been only disingenuous appeasers, because their collapse was so sudden, 
and because that suddenness implied moral infirmity, their guilt has somehow 
emerged greater than that of chamberlain’s government.
 why is not mysterious. shrewdly assembled, the events of 1933–9 can easily 
be turned into an indictment of the Third republic. in March 1935, germany 
extended its violations of the peace treaty it had signed in 1919 by reintroducing 
conscription and announcing the existence of an air force. in 1936 it violated 
the provisions of a demilitarized rhineland. two years later it absorbed austria, 
by so doing preparing for the dismantling of the czechoslovak state, a french 
ally. By the spring of 1939 it was clear that poland, another ally, was hitler’s 
next target. all of this contravened the terms of the paris peace conference 
two decades earlier. Yet successive french governments had only acquiesced as 
hitler grew more menacing. There was no call to arms, no threat of sanctions. 
concessions to avoid war had come to appear more sensible and prudent than 
risking war by refusing them. 
 french appeasement had changed its complexion. no longer a synonym for 
premeditated conciliation, a strategy to resolve differences, it was now inspired 
by desperation. That, at least, has been a recurring theme within the historio-
graphical debate; and it has the merit of helping us anticipate – though after the 
fact – the collapse of 1940. weakness as prologue to humiliation. But if we have 
lightly sketched the meaning of appeasement and its evolution, nothing has 
been said of its origins. what explains france’s escalating passivity its resigned 
responses to hitler’s challenges? The answer may be found as surely in the rich 
soil of Britain as in the fields of france.
 The seed was sewn in the spring of 1919. french premier georges clemenceau, 
supported by president raymond poincaré and the allied commander, Marshal 
ferdinand foch, resolved to protect france against a german revival. Mindful 
of the costs associated with the german invasion of 1914, the government 
had two objectives. one was reparation for the damages to the country’s 
infrastructure and its civilian population, especially the tens of thousands left 
widowed and orphaned.5 The other was insurance against a repeat cataclysm. 
to that end, all envisaged permanent allied control of the strategic rhine 
bridgeheads, while some dreamt of a semi-autonomous rhenish state carved 
out of germany. in short, they were already convinced that, once recovered, the 
germans would seek revenge – unless the defences they faced were too formi-
dable or the penalties they risked too forbidding.
 Britain’s prime Minister, david lloyd george, and the american president, 
woodrow wilson, had other convictions. excising german territory for the 
sake of french security, or contemplating a permanent foreign presence on 
german soil, would be counter-productive. either would entrench german 
hostility and make another war more likely. to avert catastrophe they offered 
clemenceau something in return for a concession on the rhineland. together 
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they would defend france against future aggression – although lloyd george 
quickly made Britain’s commitment contingent upon congressional approval 
of wilson’s pledge.6 The deal died within a year. wilson’s guarantee treaty was 
rejected in washington, physically lost in a congressional office, mentally lost 
in the controversy over his insistence on saddling the treaty with the body 
eventually known as the league of nations.7 with it went the British guarantee. 
The french had exchanged a secure hold on the rhineland for promises that 
proved chimerical.
 The collapse of those guarantees proved symptomatic of the disarray in the 
post-war anglo-french ‘alliance’. indeed, the tensions that had arisen during 
the conference only multiplied. london and paris quarreled over whether 
germany was honouring its reparations and disarmament obligations. They 
quarreled over the near east, adopting opposite sides over turk and greek 
interests at the straits, theatre command issues, the armenians, the fate of syria 
and Mesopotamian oil. They quarreled over the balance of power in eastern 
europe, appropriate responses to the Bolsheviks and their civil war opponents, 
the cartographic contours of Upper silesia and the already threatening geopo-
litical mire of german–czech–polish relations.8 
 even before france’s parliament ratified the versailles treaty, the semi-
official Le Temps claimed British sympathy for germany’s straightened financial 
condition owed much to the disappearance of german sea-power. ‘suspicion of 
British policy . . . is now prevalent,’ the ambassador reported from paris, while 
his french counterpart remarked on the exceptional intensity of anglo-french 
disagreements.9 in March 1920, the former rapporteur on the german treaty 
warned of an ‘alliance crisis’. america had not ratified the versailles treaty and 
the solemn pledge to french security had disappeared. conversely, the deputy 
added, france’s closest ‘ally’ in europe – Britain – had reduced its commitments 
by one, and added the bonus of a vanished german naval threat. ‘what did 
england get? gentlemen, england got her security.’10

 such was the context within twelve months of the completed peace treaty. 
america had forsaken it. germany seemed determined to violate it. and with 
the german navy hors de combat, its air force banned, its army size-restricted 
to the defence of its own borders and anglo-german commercial relations 
recovering, Britain had freed itself of a momentary commitment to defend 
france. true, others were more receptive. a franco-Belgian accord initiated 
a series between france and other countries whose security depended on 
the 1919 settlement. That such accords surfaced in the dual wakes of anglo-
american broken promises and intense anglo-french differences was hardly 
surprising. indeed, even while the franco-Belgian negotiations were underway, 
another nasty contretemps erupted. in april 1920, german domestic unrest 
prompted the weimar government to send more troops into the ruhr valley 
than the treaty permitted. paris and Brussels responded with military occupa-
tions of frankfurt and darmstadt – to which london responded with outrage.11 
recalling germany’s latest violations of her disarmament and reparations 
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obligations, premier alexandre Millerand asked pointedly when england would 
show impatience. ‘when would it say to germany: enough? if it won’t say so, 
then france must.’12 
 But candour produced no harmony, a condition confirmed by heated 
exchanges at conferences in san remo, Brussels and spa. lloyd george worried 
that germany would be destabilized by too stringent treaty enforcement, 
especially future incursions on german soil. Millerand worried about german 
dilatory tactics and ‘lies’. That discordance, together with unresolved differ-
ences over eastern europe, the near east mandates and oil, generated what the 
london embassy called ‘a spectacle of extraordinary incoherence’, a spectacle 
lit up by lloyd george’s incendiary reference to the french as ‘shylocks’.13 and 
while he also stressed the durability of the anglo-french alliance, that assurance 
sounded hollow to the french knowing what they had forfeited on the rhine 
in 1919. from paris, it seemed that Britain intended to recapture its pre-war 
‘splendid isolation’. an exchange in the house of commons on 16 november 
1920 confirmed that the government regarded the failed american pledge with 
relief and declined to reaffirm its own.14 By then the french government, fully 
aware of British detachment, was negotiating a security accord with poland, the 
newest recruit for an eventual defence of france. in the third week of february 
1921 those two countries concluded a mutual assistance agreement and a 
supplementary military convention.
 given the host of franco-British aggravations, the franco-polish alliance 
proved but another irritant, especially as an Upper silesian crisis erupted in 
the spring of 1921. seen from london, the french were unreasonably hostile 
to germany’s regional interests and sympathetic to those of warsaw. seen from 
paris, British opinion had been deliberately turned against the poles and the 
British foreign secretary, lord curzon, driven by personal ‘hatred’ for poland. 
indeed, he even threatened the break-up of what he occasionally did call the 
french ‘alliance’, a threat ambassador saint-aulaire considered ‘puerile’ but 
which his ministry took more seriously.15 lloyd george also threatened. By 
siding with poland, france was not only ‘absolutely wrong’ but risked creating 
an eastern alsace-lorraine – a development certain to delay a new guarantee of 
french security.16 in response, one Quai d’orsay official observed: 

By instinct england maintains the policy she has always pursued across the ages . . . 
which consists of opposing the number one power on the continent, in combination 
with number two. france now appears to her as the first power, and therefore it is natural 
to oppose us in concert with germany, and thus to claim the role of willing mediator.

That strategy, he added, meant not only discouraging france from forceful 
responses to german treaty violations, but actively encouraging enough friction 
to impede franco-german efforts at economic collaboration.17

 further proof of anglo-french malaise came three months later at the 
washington naval disarmament conference. in a dispatch home, lord Balfour, 
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head of the British delegation, summarized the latest french complaints: 
exclusion from the opening negotiations during which British, american 
and Japanese delegates awarded france an inferior ratio of capital ships; 
anglo-american pressure to reduce french land armaments, despite his own 
admission that france ‘has not been given secure frontiers, in the absence of 
which guarantees had been promised, but not given’; and anglo-american 
pressure to reduce the french air force. as for french plans for a significant 
submarine fleet – a force of some import to Britain – it was obvious to Balfour, 
if spectacularly misleading to anyone better informed, that submarines ‘repre-
sented a far greater threat to our security than did our capital ships to an almost 
self-supporting country like france [author’s emphasis]’.18 in short, given the 
theoretically disarmed condition of germany, the most direct threat to Britain’s 
security came from france, whether by air or under-seas, while the greatest 
indirect threat to europe’s peace was from impulsive acts by france, the conti-
nent’s largest land force. indeed, British opinion had become so hostile, the 
french ambassador reported in January 1922, that ‘we are almost unanimously 
regarded as the worst enemy of england and of humanity’.19

 The french found this mystifying, given their unwavering commitment to 
restoring the war-time alliance. They had already reduced their military service 
from three years to two, and were approaching the goal of eighteen months – all 
at a time when england betrayed unlimited patience for german treaty viola-
tions. at washington, france reluctantly agreed to a capital ship tonnage that 
was half her original target – a tonnage negotiated in her absence and without 
acknowledgement that there had been no capital ship construction since 1914 
and that her metropolitan and colonial coastal perimeters equaled those of the 
United states.20 reworded, despite the aborted guarantees of 1919, france was 
expected to accelerate her disarmament on land and to accept key naval and air 
concessions. indeed, the subject of those guarantees kept resurfacing. aristide 
Briand purposely recalled them in november 1921, as did albert sarraut in 
december. Unless other governments pledged assistance to france, ‘they have 
no right to impose limits on our armaments’.21

 while the basic issue of security guarantees remained intractable, by early 
1922 some differences of detail had developed. in december 1921, while 
reaffirming france’s fidelity to the current mésentente cordiale, ambassador 
saint-aulaire grew aggressive. The old guarantee of unilateral assistance now 
seemed ‘unacceptable, even humiliating’. Reciprocal pledges would be more 
consistent with france’s national honour by liberating her from the robes of 
mendicant. They would also remind both countries that either might fall first 
victim of aggression. Moreover, the original wording of ‘unprovoked aggression’ 
needed rethinking – partly because the idea that france would ever provoke 
conflict was offensive in itself, and partly because the phrase under-estimated 
german capacity for duplicity. troubling too was the earlier expression ‘direct 
aggression’, for germany would never repeat the mistake of 1914 by attacking 
france directly. an attack on a weaker opponent was far more probable, for 
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instance france’s principal post-1919 ally, poland. That eventuality, he noted, 
had not been foreseen in the original guarantee of 1919.22

 That démarche pleased a British government rhetorically committed to france 
as an ally, but intent on avoiding alliance. now, the french themselves had 
raised the spectre of a war triggered by their commitments to eastern europe. 
curzon and lloyd george reacted quickly. The trouble spots of eastern europe, 
the prime Minister told Briand at cannes, made such a revised guarantee too 
risky. This observation was endorsed by one foreign office historian. precedent 
permitted guarantees against aggression on the rhine or through Belgium, but 
military assistance to eastern europe would be a dangerous innovation. That, 
at least, was ‘one reason why it is impossible now to satisfy the demands of our 
french allies’.23

 whatever the other reasons, 1922 saw little improvement in anglo-french 
relations, and no progress on security guarantees, unilateral or reciprocal. 
curzon found some of the french ideas dangerously ‘ambiguous’ and calculated 
‘to frighten the germans’. he even accused paris of inspiring an anglophobic 
press campaign of ‘deliberate misrepresentations’ and of accusing Britain of 
france’s own double-dealing – namely searching for an ‘excuse’ for moving 
apart. as for Balfour, fresh from washington, he had a list of obstacles to a new 
security pact, all ‘largely owing to the attitude of the french government’.24 The 
french countered with two strategies. saint-aulaire kept reminding whitehall 
of the price france had paid in 1919 for the British guarantee – ‘without getting 
it’ – and kept pushing for a new pact. his minister, raymond poincaré, feigned 
indifference. attempts to invigorate an old pledge in fresh language had only 
produced ‘mystification’. since Britain had no choice but to intervene in the 
event of an attack on Belgium or france, he was ‘absolutely indifferent as to 
whether there was a pact or not’.25

 in fact, nothing could disguise the tensions within the ‘alliance’, one prime 
source of which was germany’s ongoing violations of her reparations obliga-
tions. in december 1922 a foreign office official predicted that france was 
‘going to upset our applecart’ by forceful action. That presentiment was 
shared by sir John Bradbury, Britain’s principal delegate on the international 
reparations commission, who had ‘an underlying feeling’ that he and his 
french counterpart were ‘traveling towards a breaking-point’.26 he was right. in 
January the commission ruled germany in violation of her commitments and 
a franco-Belgian military force moved into the ruhr to force the resumption of 
payments. Bradbury refrained from supporting the ruling, and his government 
condemned the action. Unsurprisingly, in Britain and america the most reliably 
anti-french presses resumed their condemnation of french pig-headedness, 
militarism and imperialism.
 The ruhr crisis of 1923 is sufficiently known to permit brevity.27 it repre-
sented the most independent french action of the inter-war period against 
german violation of the treaty of versailles, and it was roundly attacked in 
Britain. at least it was until June 1924, when ‘the joyous tidings’ arrived that 
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premier poincaré had been replaced by the apparently more conciliatory 
edouard herriot, whose administration soon agreed to withdraw french 
troops.28 Before departing, however, poincaré had done one more thing to 
irritate the British government. vilified as obdurate and reckless – largely for 
ignoring British counsels of restraint – he had compounded his ruhr offence 
by assuming another commitment in eastern europe, though one calculated 
to further the security of france. in January 1924, through an exchange of 
letters with the czech premier edouard Benes, he had concluded the franco-
czechoslovak treaty of alliance and friendship. as with the Belgian and polish 
accords, this treaty provided for ongoing contact between general staffs and for 
the preparation of ‘concerted plans to stave off an aggression against one of the 
two countries by a common enemy’.29 
 But there was no comparable movement on the anglo-french front. 
Throughout 1924 attention shifted from the elusive bilateral accord to a less 
familiar, if equally elusive, multilateral security protocol under the league of 
nations. for a time some thought a British pledge to france might be resurrected 
within this broader convention, but that too proved unworkable. By the spring 
of 1926, whitehall was exasperated by french attempts to keep the idea alive 
– long after it ‘had been publicly, if not peremptorily, rejected by his Majesty’s 
government’.30 in its place, it had agreed to the multilateral locarno accords of 
october 1925, the key feature of which was an anglo-italian guarantee of the 
franco-german–Belgian borders. Though a lesser version of the defunct pledge 
of 1919 (because it denied a unique relationship with france) the undertaking of 
1925 was as far as the British government would ever commit to the defence of 
france until the eve of the next war. in that sense the breakthrough was limited, 
for it was seen in london as ‘the end of a problem, rather than the beginning of 
a military commitment’.31 certainly it did not dissuade france from extending 
its circle of anti-revisionist friends in eastern europe, including romania by a 
treaty of June 1926 and Yugoslavia in november 1927.
 it is fair to say, however, that the anglo-french crisis precipitated by the ruhr 
occupation did recede with the more conciliatory approaches pursued between 
1924 and 1930, first by herriot and subsequently by aristide Briand. Until then, 
london had commonly cast the french republic as the villain of the post-war 
era: too rigid about enforcing reparations, too ready to use force, and for a 
country with europe’s largest army and air force, too disposed to exaggerate 
the german danger and too little inclined to disarm. Mindful of anglo-french 
tensions, herriot had struggled to make french policy more compatible with 
the expectations of france’s most important wartime partner. it was, one might 
say, the real beginning of french appeasement policy in the pleasing sense of 
that word, although herriot, like his predecessors, really would have preferred 
an alliance with teeth, and although Briand fretted that while ‘appeasement’ 
made sense, the french frontier defences were ‘almost negligible’.32

 on the surface, conciliatory rhetoric prevailed, but surface lustre betrayed 
more gilt than gold. The weimar government continued its surreptitious 
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rearmament, despite international monitoring efforts, and the french 
government invested millions in a frontier defence network – proof that suspi-
cions of german perfidy still flourished. nor was all well between gauls and 
Britons. even a reputed francophile like sir austen chamberlain was attuned 
to difference. The ‘latin mind’, he conceded, ‘was more logical than ours, and 
was inclined to always press arguments . . . to their logical conclusion. it was our 
nature’, he added, ‘to shun these logical conclusions’ in favour of what he called 
a ‘middle course’.33 By late 1929 the embassy in paris acknowledged that Britain 
was seen to be resuming its habit of acting independently, ‘apart from france’. 
and before the end of 1930 the committee of imperial defence was studying 
how Britain could apply economic pressures on France in the event of war.34

 admittedly, this was a conventional exercise in contingency planning, 
applied even to a presumed ally. friendships fluctuated in international politics, 
but the island’s security remained dependent on the channel’s air and sea space. 
in a curious way, however, that appreciation reflected all that had happened 
since 1919. British analysts reckoned that the next war would never start with a 
french attack on germany. By 1930, french military strategy was based on the 
principle of a two-stage war, the first of which would be defensive in character: 
fixed fortifications backed up by mobile land and air units. The second, delayed 
by as long as two years, would mark the launch of a massive war-winning 
offensive. no thought was given to a quick victory. rather, the commitment was 
to a long war of attrition in which off-field economic and financial resources 
would prove as critical as guns and ammunition. The reasoning derived both 
from on-going calculations of franco-german resource differentials and from 
the near-miss experience of the first world war. drawing from that experience, 
france could only win such a conflict if allies had sufficient time to contribute 
manpower, material and especially money.
 demographically, france’s population was increasing by less than a million 
births annually, compared to nearly two million german births. By 1922, the 
number of french births versus deaths was in the order of 70,000, compared to 
a german figure of 500,000, a differential that helped explain france’s compar-
ative population deficit of 23 million.35 There were other vulnerabilities, all of 
them obvious to the authors of the 1930 report, even if they exploded Balfour’s 
notion of a ‘self-supporting’ france. ironically, for a nation that foresaw victory 
only at the end of a long war, france had to import virtually all of her oil, 
rubber, nickel, copper, manganese and cotton, and most of her lead, pyrites 
and coke – raw materials on which her automotive, armaments, aircraft and 
shipbuilding industries depended, to say nothing of the metallurgical indus-
tries (iron ore, pig iron, steel) so heavily concentrated near the german border. 
Moreover, just under two-thirds of those imports – including oil – were carried 
in foreign ships, a dependency almost as great when it came to revenue-gener-
ating exports.36 given such constraints, successive governments refused to risk 
war without advance assurance that they could access the resources of Britain 
and her empire. only then could advantage be taken of germany’s own critical 
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resource deficits – iron ore, rubber, oil, bauxite, copper and nickel – deficits, 
which made her vulnerable to a war of attrition waged by a coalition of econom-
ically and financially superior allies. This die had been cast by the mid-1920s, on 
the eve of decisions to invest a fortune in frontier fortifications, and it had been 
cast partly in response to the blood-letting offensives of the previous war, and 
partly from an appreciation of what material resources were needed to wage a 
successful, protracted war.
 The 1930s did nothing to alter french security concerns, beginning as they 
did with a global depression and the advent of adolf hitler to power. while 
the reparations issue lost much of its sting, thanks to more forgiving payment 
schedules and president hoover’s moratorium on allied debt repayments, the 
thorny matter of international disarmament remained. for years preceding 
the disarmament conference of 1932 there had been intense debate between 
those who saw disarmament as prologue to security and those who saw 
security guarantees as prologue to disarmament. The anglo-americans – with 
water between them and any european aggressor – backed the first formula. 
The french backed the second, thereby nourishing anglo-saxon prejudices 
that paris was the capital of recalcitrance. what was needed, one american 
francophile complained, was a book on how france had been betrayed by the 
breaking of the ‘solemn covenant’ of 1919.37

 The disarmament issue thus reinforced notions that france was blind to 
the consequences of keeping germany ‘down’. British prime Minister ramsay 
Macdonald, whose preferred word for the french was ‘self-centered’, held 
them responsible for the stalemate.38 sir robert vansittart, permanent Under-
secretary in the foreign office and at heart a francophile, also railed against 
french governments that had lived ‘in a totally unreal world of judicial 
technicality’ and were thus ‘greatly responsible for the advent of hitlerism’.39 
as if on cue, in october 1933 hitler announced germany’s withdrawal from 
the conference, allegedly because of french stonewalling. predictably, some 
london observers recharged their disenchantment with france and their 
sympathy for germany, despite war office reports on german arms violations, 
a foreign office admission that german strength was ‘more than twice the 
treaty figure’ and an embassy description of french behaviour as ‘pacifist, not 
militarist, born of fear not of pride’. ambassador tyrrell insisted that france had 
‘persevered in the disarmament discussions’ had conceded the principle of arms 
equality with germany, and had only taken ‘a firm stand . . . after germany . . . 
left the conference’.40 
 six months later, in april 1934, the french government of gaston doumergue 
took another stand. since 1920, france had cut military service by two-thirds, 
the number of divisions by half and the number of standing effectives by a 
quarter.41 it had no desire to kill the conference, but until collective security 
guarantees were in place it could not commit to further reductions. in 
the interim, it would explore new security pacts with countries anxious 
about german re-armament. while some whitehall quarters resumed their 
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grumbling, condemning french intransigence, others were more insightful. 
from paris, ronald campbell insisted that france had acted in ‘the complete 
absence of the militarist spirit’. The problem was that great Britain ‘is never 
likely to offer the only form of security which would be of any real avail . . . i 
think that france . . . has ceased to look to us for any immediate help, and that 
. . . she is returning to a consciousness of her own strength and of the support 
which her allies can afford her’.42

 in fact, campbell had anticipated new french efforts to recruit russian assis-
tance and to construct a franco-italian rapprochement. it fell to pierre laval to 
complete negotiations for a mutual assistance pact with the Ussr early in 1935 
and for a virtual alliance with italy – one that included provisions for immediate 
staff talks. These initiatives, one British analyst acknowledged, demonstrated 
that germany’s accelerating potential for aggression was forcing france to 
abandon the practice of ‘reducing her strength annually’ and to intensify her 
search for allies – even if it meant upsetting london by fashioning a system 
‘independent of great Britain’.43 as orme sargent remarked, the french were 
turning to russia ‘having failed to obtain any further guarantee [of] “security” 
from us’ and fully aware that ‘such an alliance would shock and offend great 
Britain’. since it was still ‘out of the question’ that Britain would promise 
military co-operation, london’s only option to prevent such an alliance was by 
exercising ‘judicious pressure’.44

 although the war office still thought the french were exaggerating german 
land strength, and while foreign secretary sir John simon still promoted 
‘appeasement in europe’, by mid-1934 the air Ministry was alive to a german 
air threat. an assault on london now seemed thinkable, a civilian target softer 
than french fortifications, mention of which reminded air analysts that without 
french assistance ‘this country might find herself at a desperate disadvantage 
in a single-handed war with germany’.45 nevertheless, in early 1935 stanley 
Baldwin’s government reacted cautiously to french proposals for a multi-
lateral air defence pact and flatly rejected proposals for staff talks. while the 
prime Minister himself dreamt of a future when ‘i should not have to meet 
french statesmen any more’, others had deeper concerns.46 some still feared 
that any pact would contain the seed of ‘direct alliance’ and that talks would 
multiply into plans for an entire ‘defensive zone, and the protection of this 
zone, and on and on’. some even ventured that if such an air pact proved but 
a disguised attempt to pressure germany, Britain should ‘threaten’ france and 
then approach germany ‘to see what terms we could get’.47 
 such thinking found new expression. The turning point was the spring of 
1935 when hitler announced the return to conscription and the rebirth of 
the Luftwaffe. in response, london promptly began negotiating limits on the 
growth of the german navy. determined ‘to avoid publicity’, on 28 March 
simon instructed that nothing be said to the russians ‘about our intention to 
hold naval conversations with the germans’. not until 13 June did he tell corbin 
about the imminence of a treaty and – in a spectacular blend of candour and 
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dishonesty – he claimed that ‘on no account did we wish to appear to be making 
a separate treaty’. no one was fooled. two days later, secretary-general alexis 
léger responded ‘with great frankness’. hopes of an agreement limiting land 
weapons had been dashed by the bilateral anglo-german naval agreement, 
for it was clear that france had been ‘sacrificed on the altar of British egoism’. 
premier laval, too, claimed the accord had left ‘a deplorable impression’ in 
france. ‘why’, he asked, ‘should not other powers now deal separately with 
germany?’48

 anglo-french tensions were clearly worsening even before a crisis in east 
africa erupted. angered by recent gallic criticism, some foreign office officials 
thought the french needed disciplining. ralph wigram warned against being 
‘too tender on the french’, especially given their ‘unfair’ attacks on Britain, and 
he mused about threatening them with a separate anglo-german air pact. 
vansittart, who still regarded france as ‘our chief eventual support’, advised 
‘playing on the french fundamental desire not to alienate us, rather than by 
taking a line which might alienate them’. for his part, foreign secretary sir 
samuel hoare was fascinated by laval’s ‘cunning peasant mind’, a forgivable 
condition had it not reminded him of lloyd george ‘with his incessant desire 
to . . . deal behind everyone else’s back’.49 
 But once the ethiopian conflict erupted, anglo-french relations suffered 
further. with Britain’s Mediterranean interests threatened by italy’s campaign 
against ethiopia, British apprehensions about french reliability rose in perfect 
tandem with renewed enthusiasm for france as potential ally – including her 
ability to bomb northern italy.50 conversely, french military officials wanted to 
strengthen their ‘alliance’ with italy and recommended ‘strict neutrality’ in the 
event of war. although British aid was essential to a long war with germany, 
italy could provide immediate assistance against an attack across the rhine 
– a geographic reference accompanied by explicit reference to the broken 
British pledge of 1919. sixteen years after the still-born British guarantee, that 
grievance remained: clemenceau had made concessions on the rhine, but 
england ‘had not kept its promise’.51 Their colleagues in naval headquarters also 
urged the government to avoid this ‘conflit italo-Britannique’, while premier 
laval acknowledged the ‘deep malaise’ between paris and london.52 
 london officials agreed. long offended by perceived french truculence, 
they were now worried by its absence – a worry fed by rumours of a budding 
franco-german rapprochement and by the admission that ‘it is clearly in 
france’s interests . . . to reduce her commitments and gradually abandon her 
position as leader and guarantor of the anti-german bloc in europe’. still, it was 
a qualified admission, for a caveat added that ‘we do expect to be kept informed’ 
– an expectation reflecting an old belief that france was largely responsible for 
post-war turbulence. Because she had been ‘foolishly anti-revisionist . . . we lost 
one opportunity after another of coming to terms with germany’, an opinion 
endorsed by vansittart, who recalled french ‘feebleness and duplicity’ and their 
lack of ‘guts either to repudiate or act up to the league’.53 new rumours from 
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paris fanned the flames. one suggested that laval would settle with germany, 
then delight in announcing the agreement as a retort to the anglo-german 
naval deal. The truth was, wigram ventured, laval was ‘not merely a crook but 
a clever crook’ who knew ‘how to look after the interest of france extremely 
well’.54 
 Ultimately that meant pursuing the elusive alliance with Britain. again and 
again, french military and civilian leaders returned to the mésentente from 
which they could not risk escape. general Maxime weygand, army chief of staff, 
believed co-operation with england was indispensable. The premier agreed, as 
did members of his cabinet and the Haut Comité Militaire. in december 1935, 
at the height of anglo-italian tension, laval publicly affirmed that france stood 
with Britain. anglo-french cooperation was essential to european security.55 
nevertheless, anxious not to gut the anti-german potential of the ‘alliance’ 
with italy, the government rejected thoughts of strikes against italian territory. 
indeed, sniffed one British official, the french seemed determined ‘to avoid any 
action which would entail retaliatory measures against france itself ’. for its part, 
while the Baldwin government thought it prudent to continue naval talks with 
the french, it still rejected french feelers about air or army staff conversations.56 
france was to be kept within its grasp, but at arm’s length.
 were further proof needed, it came early in March 1936 when hitler sent 
troops into the demilitarized rhineland. overshadowing the action’s legal 
significance, however, were its strategic implications. if occupation led to the 
installation of german fortifications, france’s ability to pressure hitler would 
be compromised. as general Maurice gamelin forecast, rhenish fortifications 
could seal the fate of france’s allies in eastern europe – a prospect which some 
in london found pleasing.57 less appealing was the observation that a remilita-
rized rhineland could support an attack in the west, possibly against Belgium. 
Unless Britain were to join in the latter’s defence, gamelin mused, france might 
abandon its plan to rescue that kingdom in favour of defending its own frontier. 
in which case, ‘Belgium would be the biggest loser, england second, and france 
only third.’58 
 Yet not even this spectre inspired new thoughts in london. The staff talks 
that followed the german coup – talks partly induced by french musings about 
Belgian vulnerability – proved a sham.59 The British chiefs of staff judged the 
talks ‘of little practical value’ other than to expose the ‘extreme weakness of 
france’. accordingly, ‘staff conversations should cease.’60 one official complained 
the failure was due to the inability ‘to get anything positive out of the french’. 
another clucked at ‘the old selfish french military interest in using Belgium as a 
fighting ground for the protection of france’, while another insisted that Britain 
was actually ‘entitled . . . to exercise a definite control over [french] policy in the 
east of europe’. even sympathizers admitted that ‘our french friends are really 
difficult to understand’.61

 while the rhineland affair forced Britain to re-commit to the locarno 
accords and through them to the defence of france, the commitment lacked 
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conviction. Though the french refusal to act militarily in March 1936 did come 
as a relief to london, it also fanned doubts about the readiness of their armed 
forces and the inner strength of their leadership. far from proving militarist and 
imperialist – original sins at the creation of 1919 – they now appeared passive 
and compliant. indeed, neville chamberlain judged them predisposed ‘by a 
phenomenon of nature’ to collapse under pressure.62 so it is that the rhineland 
‘crisis’ is often seen as a turning point. not only was it, allegedly, the last time 
that hitler could have been stopped without a major war, but it demonstrated 
that french appeasement had changed its stripes. no longer a locarno-like 
concept based on positive initiatives, it had become conflict avoidance by 
inertia. 
 why was obvious. since 1919 french governments had agreed that the 
only kind of war france could win was a long war of attrition. Therein lay 
clemenceau’s decision to swap rhineland for anglo-american guarantees. 
Thereafter, British governments understood the concept, understood Britain’s 
primacy within that concept, and therefore french dependence on her and 
her empire. They knew that sixty per cent of french imports came by ship, 
that nearly seventy-five per cent of french imports and exports were carried in 
foreign flagged ships and that forty-five per cent of those vessels were British 
owned. They knew that they supplied nearly a third of france’s coal and coke 
imports; that British india provided a third of her manganese requirements and 
virtually all of her jute; that two-thirds of her crude rubber and forty per cent 
of her tin came from British Malaya and that over half of her raw wool came 
from australia and new Zealand.63 That is why vansittart said the french had 
to realize that they needed Britain more than Britain needed france. such was 
the state of mind that prevailed between the rhineland episode and those of 
austria and czechoslovakia in 1938. in that interim, the British government 
did little to reaffirm its commitment to french security, and less toward joint 
planning.
 denied of assured support from london, the french republic faced other 
intractable problems. one of them was Belgium. in March 1936, rattled by 
the revival of its german neighbour, the Belgian government announced its 
return to the pre-1914 policy of neutrality. since 1920 years of joint planning 
had projected the prompt arrival of french troops to shore up Belgian defences 
against a german attack, not out of emotional kinship with the Belgians, but 
to avoid another war on french soil.64 The March announcement compromised 
that strategy, for it raised the possibility that Belgium would not call for assis-
tance in time to halt a german advance. such an eventuality would leave france 
vulnerable along the northern stretches of their common frontier where her 
fixed defences were least developed.
 The loss of a western ally was aggravated by one in the south. The franco-
italian accord had been regarded by the french high command as a veritable 
alliance. italy’s military strength – especially on sea and in the air – together with 
her proximity to france-associated Yugoslavia represented a potential barrier 
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to germany’s south-eastward expansion. But that too proved ephemeral. The 
short-lived stresa front – a potential coalition of france, italy and Britain – had 
dissolved during 1935–6 with Mussolini’s invasion of ethiopia and armed inter-
vention in the spanish civil war. Both actions were condemned by a succession 
of left-of-centre popular front regimes in paris that governed between 1936 and 
1938. fascist italy gravitated toward germany’s embrace, a trajectory detected 
by french intelligence as early as June 1936. henceforth, rome regarded france 
as a likely adversary and was effectively in hitler’s camp.65

 Unsurprisingly, the french government began to reconsider the viability of 
soviet support. The pact of mutual assistance was intact, the red army and air 
forces were large and the country’s resource base immense. stalin’s regime had 
pushed for staff talks and coordinated planning, but had done so while carefully 
extolling collective security through the league of nations. distrust, however, 
inspired by ideological difference and some ugly realities of soviet domestic 
practice, left french diplomats and strategists on edge. given Moscow’s long 
indulgence in anti-capitalist rhetoric and its perceived efforts to undermine 
capitalist regimes world-wide, it required considerable leaps of faith to accept at 
face value soviet paeans to the collective security of all league members. even 
on the military front there were doubts about the fighting capacity of soviet 
forces, which – thanks to political purges – had lost a high percentage of their 
senior officer corps. hence some regarded the red army as ‘une belle façade’ 
and predicted its contribution in a war to be ‘almost zero’.66 whether these 
were ideology-informed assessments or impartial observations confirmed by 
ideology, out of the brume floated the greatest spectre of them all – a fear that by 
urging resistance to fascism, stalin desired an internecine capitalist war from 
which he would remain aloof until it was time to destroy the exhausted victor. 
Thus, however alarmed they were by germany’s resurgence, french statesmen 
were wary – perhaps wrongly – of embracing the russian bear.67

 wary, too, was the British government about embracing france through new 
staff talks. not until late 1938 – following the czech crisis – was there a shift in 
thinking. Until then there were three constants. firstly, expanded conversations 
risked alienating germany and/or italy and entrapping Britain in france’s web 
of eastern alliances. in february 1938 the admiralty said ‘no’ to more staff talks. 
in June, the air staff proscribed the use of ‘ally’ and ‘allied’ in conversations 
with the french. in november the foreign office learned that while no progress 
had been made toward joint naval ‘dispositions and operations’, it was ‘doubtful’ 
that progress mattered. secondly, as for a land expedition to the continent, 
detailed planning had been avoided for fear it ‘would commit us to a part in the 
french plan’. The royal air force agreed, preferring no conversations beyond 
the service attachés, and wishing no increase in contact lest it ‘let us in for 
more definite commitments than we ought . . . to accept’.68 Thirdly, all were clear 
on what was expected of france, including the positioning of her battleships, 
cruisers and submarines to contain the italian navy, the deployment of her 
destroyers in the channel and the atlantic ports and, possibly, the assumption 
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of ‘a larger responsibility in the Mediterranean’ if the situation in the far east 
required a strengthening of British forces there, although, it seemed advisable 
not to raise that possibility with the french for the time being.69

 not that france could be left to its own devices for, as lord halifax put it 
during the czech crisis, ‘most of our ills during the past twenty years must 
be ascribed to excessive deference to french policy’. now, there was only one 
way out of the dilemma created by france’s commitment to czechoslovakia. 
The czechs, with french help, had to ‘realize the necessity of making drastic 
concessions to the german minority’. That way hitler might be satisfied, there 
would be no attack and france would be off the hook. and lest the french 
failed to realize the gravity of the situation, he cautioned them in March, april, 
May and twice in september 1938 that they could not count on Britain to go to 
war for the czechs – although on the latter occasion he finally did warn Berlin 
that should conflict occur, ‘Britain could not stand aside’.70 as for Britain’s own 
security, the influential sir Maurice hankey urged the government to press for 
an extension of french fortifications between lille and the sea. ‘we do not want 
the german army making a dash for the channel ports.’71

 Mostly, however, British approaches were not case specific. in the most 
elemental sense, they simply wanted to ensure that the french republic would 
act in Britain’s best interests. it is in that context that some actually argued for 
more cooperation with france, because it would help ‘influence those features 
of her policy which are objectionable, and thus achieve what we desire’. as 
another wrote, ‘if we can keep them persuaded of our frankness, we are more 
likely to be able to keep them [on] . . . the straight path’.72 after the sobering, 
near-war experience of the autumn, however, such optimism was wearing thin. 
in a remarkable minute of 17 october 1938, orme sargent reflected on past and 
future:

till now we have always claimed and indeed exercised the right to intervene actively in 
the problems of europe . . . whenever we felt it desirable to do so. for this purpose we 
have collaborated with the french – or to put it crudely we have used the french army 
and the french system of alliances as one of the instruments with which to exert our 
authority on the continent . . . [w]e have used france as a shield, behind which we have 
maintained ourselves in europe since our disarmament.

now, he continued, ‘with france more or less isolated and without continental 
allies her europe policy is likely to be. . .passive rather than active’. and that 
could mean two things. Britain might be reprieved from the nagging issue of 
staff talks and the thornier one of an expeditionary force, but in the event of 
confrontation with germany or italy ‘we will do well not to make our calcula-
tions on the assumption . . . [of] french support’.73

 indeed, there was evidence that french compliance was not inexhaustible. 
long before the Munich crisis of september 1938 ambassador corbin had 
defended french attempts to ‘create a core of resistance’ in eastern europe. failure 
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to do so, he observed, meant the western democracies would simply watch the 
smaller countries gravitate toward the rome–Berlin axis. foreign Minister 
Yvon delbos agreed. if france allowed the destruction of czechoslovakia, 
she would forfeit her status as a first-class power.74 in March 1938 corbin 
had urged a joint warning to hitler to let czechoslovakia be, hoping that this 
might prevent france from being ‘dragged into war’ for the sake of the czechs. 
in april premier daladier had urged resistance, emphasizing that continued 
conquests in eastern europe would deliver all the raw materials hitler needed 
to undermine western assumptions about a long war. Because, ultimately, he 
acquiesced to an ‘ally’ indispensable to that strategy, commentators have often 
overlooked his sustained resistance to neville chamberlain, his insistence that 
czech concessions be kept ‘reasonable’, his argument for warning that the west 
would not tolerate ‘the dismemberment’ of czechoslovakia or the violation of 
the ‘rights of independent peoples’.75

 But resistance proved futile. for the following five months the British 
government badgered the french to pressure the czechs. without sufficient 
concessions to the sudeten germans inside czechoslovakia, an unappeased 
hitler would unleash the wehrmacht, france would be honour-bound to 
intervene and a general war would result. sir eric phipps, Britain’s ambassador 
in paris, was pleased to think that daladier and foreign Minister georges 
Bonnet had lost their nerve – a condition which he had nurtured – and 
dismissed any frenchmen inclined to risk war as ‘corrupt’ members of a ‘mad 
and criminal war party’.76 he was wrong, too, about daladier, who was visibly 
angry when he learned on 14 september that chamberlain would meet hitler 
the following day, the more so because he himself had declined a similar oppor-
tunity without a British representative being present.77 and that anger endured, 
with daladier resisting chamberlain’s belief that appeasement would end the 
threat of war, with him insisting – against British objections – that a redefined 
czech state should have as its birthright an anglo-french guarantee of safety, 
and with him demanding serious anglo-french staff talks.78 But en route to the 
final september crisis at Munich, where the czech state was auctioned off as the 
price of peace, the premier accepted the status of backseat passenger in a vehicle 
driven by chamberlain.79

 Unlike chamberlain’s smiling return, daladier’s was sullen. he dismissed 
his cheering compatriots as fools. They appeared to care little for the czechs, 
for france’s honour or the humiliation he had endured as the fourth man at 
hitler’s table. stung by this public display of french weakness, he resolved to 
fight. not only was french rearmament accelerated, but there would be a more 
robust approach toward Britain.80 within two weeks of Munich, french intel-
ligence began warning of german designs on Belgium and holland and adding 
ominously that france might stand aside – a threat partly endorsed by orme 
sargent, who anticipated ‘a definite isolationist tinge’ in french policy, and 
by halifax, who feared france might turn ‘defeatist’.81 Those paris-generated 
rumours of german action in the west continued from november 1938 to 
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april 1939, rumours projecting land operations against the low countries and 
sea and air attacks on Britain.82 indeed, by the end of 1938, a bizarre argument 
had erupted over which country hitler had chosen to be his first victim. 
despite efforts to heighten British anxieties, the french claimed pride of place 
for themselves. not to be outdone, even as victim, chamberlain insisted that 
Britain was hitler’s primary target. still, there was no meeting of minds. in 
december his cabinet refused to extend the scope of staff talks with france, lest 
any extension ‘involve us in a definite commitment . . .’83 That, vansittart argued, 
was a mistake.

This is how the french see things. They fight on land, where casualties will be greatest, 
while we are on the sea and in the air, where casualties will be lighter. They are given 
responsibility for the western Mediterranean, while we look after our interests in the 
far east. and we concentrate on aerial fighters to protect ourselves rather than on 
bombers that could act in the land campaign. so they are bitter.84

some remained unmoved. as late as 6 february 1939, the British chiefs of staff 
were arguing that closer contacts ‘might provoke precipitate action’ from hitler. 
But others were less certain. on that very day, chamberlain assured parliament 
that ‘any threat to the vital interests of france . . . must evoke the immediate 
co-operation of the United Kingdom’, and one week later, in a reiteration of 
anglo-french solidarity, his government committed itself to an allied war 
effort should germany attack holland or switzerland.85 
 The stakes rose with german action against the rump czech state on 15 
March 1939. The British government now sought to convince the french that 
it had relocated its backbone. it ‘was now a question of checking german 
aggression, whether against france, or great Britain, or holland, or switzerland, 
or romania, or poland, or Yugoslavia, or wherever it might be’. and a week after 
that stunning assurance, the government proposed a joint guarantee of polish 
and romanian security.86

 The rediscovery of British resolve came as sequel to post-Munich hardening 
in paris, not as prologue. daladier was sick of appeasement in any language. 
anglo-french diplomatic exchanges in those six months testify to his inten-
tions. let the British finally confront the threat of an attack in the west, whether 
against the lowlands or themselves. let them wonder whether france would 
defend Belgium and holland. emphasize that ‘french military authorities do 
not consider that france is now in a position to defend herself . . . without 
military assistance from the United Kingdom’. insist that ‘if we do not resist now 
. . . herr hitler will obtain world dominion’.87 ensure that chamberlain finally 
understands that his strategy of saving the peace through french concessions 
to Mussolini are doomed to failure. italy was already in the german camp and 
only saw france as ‘a rich uncle who is taking too long to die’.88 conversely, 
underscore the fact that the franco-soviet pact remains a constant in french 
foreign policy, that russia has a role to play ‘in this work of mutual assistance’ 
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and that negotiations with Moscow have to be expedited.89 it is in the light 
of such declarations – each communicated by the embassy in paris – that 
ambassador corbin in london attributed to french leadership the stiffening of 
British policy.90

 however one assigns credit for this post-Munich resolve, the fact was 
that there had been a change of heart since hitler’s two-step conquest of 
czechoslovakia. The guarantee to poland was in place, rearmament was at full 
speed, and both the scope and the level of anglo-french staff talks were being 
extended. By mid-May 1939 conversations were underway about the defence of 
‘allied territory’ in the far east, Middle east and africa. in June 1939 Britain’s 
Joint-planning sub-committee proclaimed the following: ‘it is upon france 
that the main burden of defence in the west against both germany and italy 
will fall. if france fails, it would be impossible to bring the war to a satisfactory 
conclusion. furthermore, in the Mediterranean, the atlantic and the far east, 
france is our chief ally.’91 
 There was less certainty about stalin’s russia, a state of mind which explained 
why British negotiators – heedless of french complaints – pursued the conver-
sations with ‘great slowness’ and a determination to avoid precise commitments. 
such wariness, reflective of a lingering ideological distrust of the communists, 
proved to be central to the tortuous unfolding of the anglo-french-soviet 
conversations of august 1939 and, on 23 august, behind a cynical bargain 
between hitler and stalin. one week later germany attacked poland and Britain 
and france were at war. This was not without irony: the guarantee that Britain 
had withdrawn from france in 1919 – lest it contribute uncertainly to war – had 
been revived in the form of their joint guarantee to a war that was certain.
 Thus ended the second edition of french appeasement, an edition featuring 
inertia, acquiescence and un-reimbursed concessions. it was not laudable, and 
it comprised a string of french failures: to extract german reparations and 
preserve a demilitarized rhineland, to keep germany disarmed and her neigh-
bours safe. failures they were, each leading to the second greatest, the failure to 
preserve peace. and when one adds the greatest – namely the collapse of 1940 – 
little wonder that ‘appeasement’ has acquired the ugliness of a four-letter word, 
or that the Third republic has laboured ever since under the rhetorical burdens 
of ‘hapless,’ ‘incompetent,’ ‘gutless’ and ‘defeatist’.
 This study has approached french appeasement from a less-familiar direction. 
few of the ‘facts’ recorded here will be reckoned ‘new’ by veterans of the British 
and french archives or those conversant with recent literature. even interpre-
tively, this paper has had worthy predecessors.92 what is different is the way the 
data have been contextualized: partly by framing french appeasement of the 
1930s within the entire sweep of post-1919 anglo-french relations, and partly 
by emphasizing the indelible mark of the broken pledge of 1919. Unless the 
‘facts’ are wrong, or appear unfairly marshaled, there are grounds for wondering 
what french leadership could have done to prevent the return of war or to 
prepare diplomatically for waging it. fewer are the grounds for wondering why 
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they behaved as they did. They simply could not face another franco-german 
war without the potentially war-winning resources of Britain and her empire.
 no one then or since has ever accused edouard daladier of being too 
aggressive or – recalling complaints from the 1920s – too obstructionist. on the 
contrary, he and georges Bonnet have been routinely pilloried for being weak 
and compliant, the very qualities that have given french ‘appeasement’ a bad 
name. as for the soldiers who advised them, the corps of professionals slurred 
in the 1920s by the epithet ‘militarist’ – what had become of them? since hitler’s 
advent, their chief sin was said to be indecisiveness, a quality befitting the runts 
of litters sired by war-time commanders like ferdinand foch or Joseph Joffre. 
such shifts in caricature – from implacably aggressive to implacably passive – 
are difficult to explain without weighing the obvious. viewed from the Thames, 
the french could never get it quite right, which is to say that in the eyes of 
British administrations, france was really at the heart of the ‘german problem’ 
– a perspective that has earned a hallowed place in much inter-war historiog-
raphy.93 too rigid when Britain urged flexibility, too compliant when she urged 
firmness, the french were accused of exaggerating national security concerns 
by governments at a distance that steadfastly refused to allay those concerns. 
on the contrary, those accusers – american as well as British – contributed to a 
stream of willfully unfair portraits of the french as provocateurs on reparations, 
imposteurs on disarmament, défauteurs on debts and, depending on moment 
and mood, either trop durs or trop mous on the overall german threat.
 speaking of fairness, all governments are entrusted to defend the interests 
of their constituency. The British government is not faulted here for being 
single-minded in the pursuit of its interests. But by persisting in its refusal to 
assuage french security concerns, that persistence ultimately compromised 
Britain’s own national interests. certainly many have concluded that British 
appeasement policy, especially in the 1930s, at the very least misled hitler 
and thus inadvertently encouraged his expansionist ambitions. it might also 
be said that Britain’s limitless patience toward german treaty violations in the 
1920s actually provoked independent, if counter-productive, french actions in 
rhineland and ruhr. and in the 1930s the British backlash against previous 
french actions, together with chamberlain’s ramped-up appeasement policy 
and the iron imperatives of a long-war strategy, all encouraged french acquies-
cence – a response that proved tragically ineffectual in the face of the dictators. 
The intention here is not to exonerate france for its inter-war role by blaming 
Britain. Both became victims of a war they had sought by different means to 
prevent. But neither is it fair to ask the french to carry more than their share of 
responsibility for the breakdown of the 1919 peace settlement and the return of 
war twenty years later.
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chapter 15

Politics, Strategy and Economics: A Comparative 
Analysis of British and French ‘Appeasement’

Talbot Imlay

as previous chapters have already shown, few subjects in 20th-century interna-
tional history have been more closely examined than the policy of appeasement. 
This chapter seeks not to overturn this familiar story, but rather to suggest that 
it is incomplete – that it omits important aspects of what happened. it does so 
in two principal ways. one is by examining france as well as Britain. although 
a considerable specialist literature exists on french policy during the 1930s, 
appeasement is still too often treated as simply a British or anglo-german 
affair.1 The neglect of france is unfortunate, not only because the latter was a 
major actor in its own right, but also because at times it exerted considerable 
influence on British policy. The second way this chapter seeks to complicate the 
familiar story of appeasement is by considering and comparing several aspects 
of British and french policy: strategic, political and economic. as will be shown 
here, British and french responses to the international crises were not always 
co-ordinated or coherent.
 although no consensual definition of the term exists, for the purposes of 
this examination strategy encompasses the way in which countries conceive 
of waging and winning a war. in the french case, the strategy for a war in 
europe centered on the principle of a long conflict – ‘une guerre de longue 
durée’.2 drawing lessons from 1914–18, french planners assumed that neither 
side would be able to achieve a rapid victory in a future conflict. This meant 
that the french would avoid costly and futile offensives at the beginning of the 
war. instead, they would husband their strength by remaining on the defensive 
behind fixed fortifications. given france’s demographic and industrial inferi-
ority vis-à-vis germany, the need for allies was self-evident, which in the first 
instance meant Britain. french planners judged Britain’s economic, industrial, 
financial and eventually military strength to be essential for victory in a lengthy 
war. at the same time, at the start of a war Britain would help to wear germany 
down by waging economic warfare, principally by blockade. But while indis-
pensable, a British alliance alone was not enough. Throughout the inter-war 
period the french also sought allies in eastern europe who, much as russia 
had done during 1914–17, would constitute a second (eastern) military front 
against germany. in addition to forcing the germans to disperse their military 
power, thereby avoiding its concentration in the west against france, an eastern 
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front would help contain the growth of germany’s political and economic 
influence in the resource-rich region of eastern and central europe. By limiting 
germany’s access to these resources (oil, metals, agriculture, etc.), the french 
hoped to reduce significantly germany’s ability to sustain a lengthy war.3

 a fundamental strategic problem for the french was that the simultaneous 
pursuit of a British alliance and an eastern front proved self-defeating for much 
of the 1930s. although a variety of reasons prompted french decision makers 
to ‘appease’ germany after 1933, prominent among them was the absence of 
British support for a firmer policy.4 for the french, appeasement constituted in 
part a stratagem to win over the British by demonstrating the ultimate futility 
of negotiating with germany. But if so, the price was heavy: the undermining 
of a potential eastern front. Because french planners excluded the option of a 
genuine military alliance with the soviet Union on ideological grounds, this left 
the smaller states of eastern europe to act as the chief buffer against german 
aggression. during the 1920s, france had developed political and military ties 
with romania, Yugoslavia, poland and czechoslovakia, forming a grouping 
known as the little entente. if the grouping was always less coherent than its 
moniker suggested, the course of events during the 1930s further helped to 
dissolve it into its component parts. in particular, germany’s remilitarization 
of the rhineland in 1936, followed by the Anschluss with austria in 1939 
and then Munich, sapped confidence in france’s ability and willingness to 
defend its eastern european allies. By the end of 1938, with what remained of 
czechoslovakia at Berlin’s mercy and with poland, romania and Yugoslavia 
united only in their mistrust of paris, france possessed no reliable ally in 
eastern europe. an eastern front against germany was a chimera.5

 it was at this moment that British policy began to shift. partly under pressure 
from the french, who manipulated fears in london that the germans might 
launch a sudden offensive in western europe and that france might retreat 
inwards, leaving germany free to wreak havoc throughout europe, the British 
offered a firm military commitment to paris in early february 1938. soon 
afterwards, the British added meat to the bones of this budding anglo-french 
alliance by introducing conscription, a move viewed in paris as evidence that 
the British had finally accepted a ‘continental commitment’ – the need to send 
a sizeable army to europe in a war.6 Yet while certainly welcome, a British 
alliance was no substitute for a second front in eastern europe. nor was 
poland, which quickly emerged as germany’s next intended victim. french and 
British planners rightly placed little stock in poland’s ability to repel a german 
attack on its own. since paris and london possessed neither the intention nor 
the means to offer direct military help to the poles, let alone of embarking on 
meaningful offensive operations in the west to relief pressure on the polish 
army, the french had to look elsewhere for an eastern front. and given the 
lack of alternatives, this could only mean the soviet Union. accordingly, by 
spring 1939, french political and military leaders all agreed on the need for 
a soviet alliance. some, such as foreign Minister georges Bonnet, reasoned 
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in diplomatic terms of deterring germany, while others, notably general 
Maurice gamelin, france’s military chief, thought more in terms of creating 
a militarily viable eastern front. But whatever the precise calculation, french 
strategy during the spring and summer of 1939 focused increasingly on creating 
an eastern front centered on the soviet Union. as premier édouard daladier 
confided in July to the staff officer in charge of the french delegation to the 
military talks in Moscow: ‘hitler would hesitate [to] wage a two-front war – if 
he provokes one, it is very likely that he would lose it – thus make every effort 
[on your part] – considerable stake in an agreement with the Ussr.’7

 The pursuit of a soviet alliance, however, would prove frustrating. one 
problem was poland’s reluctance to ally with Moscow, a reluctance rooted 
in profound suspicions of soviet aims. But warsaw’s reservations did not 
unduly impress the french, who, convinced that Moscow must be won over 
whatever the price, were more than willing to sign a deal over the heads of the 
poles. The real difficulty came from the soviet side. although scholarly debate 
continues on soviet policy in the spring–summer of 1939, and is explored 
in a later chapter, it seems clear that stalin recognized his strong bargaining 
position vis-à-vis the french (and British) and fully intended to profit from it.8 
whatever might have been the situation earlier, the soviets had no need to be 
accommodating – hence Moscow’s hard-bargaining tactics. still more to the 
point, once germany entered the race for a soviet alliance, french hopes for a 
deal with Moscow all but vanished. This was not so much because, in a liberal 
democratic regime, a french government could not easily acquiesce to soviet 
demands, particularly for territorial expansion into eastern europe. desperate 
as they were, the french appeared willing to offer a great deal to Moscow.9 
germany, however, could provide the one thing that france could not: peace. 
if, as seemed increasingly likely, germany invaded poland, an anti-german 
alliance with france meant a soviet–german war in eastern europe. indeed, 
for the french, this was the whole point of an eastern front. for the soviets, 
by contrast, an agreement with germany bought them time, not to mention a 
sizeable amount of real estate. That stalin jumped at this agreement is hardly 
surprising. But that the french convinced themselves that the soviets could be 
won over underscores france’s desperate strategic situation in 1939. put simply, 
the french faced an imminent war with germany without an eastern front – 
that is to say, without a central element of their long-war strategy.
 whereas french strategy focused on a future war against germany, the aim 
of British strategy for much of the 1930s was to avoid a european war. The 
burdens of a global empire had much to do with this: it was facing simulta-
neous challenges from Japan in the far east, fascist italy in the Mediterranean 
and nazi germany in europe. British planners feared that the outbreak of war 
in one region would encourage opportunistic action at Britain’s expense in the 
others. But perhaps no less important were the bitter recollections of trench 
warfare in 1914–18, which, as Michael howard observed, fuelled the belief 
that ‘never again’ should a large British army be sent to the continent.10 for the 
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chiefs of staff, this dangerous situation dictated diplomatic efforts to reduce the 
number of Britain’s potential enemies. fully sharing a repugnance for european 
warfare, chamberlain as prime Minister chose to concentrate on coming to 
agreement with germany and, to a lesser extent, with italy. But this repugnance 
did not influence British diplomacy alone – it also helped to shape the compo-
sition of the country’s military forces. Under the rubric of ‘limited liability’, the 
priority in rearmament during much of the 1930s went to the navy, whose task 
it was to safeguard the seaways to and from the British isles and to impose a 
blockade on the enemy. next came the air force: operating mainly from British 
bases, the raf’s bomber force would provide a deterrent while its fighter force 
(and, more generally, Britain’s developing air defence system) would protect 
British cities and industries from enemy attack. equally important, in the event 
of a european war, the bomber force in theory offered an offensive weapon, 
thereby eliminating the need for an expeditionary force. last in line came 
the army, which was deliberately starved of resources.11 during the czechs 
crisis, chamberlain could honestly (and conveniently) tell the french that 
in a war Britain could send no more than two under-equipped divisions and 
one hundred and twenty aircraft to the continent – a contribution the french 
military attaché soon afterwards aptly described as ‘miniscule’.12

 The growing likelihood of war, however, quickly revealed the hollowness 
of British strategic thinking. The idea that the British alone could determine 
the nature and extent of their military contribution to a common war effort 
assumed that future allies would need Britain more than Britain needed 
them. Yet this was not necessarily the case with france, whose army would be 
indispensable to the British in a european war. Thus as the evidence of nazi 
germany’s continued territorial ambitions mounted in the wake of Munich, 
the British found themselves forced to reaffirm their alliance with the french. 
interestingly, British army staff officers contributed to this process by intriguing 
with their french counterparts to exaggerate fears of a german attack in the 
west. recognizing that Britain would have to despatch a sizeable army to the 
continent, these officers sought to overturn ‘limited liability’ by driving home 
to their political superiors the indispensability of france. only by committing 
Britain more solidly to a french alliance, the army staff now argued, could the 
government be sure that france would actively resist further german expansion 
in europe. This stratagem scored a notable success in april 1939 with the 
introduction of conscription – and, by implication, the promise of an expanded 
Bef.13 But if British staff officers succeeded in undermining the principles of 
‘limited liability’, the task of expanding the British army and preparing it for 
continental warfare would require considerable time. in the meantime, if war 
came sooner rather than later, the British would initially have little to offer their 
french ally.
 The Bef’s miniscule size ensured that Britain would be the junior partner in 
the developing anglo-french alliance, particularly when it came to strategy. to 
some extent, this subordination mattered little: during staff talks in 1939 British 
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and french planners agreed on the need to refrain from offensive operations 
against germany during the opening stages of the war and, more generally, on 
the broad contours of a long-war strategy aimed at gradually wearing germany 
down. only much later, at some unspecified future date, the allies would take 
the offensive and win the war. Yet Britain’s status as a junior partner also meant 
that it was vulnerable to french influence in the strategic realm. More to the 
point, this vulnerability quickly became apparent over the issue of relations 
with Moscow. profoundly mistrustful of the soviets, chamberlain recoiled at 
the prospect of an alliance with Moscow. nevertheless, he was forced to seek an 
agreement, largely under pressure from the chiefs of staff, who were themselves 
increasingly convinced by french arguments concerning an eastern front. to 
be sure, the British never pursued the soviets with the same desperation as 
the french, yet equally noteworthy is the distance that British policy travelled 
after Munich from rejecting any co-operation with Moscow to admitting the 
potential value of a soviet alliance, and thus of the need to make concessions. 
equally significant, British planners began to share french doubts about the 
soundness of the long-war strategy and its principle that time was an ally. one 
reason was a sharpening awareness of Britain’s own long-term weaknesses, most 
notably in financial terms; but another reason was the ambiguity surrounding 
assessments of germany’s purported political and economic vulnerabilities. 
here, moreover, eastern-front thinking played an important role. to British as 
well as french planners, the claim that the germans could not sustain a long 
war depended in large part on denying germany access to external resources, 
whether these be raw materials, manufactured goods (including military 
equipment) or manpower. Yet if the germans succeeded in extending their 
hold over central and eastern europe, either alone or in collaboration with the 
soviets, germany might grow stronger rather than weaker over time. and with 
the nazi–soviet pact in august 1939 this fearful scenario suddenly became very 
real.
 at the beginning of the war anglo-french strategy was in shambles. having 
ruled out a short war, Britain and france would wage a long war; yet without 
an eastern front, their prospects in a such war appeared increasingly dubious. 
The result would be a dangerous radicalization of military planning as french 
and British planners desperately sought some means to strike a decisive blow 
against germany before it became too powerful.14

 in assessing french and British responses to the growing possibility of 
war, developments in the domestic political realm are no less important than 
those in the strategic realm. Most obviously, whatever the policy chosen, each 
government required the backing of solid parliamentary majorities. without 
such backing, they lacked both the authority and legitimacy to pursue their 
policy choice with the confidence and determination needed for success. 
however, the domestic realm also merits study because developments there 
would help to shape the meaning of the coming war as well as the stakes involved 
for each country. in france, the growing possibility of a european war polarized 



 politics,  str ategY and ec onoM ics 267

domestic politics, preventing the construction of a reliable parliamentary 
majority in favour of opposing nazi germany, if necessary by war. although 
not without its limits, conceiving of french politics at the time in the traditional 
terms of right and left is useful, for it reflects the self-understanding of most 
politicians and parties. excluding the extreme (fascist) right, whose political 
influence before 1940 historians have arguably exaggerated, what can be called 
the conservative right comprised a number of parties and groupings of which 
the most important were the Gauche démocratique, the Alliance démocratique 
and the Fédération républicaine, which together won 127 of 610 seats in the 1936 
legislative elections. to be sure, this conservative right was far from a cohesive 
bloc because personal rivalries as well as conflicting socio-economic interests 
often divided the different groupings. Yet the popular front’s electoral victory in 
1936 provided an important source of unity, as all members of the conservative 
right agreed on the need to counter the socialist-communist menace. This fear 
of the left, moreover, influenced positions on foreign policy. if a traditional 
anti-germanism continued to manifest itself within the conservative right, the 
conviction that another european war would be a disaster for france increas-
ingly took precedence. The prospect of human and material losses on anything 
like the scale of 1914–18 would not only be a tragedy on their own, but would 
also spell the end of france as a great and imperial power. More worrisome still, 
the only beneficiary of another european war would be the left inside france, 
whether in the form of revolution or in that of a slower, but ultimately no less 
dangerous, process of socialist advances in the political, economic and social 
realms. what william irvine has aptly termed the ‘war-revolution nexus’ – the 
belief that war would lead to the overturning of the existing order – meant that 
the conservative right generally supported attempts to avoid war.15 accordingly, 
with few exceptions, its members welcomed Munich. afterwards, moreover, 
more than a few voices on the right floated the idea of offering a ‘free hand’ to 
germany in eastern europe in return for the promise to leave france alone.
 The situation on the french left was more complicated. The creation of the 
popular front alliance in 1935–6 had brought together the centre-left and left, 
but divisions quickly re-emerged after the electoral victory in 1936. while 
domestic policies provided an important cause of friction, so too increasingly 
did international issues, not least the question of how to respond to the possi-
bility of war. following the comintern, the french communist party (pcf) 
called for a policy of resistance to fascism at home and abroad – a policy that 
france would pursue in close alliance with the soviet Union. in october 1938, 
the pcf distinguished itself as the sole political party to vote against the Munich 
accords. The pcf’s partners in the popular front, however, did not welcome this 
strenuous advocacy of resistance. The socialist party (sfio), caught between its 
pacifist traditions and its support for a peaceful and just international order in 
which victims of aggression could expect protection, appeared uncertain about 
what to do. in the end, party leaders chose to endorse the Munich accords as a 
necessary evil, leaving undecided the question of what to do if and when hitler 
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embarked on further expansion. But if the sfio possessed the most seats of 
any party in the french parliament, the radicals (radical socialist party) consti-
tuted the single most important party due to its position in the middle of the 
political spectrum, allowing it to ally with the left or the right depending on the 
political situation. having joined with the socialists and communists to form 
the popular front in 1935–6, by 1938 the pendulum within the party had swung 
back as a growing number of radicals sought an alliance with the conservative 
right. for prominent radicals such as georges Bonnet, france’s pro-Munich 
foreign Minister, a significant advantage of such an alliance was the support 
it would provide for his policy of rapprochement with nazi germany. The 
challenge for édouard daladier, the leader of the radical party and from april 
1938 the french premier, was to forge a political alliance with the conservative 
right without necessarily adopting its foreign policy.
 french domestic politics rapidly evolved in the wake of Munich. The 
conservative right overwhelmingly approved of Bonnet’s appeasement of nazi 
germany and would likely have accepted a tacit agreement with hitler, giving 
him a ‘free hand’ in eastern europe – an agreement Bonnet appears to have 
unsuccessfully sought.16 But even leaving aside the issue of the questionable 
worth of hitler’s promises, it does not appear that the nazi leader was prepared 
to offer the assurances that Bonnet would need to sell such a policy at home. in 
any case, nazi germany’s continued aggressive posture, together with Britain’s 
hardening position, left Bonnet and the right little choice but to rally behind 
daladier’s self-described ‘policy of firmness’ towards germany (and italy). at 
the same time, however, the right only agreed to daladier’s policy in the hope 
of deterring germany: it interpreted firmness as a means of preventing war and 
not as a prelude to waging war. in its embrace of deterrence, the conservative 
right even accepted the government’s pursuit of a soviet alliance, refraining 
from criticizing a move it would have violently condemned six months earlier. 
with the radicals now allied with the conservative right, daladier emphasized 
the deterrent aspects of his policy, most visibly by keeping his detested rival 
Bonnet at the Quai d’orsay; but he also sought to allay the right’s fears by 
implementing an anti-labour policy designed to weaken the ‘revolution-war 
nexus’. on the left, meanwhile, the pcf continued to champion a policy of 
resistance in alliance with the soviets, denouncing any sign of hesitation on the 
government’s part in the face of Moscow’s mounting demands. But perhaps the 
most important development was the deepening of divisions within the sfio. 
during 1939, the party effectively split into two, with one half grouped around 
léon Blum, the parliamentary leader, who accepted the need to oppose nazi 
germany by war if necessary, and the other half grouped around paul faure, 
the party’s chairman, who believed that war was the greatest evil that must be 
prevented at all costs. since neither side was prepared to back down, infighting 
paralyzed the sfio as divisions cut through regional federations and as well 
as local sections.17 This paralysis of france’s largest party had serious implica-
tions. with the radicals allied to a conservative right that refused to accept the 
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necessity of war, no parliamentary majority existed in september 1939 in favour 
of a lengthy and difficult struggle against nazi germany.
 Unlike in france, the growing possibility of war had a centripetal effect on 
British politics, resulting in greater overall unity. That this would be the case 
was not self-evident beforehand. during 1937–8, the conservatives, by far the 
largest party in parliament, appeared to be firmly united behind appeasement. 
chamberlain exercised something close to dictatorial control not only over 
his party but also over British policy in general, thanks to the conservative’s 
massive parliamentary majority. nowhere was this control more evident, 
moreover, than in foreign policy. while historians have pointed to many factors 
to explain the choice of appeasement, chamberlain’s role is clearly central: he 
closely identified with the policy, making support for appeasement a question 
of confidence in his leadership. one result is that he faced limited opposition 
from within his party over Munich. prominent doubters, such as winston 
churchill and anthony eden, were clearly isolated voices. immediately after-
wards, chamberlain considered exploiting public relief at the avoidance of 
war by calling a general election in which the fundamental issue would be his 
foreign policy. although in the end he decided against this course, due partly 
to inauspicious by-election results in the autumn of 1938, the conservatives 
launched a publicity campaign that featured chamberlain as the saviour of 
peace. if this decision can be seen as evidence of chamberlain’s over-weaning 
confidence in his abilities, the campaign had the effect of reinforcing the associ-
ation of appeasement with the prime Minister in the public’s mind. Unwittingly, 
chamberlain became hostage to the success of appeasement – success that 
depended far more on hitler’s intentions than on chamberlain’s hopes. any 
discrediting of appeasement, in other words, would necessarily undermine the 
prime Minister’s political position.
 if chamberlain could count on strong conservative support, the opposite 
was the case with the labour party. in fact, chamberlain and labour leaders 
loathed one another. But labour’s opposition to chamberlain stemmed from 
more than personal animosity. increasingly important as a factor was labour’s 
growing unhappiness with appeasement. to be sure, the influence of labour’s 
pacifist and anti-military traditions could still be felt. an internal party 
memorandum in april 1938, for example, argued against encouraging the 
czechs to resist german demands on the grounds that this might provoke 
an unwanted war.18 But such arguments quickly became marginal within the 
labour party. here, moreover, the czech crisis played a significant role. as the 
crisis developed during the summer of 1938, labour leaders sided more and 
more with the czechs, framing the issue as one of a dictator state (germany) 
unjustly bullying a smaller and weaker democratic one (czechoslovakia). 
Britain and france, labour leaders intoned, should stand up to germany. 
deterrence thinking – the belief that germany, if confronted, would ultimately 
give way – certainly factored into labour’s stance. But so too did an emerging 
rejection of nazi germany on political-moral grounds. for labour, nazi 
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germany had placed itself beyond the pale of civilized countries both by its 
persecution of innocent people at home, not least socialists and trade unionists, 
and by its expansionist warmongering abroad. put differently, labour was 
coming to view nazi germany as a mortal and even existential threat that must 
be stopped – if necessary by armed force. Thus, though labour leaders joined 
the conservatives in breathing a collective sigh of relief at the announcement 
of the Munich accords, this represented little more than a fleeting moment of 
doubt. The more important point is that during 1938 labour’s foreign policy 
was moving in the opposite direction from that of chamberlain and the 
conservatives.
 following Munich, labour’s hostility to nazi germany only grew stronger 
as evidence of nazi barbarity multiplied both at home and abroad. with 
the prague coup in april 1939 any lingering doubts about the futility of 
appeasement vanished as labour leaders fully accepted the possibility of war. 
one sign was labour’s acquiescence to conscription. previously, labour had 
strongly denounced military conscription, viewing it as a prelude to industrial 
conscription and to the loss of trade union power that this entailed. Yet by the 
spring of 1939 the need to prepare Britain for war took precedence; the party 
thus merely sought amendments to the government’s proposed conscription 
bill rather than rejecting it outright. similarly, labour leaders very strongly 
endorsed the pursuit of a soviet alliance, repeatedly pressing the government 
to make concessions. if a deterrent element was present, labour leaders also 
thought strategically about war – about what would be needed to wage a 
successful war against germany. Meanwhile, chamberlain emerged consid-
erably weakened from the ‘failure’ of appeasement. pressure to adopt a firmer 
policy came not only from the opposition but from his own party, compelling 
the prime Minister, for example, to negotiate with Moscow for an alliance. 
But chamberlain’s domestic problems went deeper than this. as war clouds 
quickly gathered in the summer of 1939, there was increasing talk inside and 
outside of parliament concerning the need for a coalition government made 
up of conservatives, labour and the rump liberal party. fuelling this talk, 
moreover, was the suspicion that chamberlain lacked the ability to lead the 
country in a crisis, partly because of his poor relations with the opposition and 
partly because of persistent doubts about his commitment to a firm line against 
germany – doubts evident even among conservatives. for now chamberlain 
could dismiss calls to enlarge his government, most notably by the inclusion of 
churchill, a dissident conservative who was far less anathema to labour. But if 
war came he would clearly be forced to do so. all this underscores a significant 
point: unlike in france, the growing possibility of war drove the parties together 
rather than apart. indeed, by the summer of 1939 it is possible to detect the 
contours of the coalition government that would direct Britain from May 1940.
 in considering french and British responses to the possibility of war, the 
final realm to be examined is the economic. whatever their doubts about 
the long-war strategy, french and British planners assumed that economic 
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strength would play an important, if not decisive, role in a european war. 
various elements make up a country’s economic strength, such as its productive 
capacity, financial system and access to domestic and foreign resources of 
various kinds. But one element that has received relatively little attention is 
what might be called a country’s political-economic organization.19 The key 
question here concerns the relationship between the state and non-state actors 
in economic matters. scholars have convincingly shown that france and Britain 
both undertook significant rearmament efforts beginning in the mid-1930s.20 
although debate continues on whether a greater effort was possible, the 
question is not simply to what extent the two countries rearmed, but also how 
they did so. in addition to affecting armaments production, the organization of 
the economy influenced the ability of the french and British governments to 
mobilize their societies behind a war effort.
 in france, one must begin with the popular front. on the heels of 1936 
elections, a strike-wave broke out across the country that ended with the 
Matignon accords: a state-brokered agreement between employers and trade 
unions that improved pay and other conditions for workers, while also notably 
enhancing the political influence of organized labour. indeed, following the 
accords trade union leaders could aspire to an equal role with employers in 
determining firm and industrial matters. These ambitions are significant because 
organized labour, together with the sfio, advocated what was often referred to 
at the time as economic planning. while sometimes vague on details, planning 
nevertheless did foresee an activist role for state authorities in regulating 
employer–worker relations as well as economic activities more generally. 
Thus in 1935 the Confédération Général du Travail (cgt), the principal 
umbrella group of french trade unions, endorsed an economic ‘plan’ calling for 
immediate measures, including a forty-hour work week, an ambitious public 
works programme and controls on prices and profits, as well as more ‘structural 
reforms’ such as the nationalization of key economic sectors (finance, credit, 
insurance) and industries (transport and energy).21 The cgt envisaged the plan 
as providing the basis for a tripartite structure of economic direction in which 
organized labour, employers and government authorities would each have a say 
in major decisions. as rearmament expanded, the cgt incorporated the latter 
into its economic programme. what was needed, a cgt publication argued in 
1938, was ‘a method, a discipline imposed on everyone . . . a veritable plan for 
production and defence’.22 The popular front and its economic programme, 
however, encountered considerable resistance from employers. although forced 
to accept the Matignon accords, the principal employer’s organization, the 
Confédération générale de patronat Français (cgfp), strove from the beginning 
to undo the accords and, more generally, to roll back organized labour’s newly 
won influence. not surprisingly the cgfp, together with industry-specific 
employer organizations, favoured an economy organized along laissez-faire 
lines in which industrialists would be free to decide matters as they deemed 
best. in addition to excluding trade union influence at the firm, industry and 
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national levels, this economic organization implied a much reduced role for the 
state. 
 with french labour and industry divided, the choice of economic organi-
zation lay with the government. here, the decisive moment came in the 
summer and autumn of 1938. initially, the daladier government had sought 
a compromise between the two groups and the two approaches to economic 
organization. in the wake of Munich, however, the french premier came down 
clearly on the side of employers, a decision that must be seen in the context of 
his efforts to ally the radicals with the conservative right. The premier signalled 
his decision by appointing paul reynaud as finance Minister. if one aim of 
reynaud’s programme of economic liberalism was to catalyze france’s ailing 
economy, it was also designed to provoke a clash with organized labour, which 
it duly did. with socialist support, the cgt called a one-day general strike at 
the end of november that the police brutally suppressed.23 The immediate result 
was an employer offensive against the Matignon gains: with the trade unions 
greatly weakened, workers deemed ‘difficult’ by employers were fired while 
those remaining worked longer hours for less pay. But the repercussions of this 
employer victory and trade union defeat extended well beyond its immediate 
effects on workers. with the government effectively allied with employers, state 
authorities took a back seat in terms of rearmament, leaving industrialists free 
to organize the overall effort. while daladier’s choice did provide a short-term 
spark, it proved counter-productive in the longer-term. The conversion of a 
peacetime to wartime economy would be hampered by the lack of directing 
and co-ordinating authorities in a host of areas, including the allocation of 
scarce manpower and raw materials. although industrial leaders promised to 
provide this authority, they largely failed to do so, with damaging results for 
french production in 1939–40. no less important, perhaps, the exclusion of 
organized labour from any political influence as well as the disproportionate 
burden placed on workers destroyed any hopes of creating a united social front. 
not only was labour alienated, but this very alienation fuelled the fears of indus-
trial and political leaders that revolution stalked the home front. The choice of 
economic organization, in short, reinforced the war–revolution nexus for the 
right.24

 in Britain political–economic developments followed a different course 
from those in france. as in the domestic political realm, moreover, it was far 
from inevitable beforehand that they would do so. Much like their french 
counterparts, British trade unionists advocated economic planning, which 
they defined in terms of a tripartite management (with employers and state 
authorities) of economic and industrial affairs. in contrasting planning with 
economic liberalism, organized labour underscored its preference for a more 
interventionist economic approach. ‘so long as private enterprise continues 
to control industry in this country with profit making as it main objective’, 
the trades Union congress (tUc), the principal umbrella group of British 
trade unionists, declared as early as 1931, ‘so long will the present chaos and 
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inefficiency continue to endanger our trade and prosperity.’25 initially, tUc 
leaders hesitated to incorporate Britain’s rearmament effort into its campaign 
for planning, largely because of opposition to industrial conscription. among 
the trade unions most opposed to industrial conscription, moreover, was 
the amalgamated engineering Union (aeU), many of whose members were 
engaged in rearmament work. Yet at the same time, both the aeU and the 
tUc increasingly criticized the government’s appeasement policy on moral 
as well as practical grounds. tension thus existed between a desire to oppose 
nazi germany on the one hand and an unwillingness to equip Britain with the 
economic tools needed to do so on the other.
 employers, meanwhile, fully backed the government’s position that 
rearmament should not interfere with normal business activity – a position 
summed up in the phrase ‘business as usual’. in concrete terms this meant 
that economic and industrial matters would be left to industry to decide, with 
organized labour excluded and the government’s input reduced to a minimum. 
in 1937 a leading industrial group thus defined its main task as ‘trying to 
prevent national and international idealists from running industry by acts 
of parliament’.26 if the belief that government interference was economically 
inefficient offered one reason for clinging to ‘business as usual’, the desire to 
avoid empowering organized labour and, in the political realm, the labour 
party constituted another and important motive. industrial organizations 
and the conservative government both recognized that a more planned and 
directed economic effort would require the co-operation of organized labour 
– co-operation that would require political concessions. as the head of the 
engineering employers’ federation (eef), a prominent industrial organi-
zation, remarked in 1937, any changes to current industrial practices ‘involved 
important political considerations’ that ‘would have to be bought from the 
Unions at considerable price’.27

 The spring of 1938, however, proved to be a turning point in the political–
economic realm in Britain. following germany’s Anschluss with austria 
the government decided to accelerate the existing rearmament programme 
without abandoning ‘business as usual’. recognizing that this would require 
the co-operation of trade unionists and industrialists, chamberlain instructed 
government ministers to consult with both groups but to offer nothing concrete 
in return for their help. Yet one unintended effect of this decision was to 
encourage direct negotiations between organized labour and industry, which 
soon assumed a dynamic of their own, helping to push the government well 
beyond where it wanted to go. industrialists began to revise their earlier 
hostility to working with trade unionists as they came to view the latter more as 
a potential ally than foe, not least in the struggle against intrusive government 
meddling. Yet British industrialists also showed themselves to be less opposed 
than their french counterparts to a greater measure of government regulation. 
The mounting demands of rearmament, moreover, had much to with this: as 
bottlenecks in the supply of manpower and various materials became apparent, 
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a growing number of industrialists were prepared to admit the merits of what 
one of them described as an element of ‘central control and conscription of 
capital, facilities, and labour’. reflecting this trend, towards the end of 1938 
the eef concluded that it was becoming ‘necessary to subordinate industrial 
considerations to national considerations’.28 Meanwhile, on the other side of 
the political–economic fence, the trade unions also proved more forthcoming, 
particularly in regards to industrial conscription. although resistance to this 
measure within organized labour remained strong throughout 1938, by early 
1939 trade union leaders tacitly accepted the need for industrial conscription. if 
a desire to extract political concessions from both industry and the government 
factored into their calculations, so too did the belief that the threatening inter-
national situation demanded it. significantly, even the militant aeU agreed, 
with the national leadership forbidding local branches to unleash strike action 
in opposition to military conscription. More generally, on the eve of war in 
august 1939 eef and aeU representatives signed a far-reaching agreement in 
which trade unionists accepted a reduction of work-related privileges in return 
for greater tripartite management of industry.
 growing co-operation between organized labour and industry was important 
for several reasons. first and foremost, it placed Britain on a political–economic 
path that differed significantly from the french one. whereas the french 
opted for a laissez-faire approach, effectively leaving the task of organizing 
the country’s emerging war economy to industrialists, the British developed 
a more directed or co-ordinated approach in which industry, labour and 
the state co-operated with one another on economic and industrial policy. 
Much of this difference, moreover, can be attributed to the contrasting role of 
organized labour and its political allies on the left. in france, labour and the 
left were excluded from any say in political and economic decisions, allowing 
an alliance of the political right and industry to impose its views. in Britain, by 
comparison, during the run-up to war the influence of organized labour and 
the labour party rapidly expanded, providing both with the opportunity to 
help shape Britain’s economic and industrial effort. The result is that Britain’s 
emerging war economy would be better equipped to meet the needs of a long 
war, which, notwithstanding the doubts of British (and french) planners, is the 
type of conflict that beckoned. although the immediate effects on armaments 
production of Britain’s choice of political–economic approach are difficult to 
gauge, a more co-ordinated system for the allocation of increasingly scarce 
labour and materials, for example, contributed to reducing bottlenecks in 
the short and long term.29 no less important, however, were the political 
consequences. put simply, the British went to war more united and therefore 
more confident than the french. Unlike in france, doubts about the political 
reliability of organized labour (the war–revolution nexus) were notable by their 
absence.
 several points emerge from this analysis. first and foremost, appeasement is 
too blunt a concept to encompass British (and french) responses to the growing 
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prospect of war during the late 1930s. appeasement focuses attention too narrowly 
on diplomatic events and on the views of individual policy makers, most notably 
the figure of chamberlain. a good deal occurred that political leaders did not 
fully grasp and could not fully control. a second point is that British and french 
responses not only differed in many respects, but also do not fit easily into an 
account that emphasizes the growing (if belated) recognition that war with nazi 
germany was unavoidable. Thus in the strategic realm, while British and french 
thinking about an upcoming war converged, most notably in regards to the value 
of an eastern front, this convergence meant that Britain and france went to war 
with serious doubts about the viability of a long-war strategy. confidence, in other 
words, was in short supply. Meanwhile, divergence was more in evidence in both 
the political and economic realms. The threat of a european war had a disinte-
grating effect on french politics, with the result that in september 1939 no solid 
majority existed in parliament in favour of a war against nazi germany. in Britain, 
by contrast, the run-up to war had a unifying effect on politics at the expense 
of chamberlain’s hold on power, laying the roots for the later wartime coalition 
under churchill. finally, in the economic realm, the french adopted a laissez-
faire approach to organizing their emerging war economy, which would prove 
inadequate to the task, whereas the British felt their ways towards a more directed 
and co-ordinated approach that would better equip them for the long war ahead.
 all told, then, the British responded better to the prospect of war than 
the french. But just as importantly, the responses in both Britain and france 
cannot be attributed simply to the wisdom and foresight or to the blindness and 
mistakes of a handful of political leaders.
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chapter 16

Neutrality ‘de jour’: Switzerland and the Italo-
Abyssinian War of 1935–6

Neville Wylie and Marco Wyss

any historian given the task of reviewing events of over seventy years ago 
would be well advised to remember that ‘hindsight’ can be a fickle friend. true, 
retrospective studies on the origins of the second world war such as ours 
can benefit from the sense of detachment we now have on the heated debates 
of the time. we can peruse the once-secret government papers and peer into 
the minds of the chief protagonists by reading their diaries and private corre-
spondence. we can also draw on the findings of earlier scholars and pose fresh 
questions on the material and offer new insights. difficulties arise, however, 
when we seek – consciously or unconsciously – to apply our own value system 
on the past; judging the utterances, attitudes and actions of those caught up 
in the maelstrom of events on the basis of contemporary ethical standards. 
recent writing on the role of the neutral states has suffered particularly badly 
in this regard. with attention focused on the principal power brokers in Berlin, 
paris, Moscow, rome and london, it is not always easy to explain – far less 
understand – why the neutrals behaved in the way they did. why did europe’s 
small democracies adopt the ‘posture of an ostrich’ in the face of the nazi 
challenge? why did they so readily abandon the option of collective security 
offered by the league of nations when their own military defences were so 
palpably deficient? how can we account for the neutrals’ willingness to pamper 
germany’s financial needs once the war began, other than by questioning the 
moral integrity of those involved; and how else can we explain their collective 
failure to offer sanctuary to the millions of luckless souls who fell victim to 
hitler’s racial excesses?
 we cannot hope to answer all of these questions. what we can do, though, 
is show how ‘neutral’ statesmen of the 1930s sought to wrestle with the issues 
as they saw them, and shed light on some of the attitudes that underpinned 
their actions. to do so, we will address ourselves to the question of swiss policy 
during and after the italo-abyssinian war of 1935–6. we do so partly to draw 
attention to the way this seminal event in the road to war in september 1939 
was viewed by swiss policy makers, but also with an eye to illuminating some 
of the pressures acting on the swiss political and business elite, and exploring 
how the events in the horn of africa upset swiss foreign political strategy and 
challenged some of the basic assumptions governing swiss thinking at the time. 
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if it took hitler’s occupation of prague in March 1939 finally to convince Berne 
of the irreconcilability of germany’s territorial ambitions on the continent, the 
events of 1935–6 were decisive in changing swiss perceptions of the interna-
tional environment and prompting serious discussion on the kind of measures 
– both internal and external – that would be required if switzerland was to 
survive another european-wide conflagration. 
 The conflict in the horn of africa, lasting from 3 october 1935 until 5 May 
1936, has rightly been seen as a key moment in the politics of the interwar 
era. By penalizing italy for waging a war of aggression, the British and french 
governments irreparably compromised their standing in rome, and set back 
any chance they once entertained of wooing the irascible italian dictator away 
from hitler’s side. The significance of these events is all the more momentous 
given the fact that before italy’s unprovoked attack on abyssinia, the prospects 
for peace on anglo-french terms had looked surprisingly good. at the stresa 
conference in april 1935 Mussolini had not only pledged to uphold the locarno 
accord of 1925, upon which the post-war territorial settlement in western 
europe hinged, but also work towards maintaining austrian independence – a 
policy he had inaugurated the previous year when he dispatched four divisions 
to the italo-austrian border in response to the attempted nazi coup d’état and 
murder of the austrian chancellor engelbert dollfuss. it was this putative 
italo–french–British alignment that was thrown into jeopardy by Mussolini’s 
expansionist policies in east africa.1 The belated attempt by the western powers 
to salvage something from the ‘stresa front’, by offering to negotiate an end to 
the war on italy’s terms, resulted in a fiasco. when details of the ‘hoare–laval 
pact’ reached public attention in december 1935, the full extent of the west’s 
moral bankruptcy and political confusion was laid bare. never again could paris 
and london claim to hold the moral high ground in international politics. in 
rome, meanwhile, Mussolini felt sufficiently piqued by western ‘treachery’ over 
italy’s claims in abyssinia to justify turning a blind eye to german reoccupation 
of the rhineland. no longer was he willing to act so readily as europe’s ‘light-
ening conductor’ between the revisionists and status quo powers. as reynolds 
salerno argues, ‘after 1936, there would only be fleeting opportunities to draw 
italy out of germany’s orbit and no chance whatsoever of italy’s siding with the 
western powers against the nazis’. ‘what is often dismissed as “the abyssinian 
diversion” ’, he concludes, ‘actually started the chain of events that brought italy 
into armed conflict with Britain and france in June 1940.’2
 if the italo-abyssinian war dented anglo-french prestige and fanned 
Mussolini’s ambitions, its keenest impact was felt in geneva, where the events 
dealt a shattering blow to the standing of the league of nations. already 
weakened by the collapse of the disarmament talks earlier in the decade and 
dithering in the face of Japanese aggression in the far east, the league’s failure 
to deal with italy’s blatant violation of the covenant effectively ended its claim 
to play a major role in international politics. indeed, so damaged was the 
league’s status in the eyes of its members that by the time of the Munich crisis 
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in 1938 it had been relegated to the margins of political debate. This need not 
have been the case. few of those who attended the assembly meetings over 
the summer of 1935 had any doubt that the coming months would determine 
whether the league was ultimately, as the irish premier put it, ‘worthy to 
survive’.3 The near unanimity that greeted the initial vote of censure against 
italy was unprecedented. ‘no great international dispute’, notes the league’s 
historian, f.p. walters, ‘has ever been the subject of a clearer verdict.’4 The set of 
sanctions proposed by the league was one of the most comprehensive packages 
of economic and financial measures ever put in place in peacetime. The sale 
of arms, military equipment and items of strategic importance to italy were 
embargoed and government and private loans or credit advances were withheld 
from italian companies. Member states were even called upon to suspend all 
imports from italy, in the hope of denying rome the foreign exchange needed to 
fund its war.5 as with all sanctions regimes, the measures were far from water-
tight – the absence of oil from the list of embargoed goods was a noticeable 
(and deliberate) loophole – but it was the league’s palpable failure to maintain 
a common front on the sanctions issue that exposed the fundamental lack of 
common purpose lying at the heart of the league experiment. The debacle 
surrounding the sanctions regime against italy – a policy famously derided by 
neville chamberlain as the ‘very midsummer of madness’ – heralded the end 
of ‘collective security’ as a workable concept and forced states to look elsewhere 
for the security and political needs. 
 as italy’s northern neighbour, the swiss could hardly be expected to view the 
events in east africa with equanimity.6 abyssinia was thousands of miles away, 
but italy’s invasion triggered a series of problems that bore directly on two central 
elements of swiss foreign policy. The first, and most obvious, was Berne’s relations 
with Mussolini’s regime in rome. although no one talked in terms of overt 
patronage, there is little doubt that by the early 1930s swiss policy makers had 
become accustomed to look towards italy as switzerland’s sponsor at the high table 
of international politics. as the least domineering of switzerland’s neighbours, 
italy had historically engendered less fear amongst the swiss bourgeois political, 
commercial and financial elite than france or germany. This tendency only 
increased after hitler’s ascension to power removed the last vestigial restraints on 
germany’s revisionist ambitions on the continent. indeed, for the swiss foreign 
minister, giuseppe Motta, maintaining italian support became the sine qua non 
of swiss foreign policy and the principal element in guiding swiss relations with 
germany. ‘our policy towards italy’, he candidly informed switzerland’s minister 
in Berlin in october 1933, ‘has dictated our policy with regard to germany.’7 This 
was never an easy task, given Mussolini’s impetuousness and abrasive character. 
nonetheless, rome’s adhesion to the ‘stresa front’ in april 1935 gave heart to 
those like Motta who held the belief that fascism could be ‘tamed’ and Mussolini 
brought round to playing a constructive role in european politics. 
 if, in retrospect, swiss assumptions about italian benevolence might strike 
us as naive, it should be remembered that swiss reading of italian statements 
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and actions was inevitably coloured by the close cultural and social ties that 
existed between the two countries. These ties were at their most intense amongst 
switzerland’s 250,000 italian speakers, the majority of who, like Motta, hailed 
from the canton of ticino. But pro-italian sentiments were also common in 
switzerland’s other catholic cantons, and resonated with particular force in 
Motta’s catholic conservative party, a party which, though losing out to its 
free-Thinking (Freisinnig, or radical) and liberal rivals in the ‘sonderbund war’ 
of 1847, nevertheless remained a potent political force. it particularly benefited 
from the ‘cantonal’ voice in the swiss parliament. The second chamber, the 
council of estates, was composed of representatives from each canton, and 
so although relatively sparsely populated, the smaller but numerous catholic 
cantons could compete with their larger and more prosperous protestant 
neighbours.8 Mussolini’s corporate fascist model attracted little genuine appeal 
in switzerland: even in the extreme right, preferences lay more with hitler’s 
‘folkish’ ideas of a german bastion against eastern bolshevism.9 nevertheless, 
certain elements of Mussolini’s political programme struck a chord north of 
the alps, especially after his concordat with the vatican in 1929 anaesthetized 
opposition from the catholic church. for a country that led the world in the 
manufacture of clocks, the swiss could not but help admire Mussolini’s claim 
to making the italian railways run to schedule, but it was his robust handling of 
organized labour that earned him his greatest plaudits. ever since the army had 
been called out on to the streets to deal with switzerland’s incipient revolutionary 
‘moment’ in 1918, the bourgeois political elite had set their sights on combating 
socialism and curbing Moscow’s ‘insidious’ influence over swiss political life. 
That this coloured thinking over switzerland’s external relations can be seen 
from the decision of the national council in 1923 to refrain from expressing 
its condolences to the italian parliament over the death of Matteotti at the 
hands of fascist thugs.10 no effort was made to restore relations with the soviet 
Union after diplomats had been withdrawn in 1918. indeed, swiss politicians 
rarely passed over the opportunity to preach of the dangers of the ‘Bolshevik 
bogey’. Motta openly spoke out against trying to wed ‘fire and water’ in opening 
the league to soviet delegates in september 1934, and placed switzerland in a 
minority of three – with portugal and the netherlands – in voting against soviet 
membership. all moves to rekindle swiss–soviet political relations thereafter 
were resolutely quashed by the influential foreign Minister.11 
 swiss neurosis with all things ‘red’ promoted the three bourgeois political 
parties – the catholic conservative, agricultural and free-Thinking parties – 
to bury their historic antagonisms and find common cause in trying to reverse 
the mounting electoral gains of the swiss socialist party and denying them 
a seat on the federal council, switzerland’s seven-man political executive.12 
This tactic became increasingly problematic after the 1935 elections made the 
socialists the largest single party in the national council. nevertheless, when a 
federal council seat fell vacant in late 1938, the bourgeois phalanx again held 
firm to block the socialists’ path. Motta even went so far as to suggest that the 
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election of a socialist councillor would be viewed as a provocation in Berlin. (it 
was not until december 1943, five years later, that the socialists finally secured 
a seat on the federal council.13) if fascism never took a firm hold in swiss 
political discourse, the major bourgeois parties all adhered to what might be 
considered reactionary conservatism.14 central to the beliefs circulating at the 
time was the conviction that in the turbulent era of mass politics, switzerland’s 
future could only be secured by calling a halt to the march of liberalism and 
reviving the country’s own distinctive traditions and agrarian values. it is 
worth noting that in 1935 a referendum was put to the country, which, had it 
secured a majority, would have seen a re-organization of the constitution along 
corporatist lines and the creation of the position of ‘Landammann’, possessing 
considerable executive authority. in the federal council, the catholic conserv-
ative philipp etter emerged as the leading advocate for social and political 
reform, and the most likely candidate for the post of Landammann had the 
referendum attracted enough support. The right’s foremost ideologue, the 
historian gonzague de reynold, made no secret of his admiration for the 
corporatist, authoritarian models found in salazar’s portugal and Mussolini’s 
italy, even if he did not consider them entirely appropriate for his homeland.15 
his widely read Conscience de la Suisse of 1938, which bore the provocative 
subtitle ‘notes to these gentlemen in Berne’, left little doubt as to the frailties, as 
he saw it, of switzerland’s current political system.
 Thus, despite its outwardly placid appearance, by the middle years of the 
1930s switzerland echoed to many of the same political and social debates 
found elsewhere across western europe. The tempo and rancour of political 
discourse might be milder, and mercifully confined to legitimate arenas of 
expression, but with the depression hitting switzerland late – delaying the first 
signs of recovery until the end of 1936 – tensions between organized labour 
and an alliance of capital and the bourgeois political establishment inevitably 
sharpened swiss political life and coloured the reading of events abroad its 
borders. elite attitudes towards Mussolini’s political programme were markedly 
less critical therefore than one might expect.16 henri guisan, a protestant 
from canton vaud, who, as commander-in-chief of the swiss army after 
1939 came to embody swiss determination to resist foreign invaders, typified 
those who succumbed to Mussolini’s charm. in a letter sent to the federal 
military department after attending italian army manoeuvres in 1934, guisan 
wrote, ‘The merit of this man [Mussolini], of this genius, is to have been able 
to discipline all forces of the nation; to have unified them in a single current, 
and to exploit this current exclusively for the grandeur of his country.’17 such 
views were widely held amongst members of the influential swiss association 
for cultural and economic relations with italy (Associazione svizzera per i 
rapporti culturali ed economici con l’Italia), founded in June 1937 to promote 
italo-swiss exchanges, and were present in the eulogy given by the University 
of lausanne the same year when it bestowed an honorary degree on the italian 
dictator. it was not just political pragmatism, then, that made Berne wary of 
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upsetting its southern neighbour. Mussolini’s domestic political ambitions were 
widely admired, and few in Berne felt that his forays into foreign affairs were 
sufficiently disagreeable to warrant withdrawing their support for his regime. 
on the contrary, as dario gerardi, the most recent historian to have dealt with 
italo-swiss relations observes, ‘Mussolini’s regime in fact exercised a very great 
seductive influence over the swiss bourgeoisie and the majority of the swiss 
political elite of the time, who saw fascism a remedy to bolshevism.’18 
 The second pillar of swiss foreign policy to be tested by the abyssinian 
conflict was switzerland’s association with the league. switzerland counted 
amongst the first countries to join the league, when a narrow majority of the 
population and cantons voted in favour of swiss adherence in 1920.19 The organ-
ization had acknowledged switzerland’s neutral status at a conference held in 
london earlier in the year, when it agreed to allow Berne to opt out of league-
sponsored military operations. nevertheless, this was ‘differential’ neutrality, 
not ‘integral’. Berne was still expected to follow league rulings over measures 
that fell short of outright war, in particular the application of economic and 
financial sanctions. with the league headquartered in geneva, the swiss could 
scarcely ignore the institution, and having vigorously campaigned for swiss 
membership in 1920, Motta went on to develop switzerland’s profile in geneva 
and promote swiss interests through the league channels. Though certainly not 
blind to the league’s many faults, he clearly admired its ambitions as ‘a great 
liberal and democratic institution’.20 
 switzerland’s association with the league, however, never sat comfortably 
in switzerland partly on account of its connection with the punitive versailles 
settlement and partly because of its impact on swiss neutrality and political 
independence. within a year of swiss entry, various opposition movements drawn 
from the civil service, professions, business and military circles coalesced to form 
an ‘association for an independent switzerland’ (Volksbund für eine unabhängige 
Schweiz). criticism of the league continued to fester throughout the 1920s, and 
naturally grew the following decade after Berlin’s withdrawal accentuated the insti-
tution’s western, anglo-french orientation. Motta himself was all too aware of the 
danger posed to swiss interests: on the day hitler took germany out of the league, 
he pointedly remarked that switzerland’s continued active engagement with the 
league depended ‘on the condition that the league does not assume the figure of 
states grouped against germany’.21 it was precisely this fear that prompted Motta 
to block soviet membership eleven months later and justified the close police 
surveillance of the soviet mission and its delegates in the following years.22 what 
was true for germany, was, of course, equally so for italy. Mussolini’s behaviour 
in geneva occasionally struck swiss onlookers as unbecoming, but it was not 
until the invasion of abyssinia that italian interests clashed head on with the 
league. french, and particularly British, efforts to corral the league into imposing 
draconian sanctions on rome in support of the abyssinians thus posed swiss 
policy makers with an acute dilemma and threatened to upset the equilibrium 
upon which Berne had staked its league policy over the previous half-decade.
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 This, then, was the conundrum facing swiss officials over the winter of 
1935–6. given the circumstances, it was always going to be difficult for Berne 
to square the circle, far less come up with a solution that did not privilege 
its relations with italy above those with the league. such preferences were, 
however, encouraged by the widespread sense of cultural antipathy towards 
the abyssinians. for most swiss, abyssinia was a far-off place of which they 
knew little. in the swiss case, however, this ambivalence was underscored by 
a reluctance to acknowledge abyssinian claims to sovereign equality. Berne 
had spoken out against addis ababa’s accession to the league in 1923 on the 
grounds that, as large swathes of the country were still prone to banditry, the 
imperial government fell short of the level of development expected from 
a member of the international community. The presence of an abyssinian 
delegation in geneva did little to change swiss thinking, and Berne showed 
little interest in developing closer relations. it was not until 1933 that the two 
sides finally signed a treaty of friendship and commerce. abyssinia opened 
a consulate-general in Zurich in december the following year, but the swiss 
pointedly declined to reciprocate the gesture. when forced to take sides in the 
summer of 1935, then, swiss instincts led in only one direction. ‘one can now 
see how thoughtless it was for the league of nations to admit ethiopia,’ Max 
huber, one of Motta’s legal advisers, noted when news of italy’s attack came 
through. abyssinia was, he dryly remarked, ‘a country which does not deserve 
other nations risking a war to protect it’.23 switzerland’s minister in rome, 
georges wagnière, was particularly prone to this kind of cultural chauvinism, 
happily accepting italian claims that in invading abyssinia rome was merely 
shouldering the ‘white man’s burden’ and bringing civilization to this backward 
corner of east africa. far from sympathizing with the victims of great power 
aggression, swiss officials tended to look at the abyssinian affair as an irritant, 
and deplored the fact that their painstaking work in building relations with 
Mussolini’s regime in rome could be thrown into disarray by the anguished 
appeals of a state that was scarcely worthy of the name. The prevailing opinion 
was probably best summed up by one national councillor who claimed that ‘if 
it were necessary to give up neutrality, it would be easier to do so in support 
of italy, cradle of our latin and western civilisation, rather than in support of 
ethiopia, a nation of savages’.24 
 how then did Berne manage the ‘problem’ thrown up by italy’s act of naked 
aggression against abyssinia? as italian violation of the covenant could 
scarcely be denied, the swiss delegation in geneva was instructed to ‘tacitly 
associate’ itself with the findings of the league council and affirm switzerland’s 
readiness to fulfil its ‘duty of solidarity with the other Members of the league of 
nations’.25 This was, however, as far as the swiss were prepared to go. in Berne, 
officials lost little time in working out how best to distance themselves from 
the assembly’s resolution, and dilute the scope and severity of the proposed 
sanctions. for historians, Berne’s reaction to the league’s proposals is of interest 
not merely for what it tells us about the sanctions debate, but also for the role 
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of neutrality in swiss thinking. swiss actions clearly illustrate how the swiss 
viewed their position in the international community, and how the concept 
of neutrality came to be seen less as an end in itself, but rather as a means to 
achieving a desired political outcome: in this case, ameliorating swiss relations 
with its southern neighbour. what is particularly striking about Berne’s initial 
response to the crisis is how little neutrality figured in their deliberations. 
neutrality was so central to swiss political vocabulary that most officials were 
habituated into using the language of neutrality. But, in the federal political 
department’s first statement on the crisis, presented to the federal council on 
8 october, it was switzerland’s status as a small power, not as a neutral one, that 
marked its approach to the crisis. ‘if a state is strong’, the memorandum noted,

it could act with a certain ease; if it is weak it is forced to appear much more prudent 
... we could show our solidarity with the league’s cause by associating ourselves with 
certain coercive measures, but it would be impossible for us to go as far in the sanctions 
as could go, in some circumstances, powerfully armed states like great Britain and 
france, or weaker states, which are, however, geographically sufficiently remote from 
italy that their actions towards that country do not have fatal consequences for them.26

The principal theme running through the federal political department’s 
memorandum was that as a small state switzerland should not be required to 
shoulder responsibility for upholding international peace and security – even 
if this responsibility was being undertaken as part of a collective activity. two 
issues in particular dominated swiss thinking. The first concerned the economic 
implications of the proposed measures. as wagnière irritably noted, switzerland 
was being asked to behave in the same way as haiti or liberia, countries with 
no expatriate communities in italy and no commercial or financial interests to 
speak of.27 The fact that under a finnish initiative, the league was obliged to 
assist vulnerable states whose economies were unduly affected by the league’s 
collective security measures, brought the swiss little comfort. The swiss and 
italian economies were simply too intertwined to be prized apart at the whim 
of the league council. The swiss were particularly aggrieved by what they saw 
as the bluntness of the measures proposed. with swiss trade in italy estimated 
to be worth some 60–70 million swiss francs and providing employment for 
over 10,000 workers, the swiss had a lot to lose. walter stucki, director of the 
commercial division in the department of public economy, who master-
minded the technical aspects of switzerland’s correspondence with the league, 
was especially moved on this point. why was it necessary, he asked in an 
impassioned letter to wagnière on 21 october, ‘in order to rob the italians of 
a currency surplus ... to reduce reciprocal trade to zero, to bring centuries old 
economic relations to a complete standstill, and deny thousands of workers of 
their daily bread, not only in italy, but also particularly in switzerland?’28

 even more central to swiss concerns in the first week of the war, however, 
was the fear that economic sanctions were merely a prelude to armed conflict. 
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The swiss were not the only people to have these concerns. The entire policies 
of the British and french governments were driven by the desire to avoid 
war, but even before the crisis broke, the British chiefs of staff believed that 
the imposition of economic sanctions ‘would almost invariably lead to war 
with italy’.29 Thereafter, the danger of provoking the Duce into a ‘mad dog act’ 
was rarely absent from official discussions. The certainty of swiss pronounce-
ments on the issue is nevertheless striking. ‘it is possible’, Motta wrote, ‘that an 
initial, purely economic, action could in the end quickly escalate into an armed 
conflict’. But, he went on, although 

the solidarity principle is at the core of the league of nations . . . it should not be pushed 
to the extent of demanding that some states sacrifice their existence in service of the 
common cause. There is a difference between assistance and sacrifice, which in politics 
one cannot lose sight of. The rule ‘pacta sunt servanda’ is absolute, but not to the extent 
to condemn a country to ruin and death.30 

The fact that some suspected london of deliberately engineering a conflict with 
rome by insisting on the total embargo of italian exports only went to inflame 
these fears.
 swiss anxieties were strengthened by the fact that should armed conflict 
break out, it could be swiss territory – namely the canton of ticino – that 
might end up in the firing line. over the last decade, Mussolini had become 
adept at playing the irredentist card when it suited. Though support for 
succession amongst swiss–italians was low, the ticino ‘issue’ had been a 
constant source of concern for swiss policy makers. indeed, some officials 
positively welcomed italian territorial ambitions in africa in the belief that 
it would deflect italian attention from pickings closer to home. ‘i wish our 
press wouldn’t fuss too much over ethiopian liberties,’ wagnière told Motta a 
month before the invasion. ‘we have, for reasons i need not dwell on, a great 
interest in seeing italy develop its colonial empire and create its own concerns 
overseas.’31 in reality, italian posturing over ticino was not as dangerous as 
Berne feared. when italian military planners looked northward, their attention 
was directed not so much on the tempting prizes offered in the ticino, but 
rather on the infinitely more pressing problem of how to defend northern italy 
from a possible german attack through the swiss confederation.32 intriguingly, 
although all were thoroughly alarmed by the prospect of a war breaking out in 
the wake of the sanctions regime, only one of the federal councillors believed 
that the ‘threat’ to ticino warranted switzerland throwing its weight behind 
the league. The bulk of opinion, both in the council and in the parliament at 
large, saw switzerland’s economic and political salvation lying in a policy of 
appeasement.33

 for the swiss, then, the abyssinian war was not just a challenge to their 
country’s foreign political interests, but a threat to its economic and even 
national survival. it was this context that framed internal discussions on the 
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place neutrality should play in swiss policy. The options were by no means cut 
and dry. expert opinion was divided on the weight of switzerland’s commit-
ments to the league and the room for manoeuvre it could realistically claim.34 
on the issue of arms and munitions exports, a coherent and law-based 
argument was, at least, to hand. By emphasizing the military nature of the 
italo-abyssinian conflict, and the likelihood of a wider conflagration, Berne 
could plausibly invoke the hague rules of war of 1907, which conveniently 
insisted that neutrals maintained equilibrium in any trading relations with 
belligerent states. recent practice on this issue left some room for manoeuvre: 
Berne had embargoed arms sales to china and Japan in 1932, but had, after a 
fashion, followed league rulings in 1934 in permitting Bolivia access to swiss 
armaments in its dispute with paraguay.35 Though Berne’s appeal to ‘hague 
law’ saved it from openly siding against italy, its specious reading of its legal 
obligations won it few admirers in geneva. when Motta sought to justify swiss 
policy on the arms embargo his words were greeted with a chorus of rebuke 
from across assembly floor and brought swiss standing in the institution to an 
all-time low.
 evading the other elements of the sanctions regime required even greater 
dexterity. Motta’s federal political department would dearly liked to have renego-
tiated switzerland’s entire position in the league, but as time scarcely allowed for 
this, the swiss delegation was instead instructed to base switzerland’s case on a 
mixture of political expediency – emphasizing switzerland’s special position as 
a neighbour of the offending regime – and a maximum reading of switzerland’s 
traditional neutral rights. early drafts of switzerland’s presentation to the league 
were amended to remove ‘military neutrality’ whenever reference was made to ‘the 
status of our neutrality’. The term ‘swiss–italians’ was replaced with ‘région de langue 
italienne’, to emphasize the overlapping nature of social and cultural life across 
switzerland’s borders. appeals to ‘economic neutrality’ were naturally problematic 
given the basis of switzerland’s association with the league, so switzerland’s 
economic interests in italy were deftly submerged under a broader discussion of 
the political, social and cultural ties between the two countries. Thus, while Berne 
was happy to receive whatever assurances of support the league could provide to 
ease its financial and economic plight, it repeatedly stressed that nothing could be 
done to rectify the sanctions’ wider ramifications on swiss interests. ‘how could 
[member] states make up for the political, intellectual and moral damage, which 
would result from breaking off all economic relations between the italian speaking 
parts of switzerland and italy?’36 instead of ending swiss trade with italy, Berne 
merely promised to maintain trade at pre-war levels (so-called ‘courant normal’) 
and offered to limit italian access to foreign exchange by bringing its trade deficit 
with italy into balance. instead of cancelling credits, swiss exporters were offered 
guarantees against non-payment by italian purchasers, and a special italo-swiss 
clearing agreement was concluded in december 1935.37

 at one level, Berne’s attempt to distance itself from the league’s collective 
security action, though detrimental to its standing in western eyes, must be 
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judged a success. That it accomplished this feat can in part be explained by the 
‘fortuitous’ direction of league discussions on the issue of oil. The decision to 
omit oil from the list of embargoed goods left the sanctions regime so emascu-
lated that few could claim that switzerland’s inglorious behaviour was critical 
to the fate of the league initiative. nevertheless, the manner in which Berne 
chose to apply its regulations leaves little doubt over where swiss interests lay. 
even before Berne’s prohibition on the transfer of arms to the belligerents came 
into force on 28 october, officials did all they could to avoid incurring italian 
displeasure. when Motta caught wind of italian concerns over swissair’s sale 
of old fokker aircraft to the abyssinians in early 1935, he immediately inter-
vened to have the company back out of the deal and offer the planes to italian 
buyers. pressure was also brought to bear on swiss arms companies. in august 
1935 one, the Schweizerische Industriegesellschaft Neuhausen (sig) agreed to 
conform to the federal council’s decision that arms sales to abyssinia were 
‘undesirable until further notice’. There was less success with the anti-aircraft 
gun manufacturer, oerlikon, which pushed through a consignment of weapons 
and munitions to abyssinia shortly before the sanctions came into force. The 
fact that the sales did not contravene any law and that oerlikon’s owner, emil 
Bührle, was abyssinia’s honorary consul-general in Zurich, did not prevent 
Motta from roundly criticizing the company for endangering swiss interests.38 
Questions have long been asked over Berne’s influence on the international 
committee of the red cross’s role in the conflict. The icrc’s historian, rainer 
Baudendistel, found no evidence of direct pressure on the committee; however, 
as the icrc’s president, Max huber, had assisted Motta in crafting switzerland’s 
legal response to the sanctions regime, there is little doubt that the committee 
was fully cognizant of Berne’s position. The committee’s reluctance to raise 
italy’s use of chemical weapons in its conversations with rome, and later 
decision to withhold its delegates’ reports from the league investigators, tasked 
with exploring the matter, was in perfect alignment with Motta’s foreign policy. 
it was exactly the same position that the committee would adopt in october 
1942, in deciding against speaking out publicly against the abuse of human 
rights in hitler’s death camps.39

 The impact of the italo-abyssinian war on swiss foreign and domestic policy 
was profound. at its most obvious, the gruelling experience was decisive in 
convincing swiss policy makers of the need to burnish switzerland’s neutral 
credentials and ultimately bring a close to its awkward experiment in ‘differ-
ential neutrality’ under the league. although Berne finally renegotiated its 
position in the league in May 1938, abandoning its residual obligations towards 
collective security, a renewed determination to ‘go it alone’ was already evident 
in mid-1936. ‘for a small country’, the swiss delegate told his colleagues in the 
league, ‘the application of article 16 [on economic sanctions] may be a matter 
of life or death ... in a weakened league, we have no choice but to recover that 
full neutrality from which we only departed in 1920 in the hope that the league 
would become truly universal’.40 in May 1936, the month armed abyssinian 
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resistance finally ended, the swiss took the lead in pressing for an early lifting 
of the economic embargo. when the dutch foreign minister, de graeff, asked 
that same month for representatives of the former neutrals to meet – as they 
had habitually done during the disarmament talks at the start of the decade – to 
discuss the italo-abyssinian issue and the future of the league of nations, the 
federal authorities were initially sceptical of the value of such an exercise. in the 
end, Motta only agreed to attend the meeting ‘for reasons of courtesy’.41 Berne 
showed little interest in making common cause with the members of the neutral 
club over subsequent years and stood aside from all joint declarations made by 
the group in support of neutral rights and the independence of small powers.42

 whether Berne’s wager on italy ultimately proved beneficial is open to doubt. 
Mussolini certainly appeared to have appreciated Motta’s ‘courage’ during the 
crisis. although the italian press continued to give vent to irredentist claims 
over the ticino, relations between the two countries gradually stabilized. The 
sanctions affair intensified economic and financial relations between the two 
countries, even if swiss companies were denied the business opportunities in 
abyssinia many had hoped to see emerge from Berne’s pro-italian position 
during the sanctions debates, and its early recognition of italian suzerainty in 
the region in december 1936.43 Until his retirement from public life in 1939, 
Motta held to the conviction that swiss interests were best served by appeasing 
the italian regime. notwithstanding italy’s departure from the league and 
increasing open support for german revisionism, no one in rome wished 
to see german influence in switzerland expand. Motta’s successor, Marcel 
pilet-golaz, who as federal councillor for transport during the abyssinian 
crisis was intimately involved in the economic debates of the time, shared this 
outlook. Mussolini’s declaration of non-belligerency in september 1939 seemed 
initially to confirm the wisdom of this policy. But when swiss independence 
was ultimately put to the test in May–June 1940, it is questionable whether 
Mussolini’s patronage counted for much. swiss appeals for support went 
unanswered. indeed, the return of Berne’s emissary – gonzague de reynold 
– empty handed from a meeting with the Duce in early June so dispirited the 
federal council that Britain’s minister was left to assume that ‘an agreement to 
the german demands even affecting swiss neutrality is possible at any moment’. 
italy obligingly left its ports open to swiss commerce after June 1940, but its 
ability to act as a counterweight to german power and speak for swiss interests 
in Berlin from this date was minimal.44

 perhaps the most interesting repercussion of the italo-abyssinian war lay 
in its impact on attitudes within switzerland. for the swiss socialist party, 
which had consistently spoken in favour of the league during the crisis, the 
chilling prospect of war breaking out on the continent forced a rethink in their 
policy towards swiss military re-armament. henceforth, the annual military 
budget was voted through parliament with only minor amendments. The 
socialists also gave their blessing to Berne’s programme of ‘spiritual national 
defence’. hesitantly begun in early 1935, these initiatives had been spearheaded 
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by philippe etter’s interior department and aimed at strengthening swiss 
resilience in the face of the political and cultural claims of switzerland’s neigh-
bours. naturally, etter’s initiatives – especially his Kulturbotschaft in november 
1938 – reflected his traditional, conservative views on the need for a return to 
core swiss values.45 But the issue of what it meant to be swiss was inevitably 
sharpened by the league’s confrontation with italy and the concerns it raised 
over the loyalties of switzerland’s italian-speaking population. in a meeting on 
10 december, Mussolini had taunted wagnière with the remark that just as 
its italian-speaking population had prevented Berne from applying sanctions 
against italy, ‘so too, you could never apply sanctions against germany, with 
your three million swiss–germans’. wagnière’s retort – ‘The swiss are swiss 
above all else, whatever language they speak’ – may have satisfied the Duce, 
but the minister was only too aware of switzerland’s vulnerability in this area.46 
Three weeks earlier he had railed against the practice of some swiss watch 
firms who ‘deck themselves out in english names – as if we don’t have enough 
languages in switzerland – [and thereby] oblige watch boutiques to put in 
the window displays of their stores the following [english] description “made 
completely in switzerland” etc.’. ‘would it not be advisable’, wagnière pointedly 
asked his superiors, ‘to bring to the attention of the chambers of commerce the 
inconvenience of this ridiculous custom.’47 
 it was under the influence of such reports that the federal government 
redoubled its efforts to revive a sense of swiss solidarity and patriotism in the 
final years of peace. The programme of ‘spiritual national defence’ saw renewed 
emphasis placed on the confederation’s founding ‘myths’ – most notably the 
story of wilhelm tell – and on its unique linguistic roots, with romansch 
elevated to the status of switzerland’s fourth ‘official’ national language in 
1938. The return to ‘integral’ neutrality that same year played a central part in 
the process, but the pinnacle of switzerland’s ‘spiritual’ reawakening came the 
following summer with the unveiling of a hugely popular national exhibition 
in Zurich, where swiss inventions, traditions, art, literature and institutions 
were all on prominent display. The impact that these initiatives had on the 
swiss population remains a matter of scholarly debate. however, to outsiders, 
the changes in swiss outlook were unmistakable.48 arriving in Basle from 
germany in March 1936, the scholar–journalist elizabeth wiskemann found 
the cut and thrust of swiss public debate invigorating, but was disappointed 
at the depth of swiss insularity. The ‘percentage of genuinely cosmopolitan, or 
even continentally minded people’, she recalled, was 

probably smaller than in any of the major european countries. The sentiments which 
prevail in switzerland are small-scale provincialism ... and the fierce nationalism of a 
small country with virtually no language of its own. as this nationalism involves the 
swiss in being oddly aggressive about the defence of their neutrality, which they have 
elevated into providing their national mystique, it seems a little absurd to an outsider 
at first.49 
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four years later, in the midst of the ‘phoney war’, Britain’s new Minister to 
Berne, david Kelly, encountered a similar scene. he was surprised to find one 
federal councillor firm in the belief that Britain was still at war with the Boers: 

The swiss appear to be (and their survival is probably due to it) a hard headed and 
practical race, who are not desperately interested in the rights and wrongs of a war 
which they detest. The majority of them have long ago calculated that while a nazi 
victory would not at all suit their interests, it is up to them to keep as much trade going 
in all directions as they can get away with.50 

recent studies of switzerland’s wartime conduct suggest that the outlook Kelly 
observed in early 1940 continued to dominate swiss decision making for the 
remainder of the war.51

 elizabeth wiskemann’s sojourn in switzerland was the final leg of a journey 
that had taken her through western, central and eastern europe in search of 
material for her book on contemporary european political and international 
relations. The first edition of the book, inopportunely entitled Undeclared War, 
reached British bookshops shortly after hitler’s invasion of poland. although 
she later claimed to regret the title, ‘undeclared war’ perfectly captured the 
tension that enveloped european political life in the final years of peace. for the 
swiss, as we have seen, this period of undeclared war began four years earlier 
when the country’s leadership was forced to confront the very real possibility 
of conflict returning to their borders. not only did the italo-abyssinian war 
bring europe perilously close to the brink of war, but it also upset the european 
political order that had been forged at locarno a decade earlier. for the swiss, 
the episode challenged the basic tenets of swiss foreign policy and threw into 
sharp relief the dangers of associating with a system of collective security 
whose political interests were increasingly at odds with those of switzerland’s 
great power neighbours. it was not merely switzerland’s basic political prefer-
ences that were amplified by the course of events over 1935 and 1936, but the 
social, cultural, historical and linguistic bonds that tied switzerland into a 
political landscape dominated by its german and italian neighbours. The crisis 
narrowed switzerland’s political horizons, both abroad and at home, and gave 
rise to a conception of swiss neutrality that was increasingly narrow in scope 
and exclusive in its application.
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chapter 17

The European Neutrals and the Second World War

Efraim Karsh

like most members of the international community, the european neutrals 
hailed the creation of the league of nations as a fitting substitute to the power 
politics of the nineteenth century and their culmination in the first world war. 
implacably opposed to the use of force for the advancement of foreign policy 
goals and totally committed to nonparticipation in armed conflicts, they could 
not but welcome the first attempt to banish war from the international scene 
and to establish ‘a better world’ on the basis of collective security, though this 
concept was no less antithetical to the idea of neutrality than the phenomenon 
it sought to eliminate, seeking as it did to incorporate the entire international 
community into a collective effort and frowning on outsiders and fence-sitters. 
in the words of article 16 of the league’s covenant: 

should any Member of the league resort to war in disregard of its covenants under 
articles 12, 13, or 15, it shall ipso facto be deemed to have committed an act of war 
against all other Members of the league, which hereby undertake immediately to 
subject it to the severance of all trade or financial relations, the prohibition of all 
intercourse between their nationals and the nationals of the covenant-breaking state, 
and the prevention of all financial, commercial and personal intercourse between the 
nationals of the covenant-breaking state and the nationals of any other state, whether 
a Member of the league or not. it shall be the duty of the council in such case to 
recommend to the several governments concerned what effective military, naval, or 
air force the Members of the league shall severely contribute to the armed forces to be 
used to protect the covenant of the league.1

had the league comprised all members of the international community 
as envisaged by its founders, and had it applied the system of sanctions in 
the letter and spirit of its covenant, there might have well been a significant 
reduction in the pervasiveness of war and a corresponding diminution in the 
prevalence of neutrality. Yet notwithstanding the risk to their national strategy, 
and in sharp contrast to the great powers’ lukewarm attitude to the newly 
established world organization (the United states was never a member while 
the soviet Union, germany and Japan participated only at various stages), the 
small states willingly subordinated their neutrality to the principle of collective 
security, joining the league and accepting its covenant without any precondi-
tions or reservations (with the exception of switzerland, which joined only 
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after being absolved of the obligation to participate in military sanctions). 
even when the organization imposed economic sanctions on italy following its 
invasion of ethiopia, all neutrals (apart from switzerland) unhesitatingly joined 
these measures, thus indicating the great faith they placed in the principle of 
collective security. small wonder, then, that these states were profoundly disap-
pointed when the sanctions failed to have the desired effect.
 They were not alone. The ethiopian episode brought home to the entire 
world that the system of collective security that had been so laboriously created 
did not, in the final analysis, provide an adequate basis for the management of 
international relations; that the league had never been a truly international 
but only a multinational body; and that it was not guided by a sincere spirit of 
universalism but was a cover for the continuation of the old power politics by 
other means.
 This painful disillusionment led to the sudden resurrection of traditional 
neutrality to an even greater extent than before the first world war: while in 
october 1935 nearly all the league’s member states participated in the anti-
italian sanctions, some eight months later, on 1 July 1936, three days before 
the organization abandoned the sanctions, seven of the traditional neutrals – 
switzerland, denmark, finland, holland, spain, sweden and norway – issued 
a joint declaration cancelling indirectly their commitment to observe article 
16 of the league’s covenant.2 This was followed in March 1937 by a dutch 
declaration that article 16 did not oblige the league’s members to participate 
in sanctions that could endanger their vital interests, and eight months later the 
swedish foreign minister went a step further by asserting that the article had no 
legal force whatsoever. an identical announcement was made in January 1938 
by the representatives of sweden, switzerland and holland and in July 1938 
the neutral states’ dissociation from article 16 culminated in the copenhagen 
declaration (issued by Belgium, denmark, finland, holland, luxembourg, 
norway and sweden), which determined that this article was not legally 
binding.3

 The reversion of the small states to their policy of traditional neutrality was 
far from enthusiastic. notwithstanding their realization that both the idea of 
collective security and the league of nations itself were bankrupt, they found 
it psychologically and emotionally difficult to disavow the dream to which they 
had subscribed for nearly two decades. indeed, alongside its repudiation of 
article 16, the copenhagen declaration pledged to continue to operate within 
the framework of the league.
 This, however, was easier said than done. as the continent was set ablaze, 
the european neutrals found themselves on their own, with each forced to 
adjust to its unique set of circumstances. having won its independence a mere 
twenty years earlier, finland was suddenly pitted against its former imperial 
master, which, despite its august 1939 non-aggression treaty with germany 
(the ribbentrop–Molotov pact) and the attendant territorial gains, was anxious 
to secure its northern flank from possible attacks. 
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 for russia, finland had always represented the northward extension of its 
land frontier by some 720 miles, thus removing the threat posed by imperial 
sweden. finland’s strategic importance was significantly enhanced at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century by the establishment of st petersburg as 
the russian capital and the subsequent shift of the seat of russian political 
power from Moscow to the north. one of the more enduring themes in russian 
strategic thinking for centuries had therefore been the belief in the necessity of 
establishing some control, however tenuous, over finland so as to prevent it 
from becoming a springboard for an attack on russia.
 although these fears were considerably alleviated following finland’s 1809 
annexation to russia, they were by no means dispelled. in the early twentieth 
century, the russian imperial general staff feared that in the event of a russo-
german war, sweden would join germany and attempt to regain finland, and 
the attainment of finnish independence in 1917 only served to rekindle russia’s 
traditional fears, which peaked in the late 1930s as german power became 
evermore threatening.4

 for its part finland had been painfully aware, from its very inception, that 
its buffer-state position left it only two viable alternatives in coping with the 
soviet threat: to develop ‘good neighbourly relations’ with Moscow or to seek 
the friendship and protection of those powers that pursued an anti-soviet 
line. finland chose the second option, seeking german backing and support 
vis-à-vis its large neighbour, associating with the soviet Union’s western neigh-
bours, particularly the Baltic states, and playing an active role in the league of 
nations in the hope that its collective security system would deter future soviet 
aggression.
 finland’s disillusionment with the league and the restoration of neutrality 
as the cornerstone of its foreign policy was received most favourably by the 
soviets. not only did they cease, however briefly, to view finland through the 
prism of their long historic insecurity, but they apparently came to consider 
it a potential ally. refusing to take finnish neutrality literally, they seemed to 
believe that helsinki had at last come back to its senses and drawn the only 
conclusion possible in view of its geographical position, namely, to dissociate 
itself from germany and lean toward the soviet side. perhaps the best proof 
of this perception was the initiation of secret talks (in april 1938) aimed at 
bringing about a bilateral agreement that would prevent finland’s transfor-
mation into a base for a german attack.
 during these negotiations, which lasted for a year, Moscow’s demands 
were quite restrained and it was prepared to pay a handsome reward for their 
attainment. if helsinki felt unable to sign a secret defence pact, the finnish 
delegation was told, the soviets would be satisfied with a written declaration 
that finland would ward off a possible german attack and accept soviet aid to 
this end. in the territorial sphere, the soviets asked to lease some islands in the 
gulf of finland for a period of thirty years, to be used as observation points 
for the protection of the naval routes to leningrad (formerly st petersburg). in 
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return, they offered to guarantee finland’s territorial integrity within its present 
boundaries, to assist it militarily in case of need, to sign a trade agreement 
favourable to finland and to lease it territories in eastern Karelia in exchange 
for the requested islands. significantly, the soviets took great care to emphasize 
that their offer of military aid did not mean the dispatch of troops to finland, 
or any territorial concessions, but rather the procurement of arms and military 
equipment and the defence of finland’s territorial waters. Yet, although the 
soviets agreed to drop some of their territorial demands in the course of the 
negotiations, and notwithstanding the loose nature of the association they 
sought to establish, the finnish government rejected their proposals and the 
talks came to an inconclusive end in april 1939.5

 finland’s uncompromising position appears to have been caused by a 
fundamental misperception both of its own geo-strategic position and the 
soviet sense of vulnerability. whereas the soviet Union saw finland as part 
of the Baltic zone separating itself from germany, finland considered itself 
part of the scandinavian neutrality system.6 while finland’s dissociation from 
germany and its more forthcoming approach toward Moscow were intended 
to dispel soviet distrust as much as to strengthen finnish neutrality, by no 
means did they indicate any intention to be incorporated into the Baltic buffer 
zone. The government’s main fear was that acceptance of the soviet demands 
would be interpreted as deviation from the system of scandinavian neutrality 
to the extent of effective identification with the soviet Union. This view proved 
to be misconceived, and before long finland realized that neutrality did not 
constitute a viable foreign policy course for a buffer state in a world conflict: six 
months after the interruption of bilateral talks, the soviet Union approached 
finland once more with territorial demands, this time after it had obtained 
german recognition of its interests in the eastern part of the Baltic.
 on 5 october 1939 the finnish government received a soviet invitation 
to send a delegation to Moscow to discuss ‘concrete political questions’. four 
days later a finnish delegation arrived in the soviet capital and on 12 october 
talks between the two parties commenced. Unlike their lenient negotiating 
style in the 1938–9 discussions, the soviet demands this time were onerous. 
These included the leasing of the hanko peninsula for a period of thirty years 
for the establishment of a naval base; the ceding of the islands in the gulf 
of finland; the removal further north of the soviet–finnish border on the 
Karelian isthmus, which at the time was only twenty miles from the suburbs 
of leningrad, and the demolition of finnish fortifications in this area; as well 
as the addition of a clause to the treaty of non-aggression of 1932, whereby 
neither of the contracting parties could join any other state or alliance that was 
directly or indirectly aimed at either of them. in return, Moscow was prepared 
to cede a district in soviet Karelia, twice as large as the combined area of the 
territories to be ceded by finland.7

 it was evident to the finns that, in addition to the legal breach of their 
sovereignty, the new soviet demands had far-reaching implications for their 
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national security. The demand for hanko and large parts of Karelia would 
create a dangerous gap in finland’s coastal defence and establish a bridgehead 
aimed at the country’s most vital part. worse, if the Karelia fortifications were 
to be destroyed, finland would lose the ability to defend itself. Therefore it was 
unanimously agreed that acceptance of all of the soviet demands was out of 
the question. nevertheless, the government differed over the extent to which 
finland could, and should, make concessions. while the hardliners, foreign 
Minister elias erkko in particular, maintained that finland should zealously 
guard its national interests, others, such as Marshall gustav carl Mannerheim, 
the country’s foremost military authority, and Juho Kusti paasikivi, head of 
the negotiations team in Moscow and finland’s future president (1946–56), 
deemed it necessary to reach an agreement with the soviet Union that would 
include some territorial concessions.
 in the end, the hardliners prevailed and the finnish delegation was instructed 
to reject the demands for a bilateral defence treaty and the leasing of military 
bases on finnish soil. The only real concession finland was prepared to make 
was the withdrawal by some miles of the frontier line in Karelia. This approach 
was undoubtedly more flexible and forthcoming than the one displayed during 
the previous negotiations, but by now it was anachronistic. what would have 
satisfied the soviets in april 1939 was simply not good enough in the autumn. 
and so it was that, after another round of talks in which the finns offered 
further concessions, on 13 november the delegation returned empty handed to 
helsinki. a fortnight later the soviets invaded finland in strength. 
 if finland’s neutrality was largely the casualty of its unfortunate geo-political 
location, norway was the victim of the precarious balance of power between 
the belligerents, which generated a jockeying for position that culminated in 
the violation of norwegian neutrality – paradoxically, by the power that had the 
greater interest in its preservation.
 Berlin was the principal beneficiary of norwegian neutrality mainly 
due to its contribution to the uninterrupted transport of swedish iron ore 
to germany. in the summer the germans could transport the ore via the 
Baltic sea, but during the winter months (december to april) the Baltic’s 
waters are frozen, which necessitated the transportation of this vital natural 
resource by train to the norwegian port of narvik, and thence by ship, inside 
norway’s territorial waters, to germany. this nautical route (codenamed by 
the British the ‘leeds’) allowed the germans to breach the naval blockade 
against them.
 These advantages did not evade the British eyes. from the very beginning 
of the war winston churchill, then first lord of the admiralty, pressured his 
government to mine the leeds and force the german ore-carriers into the open 
sea where they could be intercepted. churchill was opposed by the foreign 
Minister, lord halifax, who feared that violating norwegian neutrality would 
antagonize the other neutrals, first and foremost the United states. he also 
argued that the reduction, if not cessation, of swedish iron exports to germany 
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could be achieved by peaceful means, namely through an anglo-swedish trade 
agreement, at the time in the process of being drawn up.8
 This position prevailed throughout 1939 and it was only upon the realization 
that the trade agreement (signed in december 1939) had failed to terminate 
iron supplies to germany that churchill’s approach began to win supporters. 
on 6 January 1940 the allies attempted to test the anticipated swedish and 
norwegian response to the mining of the leeds by protesting the sinking of 
British merchant ships in norwegian waters and warning of a response in kind, 
only to draw an angry swedish and norwegian retort. also, the question of 
aiding finland against the soviet attack came to the fore and Britain feared lest 
a strong pressure on norway would prompt the latter to prevent the allies from 
transporting such aid.
 The leeds mining operation thus remained an open issue until 28 March 
1940 when the allied supreme war council decided to carry it out, four days 
after the issuance of a warning to the norwegian and swedish governments. in 
tandem with the operation the allies planned to land troops in four norwegian 
ports as well as to seize control of the swedish iron mines in order to prevent 
an immediate german reaction, which they assessed was bound to come.9

 on 5 april 1940 the allies delivered their communiqué to the governments 
of norway and sweden. explaining that they could no longer allow the course 
of the war to be influenced by ‘benefits’ granted by both countries to germany, 
and were therefore taking the necessary preventive steps, the communiqué 
contained no hint of the intention to mine the leeds. But on 9 april, a day after 
the mining operation commenced, the nazis invaded norway and forestalled 
its completion.
 while germany was the principal beneficiary from the norwegian neutrality, 
or perhaps because of it, at the beginning of the war norway was not a matter 
of high priority for hitler. The führer believed – and expressed this view on 
several occasions – that norway and sweden would not depart from their 
neutrality and would be prepared to defend it by force against allied violations, 
which he deemed to be highly unlikely.10

 The heads of the german navy were the first to make the case for violating 
norwegian neutrality. as early as 10 october 1939 the commander of the navy, 
admiral erich raeder, emphasized the necessity of obtaining naval bases in 
norway and warned of the adverse consequences of a British conquest of the 
country. hitler promised to consider the proposal, but until december gave the 
idea little further attention.11

 Undeterred, raeder continued to mobilize support for his view, and quickly 
won over the nazi ideologue alfred rosenberg, who supported the conquest of 
the scandinavian countries and the establishment of a ‘nordic empire’ under 
nazi leadership. on 11 december rosenberg introduced raeder to vidkun 
Quisling, leader of the norwegian fascist party, with whom he had been in 
contact since 1933 and who warned raeder that the British were about to 
land in norway, proposing to forestall this eventuality by giving germany the 
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bases it required. Quisling even offered his followers as a ‘fifth column’ in the 
conquest of norway, claiming that such a ‘coup’ would receive the blessing 
of army officers with whom he had been in touch, and that the king would 
acquiesce in this fait accompli.12

 The following day, on 12 december, raeder met with hitler, reported to him 
on his conversation with Quisling and again attempted to persuade the führer – 
with the aid of data and impressions gleaned from the norwegian collaborator 
– to support the plan to occupy norway. taking a new tack, raeder emphasized 
the real danger of an impending British landing in norway, describing at length 
the detrimental ramifications of such a move on the general progress of the war. 
By contrast, he argued that norway could now be conquered more easily by 
germany owing to the ‘internal coup’ mounted by Quisling and his followers.
 This time hitler was more attentive. as he listened to raeder, he exclaimed 
that the conquest of norway by Britain would be intolerable from germany’s 
standpoint. he also responded favourably to raeder’s proposal that the german 
general staff be permitted to collaborate with Quisling in preparing the invasion 
plans, either by peaceful means (i.e. the norwegian government asking for a 
german intervention) or by force. Yet he refrained from taking a final decision 
on the issue before meeting Quisling in person and gaining a first-hand 
impression of him. This he did on 14 and 18 december, and while there is no 
official record of these encounters, it appears that hitler was duly impressed, for 
already after the first meeting he ordered the general staff to draw plans for the 
conquest of norway in collaboration with Quisling.13

 a British raid on a german auxiliary ship in norwegian waters on the night 
of 16–17 february 1940 was apparently the final straw for hitler by highlighting 
london’s readiness to violate norwegian neutrality at will. according to a 
reliable german source, hitler was furious after the incident and on 1 March 
issued the first operational command for Wasaraibung, as the invasion was 
codenamed. This afforded yet another glimpse into the führer’s essentially 
defensive perception of the operation – as a pre-emptive step aimed at both 
forestalling any attempt to disrupt the swedish iron supplies to germany and 
improving the german navy’s position vis-à-vis its British adversary. as for 
the question of norwegian neutrality, hitler simply ordered that the entire 
operation be presented as geared to defending this policy. two days later, on 3 
March, hitler decided that operation wasaraibung would precede the offensive 
in the west.14

 By now raeder was rapidly losing heart and on 14 March he asked hitler to 
reconsider the operation’s necessity, recommending that the offensive against 
france precedes the conquest of norway. he even expressed the fear that 
the german invasion would generate a British presence in narvik. however, 
confronted with hitler’s resolve regarding the rapid execution of the norwegian 
invasion, raeder reverted to his earlier position and in a meeting with the 
führer on 26 March argued that while there was no immediate threat of a 
British landing in norway, the danger was nevertheless very real and had to 
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be dealt with. in view of the fact that after mid-april the scandinavian nights 
would become significantly shorter, thus sharply hindering the operation, 
raeder recommended moving at an early date. he proposed 7 april. hitler, 
while concurring in principle, did not yet issue specific orders regarding the 
exact date.
 Meanwhile the german naval attaché in oslo reported that norwegian anti-
aircraft units had received permission to open fire on aircraft penetrating the 
country’s airspace without awaiting orders from superior ranks. This aroused 
german fears of a leak in their operational plans and spurred hitler to fix an 
invasion date: 9 april 1940.15

 Just as the failure to adjust their policies to their geopolitical circumstances 
led to the collapse of the finnish and norwegian neutrality, so the success of 
sweden, spain, switzerland and ireland in attaining this very objective owed 
much to their skilful policies. true, a measure of this success can be attributed 
to the elements of luck and much more comfortable geostrategic location; yet 
it is doubtful whether these environmental factors would have sufficed on their 
own to safeguard neutrality, unless exploited to the full by each of the four 
successful neutrals.
 take the case of switzerland, which found itself from the onset of hostilities 
buffered between germany and italy, and from the fall of france in the spring 
of 1940 totally surrounded by them. Though permanent neutrality, requiring 
complete and unqualified impartiality vis-à-vis the warring parties in any given 
conflict and abstention from any steps that might harm one of them in any 
way, had constituted the cornerstone of swiss national strategy since at least the 
congress of vienna (1815), where the great powers undertook to guarantee 
this status, and though switzerland’s basic sympathy lay with the allies rather 
than with the axis, president Marcel pilet golaz desperately sought to appease 
germany. he looked for an excuse to break diplomatic relations with Britain; 
cancelled the prohibition on the distribution of nazi papers in switzerland; 
dispatched politicians to germany to discuss ways and means of enhancing 
co-operation between the two states; met with the leader of the swiss nazi 
party; leaked information to the vichy government concerning the anti-nazi 
tendencies of some of its swiss embassy personnel, leading to their removal; 
and sought to limit league of nations activities in switzerland, home to the 
world organization’s headquarters, so as to avoid the german wrath.16

 These political moves were accompanied by a long string of economic and 
military concessions that ran counter to neutrality’s letter and spirit. Thus, for 
example, in a trade agreement signed on 9 august 1940, switzerland undertook 
to enlarge its exports of vital goods for the german war effort and to transfer 
to germany all military equipment orders placed previously by france, norway 
and Britain, including a British order of aluminium that was pending at the 
time. in addition, switzerland granted germany 150 million swiss francs in 
credit and accepted control measures, which effectively gave germany a veto 
over the export of all goods deemed to contribute to the allied war effort. in 
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february 1941 the swiss moved even closer to germany by enlarging its credit 
line to 317 million swiss francs, and several months later to 350 million.17

 in the military sphere, in June 1940 switzerland permitted the passage of 
trains carrying military equipment from germany to italy. This was admit-
tedly a single incident that lasted but a fleeting moment. however, given the 
context of the violation, one cannot help but recall, with a measure of irony, 
switzerland’s adamant refusal some twenty years earlier to allow the league of 
nations to transfer forces through its territory – at peacetime and for peaceful 
purposes (i.e. to supervise a referendum over a disputed territory between 
poland and lithuania).18

 sweden went much further in enabling the use of its territory for the german 
war effort, and for three full years (July 1940 to august 1943) permitted regular 
transfer of german troops and equipment from norway across swedish soil 
to germany. This activity took place within the framework of an agreement 
concluded on 8 July 1940 and was presented by the swedish government 
as involving only force replacements by keeping a strict quantitative parity 
between those entering and leaving. Yet within a couple of months the capacity 
of the agreement was expanded: notes exchanged on 14 september deter-
mined that the frequency of troop-train movements through sweden would be 
increased, and the troops – defined as ‘soldiers on leave’ – would be permitted 
to bear arms (not allowed by the original agreement). This was greatly beneficial 
to the germans, for the transport of troops and war material by land across 
sweden saved them from the danger of British attacks on the high seas. 
 during the first half year of the agreement approximately 130,000 german 
troops were replaced in norway and the german force there was considerably 
strengthened in equipment and other supplies.19 in addition, the swedish 
authorities occasionally permitted the germans to transport forces on an ad 
hoc basis through their territory. in 1940, for example, an ss battalion was 
transported to norway, and in July 1941, a month after the german invasion of 
the soviet Union (operation Barbarossa), sweden granted significant assistance 
to the axis war effort by allowing the transfer of a fully armed german division 
across its territory from norway to finland, which sought to regain its losses to 
the soviets by joining the german attack.20

 interestingly enough, sweden not only enabled the movement of german 
forces through its territory, in violation of its neutral obligations, but also 
exerted itself to ensure the success of these transfers. having learned, immedi-
ately after the signing of the transfer agreement, of British intention to bomb 
the german trains, the swedes reinforced their air defence units in potential 
danger areas and even considered suspending the standard procedure of firing 
warning shots near foreign aircraft penetrating swedish airspace prior to firing 
directly at them.21 in other words, sweden was prepared to use force to defend 
the violator of its neutrality against the power seeking to prevent this violation.
 This, to be sure, did not prevent sweden, and all the more so switzerland, 
from accompanying their concessions with a military build-up aimed at 
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signalling to the belligerents that the cost of violating their neutrality would far 
exceed its potential gains. Thus the swedish government announced general 
conscription in april 1940, quickly expanding its armed forces from 85,000 
to 400,000. simultaneously a swedish military delegation was sent to Berlin to 
impress upon the germans that sweden was resolved to defend its soil against 
any aggression.22

 switzerland went to far greater lengths in building its deterrent image. Upon 
the outbreak of hostilities, the swiss army commander, general henri guisan, 
ordered the drawing of a comprehensive plan for the country’s overall defence, 
both in terms of training and accelerated build-up of the forces, and with 
regard to the construction and expansion of the fortification network along the 
country’s northern border.23

 This process gained momentum with the german victories in the west. 
following the invasion of denmark and norway (9 april 1940), switzerland 
declared general conscription and the population was urged to oppose any 
invader; local auxiliary units were set up to deal with parachuted infiltrators 
and fifth column saboteurs, and security was intensified at bridges, tunnels 
and other strategic sites. in May 1940, during the fighting on the french 
front, guisan concluded that the swiss army, with its current deployment and 
defensive doctrine, was ill prepared to fulfil its mission of blocking a german 
attack. he accordingly began drawing an alternative plan that would better 
accomplish this goal: only limited military forces would remain on the northern 
border – primarily for intelligence, observation and early warning operations – 
while the main bulk of the swiss army would be grouped in a kind of fortified 
citadel to be built in the southern part of the country, in the alps. Those indus-
trial plants and strategic points that were considered so vital to the germans 
as to constitute the motive for invading switzerland were to be destroyed the 
moment the invasion began.
 in July 1940, with the strong backing of his defence Minister, rudolf 
Minger, guisan succeeded in obtaining government approval for his plan and 
commenced implementing it at an accelerated pace. realizing that this national 
effort would not be effective without rallying the entire swiss population behind 
it, on 25 July guisan gathered his senior officers and urged them to prepare to 
defend swiss independence even if this meant abandoning cities and villages 
and withdrawing to the mountains. he then asked them to disseminate his call 
throughout the army, from which it was relayed to the entire swiss population. 
guisan’s speech was also intended to signal to the germans that the swiss army 
was totally committed to fighting any invader, even at the price of destroying 
major sections of the country’s infrastructure.24

 despite domestic difficulties and constraints (primarily on the part of 
president pilet golaz who, as we have seen, held out for nearly exclusive reliance 
on appeasement), by the end of 1941 the construction of the fortifications 
had been completed: the army had been readied to contain a land offensive 
and was well protected from aerial attack. The st gothard and simplon passes 
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through which german supplies were reaching italy, along with over 1,000 
strategic industrial plants throughout switzerland, were mined and prepared 
for immediate demolition, and a special task force numbering some 16,000 
troops was established with responsibility for carrying out this ‘scorched earth’ 
policy the moment an invasion began.
 The effectiveness of guisan’s strategy may be inferred from the following 
incident. in late 1942 or early 1943 switzerland was temporarily in danger of an 
invasion, as the german setbacks in stalingrad and cyrenaica and the allied 
landing in north africa forced hitler to explore ways of immediately strength-
ening the italian front, one of which involved the occupation of switzerland. 
since hitler did not know how far guisan was prepared to go in defending the 
country, he sent a senior general to meet with guisan. at the encounter, in March 
1943, the swiss supreme commander made it clear to his german counterpart 
that switzerland would defend its independence against all aggressors, come 
what may – though in the circumstances it was clear to both parties who the 
potential aggressor was. Upon receiving this message, hitler abandoned the 
idea of invading switzerland, having apparently realized that such an invasion 
would cost germany dearly in both equipment and manpower and would bring 
about the destruction of the very strategic installation coveted by germany.
 not every state can rely on a defensive strategy: in the absence of sufficient 
resources the neutral state can hardly hope to create an appropriate deterrence 
vis-à-vis the belligerents and is forced to rely on its political and diplomatic 
skills to advance the preservation of its independence and sovereignty. The 
policies of ireland, and all the more so spain, offer a typical example of this 
strategy.
 anxious to maintain rigorous neutrality, ireland found it virtually impos-
sible to adopt a deterrent policy owing to its gnawing military weakness. true, 
the government did try at the outbreak of the war to consolidate its defences: 
universal conscription was enforced and a 100,000-strong local security force 
was set up for observation and reconnaissance tasks; fortifications were erected 
at strategic sites; and central cities, including dublin, were placed under 
military rule. Yet these steps impressed neither of the belligerents, and it is 
doubtful whether they played any role at all in safeguarding irish neutrality. in 
the words of president franklin delano roosevelt:

if he [irish prime Minister éamon de valera] would only come out of the clouds and 
quit talking about the quarter of a million irishmen ready to fight if they had the 
weapons, we would all have higher regard for him. personally i do not believe there are 
more than one thousand trained soldiers in the whole of the free state. even they are 
probably efficient only in the use of rifles and shotguns.25

not that de valera himself had any illusions about ireland’s deterrent capabil-
ities. Keenly aware that the primary threat to irish neutrality emanated from 
Britain and the United states, he sought to prevent them from applying strong 
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pressures on ireland – possibly even invading its territory – by exploiting 
democracy’s ‘achilles’ heel’: an influential constituency of voters.
 irish neutrality had some deleterious effects on the allies: it kept them from 
using its ports for military purposes, thus significantly damaging their war effort. 
in the anglo-irish 1921 agreement, which provided for ireland’s independence 
and institutionalized its future relations with its former imperial master, the two 
governments pledged that in times of war their coastal defence would be carried 
out by the British navy. to this end Britain was permitted to retain naval bases 
at the irish ports of cobh, lough swilly and Berehaven. seventeen years later, 
in april 1938, the two governments signed a second agreement stipulating the 
transfer of these ports to irish control. This concession aroused considerable 
controversy in england, with its opponents, led by churchill, warning that were 
ireland to adopt a neutral policy in a future war, Britain would be denied access 
to these ports.26

 This is indeed what happened. ireland’s declaration of neutrality prevented the 
British fleet from using its ports and denied it key fuelling stations from which it 
could set out to hunt german U-boats and protect the atlantic convoys en route 
to Britain. This problem was significantly compounded by the fall of france and 
the loss of its northern ports. consequently, following churchill’s assumption 
of the premiership in May 1940, ireland came under intense pressure to allow 
the use of its ports for military purposes. By way of forestalling these pressures, 
the irish government focused most of its efforts on the Us domestic scene in an 
attempt to rally the administration, and the public at large, behind its refusal 
to allow the military use of its ports. nor was the government deterred from 
pressuring president roosevelt through the powerful irish lobby in the Us. 
 no sooner had churchill come to power than de valera directed an unofficial 
appeal to roosevelt via the Us ambassador to dublin, david grey, requesting 
that the administration declare the irish status quo vital to american interests.27 
at the same time he sought to exploit roosevelt’s dependence on the irish–
american vote in the 1940 elections campaign by urging the irish americans 
to pressure the administration – through irish senators and irish influence over 
the media – so as to advance dublin’s political goals.28

 on the face of it, these pressures produced no results as the administration 
declined the request to recognize the ‘irish status quo’.29 Yet notwithstanding 
the Us’s complete identification with Britain’s war goals and its desire to see a 
British victory over germany, for most of 1940 the administration persistently 
evaded london’s repeated appeals to pressure ireland. Thus, for example, in 
May 1940 churchill asked roosevelt to dispatch an american flotilla to visit 
irish ports and to remain there for an extended period of time. not only would 
such a visit have reduced the danger, preoccupying Britain at the time, of 
german paratroopers landing in ireland, but it would have also underscored 
the importance attached to these ports by the Us. roosevelt, nevertheless, failed 
to acquiesce in churchill’s request. he promised to give it a serious consid-
eration, but the matter was unceremoniously dropped.30
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 even after the november 1940 Us presidential elections, when the critical 
weight of the irish lobby was significantly diminished, de valera persisted in 
his attempts to use the lobby’s leverage over the administration. in early 1941, 
for example, he asked sympathetic parties in the Us to assist in obtaining 
weapons and wheat for ireland. he also worked to mobilize the irish–american 
community for campaigning against violations of irish neutrality by ‘any party 
whatsoever’ and for deflecting the administration’s pressure on senior irish 
personage to support British use of the irish ports. de valera went so far as 
to threaten administration officials with a serious deterioration in anglo-irish 
relations should the pressure on dublin intensify.31

 By 1941, however, this policy was meeting with less success. The deeper the 
Us involvement in the war became, the greater its pressure on ireland regarding 
the use of the ports. Thus, in March and april 1941 the Us made the provision 
of military aid to ireland dependent on the latter’s readiness to support the 
British war effort. later, in december 1941, washington informed ireland that 
any aid received by the allies from any country would hasten the victory over 
the nazis, adding the wish that the irish government and people would know 
how to fulfil their obligations in the current situation. in any event, by 1943 
the irish ports had lost much of their importance for the allied war effort, and 
pressures in effect ceased.32

 spain’s wartime experience differed from the irish in several crucial respects, 
not least since its political and diplomatic manoeuvres were mainly directed 
against the belligerent that posed the lesser threat to its neutrality in an attempt 
to exploit its vulnerabilities for extracting (primarily economic) gains. not 
only did the country’s internal weakness fail to undermine its relations with 
the belligerents, but its absolute ruler, general francisco franco, succeeded 
in turning this liability into an asset, using it, on the one hand, for deflecting 
german pressure to join the war, and, on the other, for obtaining economic 
benefits for spain. at the same time that he told hitler that spain’s commercial 
relations with the allies were beneficial for germany since they would improve 
the spanish economy and thereby increase the chances of its joining the war, 
franco was laboriously persuading the allies that favourable trade relations 
between them and spain would reduce the probability of spanish participation 
in the war on the axis side. This arguments worked with both belligerents, and 
over a long period enabled spain to attain its national goals – first and foremost, 
the rehabilitation of its economy – while simultaneously paying what churchill 
called ‘small change’ to the warring sides.
 Thus, during the three years from June 1940 to october 1943, in which 
spain officially deviated from its neutral policy to the point of becoming a 
mere ‘non-belligerent’, franco succeeded in preventing the exercise of heavy 
allied pressure on spain, and even in obtaining most of the economic benefits 
he required. This success owed much to the complexity of allied interest in 
spain. on the one hand, the allies were well aware that spain’s dire economic 
situation, the famine in particular, constituted the principal and possibly the 
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only reason for remaining outside the war, and that by supplying its needs in 
foodstuffs they were likely to increase the probability of its joining the war on 
germany’s side. on the other hand, withholding economic aid from spain 
might alienate it from the allies to the point of driving it into the arms of the 
axis. finding themselves between the hammer and the anvil, the allies had 
to tread a delicate middle path in their aid policy toward spain: they had to 
maintain its dependency on them and cultivate spain’s interest in retaining this 
dependency while at the same time disallowing the country to rehabilitate itself 
as much as to enter the war against them.
 franco exploited this predicament to the fullest, especially in the autumn of 
1940, when he realized that germany would not meet spain’s critical economic 
needs. adopting a classical ‘stick and carrot’ policy in his dealings with the 
allies, he sought to reinforce the impression that spain was on the verge of 
entering the war on the one hand, while on the other taking great care to 
avoid straining relations, especially with the Us, which was more insistent 
than Britain on a quid pro quo for its economic aid. Thus, for example, franco 
downplayed the significance of his declaration of non-belligerency, defining it 
as an expression of national sympathy, and vowing that it involved no departure 
from spain’s policy of neutrality.33

 franco’s efforts were handsomely rewarded. from the summer of 1940 to 
early 1941, spain concluded a string of economic agreements with Britain: in 
July 1940 an agreement covering £728,000; in december 1940 an additional 
agreement for a British loan of £2.5 million; this was followed in January 1941 
by a deal for the sale to spain of 75,000 tons of grain from British stores in 
argentina and north america; and the following month an additional British 
loan was made available. Britain also enabled spain to pass goods through its 
naval blockade on a larger scale than that allowed to other neutrals. spain, for 
its part, undertook not to transfer any goods and raw materials received from 
Britain to the axis powers. 
 allied attempts to conciliate spain peaked in the second half of 1942 as 
their landing in north africa (operation torch) approached. cognizant of 
the area’s centrality in spain’s national aspirations, the allies feared that active 
spanish opposition, whether directly or indirectly (e.g. permitting german 
troops passage through spanish territory) could jeopardize the operation, 
which was heavily dependent on gibraltar. accordingly, in late 1942 they went 
to great lengths to ease spanish concerns over their north african operations, 
indicating that co-operation on its part would be economically profitable. on 
30 July 1942 the Us agreed to raise its annual fuel supply to spain to 492,000 
tons (60 per cent of spain’s annual consumption), and in october Britain 
expressed its readiness to supply finished products and raw materials (fuel, 
flour, cotton and rubber). The allies also commenced massive purchases of 
raw materials and industrial products from spain as part of their economic 
war against germany, thus contributing significantly to the rehabilitation of the 
spanish economy.34
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 as the war tilted in the allies’ favour, it was the reich’s turn to pay for spain’s 
continued neutrality. Thus, for example, in november 1943 franco obtained 
german agreement to sell 100,000 tons of grain (an extraordinary quantity for 
the states to negotiate, even when their relations had been at their zenith) by 
threatening that unless spain received this large shipment its ability to resist 
allied pressure would be seriously compromised.
 spain’s improved bargaining position vis-à-vis germany was similarly 
underscored by their dispute over the terms of payment for a december 1942 
agreement for the supply of german weapons, chemicals and iron products 
in return for spanish pledge to oppose an allied invasion of its territory. in 
the payment negotiations, which lasted for the first half of 1943, the germans 
demanded 341 million deutschmarks for the goods and raw materials, but were 
eventually forced to back down and accept the spanish price tag of 216 million 
deutschmarks.35

 franco’s considerable skill in manipulating the belligerents’ weaknesses 
reached its peak in late 1943 when he rejected repeated american demands 
to cease exporting strategic materials to germany, which would have caused 
spain substantial financial losses (the value of wolfram exports to germany 
skyrocketed from 2.1 million gold pesos in 1940 to 200 million in 1944, with 
total spanish exports to germany in 1945 reaching 877 million gold pesos). 
Besides, franco reasoned that if he ceased exporting strategic materials to 
germany, the allies would feel free to terminate their ‘preventive purchases’ 
from spain, which would lead to the country losing its two primary sources 
of foreign currency income. The spanish dictator also hoped that by rejecting 
the american demands he could rely on Britain to persuade its ally to soften 
its position, which is indeed what happened. so much so that in april 1944 
churchill warned roosevelt, in a personal note, that unless a compromise was 
worked out with spain, Britain would sign a separate ‘peace’ with that country 
and would supply it with the fuel it needed (but was embargoed by the Us).36 
The threat had the desired effect. The United states backed down and in May 
1944 the allies reached a mutually satisfactory compromise with spain on the 
issue of strategic exports to germany.
 ‘neutral states are without an active foreign policy at all’, a renowned scholar of 
international affairs once quipped: ‘their hope is to lie low and escape notice.’37 The 
historical experience of the small european neutrals in the second world war, the 
severest trial ever of neutral parties, would seem to disprove this assertion. if anything 
it shows that an initiative and enterprising policy, especially one that combines 
credible deterrence with skilful exploitation of the belligerents’ weaknesses and is 
sufficiently attentive to the vicissitudes of the conflict, can ensure the successful 
preservation of neutrality even in the most total and comprehensive war, at times 
in the face of great adversity and international isolation. By contrast, insufficient 
environmental awareness on the part of the neutral, as expressed in reliance upon 
the wrong operative component or, alternatively, failure to find the optimal political 
and diplomatic combination, will most probably result in the collapse of neutrality. 
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chapter 18

The International Dimensions of the Spanish Civil 
War

Enrique Moradiellos

The civil war that ravaged spain between 17 July 1936 and 1 april 1939 had 
internal origins and domestic causes. its immediate roots lay in the severe 
spanish social tensions and violent political polarization during a profound 
economic crisis. nevertheless, the war contained a crucial international and 
european dimension which would be decisive for its course and final outcome. 
contrary to popular opinion, this european dimension did not arise from the 
participation of foreign powers in bringing about the tragedy. it is a fallacy 
to suggest that Moscow orchestrated a communist conspiracy to foster first 
a social revolution and then establish a soviet regime in spain – the military 
insurgents who rebelled against a constitutional government claimed they had 
launched a pre-emptive strike against this soviet menace. on the contrary, the 
soviet Union menaced by the nazi threat consistently restrained the revolu-
tionary zeal of the spanish communist party and were aghast at news of the 
insurrection.1 nor had the rebel officers obtained prior tacit support and even 
encouragement from fascist italy and nazi germany. There were exploratory 
contacts by the rebel leaders both in rome and Berlin (particularly italian links 
with the falange party in the first months of 1936), but they produced vague 
results. The timing and partial success of the uprising took both fascist powers 
by surprise.2

 There were two fundamental reasons for the spanish conflict’s european 
and international dimensions: an essential analogy and a historic synchro-
nicity between the crisis that led to the spanish conflagration and the general 
european crisis of the 1930s. These also explain the passionate debate that 
convulsed contemporary european public opinion and the rapid internation-
alization of the conflict. The spanish civil war had an immense impact abroad, 
attracting the backing or the hostility of the diverse social classes, political 
ideologies and state powers of the fractured european continent. 
 The inter-war year crisis reflected the profound impact of the first world 
war upon the foundations of the traditional liberal and capitalist order. There 
were three alternative socio-political projects that might tackle the challenges 
created by the huge war effort and subsequent devastation: the inter-class 
reformist–democratic project; the authoritarian or totalitarian reactionary 
alternative; and the labour-based revolutionary proposal. These three political 
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‘rs’ (reform, reaction and revolution) became the protagonists in state 
form of a silent and spasmodic ‘european civil war’. in all the continental 
countries, especially after the destructive impact of the great depression of 
1929, the three political alternatives were present to a greater or lesser degree of 
intensity according to the respective level of socio-professional modernization 
and economic development. one of the other competing models triumphed 
following different episodes of violence and tension: Bolshevism in russia 
after the russian civil war of 1917–20 and consolidation of the soviet Union; 
fascism in italy in 1922; a military dictatorship in portugal in 1926 – the Estado 
Novo of oliveira salazar; nation socialism and hitler and the collapse of the 
democratic weimar republic in germany; and the advent of mass suffrage 
parliamentary democracy in great Britain and france. 
 spain experienced a similar re-adjustment with the crisis of the liberal 
monarchy, which began in the summer of 1917; the establishment of the military 
dictatorship of general Miguel primo de rivera in september 1923; and the 
fall of the monarchy of King alfonso Xiii and the peaceful establishment of 
the second republic in april 1931. during the democratic experience of the 
republic (1931–6), none of the three competing socio-political projects proved 
strong enough to impose itself upon the others and achieve a stabilization of the 
existing tensions. By 1936 there was virtual deadlock between the fragmented 
democratic–reformist alternative (in power during the first two years, 1931–3), 
the counter-reformist and reactionary response (in power during the following 
two years, 1933–5) and the recurring emergence of a revolutionary alternative 
(articulated by anarcho-syndicalism rather than orthodox communism). They 
were powerful enough to disestablish the other alternatives but not to supplant 
them.3

 it was this balance of forces that differentiated the spanish crisis within the 
general european crisis. Unlike other continental countries, spain reached an 
unstable deadlock between the reformist project and its reactionary counter-
model so that stabilization based on the definitive imposition of one of these 
projects proved impossible, and neither was able to contain the revolutionary 
forces. This was illustrated by the vital electoral contest of february 1936. a 
popular front coalition won by a narrow majority, but their defeated opponents 
resorted to military force to try to reverse the situation. due to historical tradi-
tions and recent experiences, within the armed forces there was little sympathy 
for the revolutionary proposals but overwhelming support for the reactionary 
alternative vis-à-vis those backing a reformist option. The factors that identified 
the specific spanish crisis with the generic european crisis and attracted 
european sympathizers to each warring faction in spain were reinforced 
because simultaneously with the civil war (1936–9) the european international 
relations system experienced, after 1936, a process of irretrievable crisis leading 
to the outbreak of the second world war. 
 This crisis of the european order originated in the frailty of the interna-
tional relations system after the allied victory in november 1918. The symbol 
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of this system was the league of nations. The profound economic crisis of 
late 1929 destroyed its precarious stability since it engendered severe imbal-
ances in inter-state relations and in the socio-political internal dynamics of 
various european and extra-european powers.4 The new counter-revolutionary, 
totalitarian regimes in italy and germany posed the main threat to the existing 
international order. The revisionist plans of fascist italy (in the Mediterranean 
and north africa) and nazi germany (in central and eastern europe as a 
prelude to further world aims) were in direct contrast to the interests of the 
two principal powers that benefited from and guaranteed the existing status 
quo: the democratic regimes of france and great Britain. Both countries were 
apprehensive about nazi and fascist imperial irredentism but they considered 
a hostile combination of both dictatorships very improbable because there was, 
in principle, a clear antagonism between their respective foreign policies. The 
german aim to annex austria and to achieve hegemony in the Balkans clashed 
with the italian aspiration to guarantee austrian independence as a ‘cushion 
state’ in the north and to exercise a de facto protectorate over the Balkans. 
franco-British fears of a problematic italo-german agreement were eclipsed by 
another fundamental concern: the soviet Union’s replacement of russia after 
the triumph of the Bolshevik revolution in october 1917. its social revolu-
tionary and anti-capitalist nature and rising influence through communist 
parties in other states provoked strong reactions in the British and french 
governing circles whether they were conservative, liberal, social democratic 
or labour. elites in both countries were convinced that another european war 
would only unleash new social revolutions and extend communism and this 
deep conviction was not totally destroyed by the perceptible moderation of 
soviet diplomacy after the crucial year of 1933.
 indeed, stalin’s dictatorship had generated a remarkable change in soviet 
foreign policy after the nazi regime came to power with its declared programme 
of anti-communist expansion towards eastern europe. Until this moment and 
through the comintern, the soviet leaders had pushed for a programme of 
global revolution that would bring the revolutionary regime out of its isolation 
and facilitate the difficult process of the ‘construction of socialism within one 
country’ through industrialization and agrarian collectivization. once this 
hope had been destroyed, the soviet Union’s strategic vulnerability and military 
unpreparedness were aggravated by the almost simultaneous emergence of a 
Japanese threat in east asia and a german threat in central europe. These 
threats to both of its remote and exposed frontiers forced stalin to withdraw his 
support for world revolution and search for a diplomatic and military under-
standing with the democratic powers to contain the german threat and also 
avoid the nightmare of a giant coalition of capitalist states against the Ussr. 
from 1934 when the soviet Union joined the league of nations its new foreign 
policy was based upon the defence of collective security and the status quo. This 
was accompanied by a new communist strategy favouring the establishment of 
popular front governments across europe defending democracy and opposing 
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fascism. a franco-soviet treaty, signed in May 1935, prescribed mutual assis-
tance in the case of third-party aggression and reflected the Ussr’s new political 
orientation and their mutual concerns about a revived german challenge. 
 The Japanese occupation in 1931 of the chinese province of Manchuria 
struck the first blow to the precarious international system. two years later, 
hitler withdrew germany from the league and initiated an intense rearmament 
programme. in 1935, it was Mussolini who challenged the policy of collective 
security by invading abyssinia and resisting economic sanctions imposed by 
the league against italy. finally, in March 1936, hitler seized the opportunity 
of the crisis over abyssinia and ordered the remilitarization of the rhineland, 
the strategic province bordering france that had been demilitarized not only in 
1919, but, more significantly, by the freely negotiated 1925 locarno agreements.
 none of these unilateral revisionist acts was contained effectively by either 
france or Britain. Both still hoped to avoid a new armed confrontation and to 
modify italian and german ambitions within the european and international 
arenas. accordingly, British leaders, followed by the french authorities with 
varying degrees of enthusiasm, initiated the so-called ‘appeasement policy’ 
towards the two dictatorships. This policy was essentially an emergency diplo-
matic strategy designed to avoid another war by means of explicit negotiation 
(or implicit acceptance) of ‘reasonable’ changes within the territorial status quo 
(especially in all of eastern europe), which would substantially satisfy the italo-
german revisionism without endangering vital franco-British interests.5
 The core of this appeasement policy was based upon the conviction that the 
two democracies did not possess sufficient military strength on the one hand 
or human or economic resources on the other to enter into a possible conflict 
with the three revisionist powers simultaneously. Their economic weakness 
resulted from the severe economic crisis, a weakness that affected france 
much more than Britain, giving the latter a dominant position in the entente. 
secondly, france and Britain feared they would be militarily vulnerable in the 
event of a simultaneous conflict with Japan in the far east, germany in europe 
and italy in the Mediterranean. The ‘great war’ had already demonstrated 
the intense difficulty of containing germany’s war effort on one front without 
allies. Thirdly, the diplomatic situation of the 1930s was unfavourable. Unlike 
the 1914–18 period, Britain and france could not rely on the vital support of 
the Usa (which had withdrawn into isolation) or of russia (now a dangerous 
country because of its social doctrines, suspect political motives and uncertain 
military strength). The fourth and last reason was the political frailty of both 
states as regards the expectation of war: a pacifist public opinion sought to avoid 
wherever possible and at whatever cost another human bloodbath such as that 
of the great war.
 Thus on the eve of the outbreak of the spanish civil war, the symptoms of 
disintegration of the system of inter-european relations were already evident. 
in this international context, on 17 July 1936, a powerful military insurrection 
against the popular front republican government began in spanish Morocco, 
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extending in the following days to the rest of spain. The rebellion failed in the 
most populated and developed regions of spain (including the capital, Madrid) 
because of the army’s own internal divisions and the prompt intervention of 
working-class militias. This unexpected setback left the insurgents needing to 
conquer the area controlled by the republican government, while the latter set 
about preparing for defence despite the serious damage to its military capabil-
ities by the vast defection amongst its armed and security forces. The partial 
failure of the military uprising made civil war inevitable.
 Both sides realized that the conversion of a coup into a war created a vital 
and logistical problem given the balance in the geographical division of spain 
and the existing frailty of the domestic arms industry. Both knew they lacked 
the necessary military means to wage war for a considerable length of time. on 
19 July 1936 both the republican government and general francisco franco, 
commander of the rebel forces in Morocco, sought aid from those european 
powers likely to offer reliable support for their cause.
 The republic secretly requested that france – where a popular front 
government led by the socialist léon Blum had taken power a month earlier – 
send aeroplanes and ammunition to crush the uprising. franco sent personal 
emissaries to rome and Berlin to obtain aircraft and arms to transport his 
experienced troops to seville, thereby enabling them to begin the march on 
Madrid, whose conquest was necessary to secure international recognition. 
These simultaneous pleas for foreign aid indicate both sides’ explicit awareness 
of the international dimensions of the spanish conflict and a deliberate attempt 
to plunge it into the severe tensions that fragmented europe in the late 1930s. 
in effect, both requests initiated a rapid internationalization of the civil war.6

 franco’s first appeals to germany and italy failed but on 25 July, after 
receiving two personal emissaries sent by franco from Morocco, hitler decided 
to send twenty transport planes and six fighter planes secretly with their crews 
and technical personnel. two days later, after repeated appeals conveyed 
through the italian consul in tangier, Mussolini also decided to send twelve 
transport planes secretly and to back the insurgents’ position in Majorca. The 
decision of both dictators to intervene in support of franco (taken without 
mutual consultation) reflected the very similar political and strategic consid-
erations of their respective plans for european expansion. above all, if the 
dispatch of modest and covert aid favoured the triumph of the military insur-
rection, this would allow for a low-cost and low-risk adjustment of the balance 
of forces in the western Mediterranean, depriving france of a dependable ally 
on her southern flank and ensuring an allied or at least a neutral regime in the 
iberian peninsula. Both hitler and Mussolini sought to reassure the British and 
french governments and public opinions that they were providing disinter-
ested support to an anti-communist counter-revolution. This line of reasoning 
appeared to be borne out by the social revolution unleashed in the republican 
rearguard during the first months of the war as a by-product of the coup. The 
primacy of geo-political considerations was made explicit in hitler’s secret 
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instructions to his first diplomatic representative in franco’s spain, the retired 
general wilhelm faupel, four months after the outbreak of the war:

his (hitler’s) exclusive object was that, after the end of the war, spanish foreign policy 
would neither be influenced by paris or london nor by Moscow and consequently in 
the inevitable and definite conflict over the reordering of europe, spain would not be 
found on the side of germany’s enemies, but if possible on that of its friends.7

from then on, the combined italo-german military, diplomatic and financial 
support would be the foundation of the insurgents’ war effort. it would prove 
far more important than the logistic aid lent by the portuguese dictatorship of 
salazar and the ideological backing rendered by the catholic world and the 
vatican. during the entire war, nearly 80,000 italian soldiers (forming part of 
the so-called Corpo Truppe Voluntarie) and some 19,000 german troops (the 
so-called condor legion) took a prominent part in nearly all the battlefields on 
franco’s side.8

 The unexpected prolongation of the war and the italo-german commitment 
to a franco victory reinforced their original motives for intervention with other 
secondary factors: germany’s aims of ensuring the supply of spanish steel and 
pyrites (essential to its accelerated rearmament programme); the transfor-
mation of the spanish war into a military laboratory where the german and 
italian armed forces could try out techniques and acquire war experience for 
the future; and the use of the conflict to accentuate the differences between the 
french and British governments and to polarize the public opinion within both 
countries. Yet these new factors never eclipsed the central geo-political motive 
that had from the start prompted the italo-german decision to intervene on 
franco’s behalf. in late december 1936, the german ambassador in rome 
emphasized why italy’s interests were more deeply engaged than germany’s 
in the conflict, not least because of its location in the Mediterranean, an area 
reserved for italian imperialism:

The interests of germany and italy in the spanish troubles coincide to the extent that 
both countries are seeking to prevent a victory of Bolshevism in spain or catalonia. 
however, while germany is not pursuing any immediate diplomatic interests in spain 
beyond this, the efforts of rome undoubtedly extend towards having spain fall in 
line with its Mediterranean policy, or at least toward preventing political cooperation 
between spain on the one hand and france and/or england on the other.9

in contrast to franco’s success in his international negotiations, the republic 
suffered only disappointments. in france Blum’s initial reaction was to aid 
the republic for obvious political and strategic motives: it was an ideologi-
cally similar regime whose friendliness and potential collaboration was vital 
to guarantee the security of france’s southern border in the pyrenees and of 
the communications with its colonies in north africa (where one third of the 
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french army was based). But a profound domestic crisis ensued due to the open 
hostility of the french right-wing parties, of catholic public opinion and of 
very influential sectors of the civil and military administration. all opposed the 
delivery of weapons to spain’s republican government and instead favoured a 
policy of neutrality for two essential reasons: firstly, their antagonism towards 
the perceived emergence of revolutionary symptoms within the spanish 
republic that could be potentially contagious and reminded them of the 
spectre of the critical days experienced in france in June 1936; secondly, their 
fear that military involvement in spain could trigger a european conflict in 
which france could find herself alone, without any allies, against the combined 
might of germany and italy.10 even the president of the french republic, albert 
lebrun, warned Blum sternly: ‘what is being planned, this delivery of arms to 
spain, may mean war or revolution in france.’11

 together with the very tense domestic situation, Blum had to take into 
account another decisive factor: the attitude of strict neutrality adopted, 
from the start, by its vital ally in europe, the conservative-dominated British 
national government. the British cabinet shared the french right’s hostility 
towards the revolutionary symptoms within the spanish republic and was 
bent on ‘a policy of appeasement’ towards italy and germany in the belief 
that, with some small revisions of the continent’s territorial status quo, the 
nightmare of a european conflagration could be avoided. stanley Baldwin, 
the British prime Minister instructed the foreign secretary, anthony eden, 
to follow a policy of absolute neutrality, whilst implying benevolence towards 
the military insurrection: ‘i told eden yesterday that on no account, french 
or other [italy or germany?], must you bring us into the fight on the side of 
the russians.’12 the British governing classes believed that the hypothetical 
risks caused by a nationalist victory in spain heavily dependent on italo-
german aid could always be countered by two crucial available means: the 
power and lure of sterling (key for the economic reconstruction of spain 
after the war) and the might of the royal navy (key to protect or blockade the 
spanish coast). thus, while for the British the military victory of the insur-
gents presented no major threats, the alternative appeared surrounded by all 
sorts of perils: ‘the alternative to franco is communism tempered by anarchy’ 
(in the words of a foreign office analyst). a classified minute from sir 
samuel hoare, first lord of the admiralty, left no doubts about the political 
and strategic reasons for preferring the triumph of the insurgents’ cause in 
spain:

for the present it seems clear that we should continue our existing policy of neutrality 
... when i speak of ‘neutrality’ i mean strict neutrality, that is to say, a situation in which 
the russians neither officially nor unofficially give help to the communists. on no 
account must we do anything to bolster up communism in spain, particularly when it 
is remembered that communism in portugal, to which it would probably spread and 
particularly to lisbon, would be a great danger to the British empire.13
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faced with this double domestic and external opposition, Blum abandoned his 
initial decision and instead on 25 July 1936 announced french neutrality in the 
spanish conflict, hoping to preserve the governmental coalition, prevent the 
mobilization of the right and safeguard collaboration with his British ally. in 
early august 1936, the french government suggested a diplomatic solution to 
confine the spanish war within its territory and restrict its domestic and inter-
national impact: a non-intervention agreement with an arms embargo against 
both spanish warring factions. initially Blum’s proposal of non-intervention 
was seen as the lesser evil. Years later his cabinet secretary would note the basic 
objective was ‘to prevent others from doing what we were incapable of accom-
plishing’.14 in other words, since france was in no position to come to the aid 
of the spanish republic, it would, at the very least, avoid italy and germany’s 
continuous help to franco until the opportunity emerged to promote some 
kind of armistice or international mediation to end the conflict. a year later, 
louis de Brouckère, president of the socialist international and Blum’s close 
collaborator, confided to the president of the spanish republic, Manuel azaña, 
the impossibility of adopting a different policy:

last year, on his return from spain [de Brouckère had visited the country in early 
august 1936], he arrived in paris when the non intervention policy was implemented. 
he spoke about the matter with Blum one afternoon. Blum was unable to take any other 
course. if he had given arms to spain, the civil war in france would have erupted soon 
after. Blum told him that he did not have the security of the armed forces. The general 
staff was opposed to supporting spain. opinion would have turned against Blum, 
accusing him of answering to Moscow. england would not have supported him in case 
of a foreign conflict. de Brouckère speaks of a ‘fear of england’ as one of the motives 
for the particular policy.15

The french proposal of introducing a collective arms embargo in spain 
was a resounding diplomatic success. By late august 1936 all the european 
governments (including italy, germany, portugal and the soviet Union) 
subscribed to the non-intervention agreement and agreed to participate in 
a non-intervention committee established in london to supervise its appli-
cation. however, it was merely a rhetorical success. Behind the façade of the 
agreement and the committee, the fascist powers continued systematically 
and in co-ordination to deliver their crucial aid to general franco while the 
republic had no access to vital military supplies from france and Britain (or 
other european countries).
 The western democracies’ retreat before the joint surge of the newly 
formed ‘italo-german axis’ could be clearly perceived in the workings of 
the non-intervention committee in london. after its inaugural meeting, 
the german representative sent a confidential report to Berlin emphasizing 
correctly the lack of a genuine franco-British determination to stop inter-
vention in spain and the delaying and elusive nature of the committee:
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today’s meeting left the impression that with france and england, the two powers 
principally interested in the committee, it is not so much a question of taking 
actual steps immediately as of pacifying the aroused feelings of the leftist parties in 
both countries by the very establishment of such a committee. in particular during 
my conversation today with [sir robert] vansittart [permanent Under-secretary 
of the foreign office] in regard to another matter, i had the feeling that the British 
government hoped to ease the domestic political situation for the french premier by 
the establishment of the committee.16

The obvious inability of the non-intervention committee to stop axis aid to 
general franco established an asymmetric structure of support that was clearly 
very favourable to the insurgents’ cause and highly harmful to the defensive 
capability of the republic. only Mexico, presided over by lázaro cárdenas, 
endorsed openly the spanish republican government, but was unable to 
counter the combined effects of italo-german intervention and the reluctance 
of the western democracies and the United states (which had seconded the 
attitude of the franco-British entente with its own policy of neutrality).17 
furthermore, Mexican support was effectively nullified by the open logistical 
aid provided by the portuguese dictatorship and the propagandistic and moral 
backing offered by the vatican and international catholicism to the insurgents. 
in fact, it is significant that the only genuine number of foreign volunteers 
fighting with franco’s troops was the contingent of 700 irish catholics, led 
by general eoin o’duffy.18 The spanish rebels also included a detachment of 
foreign volunteers who could hardly be reconciled with the idea of a christian 
crusade and nearly 70,000 indigenous forces were recruited amongst Moroccan 
mercenaries in the spanish protectorate.19 sympathy for the republic within 
popular and intellectual circles in the western world did not produce many 
military supplies but it was a different story when it came to the recruitment of 
international volunteers and the provision of humanitarian aid.20

 faced with the republic’s apparently imminent military collapse, soviet 
policy changed radically in september 1936. initially, the Kremlin maintained 
a prudent attitude of ‘platonic sympathy’ towards the republic to avoid 
damaging its rapprochement with france and great Britain. it subscribed to 
the non-intervention agreement. The instructions given in early september by 
Maxim litvinov, the soviet commissar of foreign affairs, to Marcel rosenberg, 
the ambassador in Madrid (who officially presented his credential letters on 31 
august 1936) stated the reasons for the initial cautious soviet approach:

Before your departure, we discussed several times the question of possible aid to the 
spanish government but we reached the conclusion that it is impossible to send any 
aid from here. it is imperative to explain to our friends the limits of our possibilities 
due to the long distance, the lack of the calibres for the rifles and cartridges that spain 
needs, and the danger that the rebels could intercept the deliveries. Moreover, our help 
would provide germany and italy with a pretext for a full-scale intervention and thus 
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the supply of the insurgents to dimensions such that we would never be able to match 
. . . we are aware that the insurgents are now receiving help from their friends abroad, 
but it has to be done covertly and so the amount is relatively small. nevertheless, if 
it could be shown that, contrary to the principles of non-intervention, military aid is 
rendered to the insurgents, we could then modify our position as well as put pressure 
on the french government which naturally has more possibilities to offer support than 
all the other european states put together.21

when the collective embargo failed to prevent foreign intervention the soviets 
modified their position. on 14 september 1936 stalin decided to confront 
the axis in spain to test the viability of his strategy of collaboration with the 
western democracies and support for collective security to counter the threat 
of nazi expansionism. Months after that crucial decision, a report to Moscow 
from the deputy leader of the soviet military mission in spain drew the 
following conclusions:

a victory for the fascists in spain may create the conditions for strengthening the 
aggressiveness of all fascist states – first and foremost, hitlerite germany – thus 
extraordinarily deepening the danger of war in europe, especially of an attack by 
germany on czechoslovakia and other democratic countries and a counterrevolu-
tionary war against the Ussr.22

from then on, by helping to establish the international Brigades as well as by 
directly delivering weapons, the soviet Union provided the central foundation 
for the stubborn republican resistance. it also constituted its main means 
of financial support (through the mobilization of the assets obtained by the 
purchase of seventy-five per cent of the gold reserves from the Bank of spain to 
meet the costs of war requirements).23 at least 35,000 foreign volunteers fought 
in the international Brigades. The soviet military mission in spain involved up 
to 2,082 personnel.24 however, from the start, soviet assistance was a provi-
sional means to avoid the imminent republican defeat and to fill the temporary 
vacuum until the hypothetical delivery of military aid by the western democ-
racies; a condition sine qua non to obtain victory. around this desired or feared 
eventuality (the intervention of the western democracies), the parallel and 
antagonistic foreign policies of both warring sides were taking shape.
 general franco deployed all his diplomatic and propagandistic resources to 
preserve the non-intervention agreement. he was aware that his victory over 
his poorly supplied enemy depended on the western democracies’ abandonment 
of the republic without affecting his own capacity to receive italo-german 
military aid. This fact was recognized close to victory by a leading member of 
the nationalist diplomatic corps:

in connection to the so-called ‘spanish problem’, the guiding principle of all the 
european governments has been to avoid a european war out of its international 
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repercussions. in turn, our principal and almost exclusive task was to localize the war 
in spanish territory, avoiding in this way by all means an international war out of which 
we would have little to gain and much to lose. at the same time, however, we had to 
ensure that we would still be able to obtain the aid we needed from our foreign friends 
while ensuring at all costs that our enemy received no aid or at least that this aid was 
minimal.25

in contrast, the republic’s diplomacy, while embracing soviet aid as a sort 
of ‘shipwreck’s table’, concentrated its ultimately futile efforts on achieving 
the support of the western democracies and ending the non-intervention 
embargo – an embargo that effectively applied only against the republican 
government and had been fatal to its war effort. in the meantime, as dr 
Juan negrín (the republican prime Minister from May 1937) suggested, it 
was only possible to resist until the outbreak of war between the axis and 
the western democracies or to ensure the best conditions in a negotiated 
surrender.

although i have to show optimism in public, i do not believe we can gain anything of 
practical value out of the meeting of the league of nations [dr negrín was attending 
the annual assembly in september 1937]. germany, italy and portugal will brazenly 
continue to help franco and the republic will last as long as the russians want us to 
last, since our defence depends on the armaments they send us. only if the inevitable 
encounter of germany with russia and the western powers occurs, would we have the 
possibility of winning. however, if this does not happen, we will only be able to fight to 
achieve an honourable peace.26

to negrín’s chagrin and franco’s good fortune, the western democracies never 
reversed their attitude. They always subordinated the ‘spanish problem’ to the 
fundamental objectives of appeasement followed by Britain and assumed by 
france (despite occasionally turning a blind eye to the smuggling of weapons 
through the catalan border). in July 1937, the french foreign Minister 
confessed confidentially and with resignation the following bitter truth to the 
american ambassador in paris:

as far as he could foresee the future, the position adopted by france will depend entirely 
on the position of england. france will not go to war against germany and italy. That 
will be the position of france towards the spanish affair. if england chooses to stand 
firmly by the side of france against germany and italy, france will act. if england 
continues to hold aloof france will not be able to act. france can never be caught in the 
position of having the soviet Union as her only ally ... The British in his opinion would 
like to see franco’s victory provided they could feel sure that this triumph would not 
mean fascist domination of the Mediterranean. They were trying to get sufficient assur-
ances from Mussolini and franco to convince themselves that franco’s victory would 
not endanger their imperial routes through the Mediterranean.27
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in the critical summer of 1937 after the capture of Bilbao by franco’s troops 
following the bombing of guernica, the precarious military stalemate achieved 
by the arrival of soviet aid began to break down irretrievably in favour of the 
nationalists. facing some insurmountable obstacles (amongst others the huge 
geographical distances, the efficient francoist and italian naval blockade and 
the unpredictable state of the franco-spanish border), the intermittent deliv-
eries of soviet military supplies never matched the quantity or the quality 
of those provided by the axis powers to franco. from the beginning of the 
nationalist campaign against the republican northern territory (april 1937) 
until the triumphal offensive against catalonia (december 1938), the republic 
suffered a slow but gradual and continuous defeat before the superior forces of 
general franco. The sporadic moments of military and political hope aroused 
by international condemnation of incidents such as the april 1937 bombing of 
guernica or franco-British reactions against the indiscriminate italian naval 
campaign in the Mediterranean in september 1937 never altered the tide of 
events.
 The persistent refusal of the western democracies to come to their rescue 
massively affected the military and internal politics of the republican camp. 
indeed, the hazards in procuring military and humanitarian supplies resulted 
in a heavy moral and material toll at the front and at the rear that made more 
difficult the already arduous task of reconstructing the state and establishing 
some war objectives shared by the population and the republican political 
forces. in contrast, the nationalist camp, assured of international support, 
could accomplish its aims, unaffected either by military setbacks or by seeing 
the efficiency of its war efforts undermined by the spectre of famine and misery 
or internal ideological squabbling in the rear. soviet motives and purposes in 
delivering military and diplomatic aid to the republic clashed with the firm 
attitude of the western democracies. as the soviet ambassador in london 
explained in november 1936:

The soviet government’s admitted sympathy towards the government in spain was 
not due to its desire to set up a communist regime in that country ... and the soviet 
government’s purpose in attempting to assist the spanish government was far more 
immediate ... The soviet government was convinced that if general franco were to 
win the encouragement given to germany and italy would be such as to bring nearer 
the day when another active aggression would be committed – this time perhaps in 
central or eastern europe. That was a state of affairs that russia wished at all costs to 
avoid and that was her main reason for wishing the spanish government to succeed 
in its civil strife.28

nevertheless, neither such soviet explanations nor growing concerns about the 
italo-german influence over franco were enough to change the mind of the 
British authorities whilst they possessed two fundamental resources to mitigate 
any potential worries about the future of spain: the power of the pound and 
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the dissuasive might of the royal navy. a leading official in the foreign office 
expressed that position clearly in late July 1937:

i believe that we are far too inclined to assume that general franco must be regarded 
as an inevitable danger to us. if for the time being he shows certain hostility towards 
us, this is largely the result of the present conjunction of circumstances ... But there 
are other and far more enduring considerations which must lead him, in the long run, 
towards friendship with england. There is the fact that we want nothing from him. 
we do not intend to take advantage of his current grave position to extract from him 
embarrassing concessions. There is the fact that we are the richest country in europe, 
and have indeed in the past played far the greatest part in financing the development of 
spain. There is the fact that we have the greatest fleet in the world, well placed alterna-
tively to blockade or assist in the protection of his coasts. finally, there is the fact of our 
long friendship with portugal. all these are considerations that must be constantly in 
his mind ... we are aware that he is not too happy with his italian allies and probably is 
not too enthusiastic with germany. a spain under franco is not necessarily a weakness 
to the British empire. But it rests with us to take the first step, if the foundation of future 
friendship is to be well and truly laid.29

The german–czech crisis that brought europe close to the outbreak of a 
general war in september 1938 proved the critical moment in the international 
abandonment of the republic. The signing of the Munich agreement revealed 
that there would be no conflict due to czechoslovakia, and even less because 
of spain. its outcome was not only the break-up of czechoslovakia but also the 
practical ending of the ‘spanish problem’ as a source of international tension. 
while franco’s decision to proclaim his neutrality during the sudetenland crisis 
had soothed the last anglo-french fears, the behaviour of the western democ-
racies delivered a lethal blow to the republic’s hopes of receiving their crucial 
support. from then on, the virtual implosion of the republic facilitated the 
advance of the nationalist troops that culminated with their total and uncondi-
tional victory on 1 april 1939.
 There is no doubt that the international context of the spanish civil war played 
a crucial and direct role both in the course and final outcome of the conflict. 
foreign factors bestowed obvious advantages or imposed substantial harm upon 
each of the warring factions. They were vital to their respective war efforts, to 
the strengthening of their state apparatus, to the mobilization of their economic 
resources and to the consolidation of civilian morale in the rear. without the 
constant military aid and diplomatic and financial support from germany and 
italy, it is impossible to understand the total and unconditional victory achieved 
by franco. at the same time, without the fatal impact on its military capability 
of the arms embargo imposed by the non-intervention and the attitudes of the 
western democracies, it is highly unlikely that the republic would have suffered 
such a brutal and devastating defeat. in this respect, the assessment put forward 
by the British military attaché in spain is highly revealing:
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it has become almost superfluous to recapitulate the reasons (for franco’s victory). They 
are, firstly, the material superiority throughout the war of the nationalist forces on land 
and in the air, and, secondly, the qualitative superiority of all their cadres up to nine 
months or possibly a year ago ... This material inferiority (of the republican forces) 
is not only quantitative but qualitative as well ... however impartial and benevolent 
the aims of the non-intervention agreement, its repercussions on the armament 
problem of the republican forces have been, to say the least of it, unfortunate and, 
no doubt, hardly what they were intended to be. The material aid of russia, Mexico 
and czechoslovakia (to the republic) has never equalled in quantity or quality that of 
germany and italy (to franco). other nations, whatever their sympathies, have been 
restrained by the attitude of great Britain.30

if it is unquestionable that the international context was crucial for the outcome 
of the spanish civil war, it is also true that the influence of this military 
struggle on the european crisis of the second half of the 1930s was limited and 
minimized by the partial success of the collective non-intervention policy. The 
spanish conflict would not be the catalyst of a general european conflict that 
broke out later and for different reasons. nonetheless it had three grave conse-
quences of huge significance: the definitive sealing of the italo-german axis 
based on an anti-democratic rather than anti-communist stance; the weakening 
and paralyzing division of the franco-British entente and of its respective 
public opinions; and the shift of the soviet Union towards a progressively isola-
tionist position. 
 in this context, the spanish war can be regarded as the prologue and preface 
to the second world war (especially from June 1941, when a great alliance 
against the axis took shape). although first and foremost a spanish civil war, 
it was also a european civil war in miniature: a genuine ‘european cockpit’. 
two well-informed and different leading politicians such as anthony eden and 
Joachim von ribbentrop had already perceived with absolute precision in late 
1936 that ‘a european war on small scale was getting under way in spain’.31 it 
is extremely curious that each of their governments acted accordingly, but in a 
totally different way.
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chapter 19

The Middle East and the Coming of War

T.G. Fraser

in the summer of 1942 german and italian forces were positioned some sixty 
miles from alexandria, threatening cairo and the suez canal, and with them 
to overturn the entire allied position in the region. so confident was he of such 
an outcome that Mussolini arrived in north africa in anticipation of his trium-
phant entry into cairo on a white horse, but general sir claude auchinleck’s 
spirited defence at el alamein was to frustrate him. as war approached, 
the British were uncomfortably aware of how much their tenuous security 
depended on the stability of their position in the Middle east. in January 1939 
the chiefs of staff reiterated earlier advice that they could not

foresee the time when our defence forces will be strong enough to safeguard our 
territory, trade and vital interests against germany, italy, and Japan simultaneously ... if 
the balance were to be weighed against us even more heavily by the hostility of the arab 
states of the Middle east, our position would be still more grave.

egypt was central to Britain’s lines of communication to india, the far east 
and its african colonies. in iraq, the air force guarded communications and 
protected ‘our most important oil interests in iraq and iran’. The imam of the 
Yemen had the potential to threaten aden, while saudi arabia had enough 
power to ‘threaten our land and oil lines of communication running through 
transjordan and iraq’. palestine, the affairs of which had triggered their analysis, 
provided ‘depth for the protection of the suez canal’.1 such considerations drove 
British policy in the Middle east region as the diplomatic situation in europe 
deteriorated. The affairs of egypt and arab–Jewish conflict over palestine lay at 
the heart of British concerns in the region. 
 from the sixteenth century onwards the predominantly arab Middle east 
had been part of the turkish ottoman empire, but with its defeat at the hands 
of the British in october 1918 that complex entity shattered. what emerged 
was an unstable anglo-french imperium, which from the start was unloved 
and unwanted, except, for their own reasons, by the Jews of palestine and 
the christian Maronites of lebanon. as war threatened in the late 1930s, the 
British, and to a lesser extent the french, were forced to confront the realities 
of the Middle eastern policies they had adopted during the great war and the 
subsequent peace settlement. The events of the late 1930s were essentially the 
sequelae of the decisions taken during, and just after, the previous war. 
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 faced with war against turkey, the British enlisted the assistance of the 
forces of nascent arab nationalism, focussed on husayn, the sharif of Mecca, 
and head of the hashemite family. on 24 october 1915 the British high 
commissioner in cairo, sir henry McMahon, wrote to husayn pledging recog-
nition of arab independence in return for support against the turks. McMahon 
excluded certain districts to the west of damascus, homs, hama and aleppo, 
which, he claimed, were not purely arab. in the late 1930s debate raged over 
whether this included palestine, although arabs saw no reason to question that 
it did not.2 on that assumption, the arab revolt, led by husayn’s son feisal, 
broke out on 5 June 1916. But the British were also working to a different 
agenda, which they were understandably at pains to conceal from their arab 
allies, since it had nothing to do with arab independence. Those at the head of 
affairs in london and paris still thought in imperial terms. The year of 1916 also 
saw the conclusion of the sykes–picot agreement, which effectively planned 
to divide the turkish territories between Britain and france, anticipating their 
Mandates for iraq and palestine and syria and lebanon at the 1920 san remo 
conference.3

 The key British interest in the Middle east was egypt, which was occupied 
by the British in 1882 and declared a British protectorate on the eve of the 
first world war. The key to Britain’s trade in the region was the suez canal, 
which opened in 1869. it offered a quicker alternative than the cape route to 
Britain’s imperial possessions in the east, to australia and new Zealand, but, in 
particular, to india, the ‘jewel in the crown’ of the British empire. More recently, 
a new concern had crept into British thinking on the region, with the navy’s 
decision to change from coal to oil. The source of this new fuel was the anglo-
persian oil company, formed in 1909, and effectively brought into British 
public ownership in 1914. its facilities at abadan were close to the turkish 
port at Basra. it was this proximity that led the British into the Mesopotamian 
campaign, which experienced mixed fortunes until the final capture of Baghdad 
in 1918. abadan’s production increased dramatically between 1913 and 1918.4 
control of the Middle east was vital to the kind of war Britain had waged and 
would certainly have to conduct again in the event of any future conflict. 
 The sykes–picot agreement proved to be the prelude to the league of nations 
Mandates over former turkish territories, which were conferred on Britain and 
france at the san remo conference in april 1920. after much wrangling, 
Britain was given the Mandates for palestine and iraq, and the french those 
for syria and lebanon.5 The french Mandates need not long detain us, except 
for their effect on arab feelings. neither country proved to be of economic 
value. By the 1930s their occupation was a strategic liability, diverting military 
resources from more vital areas. on 8 March 1920 Britain’s wartime ally, feisal, 
was proclaimed King of syria, but in July he was unceremoniously evicted by 
general henri gouraud, the new french high commissioner. 
 arab discontent found particular expression in palestine. its focus was the 
pledge made by foreign secretary arthur Balfour to the Zionists on 2 november 
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1917: that Britain viewed with favour the establishment of a ‘national home’ 
for the Jews in palestine. The Balfour declaration was the result of complex 
negotiations, involving key British leaders, notably Balfour and david lloyd 
george, with the British Zionist leader, the russian-born biochemist dr chaim 
weizmann. such was weizmann’s talent for diplomacy that under his leadership 
the Zionists succeeded in having the terms of the Balfour declaration written 
into the Mandate for palestine, much to the discontent of the country’s arab 
majority, who felt doubly cheated of the independence that they believed had 
been promised to them.6 it was an inauspicious start to Britain’s new role in 
Middle eastern affairs, the legacies of which were to extend over the next two 
decades, shaping British policies as war threatened again in the late 1930s.
 one of the most remarkable features of the post-1918 period was the 
strength and speed with which arab national sentiment asserted itself across 
the Middle east. as early as March 1919, widespread disturbances broke out in 
egypt, suppressed by British forces, but which proved to be the prelude to three 
years of anti-British demonstrations and violence. in 1922 the British sought to 
‘square the circle’ by conferring independence on egypt, whilst retaining control 
of defence and the security of imperial communications. This was, however, a 
unilateral British action, which the egyptians did not recognize, a fact of which 
the British were uncomfortably aware.7 egyptian national sentiment did not 
diminish over the next decade – far from it. attempts in 1928 and 1930 to 
negotiate a new treaty between the two countries foundered.
 iraq proved an even greater challenge. from the start, the new country was 
a potentially volatile construct of shi’a arabs in the south, a dominant sunni 
arab minority in the centre and sunni Kurds in the north. The award of the 
Mandate to Britain provoked widespread revolt. Britain could sustain neither 
the cost nor the military effort, and in March 1921 the colonial secretary, 
winston churchill, decided to transfer power to iraqi hands by offering the 
throne to feisal. as a further gesture to the hashemites, feisal’s brother, 
abdullah, became amir of transjordan, which was separated from palestine. 
a series of agreements followed, which culminated in iraq’s admission to the 
league of nations in 1932, but since Britain retained military facilities, nation-
alist opinion was far from appeased. even so, the country’s importance grew 
dramatically once the potential of her oilfields was realized in the mid-1920s. 
nor was Britain’s connection with the hashemites fated to prosper in the latter’s 
heartland of the arabian peninsula. husayn’s position had for some time been 
threatened by the rising power of abd al aziz ibn saud. By 1925, the latter had 
overthrown the hashemites in the hejaz, the kingdom of saudi arabia coming 
into being in 1932.8 when war threatened in the late 1930s it was to ibn saud 
that the British looked to help sustain their position in the arab world. 
 palestine presented the British with their most intractable Middle eastern 
problem in the inter-war period. its importance rested almost entirely on the 
fact that it was the holy land. Jerusalem was a sacred city to the three great 
monotheistic religions, Judaism, christianity and islam, whose adherents all 
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felt passionately about it. The stage was set for the increasingly bitter conflict 
between arab and Jew, which was to become the overriding issue for the British 
in the Middle east as the prospect of war became ever more apparent in the late 
1930s. what no one, arab, Jew or Briton, could have foreseen in 1919 was the 
rise to power of adolf hitler, driven as he was by an obsessive anti-semitism. 
how Britain would reconcile the rising political aspirations of the arabs with 
the expectations of the Zionists for a national home remained to be seen.
 British prospects were dim from the start. whilst the palestinian arabs 
shared the discontent felt elsewhere at the anglo-french imperium, they had the 
particular grievance of the Balfour declaration, which had offered to safeguard 
their civil and religious, but not political, rights. simmering resentment broke 
surface on 4 april 1920 when demonstrations in Jerusalem ended in violence, 
leaving five Jews and four arabs dead. amongst the leaders was a young former 
ottoman officer, haj amin al-husayni, who was soon to assume a pivotal role 
in palestinian affairs, especially as war approached, when he was appointed 
as Mufti of Jerusalem, something that was to haunt both the British and the 
Jews in the years to come.9 faced with unstable situation in palestine, the 
British sought to appease the arabs. By 1922 several things became clear. The 
extent of discontent in egypt, iraq and palestine had greatly strained British 
military resources, forcing accommodations with arab sentiment, which saw 
local rulers in place in cairo, Baghdad and amman. in palestine, where the 
issues were more complex, the British had noticeably tempered the nature of 
their 1917 commitment to the Zionists. a pattern had emerged that was to be 
repeated in the late 1930s as the prospect of war threatened. 
 finally, it must be acknowledged that Britain’s imperial woes were not 
confined to the Middle east and that her policies in the region contributed to 
unrest amongst a community whose concerns could only be ignored at their 
peril, namely, the Muslims of British india. Their fear was that the defeat of 
turkey – to which Muslims of the indian army had contributed in fair measure 
– would lead to the loss of the world’s remaining islamic polity. The resulting 
disillusion amongst indian Muslims led to the formation of the Khilafat 
movement, which combined pro-turkish with pan-islamic sentiment, and 
joined Mahatma gandhi’s non-co-operation campaign against British rule.10 
The extent to which the indian army relied on its ability to recruit and retain 
the loyalty of punjabi Muslims meant that Middle eastern issues were never far 
from the minds of the imperial rulers in new delhi and their political masters 
in london. like the royal navy, the indian army was essential to Britain’s 
position as a world power.
 in the years after 1922 Britain’s position in the Middle east stabilized after 
an initial period of turbulence. even palestine seemed to settle down, not least 
because Jewish settlement was sluggish for much of the 1920s. But in 1928 this 
situation changed abruptly as tensions between the two communities assumed 
a new dimension. The background was that political advances elsewhere in 
the Middle east meant that the palestinian arabs felt themselves to be at a 
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disadvantage, but the immediate trigger was tension over long-standing agree-
ments surrounding access to the western wall in Jerusalem. disputes in 1928 
escalated alarmingly the following year when widespread disturbances resulted 
in 133 Jews and 116 arabs being killed, the latter mostly by the security 
forces. The result was a wide-ranging review of British policy, which culmi-
nated in a letter from prime Minister ramsay Macdonald on 13 february 
1931, in which he reassured weizmann that there would be no prohibition on 
Jewish immigration into palestine.11 although neither man could possibly have 
realized it, this pledge was to assume critical importance for the Jews, since just 
two years later their position and future in europe were to change irrevocably 
for the worse when hitler assumed power in germany. 
 The nazi regime quickly set in train a policy of excluding Jews from german 
national life. on 1 april, a three-day boycott of Jewish businesses began, to be 
followed six days later by a law excluding Jews from the civil service, and so it 
went on, progressively barring Jews from university teaching, the press, cultural 
affairs and other areas where they had contributed so much to german life and 
learning. This phase of anti-semitic activity culminated in the nuremberg laws 
of 1935, which instituted a rigid division between the Reichsbuerger, defined in 
the legislation as those who were of so-called german blood who were to have 
full citizenship, and the Staatsangehoerige, the Jews, who were not.12 with anti-
semitism also endemic elsewhere in central and eastern europe, it is hardly 
surprising that thousands of Jews looked to palestine as the only means of 
escape from an increasingly hostile and threatening continent, especially as in 
the 1920s the americans had closed their doors to mass immigration. 
 The result was to transform the nature of the proposed Jewish ‘national 
home’ in palestine. This may be seen in the surge in the Jewish population of 
palestine to possibly over 400,000 by 1936.13 Jews were still a minority in the 
total population, but the concept of a ‘national home’ now had a new sense of 
viability and vitality. it witnessed, moreover, the flourishing in the Middle east 
of the culture of Mitteleuropa, most graphically illustrated by the arrival in 1936 
of the italian maestro arturo toscanini to conduct the seventy-piece palestine 
symphony orchestra in a series of concerts largely featuring the works of 
Beethoven and Brahms, a poignant comment on hitler’s anti-semitic policies.14 

 it was precisely these developments, which were giving hope to the Jews 
of palestine and to the increasingly fearful Jews of europe, which so alarmed 
the arabs of palestine, with consequences that were to produce problems for 
British policy in the Middle east as war approached. evidence of this came 
in november 1935 when arab political representatives approached the high 
commissioner, sir arthur wauchope.15 on 25 april 1936, a body led by haj 
amin al-husayni, soon known as the arab higher committee, was formed to 
pursue a general strike which had begun a few days before. The committee’s 
most immediate purpose was to secure an end to Jewish immigration, but it 
also demanded the prohibition of the transfer of arab land to Jews and the 
establishment of a national government.16
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 arab discontent in palestine could not have come at a more difficult time for 
Britain. hitler’s eyes were firmly fixed on europe and he seemingly had little 
desire to embarrass Britain overseas, at least before relations between the two 
countries deteriorated in 1938. it was not until March 1938 that the german 
profile in the Middle east began to assume a more threatening dimension with 
the launch of pro-arab broadcasts. Then, in april 1939, propaganda Minister 
dr Joseph goebbels visited egypt in the course of a Mediterranean vacation.17 
But the intentions of italy were much more immediate and potentially threat-
ening. signs of a changing attitude on Mussolini’s part had come in March 1934 
in a speech to the fascist party assembly when he referred to the links, real 
and potential, between italy and the Middle east. That same month, radio Bari 
began arabic broadcasts to the region.18 critically, in october 1935, Mussolini 
invaded abyssinia, which his troops conquered the following May, provoking 
a major crisis in relations with Britain and france. The new italian empire in 
north-east africa presented a potential strategic threat to Britain’s position in 
egypt, the sudan, and her lines of communication through the red sea. By 
1936 the British were understandably deeply suspicious of italian intentions 
in the region, as the foreign secretary, anthony eden, reported in June, at a 
sensitive time in the affairs of both egypt and palestine: 

since the advent to power of herr hitler, and since the rearmament of germany began 
to assume the rate and proportions with which it is now being carried on, his Majesty’s 
government have been mainly preoccupied by the continental ambitions of that 
country, the deferred threat implied by these to British interests and British territory, 
and the means by which this can be averted or met. in parallel they have been preoc-
cupied by the aggressive nature of Japanese policy and the specific threats implicit 
therein to the British position in the eastern hemisphere. to these preoccupations the 
italian conquest of abyssinia has added a new and unexpected problem . . .

specifically, he alluded to ‘the question of our oil supplies and to the impor-
tance to us of Moslem opinion in india’.19 The following month, in the western 
Mediterranean the spanish civil war raised new problems, since the ultimately 
successful nationalist forces were supported from rome and Berlin. These devel-
opments set the context of British thinking about the Middle east throughout 
the next three years, a situation which worsened as italian ambitions grew and 
Mussolini and hitler nudged increasingly together.
 egypt was london’s most immediate concern, although the affairs of 
palestine were soon to eclipse it. The egyptians continued to aspire to the 
removal of the remaining restrictions of the 1922 treaty, and in 1935 the United 
front was calling for a new agreement with Britain. when the British failed to 
respond immediately, there was widespread rioting. faced with the problematic 
intentions of italy, Britain was forced to balance its need to placate egyptian 
sentiment against the demands of imperial security. negotiations in the country 
were conducted between the egyptian premier, Mustafa al-nahhas, and the 
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British high commissioner, sir Miles lampson, with the cabinet in london 
keeping a close eye on proceedings, strategic issues being at the forefront of their 
concerns. a clear indication of Britain’s alarm over the nature of Mussolini’s 
intentions was the decision in december 1935 to send substantial reinforce-
ments to egypt, including an infantry brigade, together with a battalion of light 
tanks, a company of medium tanks and a mechanized artillery brigade.20 

 as the negotiations got underway, the British were aware of just how much 
was at stake. while the treaty was to last for twenty years, and there was an 
anguished discussion over what would happen when it expired. The need to 
secure a settlement was more immediate than that, since ‘an entire change 
had come over the situation since the draft treaties of 1928 and 1930 owing to 
the rise of italy as a Mediterranean and north african power’. as a result, the 
cabinet was adamant ‘that the retention of a British garrison on the suez canal 
and at or in the vicinity of alexandria is essential’.21 while the security of her 
position on the canal had long been a British preoccupation, the emphasis on 
alexandria was significant, both for its potential role as a naval base, although 
proper docking facilities did not yet exist, but crucially for its key position 
relative to the libyan border. its inclusion reflected the concern now being felt 
over italian intentions, since the draft 1930 treaty had been willing to concede 
a withdrawal of British troops to the canal Zone.22 
 while for the British these military provisions were of the essence, they were 
equally aware of the consequences of failure: ‘egypt was likely to be a turbulent 
and unreliable state, and that we could not afford to have.’23 on 8 May 1936 
eden spelled out the implications of such an outcome: 

failure to negotiate a treaty with egypt, followed by disturbances in that country, their 
suppression by British force and the government of egypt by his Majesty’s government 
by force and against the will of the egyptian people, would be represented throughout 
the arab near east possibly as a sign of British bad faith, certainly as a proof of British 
imperialism pursued at the expense of a weaker Mohametan country.24 

although negotiations proved tricky, the agreement was signed on 26 august 
1936, by which time Britain was facing the even more acute problems of 
palestine. critically, however, the British had maintained what had become 
their key objective in the treaty negotiations, the retention of their crucial 
strategic and military interests in the western desert and the canal. as well as 
the right to retain troops at or near alexandria for an eight-year period, all the 
facilities of egypt were to be afforded the British in the event of war or inter-
national emergency. These provisions were to prove vital once italy entered the 
war in 1940.25 
 as these negotiations progressed through the summer of 1936, they were 
shadowed by the deteriorating situation in palestine. By the end of april, 
wauchope was recommending the establishment of a royal commission as 
well as reinforcements from egypt. The latter request was granted, but it carried 
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worrying implications for Britain’s position in the region, with the cabinet 
noting that 

the chief of the imperial general staff was somewhat perturbed at the effect of the 
course of events in palestine on the situation in the near east ... There was information 
that the egyptians were in touch with saudi arabia, and the troubles in palestine were 
another manifestation of a movement that might result in a serious Moslem outbreak. 

in addition, the cabinet was advised ‘as to the possible reactions of the situation 
in palestine on india, particularly if force had to be used’. faced with a situation 
that ‘was already very serious, as bad as in the disturbances of 1929’, the cabinet 
determined that policy was ‘to secure a restoration of law and order in the 
mandated territory, after which some form of authoritative and independent 
inquiry would have to be undertaken’.26 
 The royal commission, which was announced by the secretary of state for 
dominion affairs, Malcolm Macdonald, on 7 august 1936, was, therefore, 
charged with investigating the causes of the disturbances in palestine and 
making recommendations for the removal of the grievances of either arabs 
or Jews. chaired by lord peel, its most influential member turned out to 
be reginald coupland, Beit professor of imperial history at the University 
of oxford, who had already made extensive studies of divided societies in 
the empire and had been a keen student of the irish settlement. The royal 
commission arrived in Jerusalem on 11 november 1936. in what turned out to 
be its crucial meetings on 23 december and then on 8 January 1937, coupland 
presented weizmann with the idea of two independent states. two weeks later, 
at a personal meeting at nahalal, the two men agreed that partition offered the 
best way forward, and then, when the commission met at helouan in egypt to 
consider their findings, coupland convinced his colleagues of its merits.27

 The Palestine Royal Commission Report, signed on 22 June 1937, was both 
a masterly analysis of how the country had fared under the Mandate and a 
powerful piece of advocacy for what later generations would come to call a ‘two 
state solution’ through the mechanism of partition. The premise was that there 
were two communities in palestine, one asian in character, the other european, 
and that they had no sense of belonging to a single state. only through partition 
could justice be done to the aspirations of each. The report offered in outline a 
scheme of partition in which the Jews would have a state on the coastal plain 
and in galilee, that the British would retain Jerusalem with a land corridor to 
Jaffa, and that the arab state would take in the rest of the country. That the 
proposed Jewish state would include a large arab community, some 225,000 
could be addressed through population exchange. here, in summary, was the 
radical surgery being offered for palestine, and it set the parameters of British 
policy over the next two years.28 
 coupland’s most important convert to the idea of partition was weizmann, 
whose quick mind grasped that it offered the Jews the prospect of statehood at a 
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time of their greatest need. The Zionist leader convinced the colonial secretary, 
william ormsby-gore, an old friend and ally since the days of the Balfour 
declaration, that partition was the way forward.29 ormsby-gore’s advice assured 
the cabinet that ‘the best hope of a permanent solution, just to both parties and 
consonant with our obligations both to Jews and to arabs, lies in the drastic 
and difficult operation of partition’.30 on 30 June the cabinet agreed to issue a 
statement endorsing the principle of partition, but with the critical caveat that 
they had to make enquiries about the details. even so, two critical voices were 
heard – those of eden, and the Marquess of Zetland, secretary of state for india. 
while they did not deflect the cabinet, their concerns were to grow appreciably 
in the months ahead.31 Both men were already worried about italy’s intentions 
in the region.
 in the following months doubts emerged about the cabinet’s wisdom in 
endorsing partition. in part, this reflected the idea’s tepid reception by the 
Zionists, but, more seriously, its furious rejection by the arabs. weizmann’s 
relations with the american Zionist leaders had long been poor, and the best 
that he could extract from the Zionist congress in Zurich in august 1937 was a 
compromise resolution that rejected the royal commission’s partition scheme, 
but authorized negotiations with the British to determine the exact nature of a 
Jewish state.32 Then, on 11 september, an arab national conference at Bludan 
in syria totally rejected partition. 
 These events coincided with a rising fear in influential British circles over 
italian intentions. in March 1937 Mussolini paid an extensive visit to libya, in 
the course of which he claimed to be the ‘protector of islam’, and was presented 
with the ‘sword of islam’. on 10 april a high command for north africa was 
announced, together with improved communications for libya, and, most 
worrying of all, the formation of an italian army corps in the colony. These 
developments posed a threat both to egypt and the french territory of tunisia.33 
september saw the italian leader in Munich, essen and Berlin, where hitler 
went to extraordinary lengths to impress him with german power, beginning a 
courtship between the two countries that was consummated two months later 
when italy joined the anti-comintern pact. it comes, therefore, as no surprise 
that in october the chiefs of staff directed their local commanders in egypt to 
‘examine detailed plans, based on the assumption of a single-handed war with 
italy’. Their recommendations, which included the despatch of an anti-aircraft 
brigade and a fighter squadron, and the build-up of the defences of the key 
position of Mersa Matruh, including egyptian troops, were hesitantly received 
in london. The chiefs of staff were not convinced that the new italian forces 
were ready for offensive action. recommending the fostering of good relations 
with italy, they pointed to what they saw as the over-riding consideration: ‘The 
despatch of any forces from this country must inevitably weaken our position 
vis-à-vis germany, and we have always considered that we should take no 
action which would result in a diversion of our limited resources from our main 
objective, which is the security of this country against german aggression.’34 
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The best the British government could offer was to move egyptian troops to 
Mersa Matruh and to create stores at strategic points.35 
 These realities set the stage for a reassessment of the government’s commitment 
to partition. perhaps sensing this, on 9 november 1937 ormsby-gore prepared 
a document in which he reiterated his belief that partition offered the best way 
forward, and that there should be no compromise with the arab position. he 
now wanted to move forward with the appointment of a new commission that 
would work out on the ground the boundaries of the arab and Jewish states. 
his arguments provoked a stiff response on the part of eden. Buttressing his 
case with documents reflecting attitudes in palestine, egypt, iraq and saudi 
arabia, he argued that ‘we are now faced with solid and growing opposition 
from the majority of the native inhabitants of palestine, and, what is much 
more serious, from the whole arab world’. as far as egypt was concerned, he 
pointed to the ‘large italian land and air forces on the western frontier’, while 
‘iraq is now a very important source of our oil supplies’, all of which led him to 
the baleful conclusion that palestine ‘was now dominating every other question 
throughout the Middle east, and that our whole future relations with the 
Middle eastern states depended almost exclusively on our handling of it. our 
european adversaries have not been slow to seize on this fact.’36 

 when the cabinet met to discuss the matter on 8 december 1937 it was 
immediately apparent how chamberlain’s mind was turning. it would, he 
argued, be ‘premature’ to announce that partition was ‘too difficult’, since it 
would lead them to be accused of ‘having surrendered to threats and force’. 
But he pointed out that the proposed commission’s work could take a year. 
Moreover, its terms of reference ‘might be so worded that the commission 
would not be debarred from saying that if partition was to take place, this or 
that solution was the best, but that in their view no workable scheme could be 
produced’. There was to be no forcible transfer of arabs from the Jewish state. 
with such a steer, the cabinet’s course of action was clear, with Zetland chiming 
in to support eden to the effect that if ‘we were to announce that we were 
going to enforce partition, it would create a very difficult situation in india’. it 
was, then, decided that a commission would be appointed along the lines that 
chamberlain had suggested, with the additional provision that ‘if it was deemed 
necessary to inform the commission that it was open to them to represent that 
no scheme of partition was likely to prove workable, this should be done by 
means of a personal communication to the chairman’.37 

 The appointment of what was termed a technical commission was announced 
on 4 January 1938, and in March, under the chairmanship of sir John woodhead, 
it began its work. its key task was to recommend boundaries for the two states, 
each being as homogenous and self-supporting as possible as possible. it left for 
palestine on 21 april and its report was published on 9 november: not quite 
the year that chamberlain had envisaged, but close enough.38 as it did so, the 
long-standing pro-Zionist ormsby-gore was replaced at the colonial office 
by Malcolm Macdonald. Meanwhile, the international situation had changed 
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unalterably with hitler’s annexation of austria in March, accompanied as it was 
by brutalities against the country’s Jews, and by his demands on czechoslovakia, 
which brought europe to the brink of war and which climaxed at Munich. as 
worries about the situation in europe heightened, British defence planners 
warned that ‘the goodwill of ibn saud and other arab rulers is particularly 
important at this juncture, in view of the situation in palestine’.39

 as woodhead’s committee pursued its work, and the diplomatic situation 
in europe grew more threatening, British leaders were reminded of the depth 
of arab opposition to partition. in august, the egyptian prime Minister, 
Mahmoud pasha, assured Macdonald that 

feeling in egypt against our policy in palestine was growing stronger and stronger, and 
that it was disturbing the friendly feeling towards great Britain. he was very anxious 
about the situation, especially as he felt it would get worse. The critical attitude towards 
great Britain was not confined to the public in egypt. The same hostility was being 
roused in iraq and syria and elsewhere in Middle east. he had a talk with the viceroy of 
india the other evening, when lord linlithgow told him that Moslem opinion in india 
was also becoming ‘steadily more critical of our palestine policy.40 

These were not considerations that could easily be brushed aside. even as 
the world’s attention was focussed on central europe, Middle eastern issues 
intruded, with a concentration of the fleet at alexandria as the result of infor-
mation of the movement of italian troops to libya, and a warning by Zetland, 
that ‘that Moslem opinion was becoming more and more exercised about the 
position in palestine and we should probably require to retain in india all the 
troops which were now there’.41 
 sticking carefully to his brief, woodhead examined three possible versions 
of partition, none of which was found to be satisfactory. his report rejected 
sovereign independence in favour of a customs union; otherwise, the commission 
could not recommend the boundaries in question.42 Britain was now released 
from her commitment to create a Jewish state through partition. The same 
night as the report’s publication, Kristallnacht saw the murder of around one 
hundred Jews, thousands sent to concentration camps and the mass destruction 
of synagogues and Jewish businesses across germany.43 even before then the 
government had confirmed that partition was no longer an option and that a 
conference would be held in london to decide the way forward.44 The course of 
action they believed would best serve Britain’s strategic interests as the interna-
tional situation worsened soon emerged. it was simple: almost brutally so.
 The conference was opened by chamberlain on 7 february 1939, one week 
after hitler’s reichstag speech in which he had ominously referred to the 
destruction of the Jews in europe in the event of war.45 it was a fruitless affair in 
which it is clear that the Jews never stood a chance, since the over-riding British 
consideration was strategic. on 18 January Macdonald warned his colleagues 
that ‘the strength of feeling of the arab public generally against our palestine 
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policy is making it more and more impossible for their rulers to maintain a 
pro-British attitude’, and that ‘the issue might easily become one in which in a 
crisis good Moslems were successfully called upon to wage a holy war against 
us. The arabs showed in the last war that they are not a people to be ignored.’ 
while acknowledging the likliehood of a hostile reaction amongst american 
Jews over a total immigration ban, and the ‘desperate frame of mind of the 
Jews’, which, if immigration were stopped or ‘reduced to a very low level’, risked 
‘a violent outbreak of Jewish extremists in palestine’, his conclusion was clear, 
namely:

nevertheless, that we should be prepared to go a long way to meet the arab repre-
sentatives. we should be prepared to go as far as we reasonably can with a view either to 
reaching actual agreement with them, or, failing agreement, to so reducing their hostility 
that there is no longer a formidable risk of their joining our enemies in case of trouble. 

his principal mechanism for securing arab goodwill was to restrict immigration 
so that at the end of ten years the Jewish population would stand at forty per 
cent, or thirty-five if the arabs did not agree the former figure. either figure 
denied the Jews the prospect of statehood.46

 These arguments were powerfully reinforced by sir Thomas inskip, the 
Minister for co-ordination of defence, who wished to place on record the 
views of the three service chiefs of the significance of the palestine conference 
for British positions in egypt and the Middle east. Their conclusion was that ‘if 
our future policy in relation to palestine is such that it cannot be accepted by the 
arab states as equitable, and is not a clear earnest of our intentions to maintain 
their friendship, these states who are already shaken in their belief in our good 
intentions will at last become alienated – if not actively hostile’. ‘we have ample 
evidence’, they argued, ‘that nothing would be more welcome to the totalitarian 
states than to see the disappearance of our predominant position in the eyes 
of the Moslem world. germany in particular is already active in support of 
those subversive influences at present ranged against us.’ not surprisingly, the 
government agreed to endorse Macdonald’s approach.47 
 The pace of events then quickened. on 15 March, as the cabinet bleakly 
reviewed the imminent end of the conference, it received news of hitler’s 
takeover of what remained of czechoslovakia. Macdonald reported weizmann’s 
conclusion that the proposals were a betrayal and that the palestinian arabs 
were likely also to reject them. critically, however, he sensed that the arab 
states felt that ‘the terms had much to commend them’. when the conference 
ended two days later, the way was open for Macdonald to implement his policy. 
with hitler’s intentions clearly focussed on poland, on 31 March, chamberlain 
announced British support in the event of her independence being threatened. 
since the security of Britain’s position in the Middle east was now urgent, on 20 
april chamberlain told the cabinet committee on palestine that ‘we were now 
compelled to consider the palestine problem mainly from the point of view of 
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its effects on the international situation. it was of immense importance, as lord 
chatfield had pointed out, to have the Moslem world with us. if we must offend 
one side, let us offend the Jews rather than the arabs.’48 
 The white paper that was issued on 17 May did exactly that. in ten 
years’ time palestine was to be an independent state. on the critical issue of 
immigration, 75,000 Jews were to be allowed in over the next 5 years, any more 
being contingent on arab agreement.49 The arab case had been met, even if 
the arab higher committee could not see it that way. The arab states were 
a different matter, since here the white paper did exactly what was intended. 
British publicity used the white paper to reinforce the support that key rulers, 
such as transjordan’s abdullah, gave to the allied cause throughout the war.50 
The white paper reinforced what the British had earlier achieved in the 1936 
negotiations with egypt; namely, the use of key facilities in time of war, vital 
when italy eventually came in on hitler’s side in 1940 and was then rescued 
the following year by the Afrika Korps. in the course of 1939, Britain steadily 
reinforced her egyptian forces with troops from palestine and india.51 for the 
Jews, there was no rejoicing – quite the contrary. when the Zionist congress 
met in geneva from 16–24 august they were unanimous in their despair. The 
nazi–soviet pact of 24 august stuck a knife not just in poland, but into the 
heart of europe’s largest Jewish community.52 what then happened is indelibly 
etched on what europeans like to call their civilization. while the Jews had 
no alternative but to support Britain against hitler, it was a far cry from 1917 
and the British were not to be forgiven. as the second world war approached, 
the affairs of europe and the Middle east had become fatally intertwined. The 
legacies are with us still.
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chapter 20

The ‘Jewish Question’ and its Impact on International 
Affairs, 1914–39

Mark Levene

why should a relatively small, dispersed ethno-religious group have been such 
a critical factor in the origins of the second world war? without state, army, 
central authority – religious or otherwise – and with diverse social and cultural 
practices to the point where many would have actually contested that they were 
members of the same group, any ‘realist’ analysis would discount the signifi-
cance of such an entity in serious international relations without further demur. 
we do not speak of the Jehovah’s witnesses as a factor in the origins of the war, 
even though we know that they were – in nazi germany – a persecuted group. 
nor do we speak of the roma in such terms and yet they suffered genocide too. 
we might, more narrowly, speak of the catholic or protestant factors in the rise 
of nazism. But there is, significantly, no essay in this volume suggesting the 
churches were an element in the contest of forces leading to war.
 of course, we all have a ready answer as to why it was different when it came 
to the Jews. The answer is hitler. his phobic obsession with the Jewish people 
projected them into the perilous limelight. ‘no hitler, no holocaust,’ the saying 
aptly goes. But that, in itself, begs the question: is one man’s obsession really our 
first cause? if so, some of those histories of the second world war, which in the 
not-so-distant past managed to avoid mention of the ‘final solution’ altogether, 
or simply had a footnote,1 perhaps were not so obtuse. 
 The scholarly recognition of the centrality of the holocaust in contem-
porary history is both salutary and necessary. however, the very fact that 
most of the historiography continues to treat it in essentially germanocentric 
terms, reinforcing a sense of its singular, even aberrant nature, carries with it 
a tendency to narrow the contours of what is at stake. it will be argued here 
that while our subject has at its core a pathology – which in itself is bound 
to undermine standard treatments of how politics, including geo-politics, 
are supposed to operate – it was very far from a purely german one. it was 
both inherent in the socio-cultural make-up of european society and, with or 
without hitler, had the potentiality in inter-war europe to be a resurgent and 
destabilising force in both domestic relations and international affairs. 
 Judaism was as long embedded as christianity on the european scene. it also 
happened to be father and mother to the latter religion. This is theologically 
significant of itself, not least as the early christian sect’s attempt to distance itself 
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from its parentage included an increasingly passionate denunciation of the Jews 
as collectively culpable for the betrayal and death of their Jewish – subsequently 
deified – messianic leader. from the very beginning, christianity was caught 
on the horns of its own dilemma. The Jews were the enemies of all that was 
virtuous and ‘christian’ in humankind; the original and authentic enemies of 
the people. Yet they were at the same time the ‘chosen’ god bearers, the alleged 
legitimacy of Jesus as christ being grounded in old testament prophecy, 
making them essential to the teleological process by which all humanity would 
arrive at the moment of general salvation. 
 none of this would have been of consequence if christianity had not 
successfully allied itself with the late roman empire, setting itself on a path to 
european spiritual hegemony. The church felt constrained against the killing of 
Jews given their indispensability to the grand scheme of things, but if they had 
killed christ they were clearly endowed not only with the most gut-wrenching 
malice but extraordinary, if not cosmic, powers to match. The only logical 
response was to either ensure that they were kept firmly at arm’s length, a 
policy of russian orthodoxy until the late eighteenth century, or under very 
tight control, as the latin west increasingly determined through a slew of 
edicts denying Jews standard property, occupational or domicile rights. The 
paradox is that this situation may have actually benefited a medieval Jewish 
role as economic and administrative middleman: as Yuri slezkine has put it, as 
a Mercurian class to a largely apollonian, peasant-based european society.2 if 
this spoke of the potentiality of co-existence it also carried further grounds for 
what in the Middle ages became a deep vein of societal anti-semitism. from 
the period of the crusades through to the reformation, european crisis saw its 
corollary in a profane litany of atrocities and expulsions against a people now 
clearly marked as economic as well as religious ‘outsiders’. 
 The notion that the entire Jewish diaspora experience was of this ‘lachrymose’ 
variety has received some notable corrective in recent scholarship.3 logically, 
this history of victimhood should have had a firm line put under it by the 
monumental changes wrought through the advent and spread of a western 
modernity. The emergence of secular polities, as led in revolutionary fashion 
by france, opened up the possibility that Jews could not only be divested of 
all the stigmas historically attached to them but embraced as full and equal 
fellow citizens. one expression of this sea-change was legal, with Jews being 
emancipated from previous legal restrictions in one nation state after another. 
another was less tangible but arguably more far-reaching: a process of social 
acculturation and integration whereby they became ‘like’ other people to the 
point where difference became simply one of worshipping according to a 
different rite. The Usa, with its enthusiasm for religious diversity, was notably 
ahead of europe in this direction. at the other end of the spectrum, laggards 
such as russia and romania were expected, sooner or later, to fall in line behind 
the western lead. The 1878 treaty of Berlin was particularly significant for the 
way in which the great powers, abetted by a vocal western Jewish lobby, sought 
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to link international recognition of Balkan state sovereignty to a reciprocal 
granting of citizenship and religious freedom to all subject communities, Jews 
included. 
 The subsequent romanian flouting of these obligations not only offers an 
important signpost to post-1919 ‘new europe’ resistance towards western 
imposition of Jewish rights but also to a more general breakdown in the 
assumed liberal trajectory towards gentile acceptance and toleration. russia, 
with its significant Jewish population from the collapsed polish–lithuanian 
commonwealth of a century earlier, seemed to represent the acme of a state 
wilfully persecuting its Jews while turning a blind eye to popular, grass-roots 
pogroms. But if the gap between the position of the majority of Jews in eastern 
europe and those more fortunate smaller numbers in the west was superficially 
explicable in terms of demographics, or problems of economic ‘modernization’, 
a rising tide of political anti-semitism in france, germany and even Britain 
suggested that something more was at issue. Much of the new antipathy was 
of a straightforward xenophobic nature as directed at the increasing flood of 
Jewish migrants from russia and romania heading west. accusations of ‘Jewish 
takeover’, however, were as much directed at well-integrated but high-profile 
bankers and entrepreneurs as impoverished refugees. The anti-semitic charge 
was that there was something intrinsically ‘alien’ and ‘destructive’ about the 
Jews, as bolstered by contemporary scientific and medical discourses.  
 some of the more alert Jewish commentators on this darkening scene, 
especially in russia, despaired of the assimilation project altogether and began 
preaching the need for a Jewish place of their own, perhaps in palestine. 
others turned increasingly towards revolutionary Marxism, the most obviously 
colour-blind of the ideologies proclaiming the imminence of a general human 
liberation. The important point for this consideration, however, is how Jewish 
responses to anti-semitism helped fuel an emerging if very strange dialectic. 
strange, because in no sense could one argue that Jews had the capability 
to offer a comparable counter-force to hostile elements in the european 
mainstream. after all, Jews remained everywhere a minority people dependent 
on the apparatus of state for their security and wellbeing. equally, the nature 
of communal divisions actually intensified in response to the emerging crisis: 
a reality that meant that while the question ‘what is to be done?’ might be a 
prevalent one there was no unity among Jews locally, let alone globally, on what 
that ought to be. Jewish responses, whatever they were, were always amplified 
in the anti-semitic mindset as evidence not just of ephemeral Jewish success but 
of some omniscient Jewish ‘power’.4 one might wish to dismiss these tendencies 
as the peculiar cultural by-products of societies attempting to curb their inner 
demons in the vortex of a rapidly engulfing modernity. ‘The Jewish question’, 
as it had come to be called, certainly wasn’t going to bring civilization crashing 
down. But was it? The course of the great war might seem to suggest otherwise. 
 ‘with “great Jewry” against us, there is no possible chance of getting the thing 
through – it means optimism in Berlin, dumps in london, unease in paris.’5 so 
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wrote the British policymaker, sir Mark sykes in March 1916. at the time he was 
supposed to be negotiating an allied carve-up of the Middle east, which makes 
his letter to the head of the British foreign office asserting that the Jews were 
the key to winning the ‘thing’ – the war – all the more astonishing. Yet sykes 
was hardly alone. as the conflict ground on and the stakes grew ever higher, 
inter-allied communications became fixated on the importance of ‘winning’ 
Us Jewish finance on the one hand and ‘calming’ russian Jewish revolutionary 
activity on the other. on the part of the central powers, conversely, a strategy 
for defeating the allies had by spring 1917 narrowed down to getting lenin and 
his ‘Jewish’ revolutionary entourage back into russia, so bringing petrograd 
into a separate peace.6 
 how could it be that a globally dispersed and internally fractious community 
of ten million souls had become seemingly a, if not the, critical card in the 
war’s outcome? The answer has to be in some sense elusive, even enigmatic. 
it certainly had nothing to do with anything as tangible as demographic, 
economic or material assets. nor ultimately was it very much to do with discrete 
Jewish actors, revolutionary or otherwise, except in the way that their existence 
fed a deep european psychological need to shift the blame for what was clearly 
becoming a purposeless slaughter on to some entirely different body. in this 
psychopathology of the first world war we have the essential origins of Jewish 
destruction in the second. The Jews of 1914–18 resumed their historic role as 
scapegoats for the sins of the other europeans, but with the dialectic of Jewish–
gentile interactions now adding an exquisitely lethal twist. 
 The elements in european society who ought to have opposed the war, 
most obviously the mainstream socialist movements and the churches, were 
conspicuous by their failure. Most Jews in their public persona also went with 
the flow, proclaiming patriotic allegiance and fighting and dying for their 
respective countries. But a significant minority were outspoken. They rarely 
expressed their opposition as Jews. Most of those who did so were involved in 
ultra-radical parties, such as the Bolsheviks, though in germany there were 
also Jewish figures within the reichstag who were prominent within the ‘peace 
party’. what is important for our purposes is that across europe, among not just 
convinced anti-semites but within large sections of mainstream elite opinion, 
the idea of opposition to the war became firmly associated with the Jews. as one 
post-war german detractor put it: ‘Judaism and defeatism go together . . . on 
that score, all proof either pro or con is pointless, even if 100,000 Jews died for 
their country.’7
 to be sure, it could only happen by a series of steps that an accusation of 
anti-war dissent developed into the charge that Jews collectively (whether 
among the allies or central powers) were actively disrupting the war effort, 
before culminating in the extraordinary self-exculpating slander that they had 
started the conflict for their own nefarious ends. By late 1918, press stories 
of a ‘hidden hand’ were as common in Britain as they were in germany, 
including the story of ‘authoritative’ comment from a British military mission 
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in russia that the tsar’s assassination the previous summer was on the order 
of Jewish Bolsheviks.8 receptivity to the idea that there was an ‘international 
Jewish conspiracy’ to bring down european christian civilization was already 
coalescing even before ‘The protocols of the elders of Zion’ – a pre-war tsarist 
secret police fabrication – began to be informally circulated by white russian 
émigrés among allied personnel.9

 But in a critical sense the Jewish ‘plot’ story had already impacted on high-
level decision making a year earlier. its clearest manifestation lay in the way 
sykes’ earlier angst had translated into a British government idée fixe of a 
synonymity between Jew and Bolshevik. The result in november 1917 was 
the Balfour declaration’s support for a Jewish national home in palestine.10 The 
promoters of the Berlin scheme to defeat the allies through the supposedly 
dispensable Bolshevik back door not only found their world crashing down 
around them a year on from the soviet ascendancy but in a case of classic ‘blow-
back’ with Bolshevik-style revolution exported to the streets of Berlin. it was 
hardly just the little austrian corporal adolf hitler who was convinced that ‘the 
Jew is to blame’.11 what had taken place was not just a ‘stab in the back’ but a 
plan minutely conceived, orchestrated and directed by the Jews.
 seventy years on from the beginning of the second world war, the sheer 
irrationality of what is described above will seem hard to countenance. Yet 
‘history’ somehow has to convey how shaken european society was in the wake 
of the armistice. if we accept that the atmosphere of that period was ‘almost 
eschatological’,12 then the way in which the ‘protocols’ became staple fare not 
just in germany but through British and Us quality press serializations, as well 
as in more popular pamphlet form, becomes less implausible. Yet if this tells us 
something of the degree to which paranoia took hold at ‘home’, we also have to 
remember how the situation in the east was altogether more destabilized and 
uncertain with the collapse of austrian and russian empires. The emotional 
intensity of german anti-Jewish vituperations in the wake of the failed Munich 
Räterepublik or spartacist uprising can be seen as part of a broader pattern. 
offered as definitive explanation for national humiliation or set-back, ‘the 
Jewish-Bolshevik’ – whether Bela Kun in Budapest, leon trotsky in petrograd 
or rosa luxemburg in Berlin – now became the archetypal ‘internationalist’ 
enemy against which all nationalist movements in east–central europe were 
struggling for survival.
 crucially, high-level policy making at the paris peace conference was 
certainly contaminated by this syndrome. The western allies in 1919 were 
already committed to the principle of national self-determination. But a more 
immediately urgent concern was to how to hold the line against the perceived 
spread of Bolshevism. for instance, the ‘Big Three’ were quite prepared to 
countenance romanian action in support of hungarian right-wing militia extir-
pation of Bela Kun, regardless of the infringement on Magyar sovereignty or the 
ensuing ‘white terror’, largely meted out against Jews. Moreover, with an eye 
to the longer term, they were also ready to offer additional military assistance 
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and the green light for eastern expansion to anti-Bolshevik forces – the poles 
in particular – who they reckoned as both protégés and sufficient to the task.13 
Throughout all this there is enough evidence from internal memoranda of 
senior allied officialdom, more tellingly, from reports of informal conversations 
between the most high-ranking politicians and their aides14 and finally from 
explicit statements by some western leaders themselves to confirm that the 
evolving allied policy towards russia and the east carried a definite anti-Jewish 
subtext. churchill – otherwise often seen as philosemitic – was among those 
at the time ready to publicly denounce ‘destructive’, ‘atheistical’, ‘international 
Jews’ as responsible for the mental and moral disease of bolshevism.15

 But in the slippage towards this mindset, allied leaders found themselves 
presented with a conundrum. no western politician could be seen to be party 
to explicit anti-Jewish violence. Yet just as the paris peace conference was 
getting into its stride in the spring of 1919, reports of exactly such violence 
in the east were flooding in. paradoxically, these reports were not of the worst 
violence. anti-Jewish atrocities, of a scale for which the term genocide would 
be appropriate, were at this time being committed in the Ukraine by a hotch-
potch of forces nominally under the control of the failing Ukrainian directory. 
worse still would follow later in the year when denikin’s white russian 
army was operating in the region.16 and there was a further irony, too, in that 
allied liaison officers working with denikin’s siberian counterpart, admiral 
Kolchak, were later shown to be complicit in recycling ‘hate’ material blaming 
Bolshevism on the Jews, which had emanated from osvag, denikin’s propa-
ganda machine.17 Yet throughout 1919 distant rumours of mass Jewish slaughter 
in the Ukraine had little by way of independent corroboration. Moreover, as 
the allies aspired for (and indeed materially supported) a white victory against 
their ‘red’ Bolshevik foe, they felt constrained from interfering in the fate of a 
region that the whites were adamant was part of an ‘indivisible’ russia.
 instead, where all eyes were fixed in spring 1919 was on a series of military 
massacres committed by polish units, mostly operating in the contested eastern 
margins of their would-be state. These were widely reported and, later, closely 
investigated by Us and British government-sponsored commissions of enquiry 
led by prominent Jewish figures.18 several hundred, all apparently non-combatant, 
Jews were found to have been killed in separate incidents. in each, sabotage 
or violent resistance to polish authority linked to support for the Bolsheviks 
was the repeated polish exculpation for what had occurred. should we discern 
allied sensitivity to Jewish protests back in Britain and the Us as the goad to 
these commissions? or alternatively, the repeated allied warnings that continued 
violence of this nature might have deleterious repercussions on the provision of 
economic aid? were these events, indeed, the catalyst to the Big Three deciding in 
early May to form a new states committee (nsc) to consider how protection of 
minorities in the ‘new europe’ was to be provided for under international aegis? 
 logic suggested that the nsc was going to have to deal with more than 
simply the ‘Jewish question’. The complex ethnographic mosaic of eastern 
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europe posed the essential question: ‘how was ethnic diversity to be squared 
with the creation of avowedly nation-states?’ Yet what is so striking about 
the nsc deliberations is how they repeatedly turned back not to this bigger 
headache but rather to the Jewish one. There was a Jewish lobby in paris, 
though these groups proved unable to speak with a single voice. Moreover, 
policy guidelines as laid down by the British foreign office before the paris 
peace conference unequivocally stated that they were not to be drawn into any 
support for ‘special’ Jewish rights, ‘particularly rights of cultural or educational 
autonomy’, and that if Jewish spokesmen wished to pursue these issues it should 
be with the governments ‘of their respective countries’.19

 Yet these were exactly the issues the nsc negotiated with specific, ‘moderate’ 
western Jewish lobbyists in paris. These backroom discussions in turn gave to 
these figures – lucien wolf for (the anglo-Jewish) Joint foreign committee 
(Jfc) and louis Marshall for the american Jewish congress (aJc) – in 
particular an unprecedented influence that representatives of new states, or 
would-be states, were quick to interpret as meaning that they had had some 
special access to their own governments. The further consequence was that 
wolf and Marshall found themselves repeatedly petitioned on matters of terri-
torial disputes, long-term financial support and short-term food aid.20

 The year of 1919 was, as a result, a unique moment in which the notion 
of Jewish diplomacy was elevated essentially on the back of a misconceived 
perception that Jews qua Jews had once again become a dangerously monolithic 
force on the world stage, and that if their desiderata were not met they would 
find ways of disrupting the peace. The ensuing Minorities treaties, as hastily 
drafted by the nsc (more exactly the provisions for minority language educa-
tional autonomy), can be seen as an indirect concession to the most vocal 
eastern Jewish and Us Jewish-supported, demands. Yet they were neither 
conferred with benign enthusiasm nor as part of some long-term western 
agenda. on the contrary, the one thing that allied interlocutors repeatedly 
emphasized was that this interpretation was ‘completely inconsistent with the 
territorial sovereignty of the state’.21 The only nationality to which Jews could 
belong in the ‘new europe’ was the nationality of their respective state. or as the 
league Minorities’ rapporteur pithily summarized in 1925, the treaties were ‘to 
prepare the way . . . for the establishment of a complete national unity’.22

 what the Minorities framework actually underscored was the gaping void 
between the underlying issue of self-interest on the part of the west and that 
of their new state protégés in the east. all the western allies really wanted was 
a stable east that would not export masses of unwanted Jews to their shores. 
french post-war labour shortages moderated this prescript somewhat but 
without breaching the west’s fundamental treaties’ purpose to ‘fix’ Ostjuden 
and other minorities as citizens of their respective new states and so avoid any 
pretext for the sort of pre-1914 mass migration from russia or romania, where 
most Jews had remained citizenship-less. By handing over the supervision of the 
new framework to the league of nations, the west further sought to manage its 
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new system on the cheap. The Us, of course, withdrew from the body of which 
president wilson had been chief promoter. Britain and france, as its remaining 
guarantors, thereafter left geneva to deal with infractions of the treaties as 
best it could and did little or nothing to strengthen the relevant instruments 
that would have enabled the league secretariat to respond to direct communal 
appeals for assistance. in short, once the immediate Bolshevik danger had 
passed, the west was willing to commit the ‘Jewish question’, as it saw it, to a 
consciously weak machinery in the extravagant hope that through eventual 
assimilation in the dominant cultures of the ‘new europe’ the ‘question’ itself 
would go away. 
 Yet it was this very notion of assimilation that the new states overwhelm-
ingly rejected. other, christian, minorities, in the course of time, might be 
duly integrated. perhaps very limited numbers of Jews could be encompassed, 
too, within state homogenising programmes. But the notion that Jews as a 
whole were ‘meltable’23 into the general throng was considered by all eastern 
state parties as both impossible and undesirable. actual domestic policies 
in the 1920s may have varied. in poland, under Marshal pilsudski’s sanacja 
regime, decorum was maintained largely through accepting that the Jews were 
separate and so – socially at least – leaving them alone. The avowedly more 
liberal czechs, president Masaryk included, supported without reservation 
Jewish equality before the law, but were altogether more enthusiastic about 
Jews adopting an overtly Zionistic position, the clear inference being that 
the majority in due course would take themselves off to a Jewish palestine.24 

The czechs thereby offered a more honest insight into what implicitly all the 
eastern states wanted: that the Jews be proclaimed as an internationally recog-
nized ‘national’ entity: in other words, the exact opposite of western diktat. of 
course, it was the very principle of being dictated to as much as the substance 
that the new states equally railed against, most famously when they collectively 
staged their famous – if unsuccessful – diplomatic ‘revolt’ against the signing of 
the treaties in late May 1919. it was on this occasion that the romanian leader, 
Bratianu, came closest to unsettling allied composure when he reminded them 
that minority protection had been dropped from the general league covenant25 
– as adroit a way as any of the protégés telling their patrons that they were 
hypocrites who failed to practice what they preached. 
 and what of the supposedly ‘protected’ Jews themselves? Their situation was 
not simply one of being caught in a no man’s land between a western intention 
to keep them boxed in and an eastern one to have them purged. even under 
tsarism, if one could not raise the money to get to the Usa, one could always 
try one’s luck within one of the emerging urban centres within the western 
borderland sweep of empire. if one was fortunate to live in neighbouring 
austria-hungary prospects for internal movement to a major city and there 
starting afresh were better still. nor was the state in either case demanding one’s 
national allegiance: a famously fervent Jewish loyalty to the dual Monarchy 
was to the emperor, not to some notion of sacre egoismo. after 1918, borders, 
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tariffs and new forms of taxation meant that an already precarious Jewish 
middleman role was faced with the potentiality of complete extinction. worse, 
if one was one of the hundreds of thousands of Jews displaced as a result of war, 
one might find oneself not simply destitute but stateless to boot. There was no 
direct provision in the Minority treaties for staatenlos Jews – another problem 
dumped on the league. Before hitler or the depression, logic seemed to dictate 
that east european Jewish survival was firmly bound up with voluntary exit. 
Before that is, someone dared to repudiate the Minorities treaties and forcibly 
eruct them. But with the west out of bounds, the Ussr equally so, that only left 
palestine. if more and more Ostjuden began gravitating towards Zionism in the 
inter-war period – in other words, towards an overt Jewish ‘national’ mimesis 
of the dominant european tendency – it was a testament not to the reality of 
Jewish power but quite the reverse. 
 if any one international leader held the notion of conspiratorial Jewish power 
as the fundamental cornerstone for his whole Weltanschauung it was hitler. 
it was, he argued, the Jews who had brought germany down in 1918; it was 
they who had to be avenged if germany was take her rightful place as supreme 
Master of the world. Ultimately this vision of Manichaean struggle would be 
much more significant than its racial commentary, though when hitler took 
over, in 1933, it was the sheer visceral hatred evident in his storm troopers’ 
behaviour towards Jews on the german street that strongly registered in the 
western media. actually, the nazi Jewish agenda was ill-defined. even so, the 
idea that racial justification might be used in a modern ‘civilized’ state to roll 
back a religious community’s civil rights, economically strangle them and, 
perhaps, force them out altogether, profoundly shocked western sensibilities. 
 tony Kushner has argued that it was this liberal viewpoint with its insistence 
on treating Jews as individuals, and thus otherwise as members of their 
respective host nations, which led to an ongoing western non-comprehension 
of an ideology – more exactly a theodicy – which lumped them all together 
as a collective force for world evil.26 Yet to what extent did this western self-
understanding hide its own more complex inner tension? we have already seen 
that the international Jewish power motif did play a significant role in allied 
political deliberations, as it did in more overtly paranoid societal projection in 
the closing phase of the great war. Though it clearly was dampened down in 
Britain as the country regained its post-victory poise, the tension between the 
liberal tendency to discriminate between ‘good’ and’ bad’ Jews (or ‘assimilated’ 
as opposed to ‘foreign’ ones), and the more problematic one to hold Jews close 
at hand responsible for the actions of those abroad, clearly began intruding, 
once again, into the new 1930s phase of crisis policy making. 
 take, by way of example, a meeting at the foreign office in august 1934 
between neville laski, one of the co-presidents of the thoroughly loyal Jfc, and 
sir robert vansittart, the permanent Under-secretary of state. it focused on 
growing Jewish efforts to develop an international boycott of german goods and 
businesses, as a response to nazi persecution. The Jfc, while it had petitioned 
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the foreign office to intervene with germany to restore Jewish citizen rights, 
was notable for its disavowal of the boycott movement, anxious that this 
would put British Jewry out of step with British government policy. But other 
more grass-roots, especially trade unionist-leaning Jewish groups in london’s 
east end were active in the movement, an involvement that led london’s 
commissioner of police, as early as april 1933, to order the whitechapel police 
division to visit all Jewish shopkeepers in the locality and have boycott notices 
taken down. clearly, the British government was anxious that the boycott might 
have the ability to harm British–german economic relations, with further 
political ramifications inferred from questions in parliament, the answers 
to which suggested that the german government had lent on the British to 
staunch support for the campaign. 
 The discussion initiated by vansittart, however, went much further than 
that. in extraordinarily undiplomatic language amounting to a dressing down 
of laski, vansittart vituperated against ‘the aggressively flamboyant and narrow 
character of the anti-german propaganda carried on by certain Jewish quarters 
in america’, citing the efforts of leading Us Jewish lawyer samuel Untermyer 
and adding that ‘people were fed up’ with him and ‘tired of having “Jew” 
dinned in their ears’.27 how far was this from the language of the nazis? clearly, 
vansittart was speaking in private and he did not directly state that the Jfc was 
responsible for the actions of other Jews in Britain. But then in a sense he did 
not have to. whether the boycott was actually proving successful or not, here 
was a case where the British government was taking fright at the idea that a 
Us-led collective Jewry somehow was capable of organising a global economic 
campaign to disrupt ‘business as usual’ very much in the same tenor as British 
ministers had made themselves fearful of another supposed Us Jewish financial 
effort to sabotage the allies in the great war. But then any whiff of financial 
wheeler-dealing having underlying political motivation traceable back to some 
Jewish ‘plutocratic’ source was hardly the inter-war monopoly of the nazis. in 
france, too, in 1934, the stavisky affair became the occasion for a major parisian 
riot against the alleged infiltration of Jewish corruption into government. and 
two years later when leon Blum, france’s first proudly Jewish, socialist party 
leader, took office as head of a popular front government it brought forth a 
veritable torrent of accusations that france had ‘fallen under the yoke of a 
foreign nation’ and would soon be plunged into war with germany on behalf 
of the Marxists in Moscow.28 The fact that within a year the great galaxy of 
leading Bolsheviks, who were of Jewish origin, were practically annihilated in 
stalin’s party purges would cut little ice with this sort of reasoning anymore 
than it would with the nazis. But then back in Britain, government went 
to its own great efforts to row back from any notion that it might be being 
inveigled in a ‘Jew’s war’, one late ministerial casualty being leslie hore-Belisha, 
chamberlain’s talented but ‘so Jewish’ secretary of war.29 what, of course, was 
odd in all this was that there was nothing that ‘the Jews’ were politically or 
economically able to do to dent the nazi regime. But, then, when it came to the 
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one issue in international politics in which the Jewish destiny under the nazis 
had the capability to be truly destabilising– the issue of mass refugees – they 
had already proved themselves to be at complete cross-purposes. 
 within months of the Minorities treaties, the Balfour declaration, the other 
poisoned fruit of european ‘Jewish power’ fantasies, was confirmed as British 
government policy. Yet the terms of Britain’s palestine Mandate seemed to stand 
in stark contrast to the Minorities framework. in facilitating Jewish immigration 
with the view of creating a Jewish national home in palestine, the ultimate aim 
could be inferred as one not of fixing but rather divesting eastern europe of its 
Jews, thus making the need for their diaspora protection redundant. however, 
not only was the Zionist project highly experimental, but it was never intended 
by the British to be the destination for more than a significant proportion of 
european Jewry. not only was the issue of economic absorptive capacity central 
to a year-by-year quota system of tight immigrant access, but more paramount 
was the key caveat that it should not prejudice the rights of the other non-Jewish 
communities in palestine – in other words the arab majority. 
 which is why the impact of nazism proved so destructive not only in terms 
of palestine itself but in the way it then looped back through reactive British 
decision making to become both a factor in the origins of war, and, in the process, 
helping to seal the european Jewish fate. The inexorable nature of this trajectory 
began in 1933 when the nazis picked up on an ingenuous Zionist scheme to 
help encourage a failing, depression-bound, palestine immigration by facilitating 
the export of german agro-industrial manufactures there; the sale, taken as the 
‘transfer’ (ha’avara); to which whitehall had demurred for fear of upsetting Berlin, 
of the immigrants’ assets thus circumventing a german capital flight tax while at 
the palestine end providing the necessary capital for them to be exempted from 
the standard quota requirements.30 The benefits of such a scheme to the overall 
german economy were marginal. But as a method for both breaking the chimerical 
boycott and removing german Jews, the nazi regime responded with enthusiasm. 
 while the Jewish world broke out in its most internecine of controversies 
over the way ha’avara wrecked both the principle and practice of boycott, its 
immediate results were quite tangible. Jewish migration to palestine suddenly 
took on a dramatic surge, to the point where the 160,000 Jewish population 
in 1929 reached almost 400,000, or around a third of the palestinian total, by 
1937. Yet less than a quarter of the new immigrants were german Jews.31 even 
so, because of their economic weight and the stimulus they provided to land 
purchases, the arabs for the first time recognized that their long-term hold on 
the country was in serious jeopardy. The result was revolt, the first 1936 phase 
alone sufficiently serious for a royal commission to propose partition of the 
Mandate into separate Jewish and arab states.
 Though the area of the proposed Jewish polity was a tiny 3,125 square miles 
and precipitated a further round of internal Jewish strife, this time specifically 
in Zionist ranks, its saving grace was that it offered to Zionism the opportunity 
to provide what had always been its primary objective – a safe haven for Jews, 
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as determined by fellow Jews. in anticipation that ha’avara, or something like it, 
might have to be expanded in anticipation of a general Jewish evacuation from 
germany,32 the peel recommendations were acknowledged as a life-line that the 
Zionist leadership duly accepted. 
 There was one obvious problem of implementation, namely the significant 
numbers of arabs who would be displaced from the area of the Jewish state. Yet 
having been a party to the less-than-salubrious league-sponsored lausanne 
convention of 1923 in which some 650,000 greeks and turks were compul-
sorily ‘exchanged’ in the cause of national homogeneity, the abstract idea of 
vast population movements of other peoples’ people did not seem to worry the 
British unduly.33 The British incubus, rather, revolved around partition sparking 
off a much wider pan-arab revolt, which the chiefs of staff, beset by problems 
of imperial overstretch, repeatedly warned could be catastrophic in the event of 
renewed war with germany.34 The course of events that had begun with nazi 
support for ha’avara to which whitehall had demurred for fear of upsetting 
Berlin35 now took on a radically different turn. partition was abandoned 
and, under the terms of the 1939 white paper, only 75,000 new immigrants 
were to be allowed into palestine over 5 years. with war imminent, Britain’s 
commitment to the Jewish national enterprise thus seemed not simply to have 
been put on hold, but terminated in favour of majority arab rule. 
 if this amounted to a closing vice on european Jewry, however, it was equally 
dependent on german actions as British reactions. The nazis’ preparations for 
war, heralded in 1936 with their four-Year plan, had its own much more radical 
Jewish subtext, which began to be fully implemented from summer 1938. 
residual Jewish assets were consciously aryanized to finance re-armament and 
the accordingly destitute german Jews encouraged to leave. This might take 
us into a different, albeit highly relevant, economic debate about the degree 
to which the several billion marks of expropriated Jewish wealth did, or did 
not, materially aid the Third reich’s drive to war. Jewish assets were clearly not 
nearly as fabulous as the nazis had imagined. on the other hand, as peter hayes 
has argued, their five-per cent contribution to the national budget in germany’s 
final peacetime year may have represented the difference between acceleration 
or the opposite in german armaments production.36 putting this issue to one 
side, the relatively benign terms through which immigrants were able to recover 
a proportion of their assets under ha’avara should have now become inoperable. 
By the same token, the very notion that germany might have still supported 
palestine as the migrants’ destination should also have ceased following the 
Auswärtiges Amt’s advice that a future Jewish state (as conceived by peel) would 
constitute ‘an additional . . . power base for international Jewry, rather like the 
vatican state for political catholicism, or Moscow for the comintern’.37 

 The contradictory nature of the polycratic state offers a somewhat more 
complex picture. Ha’avara in terms of capital transfers to palestine (thanks to 
Jewish rather than german efforts) actually reached its high point in 1937–8, 
while as the front door on legal migration there was pushed tight, heydrich’s 
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sd became involved in a backdoor illegal route.38 however, this should not 
distract us from the main new thrust of german policy. Beginning with the 
union with austria in March 1938 (Anschluss), the regime accelerated mass 
Jewish expropriation and eviction. and as expectation of war rose, so too did 
the nazis’ cantus firmus of an internal Jewish security threat, dating back to the 
nightmare 1918 ‘stab-in-the-back’ scenario. it was no accident that it was the sd 
that was given commission by göring to ensure complete Jewish removal. nor, 
as the storm clouds of conflict gathered, that he would tell fellow nazis at the 
infamous post-Kristallnacht meeting on 12 november, that in that event ‘we in 
germany will first of all make sure of settling accounts with the Jews’.39 palestine 
may have been understood by Zionists as the Jewish refuge for exactly such 
an eventuality. But in the context of 1938–9 there could be no prospect of an 
orderly european Jewish retreat there. The ‘Jewish question’, as now rendered by 
the german refugee crisis, had moved on to new and entirely uncharted terrain.
 looked at through the perspective of the entire inter-war period what we can 
thus see in the nazis’ anti-Jewish onslaught is akin to an explosion ripping apart 
the allied efforts to stabilize the Jewish position in europe, besides putting out 
of action their emergency palestinian safety-valve. neither of these safeguards 
was primarily intended for german Jews, but for the great mass of their eastern 
european counterparts. nazi actions, however, had both direct and indirect 
knock-on effects in the ‘new europe’. overt state-sponsored german violence 
became both goad to, and inspiration for, a rising crescendo of local grass-roots 
attacks on Jews, especially by endeks in poland and the iron guard in romania. 
But it also posed the question to increasingly para-fascist regimes in the east: 
‘if the germans can turn the screws on their Jews with impunity, why can’t we?’ 
The hungarian government of Bela imredy was one that was clearly encouraged 
by the german example when it initiated efforts in late 1938 towards ‘the super-
vision and liquidation of Jewish property without injury to production and 
national wealth’. imredy’s further call for a ‘europe-wide solution to the Jewish 
question’40 was entirely consistent with what romania and poland, by then, 
were also actively promoting. Madagascar was the suggested destination for the 
majority of the Jews, regardless of all the evidence that this was preposterous.41 
interestingly, others, such as the serbian ultra-nationalist, vaso cubrilovic, 
read into the nazi removal of their Jews a precedent for the eviction of other 
unwanted minorities. a world war would not break out, he argued, if what the 
germans had done to them, Yugoslavia did to its albanians.42 
 The problem with following the german example was that it could lead 
in entirely unpredictable directions. poland, for instance, had repudiated its 
Minorities obligations without notable censure in 1934, but four years later its 
denaturalisation law, aimed at getting its retaliation in first against any nazi 
attempt to return an estimated 50,000 german-domiciled Jews with polish 
passports, rebounded when germany began simply dumping large numbers of 
them on its border. what followed was like a chain reaction. The condition of 
the refugees rapidly deteriorated at the border crossing where neither poles nor 
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germans would take responsibility for them. The son of one benighted family, 
hershel grynspan, took out his frustrations by shooting a member of the 
german embassy staff. goebbels saw in it the perfect pretext for a ‘spontaneous 
demonstration’ of popular outrage at Jewish perfidy: Kristallnacht.43

 adam tooze has noted how closely the nationwide pogrom of 9 november 
was bound up with the sudeten crisis, indeed how violent nazi energy ‘during 
the tension-filled summer of 1938 unloaded itself not in war, but an unprec-
edented assault on the Jewish population’.44 But where in all this was the west? 
were Britain or france just going to stand by and watch the spectacle of some 
200,000 Jews cast into the wilderness? was the Us after nearly two decades of 
sitting on the sidelines finally going to come to the rescue? for a brief moment, 
in the spring of 1938, that seemed possible when president roosevelt called 
for an international conference on the refugee crisis. it met at evian, on the 
franco-swiss border, and at the president’s initiative led to the formation the 
intergovernmental committee on refugees (igBr), seemingly in the process 
superseding the febrile efforts of the league. Yet if a desperate Jewry had some 
notion that this was going to be the occasion when the big powers would stand 
up to hitler, they were to be sorely disappointed. evian proved the occasion 
where all the nations present stood up and said they did not have room for 
any Jews, the Us included. worse, some, like the australians and canadians, 
took the opportunity to state that they did not very much like them anyway 
and did not want the problems they would bring. as the Zionist leader chaim 
weizmann acidly summarized, the world had become divided ‘into two camps, 
one of countries expelling Jews, and the other of countries which did not admit 
them’.45

 what tends to be forgotten is that roosevelt was all along working to a 
proposition: that an economic deal could be struck with the nazis providing 
for a mass european Jewish emigration, supported by sufficient funds. Thus, his 
intervention could be read as that of a great liberal (as well as prescient) leader 
not only prepared to break the mould by lending a helping hand to the Jews in 
their hour of need but admitting them into the american embrace, or finding 
them homes elsewhere. But while immigration restrictions were marginally 
eased in the Us in the wake of evian, as indeed in Britain, largely under public 
pressure, negotiating the mass Jewish release from the nazis all revolved 
around money. More precisely, the so-called rublee–schacht negotiations were 
premised on the expectation that the ‘rich’ Jews of the Usa and Britain could 
find a sum of at least 1.5 billion reichsmarks as demanded by Berlin to secure a 
foreign currency loan against which the already sequestrated assets of germany 
Jewry would be nominally offset.46

 clearly, there were shades of ha’avara here, in which schacht, germany’s 
one-time economic wizard, had played a critical role. The very fact that the 
ex-economics Minister was brought back for this new project, with the direct 
authority of hitler, suggests that the nazis were in earnest. it was surely no 
coincidence that in January 1939 when the negotiations were meant to get 
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into full swing göring gave heydrich a new mandate to form a central agency 
for Jewish emigration. But Berlin’s anticipation (as in a sense roosevelt’s) was 
premised on the confabulated notion that ‘Jewish high finance’ could pluck any 
sum out of its bottomless hat. putting aside the grotesque truth that the whole 
scheme was predicated on the idea of western Jews ransoming german Jews 
in order to give the nazis the wherewithal with which to continue their drive 
to war, the sums involved were vastly in excess of anything Jewish organiza-
tions could raise, and at a time when they were already severely overtaxed with 
immediate relief needs.47

 no sooner had negotiations for mass exit began, moreover, than they started 
to unravel. Us outrage at Kristallnacht was reflected in roosevelt’s own state of 
the Union address four days into 1939 in which the nazi threat to Us security 
and its core values of democracy and religious freedom were explicitly linked.48 
hitler responded with his infamous speech on 30 January, in which he chillingly 
prophesied:

if international Jewish financiers in and outside europe should succeed in plunging 
the nations once again into a world war, then the result will not be the Bolshevisation 
of the earth and with it the victory of Jewry, but the annihilation of the Jewish race in 
europe.49

The conventional wisdom treats these lines simply as evidence of hitler’s 
intention to commit the holocaust. however, as Yehuda Bauer has emphasized, 
the führer was actually demanding that the Jews should be settled outside 
europe by international agreement. to be sure, the threat is blatant: if the west 
wouldn’t act, the problem would be solved by other means.50

 But then, if the west was already under the complete control of ‘international 
Jewry’ – the Bolsheviks included – at stake was not just whether washington 
and london were intent on scuppering the nazi demand to have the european 
Jews removed, preferably to some tropical reservation. The same would also 
be true of hitler’s ‘just’ demands in the east. from a hitlerian perspective, the 
speech thus becomes one last desperate if shrill bid to keep the schacht–rublee 
negotiations on track and in so doing to break the Jewish stranglehold. in short, 
we have here the ultimate case of projection: one in which it is not hitler who 
is preparing the groundwork for another world war but christian civilization’s 
oldest and greatest enemy. 
 can we really countenance such projection as the casus belli for september 
1939? it would certainly demand a very different way of looking at the origins 
of the war. instead of travelling in separate compartments, the ‘Jewish question’ 
and geo-politics would have to be reconsidered through a broadly intercon-
nected psycho-cultural as well as political prism. Yet we have already proposed 
that a precedent exists. in 1917, and again in 1919, european atavism broke on 
to centre stage in the notion that the Jews had the power to determine the course 
of the great war and its aftermath. The great paradox was that by 1939 hitler 
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had stripped the pathology bare. The Jews as a collective entity had been shown 
to have neither physical let alone cosmic attributes. The evidence was for all to 
see in the summer of 1939 when the german ship, the St Louis, moved back and 
forth across the atlantic with its forlorn cargo of unwanted refugees. where was 
Jewish power now? The emergence of a Zionist body grandiloquently entitled 
the world Jewish congress was a tribute only to the presumption. Barring its 
supporting role in an anglo-french effort to sabotage romanian efforts to 
move into the axis sphere in early 1938, by way of invoking the goga regime’s 
violation of the Minorities treaties,51 its impact was precisely nil. of course, 
in the increasingly surreal atmosphere in the run-up to war there were some 
bizarre schemes, such as that of polish colonels to encourage a polish–Jewish 
invasion of British palestine, to which some desperate Jews (in this case extreme 
revisionist Zionists) were party.52 Many Jewish representatives were present at 
evian but all were cold-shouldered by the official delegates. some months later, 
British foreign secretary lord halifax informed laski that the Jewish question 
would not be affecting ‘the British government’s conduct of negotiations with 
the german government on matters involving peace or war’.53

 only the nazis remained convinced that the Jews were the key. and in that 
discrepancy between Berlin’s view and the rest, who had relegated them to an 
irrelevance, lay the trap into which Jews of europe now fell.54 evian had already 
demonstrated that shorn of any pretext upon which they might ‘perform with 
the others’ the game of ‘really serious, practical political affairs’55 there could be 
no additional plea on humanitarian grounds. More than a year before the first 
shots had been fired, the west had abandoned its fellow protagonists in the 
creation of an occidental civilization and in so doing sealed their continental 
fate. no wonder, seventy years on, mainstream Jewish views on israel–palestine 
remain so unyielding. The historians’ role is certainly not to pardon. But if the 
saying that ‘the palestinians are the last victims of the holocaust’ is a true one, 
the Jews’ own experience at the hands of their fellow westerners may go some 
way to explaining it. 
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chapter 21

The Sudeten Crisis of 1938: Beneš and Munich

Milan Hauner

in the life of edvard Beneš (1884–1948), the second and fourth president of 
czechoslovakia (1935–8 and 1945–8), Munich figures as the most traumatic 
moment. The ten years that remained in Beneš’ life were his most dramatic. 
among the four major charges levelled against Beneš by his critics were the 
Munich surrender, selling czechoslovakia down the river to stalin, opposition 
vis-à-vis slovak autonomy and the expulsion of sudeten germans after 1945. 
The first charge affected Beneš most deeply. he admitted the traumatic impact 
of Munich several times while in exile, in the most startling way in august 1942 
as the British government officially announced the annulment of the Munich 
Diktat: ‘from september 1938, sleeping and waking, i was continu ously 
thinking of this objective – to annul Munich and its conse quences ... which for 
the last four years perhaps constituted the only aim of my life.’1 
 what is called the ‘events of Munich’ were not merely the two conference 
days in the Bavarian capital from 29 to 30 september 1938 or the two weeks 
of dramatic events in the second half of september. Munich can be best under-
stood as a tragedy in three acts,2 starting with the abortive sudeten uprising3 
and the departure of lord runciman4 from prague that resulted from hitler’s 
inflammatory speech at the nazi party really at nuremberg on 12 september: a 
‘curtain-raiser’ opening the drama.5 The first act was spectacularly accentuated by 
the announcement of the British prime Minister’s first flight to germany to meet 
hitler. as for the czechoslovak president, he steadfastly refused to encounter the 
german dictator in person.6 in doing so, Beneš made himself not only entirely 
dependent on the British and french mediators, but seriously limited his options. 
in the latter half of september he faced no more than three choices: war, plebi-
scite or transfer. finding the plebiscite option unworkable since it would lead to 
complete disintegration of the multiethnic republic, Beneš was forced to select 
transfer, of which there were two variants: with or without territory. finding 
the war option impossible for an isolated and abandoned czechoslovakia, 
and finding the plebiscite unacceptable, Beneš had to accept the transfer of 
population with territory, i.e. a physical amputation of czechoslovakia. 
 The first act of the Munich tragedy covered the week between 15 and 
21 september, from the first meeting between chamberlain and hitler in 
Berchtesgaden, which ended with the anglo-french plan and the subse-
quent resignation of the same government under pressure from the public. 
The second act began in Bad godesberg on 22 september, during the second 
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encounter between the British prime Minister and the german dictator. in 
spite of chamberlain’s high expectations to settle the czechoslovak crisis as 
quickly as possible, hitler rejected the anglo-french plan, based on ceding to 
germany all czechoslovak territory inhabited with more than fifty per cent 
german-speakers, and which the czechoslovak government had accepted 
two days earlier under heavy pressure from london and paris. hitler now 
wanted territory where the sudeten germans no longer formed a majority, and 
which, if surrendered by prague, would disrupt the main rail communications 
in czechoslovakia. The new demands, known as the ‘godesberg Ultimatum’, 
were rejected. europe stood on the threshold of a general war. reluctantly, the 
western powers proclaimed partial mobilization. france called up almost half 
a million reservists to strengthen the Maginot line; Britain mobilized reservists 
for the royal navy. The czechoslovak government went a step further. 
following french and British advice, they proclaimed general mobilization in 
the evening of 23 september. forty czech divisions would be ready in a few 
days to face the invaders. german troops, surrounding czechoslovakia on three 
sides, were about the same strength, but better equipped. germany possessed 
an overwhelming superiority in the air, czechoslovakia its incomplete border 
fortifications.7 hitler had still not announced a general mobilization but was 
mounting an extremely noisy and effective propaganda campaign.8 on the 
czech side, however, spirits ran high in spite of the unreliability of ethnic 
minorities, especially the sudeten germans, many of whom did not answer 
the call up. during those five days and nights the czechoslovaks stood on the 
threshold of war. from their point of view, it would have been a just war of 
defence against a nazi invader, to be fought under optimal conditions, with 
france and Britain on their side, possibly even the soviet Union as well, at 
least to act as a deterrent against polish temptation to join germany in the 
attack. czech morale had never been better at any moment of the sudeten 
crisis. Under the new government, led by a one-eyed czech hero of the first 
world war, general Jan syrový, the humiliation of 21 september was quickly 
forgotten. it was also significant that the czechoslovak mobilization was not 
disrupted by a german surprise attack. according to the witnesses closest to 
Beneš, his wife hana and J. smutný, both testified that the president had never 
been seen so content. 
 it was also during the night of 27–28 september that the french premier 
daladier worked on his radio address to incite the french people to do ‘their 
duty’ in the event of war, but which he never delivered.9 however, no speech 
could force the french strategists to abandon their determination to sit the 
next war safely behind the protection of the Maginot line – as it was to be 
demonstrated twelve months later when germany attacked poland. in order 
to be effective, french strategy required fundamental change with the effect 
of ordering french troops to get out of the concrete casemates of their under-
ground fortification and cross the rhine by seizing freiburg, Karlsruhe and 
saarbrücken on the first day of the war.10 in spite of these shortcomings, the 
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main figures on the chessboard seem to be displayed during the second act of 
the ‘Munich tragedy’ in czechoslovakia’s favour. 
 not even Beneš with his elaborate tactics of procrastination could have 
believed in september 1938 that the instruments of diplomacy could have saved 
czechoslovakia’s territorial integrity. The war option, paradoxically, would have 
been the only one left, which might have helped to restore czechoslovakia, provided 
germany could have been defeated. in 1938, however, neither the foreign office 
nor the chiefs of staff – together with the chamberlain government the three 
pillars of British appeasement – believed that germany could have been stopped 
by military means from invading and destroying czechoslovakia. to restore 
czechoslovakia, as it said in the chiefs of staff memorandum of 21 March, could 
‘only be achieved by the defeat of germany and as the outcome of a prolonged 
struggle ... [in which] both italy and Japan would seize the opportunity to further 
their ends, and that in consequence the problem we have to envisage is not that of 
a limited european war only, but of a world war’, lasting many years and whose 
outcome would still be uncertain.11 That view predominated in the official mind 
of the British government until Munich and beyond. 
 The third act of the tragedy opened on 29 september with the Munich 
conference, which would serve at the same time as the dénouement. ever 
since the first act of Berchtesgaden, hitler had given away only very little, in 
anticipation that he would get it soon all back and add more to it. The conference 
abandoned the godesberg Ultimatum in favour of the earlier anglo-french plan 
of 19 september, whose terms were modified only slightly, offering prague a few 
extra days for the evacuation of the czech population from the sudeten districts 
and the withdrawal of the czech military before the Wehrmacht marched in.12

 in describing Beneš’ role of a memoirist–apologist, the dissident czech 
historian Jan tesař compared it to a chameleon-like transformation from 
participant to martyr, from culprit to victim.13 This evolution went through 
multiple stages of re-editing under communist propaganda, which did not 
hesitate to attack Beneš while he was still alive as the protector of the czech 
bourgeoisie, which had betrayed the nation to hitler.14 This transformation 
is detectable in Beneš’ War Memoirs, of which the first volume, which carried 
the title Mnichovské dny [Days of Munich], was never published during his 
lifetime.15 one can clearly discern a constant drive on Beneš’ part to justify his 
behaviour by accusing the western powers of treachery. 
 to his collaborators in london and to his radio audience, Beneš often 
promised to ‘explain Munich and reveal all painful details’ in the form of a 
report, presented after the end of the war in a suitable form, at the national 
assembly. The longer version was incorporated in his Memoirs. neither version, 
however, would reveal the promised painful details. in his ‘report to the 
nation’ of 28 october 1945 before the parliament, Beneš apologized that he 
was still unable ‘in view of certain international factors’, as he put it, to reveal all 
necessary facts that should be made known. nevertheless, he continued, ‘i have 
got all evidence ready to be presented at a moment’s notice when the situation 
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becomes suitable or whenever asked by legitimate authorities.’ only then, Beneš 
concluded, ‘I shall say the full and complete truth about the agonizing events as 
I saw and experienced them.’16 what Beneš meant by ‘suitable moment’ and 
‘legitimate authorities’ has remained a real puzzle. There is no evidence that any 
of Beneš’ colleagues advised against openness while discussing Munich; rather 
the opposite.17 
 it is difficult, for instance, to clarify, what went through Beneš’ mind in the 
days immediately following Munich. he was forced to resign as president of 
czechoslovakia on 5 october and spent the remaining days, prior to his sudden 
departure to england on 22 october, convalescing in consequence of an extreme 
physical and mental exhaustion.18 But we also know that during the first days 
in england, while he worked on his slow recovery, Beneš was also working 
on an unknown version of his memoirs, now lost, assisted by his nephew, 
Bohuš Beneš, a junior diplomat at the czechoslovak legation in london, and 
by an english journalist, w.e. hayter-preston, who had already interviewed 
the president in prague earlier in april and was now helping as editor under 
contract with the london publisher george routledge & sons. The memoirs, 
tentatively entitled They Gave Us a Country, were already advertised on the 
publishers’ autumn list with sensational captions, which Beneš must have found 
distasteful, such as: ‘here you may learn, in the president’s own words, what is 
the president’s attitude to the fate of his country.’19 The new York publisher a. 
Knopf, whom routledge contracted to exploit the american market, proposed 
to serialize immediately the first portion of Beneš’ manuscript before the 
second was even finished. Mrs Knopf argued that ‘if we wait too long it will all 
be dead, and i believe things move more quickly here than they do in england 
and have a shorter life’.20 while routledge advised against serialization, because 
they rightly feared Beneš would not like that, Knopf, chasing the dollar, were 
still insisting on it.21 
 The final editing of the memoirs, with Beneš still convalescing, was suddenly 
interrupted for reasons not entirely clear. The publishers tried to persuade 
Beneš to add to the manuscript a 30,000-word supplement covering the recent 
september crisis. it is not apparent whether he agreed to do that, but from the 
confused correspondence it appears that Beneš was definitely upset by Knopf ’s 
insistence on newspaper serialization. The ensuing legal affair between Beneš 
and the publishers, who sued him for the breach of contract, had to be settled at 
two hearings of the royal court of Justice in december 1938 and January 1939. 
The court decided in Beneš’ favour and issued injunctions against the two 
defendants, routledge and preston, restraining them from publishing the book 
and from using in its subtitle the reference as ‘being the work of, or authorized 
by, dr. Beneš’.22 two weeks after the verdict Mr and Mrs Beneš, in the company 
of their nephew Bohuš, sailed to america.23

 Beneš’ last deliberation on the subject of Munich was in mid-november, 
after he had already encountered difficulties with the They Gave Us a Country 
project. he discussed Munich in the memorable long letter to ‘a czechoslovak 
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politician in prague’.24 a politician of Beneš’ calibre does not write a twenty-five-
page-long letter to exchange frivolities, unless he wants to get a political message 
across. Beneš’ detailed appraisal of his activities was of course written under the 
shadow of Munich, with the purpose of influencing his former collaborators in 
prague. The matter was serious. Beneš felt he had to explain why he preferred 
surrender rather than war. in the first part of the letter he pledged ‘never in the 
future to try to prove that anyone was guilty regarding the september events . . . 
and accept fully accountability in situations where i was responsible’. he admits 
that, constitutionally, it should have been the government to take responsibility 
instead of him, but that it was him who in most cases acted. But he would have 
never acted without prior understanding and agreement with his colleagues in 
the government, he underlined.25 further, in the letter he mentions that he has 
been preparing his memoirs: 

and even if they will not be published immediately, i shall say everything as it really 
happened, without attacking or accusing anyone. i shall provide facts regarding internal 
as well as external affairs. not in order to defend my policy – i regard it simply as 
my duty to elucidate this historically important period . . . if war comes to europe, to 
germany, to central europe, or a break-up, or a revolution, or morass, etc.26 

will he be able to keep his word?
 The other subject Beneš felt he had to explain to his domestic supporters was 
the war itself. since July 1932, when he returned from the fruitless disarmament 
conference in geneva, Beneš claimed that he realized that war in europe was 
inevitable. here he describes his message to the general staff: ‘i am giving you 
four years,’ he allegedly told them, ‘the crisis will break out in 1936. By then, 
we must be ready.’27 for a small country with limited resources, czechoslovakia 
made a strenuous effort to re-arm, but four, not even six, years would be 
sufficient. regarding her alliances, for which Beneš was directly responsible, 
the results were rather poor, except the problematic treaty with the soviet 
Union, which looked good on paper, but could not be invoked without france 
marching first against germany. to reach even a declaration of neutrality from 
poland and hungary did not seem achievable without substantial territorial 
concessions on the part of czechoslovakia. her military alliance with romania 
and Yugoslavia, known as the little entente, had been originally designed 
against the restoration of the habsburgs and was useless against a german 
threat. 
 in september 1938 czechoslovakia’s defences were put to a test. her 40 
divisions allied to 100 french would have been a real deterrent to germany. 
when the french hesitated, Beneš refused to fight alone (‘i shall not lead the 
nation to slaughterhouse’), nor could he rely, for complex political, ideological 
but also military reasons, on an isolated soviet offer. But he was almost enthu-
siastic, as shown between september 23 and 28, to go to war with a firm 
guarantee of french and British help. on the other hand, should france and 
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Britain refuse to declare war on germany, which everyone expected would be 
unleashed by a german invasion of czechoslovakia, and very probably with 
poland and hungary joining in, russia would merely send warplanes, and the 
whole world, not only german propaganda, would present the affair as the 
‘second spanish war’. ‘to this’, Beneš continues, ‘we must add the question of 
our [sudeten] germans, our slovaks, and the fear of being in coalition with 
russia.’28 consequently, Beneš asked himself with a cool sense of logic: was 
it better to undergo the amputation but maintain the rest of the territory, or 
risk everything, including the loss of state? was it better to choose openly an 
alliance with russia alone and accept the consequences thereby implied, such 
as ‘Bolshevization’ all over the central european region and the hostility of the 
west? or retreat and consolidate, having been betrayed by allies and facing 
a vastly superior enemy, while keeping remnants of the state until the next 
settling of accounts with germany, which had to come soon? was there any 
chance of soviet troops and warplanes coming to rescue of czechoslovakia in 
spite of the absence of a common border and the hostile attitude of poland and 
romania, blocking the passage? 
 although for reasons of propaganda Beneš praised publicly the soviet readiness 
to help czechoslovakia, military experts on both sides reached a negative 
conclusion. The short appearance of a romanian document in the 1980s arose 
speculations that Bucharest in the end had agreed with the transit and overflight 
by the red army and air force in the last week of september 1938. They 
proved premature.29 The document turned out to be fake. The ensuing debate, 
corroborated by additional research in east european archives in the process of 
opening after 1990, proved nevertheless stimulating30 and was earmarked by the 
publication of hugh ragsdale’s near-definitive study on the question of soviet 
assistance to czechoslovakia in the context of soviet–polish relations.31 
 for three years, Beneš kept his pledge not to comment on Munich. readers 
found in his next book, Democracy Today and Tomorrow, scarcely any infor-
mation on the Munich conference.32 two years later, however, he finally broke 
his silence about Munich when he launched an offensive for the full recog-
nition of his exile government in a manuscript entitled The Fall and Rise of a 
Nation. The foreign office strongly disapproved of his criticism of the British 
policy of appeasement and his interpretation of Munich as a national sacrifice. 
‘everything i predicted has happened,’ the over-confident Benes often said. That 
did not go well with the foreign office, which turned down Beneš’ manuscript.33

 The first draft of Beneš’ Memoirs with the key chapter on Munich was 
completed in october 1943. in it, Beneš returns to the question of starting 
the european war in 1938 for the sake of czechoslovakia that was willing to 
participate only as part of a ‘great alliance’, including the soviet Union34 and 
the United states, whose participations Beneš felt would be necessary to defeat 
nazi germany.35 however, Beneš’ claim of having [almost] always the right 
foresight and answer to approaching crises is echoed in his Memoirs, in which 
he refers to a certain ‘plan’.
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 he first announced the existence of such a plan in his radio broadcast of 22 
september 1938, immediately after the government’s capitulation to the anglo-
french ultimatum (‘i have a plan for all seasons and will not be diverted by 
anything’).36 however, his abstract speech did not reveal any details of the ‘plan’. 
The speech was designed to calm down the angry czech population, enraged 
because of the surrender of the czechoslovak government. 
 it was only in the manuscript of his Memoirs, drafted several years later 
during the war in london, that Beneš revealed the details of his ‘plan’, which he 
divided into three parts.
 in the first part he discussed the war option with germany, which he 
considered inevitable and bound to break out at any moment. Beneš himself 
wanted war now, i.e. in 1938, but france and Britain saw the situation differently:

They preferred negotiations with germany to their and our detriment. They forced us 
to make concessions which are murderous for us as well as them. if we had rejected 
them, we would have been completely abandoned by france and Britain and at once 
obliterated by germany. plain rejection of these painful concessions and an isolated 
czech–german war would have created the worst possible situation for us.37 

The second part of the plan involved refusing the war option. This left two remaining 
alternatives: the plebiscite and/or the transfer of sudeten germans.38 in the event of 
negotiations failing and leading to the outbreak of war, france, great Britain and the 
soviet Union ‘would support us’. There was no other way to keep the west ‘on our 
side’. so ‘we had to go in making concessions up to the very limit of our endurance, 
including self-sacrifice. in spite of this catastrophe, our nation must remain united 
and calm.’ it was his intention, Beneš continued, to reach an agreement with the 
poles, for the break-up of czechoslovakia would mean the end of poland as well. 
Beneš was predicting that if his plan of negotiations failed, the czechs would suffer 
heavy territorial losses, but he felt a truncated state must be preserved. Beneš 
insisted, ‘it is our duty – a terrible duty in the present difficult circumstances – to 
preserve the state, even deformed, at all cost until the moment when the next crisis 
with germany arrives. such crisis will certainly come and lead to general war, which 
will return to us everything what we shall lose now.’ henceforth, Beneš’ endeavour 
for the remaining ten years of his life was dominated by the complex drive to clear 
his name . This strenuous effort has entered czech historical writing under the term 
of the ‘undoing of Munich’ [odčiňování Mnichova].39

 Beneš, though his hands were not soiled by touching hitler’s at any of the 
september 1938 conferences, must be seen, nevertheless, as one of the principal 
invisible participants. his undoing of his role in the Munich agreement 
comprised two parts. one was official, which consisted of continuous 
criticism of the appeasers, especially at the foreign office and Quae d’orsay, 
for the destruction of czechoslovakia. Then, as soon as the international 
situation improved, Beneš would be able to concentrate on the restoration of 
czechoslovakia with her pre-Munich borders. 
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 The other repudiation efforts were discrete and covered three incidents, 
forcing Beneš to make unexpected turns, denials and reinterpretations as well as 
time-consuming ventures to re-write history, or simply to cover up the subject 
in deep silence. The first affair became known as the ‘solicited ultimatum’, 
originating in an alleged plot by the czechoslovak premier Milan hodža, but 
with a tacit understanding of the rest of the government, the army leadership 
and president Beneš, in response to the anglo-french plan, delivered on 19 
september, of surrendering the majority german-speaking sudeten districts 
of czechoslovakia to germany. The plot looked like a two-stage affair. during 
the first stage, the czechoslovak government would vociferously reject the 
ultimatum as unacceptable in order to pacify the angry street mobs, while 
during the second phase the western diplomats, returning in the dead of night 
with the enforced ‘solicited ultimatum’, left no option to the czechoslovak 
government but to accept. The key disputed document was the despatch of the 
french Minister in prague, victor de lacroix, of 20 september, which contained 
the phrase ‘providing cover’ to save the czechoslovak government’s reputation.40 
Beneš intuitively, without possessing any evidence, declared the text unreliable 
and tampered with by georges Bonnet, the french foreign Minister and evil 
ghost of Quai d’orsay. The text of the auspicious telegram, however, could not 
remain secret too long. within several weeks it was commented upon and 
appeared in the french press, and was reproduced at length later, upsetting 
Beneš enormously.41 during the war he would devote a great deal of energy and 
dexterity to prove that the telegram had been tinkered with and must be treated 
a forgery, engaging even the poor de lacroix to revoke the genuine version of 
his despatch and forcing hodža in exile to re-write several times his affidavits.42 
Beneš’ elaborate refutation of the ‘solicited ultimatum’ has been seriously 
weakened by the evidence now available in British and french archives.43 The 
second affair concerned an alleged readiness by Beneš and hodža to offer pieces 
of czechoslovak territory to the reich during several conversations they held 
with foreign diplomats prior to the anglo-french plan of 19 september.44 
 The third incident involved the nečas Mission. The irrefutable evidence 
associated with the nečas Mission makes the need of continuous criticism 
of the previous two incidents irrelevant. it destroys the key portion of Beneš’ 
argument against the ‘solicited ultimatum’ that he never offered a piece of 
czechoslovak territory to hitler prior to the delivery of the anglo-french 
plan. what was the nečas Mission and why did Beneš decide to suppress its 
existence in his Memoirs? The nečas Mission was an impromptu decision on 
the part of Beneš on 15 september in reaction to the news he received from 
london that chamberlain was about to fly to Munich to meet hitler. Beneš 
realized that chamberlain was about to propose to hitler territorial concessions 
to solve the sudeten crisis, which had reached a stalemate after the henlein 
party had rejected the so-called fourth plan. That plan contained maximal 
czech concessions but was still based on maintaining the territorial integrity of 
czechoslovakia. The czech–german stalemate turned even worse after hitler’s 
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inflammatory speech at the nuremberg nazi party rally. This was followed by 
the sudeten germans, assisted from across the border from nazi germany, 
launching an uprising. The czechoslovak authorities proclaimed martial law 
in the sudetenland.45 a complete deadlock added to the stalemate. for the 
first time, the czechs had no domestic partner to negotiate about the sudeten 
problem. Beneš and his government realized they would have to ‘negotiate’ with 
hitler directly, which Beneš found impossible. hence the only option left – save 
war – was to leave the negotiations completely in the hands of the anglo-french 
mediators. 
 in order to try and thwart the hitler–chamberlain encounter Beneš had 
to devise a plausible counter-offer of territorial and other concessions to be 
offered to hitler through french and British intermediaries, but subject to 
further transfer of between 1.5 and 2 million sudeten germans. Beneš hoped 
that despite the concessions he was prepared to give hitler, czechoslovakia as 
a whole would preserve her fortifications along the german border and that 
the economic cohesion of the country would be respected. needless to say, the 
entire operation, which some historians call the ‘fifth plan’, was anti-constitu-
tional and one would not find a single deputy of the czechoslovak parliament 
ready to accept it. The carrier of Beneš’ secret offer was Jaromír nečas, a social 
democrat and Minister of social services in the hodža government. in addition, 
he was also president Beneš’ liaison with french socialists, especially the former 
prime Minister léon Blum. among the salient points of Beneš’ instructions to 
nečas were the following:

explain to our allies why a plebiscite would be absolutely impossible and impractical 
to conduct here . . . grant germany so and so much thousands of square kilometres of 
territory . . . not sure how much exactly: between 4000 and 6000 sq. km . . . but [this 
must be] accompanied by the transfer of 1.5 to 2 Million sudeten german in exchange 
. . . while ‘democrats, socialists and Jews,’ would stay with us . . . under no circumstance 
must it be know that all this came from me . . . not a word must be whispered to osusky 
[czechoslovak Minister in paris]; request the same [discretion] from our french 
friends. finally, destroy these notes.46 

nečas flew to paris on 15 september. two days later, he appeared in london, 
where the anglo-french weekend conversation took place. daladier tried 
to communicate the gist of nečas’ notes to chamberlain during the lunch 
break, but to no avail. having met hitler for the first time on 15 september, 
chamberlain was convinced that hitler was not bluffing about invading 
czechoslovakia. he thought he could help to prevent the outbreak of war by 
granting the sudeten germans the right to self-determination. daladier, who 
did not like the plebiscite idea, disagreed and spent the rest of the meeting 
trying to persuade chamberlain to change his mind.47 he eventually succeeded 
and the daladier–chamberlain compromise, which replaced the idea of plebi-
scite with a direct transfer of population and territory, formed the basis of the 
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ensuing anglo-french proposal, sent to prague on the following day, and which 
was at first rejected by the czechoslovak government. 
 Thus Beneš’ secret offer arrived too late to be taken seriously by either the 
french or the British, as chamberlain had already offered hitler a better deal 
in his first meeting: all sudeten territory inhabited by more than fifty per cent 
german speakers.48 Beneš’ offer can be seen as a further elaboration of his 
subsequent suggestion to the french envoy de lacroix, despatched to paris on 
17 september, that he was ready to relinquish territory to germany, by referring 
obliquely to the peace negotiations of 1919.49 Thus, instead of improving 
czechoslovakia’s resolve to resist the nazi threat, Beneš’ secretive initiative 
to avoid war through compromise and half-baked concessions strengthened 
chamberlain’s and the foreign office’s resolve to abandon czechoslovakia by 
appeasing hitler. france, willy-nilly, followed suit. 
 to re-evaluate the nečas Mission is absolutely crucial for any updated inter-
pretation of the dénouement of the sudeten crisis in its last dramatic stages 
leading to the Munich Diktat. czech and slovak historians, even after 1990, 
when they had full access to domestic and foreign archives, seem to be slow in 
fully appraising the consequences of the nečas Mission during the final stage of 
the sudeten crisis.50 without the critical appraisal of the nečas Mission and the 
subsequent fate of Beneš’ original instructions, one would find it difficult if not 
impossible to explain why Beneš first delayed and then suppressed the publi-
cation of the Days of Munich, the first volume of his wartime Memoirs. when 
later in the war he learned that nečas did not destroy his original instructions 
from 15 september 1938, Beneš must have realized that his version of events 
in the Days of Munich could not hold ground if attacked by his communist and 
non-communist enemies.51 Beneš’ instructions to nečas, in my view, did defini-
tively contribute to daladier’s strange behaviour at Munich and his reluctance 
to defend czechoslovakia’s integrity by a declaration of war on germany.52

 Beneš’ chief task in exile was to restore the czechoslovak state in its 
pre-Munich borders. having rejected the pro-czechoslovak slovaks (hodža, 
osuský) and anti-nazi germans (Jaksch) as partners, Beneš succeeded single-
handed to pursue his vision, which even the hostile British foreign office 
reluctantly accepted over a three-year period during 1940–2. however, it is 
important to realize that the restoration of czechoslovakia with her pre-Munich 
borders was not on Beneš’ agenda during the first months following Munich, 
when he seemed to have accepted the truncated shape of czecho-slovakia, 
with the bulk of the sudetenland outside its borders, and preached a radical 
geo-political relocation eastwards in order to attain a common border with the 
Ussr.53 
 for three years, Beneš remained silent on Munich. in mid-1941, after the 
soviet Union had been invaded by germany, Beneš returned to the subject of 
Munich in his off-the-cuff conversations with his collaborators while he was 
working on his manuscript The Fall and Rise. to his archivist and ‘ghost-writer’ 
Jan opočenský, he revealed that during the dramatic month of september 1938 
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he considered three options: either to risk war and die amidst his mobilized 
troops, or to commit suicide to shake up the west. in the end, he took the third 
option of going into exile in order ‘bring the nation on the right side’ of the war, 
which he believed must come soon.54  
 perhaps no other British historian had been more intimately associated with 
the controversy over appeasement than the late a.J.p. taylor. an opponent of 
Munich as a young labour party activist, he chose nevertheless to challenge the 
stultified anti-Munich attitude by notoriously defining Munich as ‘a triumph 
for all that was best and most enlightened in British life; a triumph for those 
who had preached equal justice between peoples’,55 which can be interpreted in 
two ways: either as a revisionist defence of those who denounced the harshness 
and short-sightedness of versailles, or as a sarcastic indictment of the British 
establishment at that time, enacted by its worst representative (chamberlain). 
according to taylor, Munich was not a triumph for hitler at all.56 as for Beneš, 
taylor thought he emerged as the ‘true victor of Munich in the long run’. as if 
he wanted to underline this conclusion in his inimitable way, taylor liked to 
tell the following story (which i personally heard from him in 1976). during 
a visit in prague in 1946 taylor was taken by president Beneš to the window 
of his study at the castle to enjoy the magnificent view of the city. ‘look, isn’t 
she beautiful [in the czech language, prague is, of course, a female], the only 
unspoiled city in central europe, and all my doing.’ when taylor raised his 
eyebrows, Beneš added: ‘By accepting the Munich settlement i saved prague 
and my people from destruction.’ at this point taylor, showing his mischievous 
smile, added: ‘i do not suggest that this was the lesson of Munich which a future 
historian should necessarily accept ...’57 indeed, we should not.
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chapter 22

Poland and the Origins of the Second World War

Piotr S. Wandycz

The second world war began with an unprovoked german attack on poland 
by air, sea and land on 1 september 1939. ostensibly, the reason was the polish 
rejection of hitler’s terms: annexation of danzig and an extraterritorial highway 
through the ‘corridor’. on 17 september the red army, acting in collusion with 
germany, marched into eastern poland. such historians as Mariusz wołos and 
sergei sluch regard this fact as marking the entry of the Ussr into the second 
world war.1 
 The seventieth anniversary of the outbreak of the war intensified the 
discussion about its origins and the role played by poland. new works appeared 
while older were scrutinized.2 writings stemming from political ‘mythology’ 
or ‘historical revisionism’, especially in russia, hardly deserve mention.3 it is 
worthwhile, however, to ponder a more balanced view of a russian historian 
who wrote: 

all leading european powers bear to some extent the blame for the outbreak of the war. 
The major and greatest guilt should be assigned to the hitlerite leadership of germany 
which fervently strove to arrive at a military conflict. Both the Munich policy of the 
western powers and the non-aggression pact between hitler and stalin contributed to 
broaden the nazi aggression.4 

starting with the treaty of versailles and its fulfilment or non-fulfilment by 
Britain, france and germany in the 1920s and 1930s, going on to appeasement, 
the czechoslovak crisis and the ribbentrop–Molotov pact of 1939 with its 
secret protocol, we see poland figuring prominently in all of them. Questions 
and interpretations vary regarding poland‘s responsibility for the war. what 
were the options of polish diplomacy in 1939? was danzig the real cause, as it 
was presented in some quarters then – the famous article by the french rightist 
politician Marcel déat‚ ‘Mourir pour Danzig’5 – and later? was great Britain 
also guilty? in 1939, on warsaw’s ruins, the nazis put the sign ‘england this is 
your work.’ 
 The treaty of versailles has been subjected to various criticisms. John 
Maynard Keynes, the British economist, vilified the major peacemakers and 
denounced the clauses of the treaty.6 in fact, germany was not ruined and 
was to receive more western aid than it ever paid in reparations. nonetheless, 
the revisionist view has persisted. george Kennan claimed that the second 
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world war resulted from ‘the very silly, humiliating punitive peace imposed 
on germany’.7 More recently, vladimir putin, the russian premier, compared 
versailles to a ticking bomb. 
 Years of painstaking research have produced a more balanced appraisal.8 
The editors of a major work on the subject concluded that ‘scholars although 
remaining divided, now tend to view the treaty as the best compromise that the 
negotiators could have reached in the existing circumstances’.9 according to 
alan sharp, ‘The settlement was not perfect, it contained the potential seeds of 
future conflict, but also the potential for more hopeful future.’10 
 Most germans considered the treaty as a shameful Diktat. This was hardly 
surprising given germany’s wartime hegemonic designs as embodied in the 
treaties it had imposed on the vanquished russia (Brest–litovsk) or romania 
(Bucharest). The germans never felt that they had been defeated on the battle-
field. even harsh post-second world war critics of versailles such as henry 
Kissinger admitted that ‘having considered the pre-war world too confining, 
germany was not likely to be satisfied with any terms available after defeat’.11 
given this german attitude, versailles was, as Jacques Bainville put it, ‘Une 
paix trop douce pour ce qu’elle a de dur’. it hurt germany, but did not deprive 
it of means of re-emerging as a great power capable of seeking revenge and 
overthrowing the treaty. 
 This can be seen nowhere more clearly demonstrated than in the provisions 
regarding german–polish borders. The polish issue in paris was important and 
controversial.12 The poles sought a settlement based partly on ethnographic 
and partly on strategic considerations.13 The attitude of the ‘Big Three’ allied 
leaders – clemenceau (france), lloyd george (Britain) and wilson (Usa) – 
toward poland stemmed from their own peace programmes. for france, the 
key issue was guarding itself against a potentially more powerful germany. 
hence the slogan securité d’abord. germany was to be hemmed in between 
france reaching the rhine and its ally, a big poland regaining the provinces 
once annexed by prussia and having a secure access to the Baltic. east prussia 
could be demilitarized, like the rhineland. 
 such terms, which the allied experts did not consider unreasonable, stood 
no chance of being accepted by wilson and lloyd george. The Us president 
was intent on basing peace on the principle of national self-determination (a 
very difficult concept to apply to the mixed east–central european region) 
combined with a system of security achieved through the league of nations. 
imperfect arrangements could be resolved within the framework of the latter. 
wilson blamed balance of power, secret diplomacy, alliances and rival blocs as 
responsible for the war. with open diplomacy, democracy would prevail and 
assure peace and stability. although eulogized by the poles as their protector 
during the war, wilson had little knowledge of and no special sympathy for the 
polish claims.14 
 British objectives as formulated by lloyd george, and supported by such 
politicians as Marshal Jan smuts, were to re-establish a stable europe with 
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germany eventually returning to its role of a continental power. deprived of its 
colonies, its powerful navy, and burdened with increased reparations, germany 
would no longer threaten Britain. lloyd george believed a large poland would 
strengthen france, and he preferred by far the germans (‘one of the most 
vigorous and powerful races of the world’) to the poles. The german leaders 
opposed every possible concession and every territorial claim to poland and 
attempted to deprecate polish civilization and capacity.15 lloyd george feared 
that Berlin would reject the treaty. having satisfied British interests, lloyd 
george was more than willing to sacrifice those of poland. eventually, with an 
unfulfilled promise of a British–american guarantee for france, he succeeded 
in making clemenceau go along.16 
 The polish–german borders as traced by versailles and subsequently 
completed after plebiscites in Upper silesia and southern districts of east 
prussia fell short of adequate security considerations. access to the Baltic sea 
was restricted to a very narrow band of territory, which separated germany 
from east prussia. The germans quickly called it ‘the corridor’ to stress its 
artificiality, although this had been old polish land annexed by prussia during 
poland’s partitions. The only harbour – danzig (gdańsk) – was made into a 
free city with certain polish commercial and maritime rights safeguarded. as 
set out in the treaty, the borders were hardly defensible. They also left some 
million poles in germany and several hundred thousand germans in poland. 
poland could do nothing but accept them and thereafter oppose all german 
revisionist claims. 
 The peacemakers did not establish poland’s eastern borders, in view of 
the revolutionary chaos in russia and the lack of a clear policy toward the 
Bolsheviks. Their preference was for a minimal strictly ethnic border, the 
so-called curzon line. it took a war between poland and red russia in 
1919–21, which ended with a compromise – the treaty of riga – to trace a 
frontier between the two countries. as regards the formerly austrian eastern 
galicia, the peacemakers were reluctant about recognizing it as part of poland, 
and did so tentatively. The teschen (cieszyn, těšin) silesia, which the czechs 
seized in 1919, was denied to the poles. The polish eastern borders were finally 
recognized by the allied powers only in 1923. 
 The polish republic was from its beginnings exposed to the enmity of 
germany and soviet russia. Their common ground was opposition to versailles, 
which was regarded as unjust by the former and an imperialist peace by the 
latter. seeking to evade military restrictions imposed on it by the treaty, 
germany found russia a willing accomplice. The treaty of rapallo of 1922 
symbolized the extent of german–russian co-operation. 
 if versailles per se could hardly be regarded as making the second world 
war inevitable, the absence of a firm and consistent implementation process 
raised hopes in germany for its non-fulfilment. not only disagreements 
between france and Britain boded ill for the future – so did the absence of 
the Usa from the league of nations. polish diplomacy had limited room of 
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manoeuvre. relying on germany against russia or vice versa was out of the 
question. The only option was a policy of non-alignment with either neighbour 
and alliances with france and the smaller neighbours in the region.17 Thus, in 
1921, a franco-polish treaty of alliance directed primarily against germany was 
signed. in east central europe, however, only romania was willing to become 
poland’s ally, chiefly against the soviet Union. czechoslovakia was adverse to a 
rapprochement with a poland exposed to german and russian enmity, not to 
mention the recent border dispute. instead, prague concentrated on building 
a regional bloc, dubbed the little entente, which was operative against much-
weakened hungary and habsburg restoration, but not against a great power.
 The inability of bringing warsaw and prague closer together weakened the 
french barrière de l’est viewed as a safeguard against germany. The skirmunt–
Beneš pact signed in 1921 and encouraged by the french remained a dead 
letter. The efforts of Marshal ferdinand foch, the french war hero who visited 
warsaw and prague in 1923, resulted in a franco-czechoslovak alliance but 
without a military convention which figured in the franco-polish alliance. The 
efforts of the chief of the polish general staff, stanisław haller, who visited 
paris to discuss the modalities of possible joint military operations against 
germany and also russia, produced no concrete results. 
 after 1923, the political scene in france and in europe changed drastically. 
french premier raymond poincaré had favoured a hard line toward germany. 
in January 1923 – acting against British wishes – the french forcibly reacted to 
the default of german reparations by entering the ruhr. Berlin’s response was 
passive resistance. The operation ended with a pyrrhic victory. opposed by the 
anglo-saxon powers, france was isolated. even the poles were worried lest the 
ruhr occupation drive germany into the russian arms and lead to an armed 
conflict. hence they adopted a cautious stand during the crisis.
 in May 1924 the fall of the poincaré cabinet opened the way for govern-
ments of the left, dominated by aristide Briand. By applying financial pressure, 
the British and the americans succeeded in having the question of reparations 
divorced from security. at the london conference, a special commission 
chaired by an american charles dawes operated under the slogan ‘Business, 
not politics’. economic stabilization in germany, following the collapse of 
the Mark, was to serve as a base for a working system of collective security. 
‘france put herself in the hands of the bankers and renounced her freedom of 
action.’18 Under these circumstances, paris began to have second thoughts about 
the value of its alliance with poland, looked upon as a poor substitute for an 
agreement with russia.19 
 polish diplomacy had to redefine its policies and tactics. at the london 
conference, poland ‘was left out in the cold’ – so complained polish foreign 
Minister aleksander skrzyński (1922–3 and 1924–6), arguably the most 
outstanding polish diplomat and theorist. skrzyński formulated broad principles 
on which he based his foreign policy. he insisted that national objectives and 
interests ought to be in harmony with major trends of international society 20 
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The chief objective was lasting peace, and there was no peace without justice, no 
justice without law, and law stemmed from the treaties. hence skrzyński enthu-
siastically supported the triple concept of arbitration, security and disarmament 
and the defunct geneva protocol. he believed that for poland collective 
security was more important than alliances, not that he ignored the impor-
tance of military power. poland, given its exposed position between germany 
and russia, was in need of special guarantees, and at no time would he even 
consider any territorial concessions. 
 at the beginning of 1925 polish diplomacy had to confront a new problem 
– gustav stresemann’s proposal of a rhineland pact. offering to recognize 
the territorial status quo in the west, stresemann seemed to accept willingly 
the relevant provisions of versailles – indeed his german critics accused him 
of Erfùllungspolitik. By satisfying the desire of france for security, but not 
extending guarantees to the eastern allies, stresemann strove to achieve a 
new european concert in which germany would be a major partner. in vain 
skrzyński argued that european peace was indivisible and security on the 
rhine had to be complemented by security on the vistula. french attempts 
to involve great Britain in guarantees in the east failed, and paris went along 
with the scheme at the conference of locarno in 1925.21 The poles had to be 
satisfied with an arbitration treaty with germany and a new accord with france 
confirming the franco-polish alliance. The action under the latter, however, 
seemed to depend on the league.22 
 By making a distinction between guaranteed german–french–Belgian borders 
and the german–polish frontier, locarno raised the spectre of revisionism. 
true, the latter was temporarily put on a back burner, and stresemann promised 
not to try to alter the borders by force.23 was skrzyński right to opt for a ‘strategy 
of active participation’ rather than provoke a showdown with france and seek to 
torpedo the conference? his efforts included even a visit to the United states, 
where the Minister vainly hoped to find support in the name of peace and 
democracy. There was no realistic alternative.
 while the ‘spirit of locarno’ prevailed, the next few years saw a gradual 
realization of germany’s plans to free itself from versailles. stresemann had 
joined Briand and ramsay Macdonald, the British prime Minister, as the 
third ‘locarnoite’ and gained admission for germany to the council of the 
league of nations. poland had to be content with just a semi-permanent seat. 
germany used the league forum to raise complaints about the treatment of the 
german minority in poland, just as it seemed to use (although some historians 
disagree) the german–polish customs war to weaken poland’s economy and 
make warsaw more amenable to concessions concerning the ‘corridor’. The 
germans never missed any opportunity to argue to the British and the french 
that a normalization of german–polish relations was not possible without a 
settlement of the ‘corridor’ and Upper silesia.24 
 The British were not opposed to german revisionism provided it was not 
accomplished by force. in fact, they expected it, having no stake in poland’s 
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territorial integrity. Briand thought that poland could make some territorial 
concessions to germany, using the machinery of the league. Both the french 
and the British showed interest in the german idea of poland abandoning the 
‘corridor’ to germany in exchange for another corridor being created along the 
niemen river to the lithuanian port of Memel.25 This was a wild idea. 
 stresemann’s other diplomatic cards included the soviet Union, which 
regarded locarno as an anti-soviet combination. Thus in april 1926, shortly 
after locarno, germany signed the Berlin treaty of friendship and neutrality 
with Ussr. paris was shocked, and not only poland but also czechoslovakia 
considered the treaty as contrary to locarno. Berlin argued that this was not the 
case. as for Moscow, it manoeuvred between Berlin and warsaw and foreign 
commissar grigory chicherin visited both capitals. Thereafter, the soviet 
Union proposed a russo-polish non-aggression pact, but since warsaw insisted 
on the inclusion of the Baltic states and romania, the project was dropped.
 for the next few years, stresemann’s first priority was a premature evacuation 
of the french-occupied rhineland, which he called ‘the rope of the strangler’. 
he argued that france no longer needed such a physical security guarantee and 
he was willing to offer in exchange a partial payment of reparations. financial 
compensation was also broached in connection with some revision of the border 
with poland. paris and especially warsaw were alarmed, particularly by the 
strategic implications of the evacuation.26 french governing circles were divided 
whether to demand that germany guarantee the polish frontier, leave the issue 
in suspense, or hope for a deal between stresemann and Marshal Józef piłsudski, 
who in May 1926 seized power by a coup d’état.27 a number of polish–german 
technical agreements seemed to indicate that relations between Berlin and 
warsaw were improving. in a conversation between piłsudski and stresemann 
in geneva held in late 1927, both statesmen stressed that one should avoid new 
complications and regularize the mutual relations though negotiations without 
resorting to force. Much to Briand’s disappointment stresemann did not raise the 
border issue, viewing it inopportune at this juncture, but made several oblique 
references to it. referring to a possible polish–russian non-aggression accord, 
he warned that should it go beyond the provisions of versailles regarding polish 
western frontiers, the border issue would be opened. similarly, he asked about 
rumours of poland’s design on east prussia, which piłsudski emphatically denied.
 polish diplomacy, under piłsudski, as the de facto master of poland’s 
destiny, continued the more or less moderate line of skrzyński. arguing that 
a premature evacuation of the rhineland would render french military aid 
to poland much more difficult, warsaw sought a security gage. it could take 
the form of an eastern locarno, or a german–polish pact of non-aggression, 
or a tripartite franco-german–polish treaty. The french government was not 
supportive and even failed to uphold the polish project at the league of nations 
of a general pact of non-aggression. paris was determined not to harm in any 
way its relations with Berlin and Briand seemingly placed hopes on further 
decline of nationalism in germany and the growth of a spirit of reconciliation.
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 stresemann’s death in 1929 marked an evolution, but not in the direction 
france expected. The evacuation of the rhineland in 1930 was accompanied 
by an outburst of nationalist and revisionist passions. The great depression 
further radicalized germany in a right-wing direction. nevertheless, Briand 
and his associates viewed with equanimity a weakening of french ties to 
poland. french, german and Belgian industrialists meeting in 1932 and 1933 
expressed support for the idea of an exchange of the ‘corridor’ for Memel, to 
be followed by a franco-german guarantee and even a military alliance. The 
french general staff, however, still favoured close co-operation with poland 
and tried to apply pressure on the government. But, as soutou put it, the 
question was no longer what france could do for poland, but what poland could 
do for france. 
 poland was virtually excluded from The hague conference in 1930: another 
blow to polish interest and prestige.28 reassurances by Briand now sounded 
rather hollow.29 The polish foreign Minister august Zaleski declared in the 
parliament that poland had never opposed german strivings for friendship 
with france. he added that the franco-polish alliance would facilitate french 
rapprochement with germany.30 This was rather disingenuous. Briand never 
tried to re-establish the pre-locarno balance of power in europe, which had 
favoured poland. as soutou put it, for Briand, ‘the security of france did not 
reside in the intangible respect for the treaties, but rather in an entente with 
germany, even at the price of a certain weakening of the treaty and of french 
leadership especially in eastern europe’.31 a good example was provided by 
the attempts to water down the military alliance (mission of Marshal franchet 
d‘esperey in 1927), which piłsudski rejected. 
 as for germany, the argument that poland was an obstacle to the locarno 
policies of european reconciliation and stabilization was propagandistic. 
indeed, peter Krüger is right to suggest that poland was a touchstone which 
allowed to measure the extent to which germany took seriously such policies. 
if under stresemann the german–polish border issue did not claim priority, 
this changed under the pressure of domestic developments – mainly growing 
chauvinism and revisionism.32 
 Marshal piłsudski watched the developments in the weimar republic and 
was probing the possibility of direct dealings with germany. in the autumn 
of 1930 piłsudski supposedly sent an unofficial emissary, a poznanian lawyer, 
to establish contact with adolf hitler. The message he passed through the 
chief of staff of s.a. otto wagener was roughly as follows.33 as a nationalist, 
piłsudski had followed with sympathy the movement of national awakening 
in germany, but he knew well that nationalism is always accompanied by 
chauvinism. referring to the german–polish border, piłsudski felt that even 
a great statesman could be submerged by the desire for revenge. The ‘corridor’ 
could be a potential cause of hostilities, but the Marshal hoped that it was 
possible to find a solution satisfactory to both nations. once the nazis gained 
power in germany, a treaty of friendship and peace valid for ten years should 
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be signed as quickly as possible, as piłsudski was an old man. it could contain 
a secret clause providing that, within its time span, ‘east prussia would be 
reunited with germany in such fashion as not to imperil poland’s free access to 
the Baltic sea.’ 
 This phrase and some of the other statements quoted verbatim raise serious 
doubts about its validity. after all, wagener wrote about this conversation 
from memory several years later, and his account might have been coloured by 
later events.34 it is hard to imagine that piłsudski wanted to, or indeed was in a 
position to, cede any polish territory.35 
 in spite of likely inaccuracies of wagener’s story, the episode itself was 
important. hitler was impressed that the head of a foreign state approached him 
at this early stage of his career. his respect for piłsudski, which he manifested 
several times later, was bound with the belief that the Marshal, had he lived, 
would have achieved a german–polish reconciliation. This may well have well 
influenced hitler’s attitude toward poland.36 hitler seems to have understood 
the significance of danzig for the poles. piłsudski regarded it as a barometer 
of german–polish relations and made it clear that he would not tolerate 
any infringement of polish rights.37 Thus in august 1932 hitler rebuked the 
president of the danzig senate hermann rauschning, who urged that Berlin 
demand its return to the reich. hitler allegedly said that this would be an 
‘affront to poland’.38 
 what were hitler’s views about poland at that time?39 his all-pervading 
racism, virulent anti-semitism, contempt for the ‘inferior’ races like the slavs 
and notions of a vast Lebensraum can be taken for granted, as was his conviction 
that germany must be a world power or perish. Yet there is little about the 
poles in Mein Kampf. nonetheless, we find a curious remark that in the case 
of a war waged by russia and germany against the west, russia would have to 
defeat the polish state (‘fully in french hands’) to bring its troops to the western 
front. increasingly, hitler saw poland as a function of the german–russian 
relationship, and raised the question: with warsaw against Moscow or vice 
versa?40 
 hitler’s early references to poland and the poles were written in the context 
of such developments as the war with the Bolsheviks in 1920 and the plebiscite 
in Upper silesia. he condemned Berlin’s policies toward poland during the first 
world war. The creation of a polish state at that time he called ‘the greatest 
crime committed against the german nation’.41 Most of these early remarks 
about poland were largely demagogic and did not differ from the virulent anti-
polish diatribes of german nationalists and revisionists. even in february 1933, 
hitler called the ‘corridor’ a ‘hideous injustice’ and demanded its return.42 
 after 1933, the international scene darkened. after gaining the right to 
equality of armaments and violating the disarmament clauses of versailles, 
germany left the league of nations. rumours began to circulate that piłsudski 
had proposed to the french a preventive war against germany. hitler remarked 
that ‘if france had capable statesmen it will attack us during the period of [our 
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preparations], not itself but probably through its vassals in the east’.43 while 
piłsudski’s alleged proposal was most likely little more than soundings in paris 
and sabre rattling, it was taken seriously in Berlin.44 
 piłsudski decided to engage in more active policies of bilateral character with 
both great neighbours. he believed russia was a constant worry to poland while 
germany, temporarily too weak to wage war, would be a greater threat in the 
long run. consequently, he tried to reassure russia of his pacific intentions. one 
can assume that his statement to the soviet envoy in 1926 that he would be a fool 
to think of a war against russia was sincere.45 in 1932 a treaty of non-aggression 
was signed between both states and it was followed by an exchange of visits and 
confidential conversations between high-ranking politicians.
 concentrating on germany after hitler’s coming to power, piłsudski played a 
subtle game in which he sought to reach a firm agreement with Berlin. time was 
pressing as germany was still weak and isolated. The german–polish exchanges 
in 1933, surrounded by secrecy, went through several stages punctuated by 
the joint communiqués about the conversations between hitler and the polish 
envoy alfred wysocki in May and ambassador Józef lipski in november 1933. 
hitler agreed that mutual relations should be maintained in the framework of 
treaties and based on the exclusion of force. he also recognized the validity of 
the polish argument that germany’s departure from geneva created a security 
gap for poland, which needed to be filled. worried by these negotiations, 
Moscow proposed to warsaw a joint guarantee of the Baltic states, and later 
it repeated the same offer to Berlin. it is likely that the purpose was to drive a 
wedge between germany and poland.46 
 on 26 January 1934 the polish–german declaration of non-aggression 
was signed. it stressed the desire for peace and good mutual relations and an 
engagement to seek solution to controversial problems without resorting to 
violence. territorial issues were not mentioned. The declaration produced a 
sensation in europe and speculations about its objective and meaning were 
rife.47 in the short run, the declaration was clearly advantageous for both sides. 
it showed hitler as a reasonable and peaceful leader while it left the door open 
for realization of future plans. The führer expected poland to become a junior 
partner (read satellite) of the reich, assisting it in an ideologically motivated 
crusade for Lebensraum. polish concessions to germany would be compen-
sated in the east. at this point, hitler needed time to consolidate his power and 
achieve superiority of armaments. his immediate major goal was undermining 
the french system of alliances. 
 for poland, the declaration would bring respite from german revisionism, 
which under hitler – seen as an austrian and not prussian – would shift 
to the south east of europe. piłsudski told his collaborators that he could 
guarantee such state of affairs for four years, which turned out to be a correct 
estimate.48 a prominent polish diplomat called the declaration ‘one of the 
greatest tactical successes which polish diplomacy achieved during the twenty 
years period’.49 it lessened the likelihood of a german–soviet anti-polish 
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combination, showed that poland could achieve on its own peaceful relations 
with germany, emancipate itself from french tutelage, gain greater freedom 
of diplomatic manoeuvre and enhance its international standing. poland, 
piłsudski recalled, had been regarded as the ‘centre of troubles’. now it made an 
important contribution to peace, and the British government welcomed it. did 
the poles overestimate their own strength and position in europe? possibly. 
 Moscow suspected the existence of secret clauses, but seemed to be somewhat 
reassured by foreign Minister Józef Beck’s visit in february and the extension of 
the soviet–polish non-aggression treaty for ten years.50 The reaction in france 
was distinctly negative, although as two french historians have observed, the 
declaration ‘should not have been a surprise for paris’, and it was, in effect‚ 
logically included in accords of locarno.51 
 in May 1935 piłsudski died and Beck assumed the control of foreign affairs. 
a devotee of piłsudski and a colonel in the army, Beck was highly intelligent 
and ambitious, conceited, and preoccupied with the prestige of his country. a 
german historian, Klaus hildebrand, characterized Beck’s policy as a ‘mixture 
of cold calculation and overbearing pride’.52 his favourite dictum was ‘nothing 
about us without us’ and although he admitted that poland was not a great 
power he insisted on self-respect and demanded that it be respected. The task 
of maintaining good relations with germany without jeopardizing the alliance 
with france, while continuing the policy of balance between the two great 
neighbours, required a great deal of patience and tact, which Beck did not 
always display.53 did he really understand the nature of nazism? he shared 
piłsudski’s low opinion of the league of nations and dislike of the czechs. his 
behaviour and style earned him the reputation of insincerity and untrustwor-
thiness among foreign diplomats.54 The french particularly disliked him and 
the french press did not hesitate to drag him through the mud. not willing to 
suffer any slights from the french, Beck returned tit for tat. in these conditions, 
it was only human that Beck was flattered by the way he was always received in 
Berlin.
 some of the moves of Beck’s diplomacy seemed to confirm the suspicion of 
his disregard of international norms and obligations, for instance, the speedy 
recognition of the italian annexation of ethiopia and of Manchukuo by Japan, or 
the unilateral suspension of the protection of national Minorities treaty. polish 
diplomacy seemed to go hand in hand with the Third reich in torpedoing the 
eastern pact through which france wished to associate the soviet Union more 
closely with collective security. Beck showed disdain for the anglo-french–
italian accord, the so-called stresa front of 1935, which he rightly saw as 
nothing more than a façade. on the other hand, the polish support for the vote 
censuring german violation of the disarmament clauses surprised those in the 
west who assumed that warsaw would not dare to antagonize Berlin. criticized 
as two-faced, Beck’s diplomacy can be better understood in the context of his 
interpretation of the balance and his suspicion of multilateralism and what lay 
behind it. he was determined not to join pacts that could compromise poland‘s 
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independence and its vital interests. This appeared very clearly at the time of the 
supreme test: the german remilitarization of the rhineland.
 Under the pretext that the ratification in february 1936 of the french–soviet 
alliance (which warsaw had strongly opposed) was contrary to locarno, hitler 
denounced the latter and ordered the remilitarization of the rhineland on 6 
March 1936. The french reacted by verbal belligerence but in fact they were 
divided and looked up vainly to the British government for support. They 
complained of being isolated and deserted by its allies. paradoxically, locarno 
did not seem to create an obligation for poland or czechoslovakia to come to 
french assistance unless its territory was attacked. Beck made it clear to the 
french ambassador that should it come to war poland would fulfil its obliga-
tions as an ally. Knowing perfectly well that france would not resort to war, 
and unwilling gratuitously to antagonize Berlin, Beck inspired the publication 
of a communiqué in the semi-official Iskra which viewed sympathetically the 
german case. accused of duplicity, his attitude made good sense. The alliance 
with france was to operate in case of war, but did not mean supporting every 
french move. The french thought otherwise, and engaged in intrigues to have 
Beck removed from his position. 
 warsaw had no cause to regret the demise of locarno. in fact it meant for 
Beck the possibility of restoring the franco-polish alliance to its original and 
firm mutual engagement. This may have been wishful thinking, for the Maginot 
line and the law of 1935 (defence of homeland and empire) made it clear that 
france would fight only a defensive war – its military aid to poland would be of 
highly dubious character.
 after the remilitarization of the rhineland, london with some support of 
paris explored the possibility of a new western pact with security guarantees. 
Beck seized on the idea of adding an eastern component comprising germany–
france–poland. it was hardly a new idea, if we think of skrzyński’s similar 
efforts during the locarno negotiations, and it stood no chance of realization. 
similarly the somewhat imprecise ‘Third europe’ project meant to strengthen 
poland’s international position through regional co-operation and italian 
support – as a counterbalance to germany – was hardly realistic.55

 The policy of appeasement, with Britain in the lead, began to dominate the 
diplomatic scene in the late 1930s.56 as always interested in rapprochement with 
london, poland made overtures to the British. while attending the coronation 
of george vi in May 1937, Beck told the new British prime Minister neville 
chamberlin that should germany attack france or Belgium, poland would 
come to their assistance. he repeated this statement at least twice later. The 
British were not interested. The poles learned from Berlin that halifax, the 
future British foreign secretary, told hitler in november 1937 on an unofficial 
visit that london was not opposed to territorial changes in east central europe 
provided they were made peacefully.57 The same month, hitler had outlined 
his ideas on the international situation to a group of top generals and officials 
(the hossbach memorandum), stressing the necessity of the Lebensraum. a 
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conflict with Britain and france, these ‘hate inspired antagonists of germany’, 
had to come: but when and how? annexation of austria and the destruction 
of czechoslovakia were necessary prerequisites and their addition would 
strengthen the german economy and armed forces. in case of a german 
war with france, poland with russia in its rear would stay neutral as long as 
germany was strong, but if the germans suffered setbacks, polish military 
action ‘must be reckoned with’. The significance of the hossbach memorandum 
is debatable. hitler’s ideas must be viewed within a changing international 
context. he was irresolute especially regarding german relations with Britain.
 The Anschluss of austria in March 1938 did not bring about a basic 
change in international relations. Beck made it known that poland had no 
particular interest in the matter. But an almost-simultaneous polish ultimatum 
to lithuania demanding that the latter establish normal diplomatic relations 
with poland created the impression of parallelism between the peremptory 
methods of Berlin and warsaw.58

 in the spring of 1938, the czechoslovak crisis resulting from the escalating 
demands of the german minority in the republic assumed international 
proportions. while Berlin was directing the separatist movement Britain 
attempted to mediate between president edvard Beneš and the sudeten leaders. 
The possibility of war loomed on the horizon.
 warsaw’s demands that polish minority receive the same concessions as the 
german minority as well as the frequent meetings with the germans made 
poland and Beck appear guilty of collusion with hitler. Beck was not blind to 
the danger posed by complete germany mastery of czechoslovakia, but he 
correctly assumed that france would not assist its ally militarily, nor would 
Britain, bent on appeasement and the avoidance of war. Thus, Beck refused to 
join western diplomatic demarches on behalf of beleaguered czechoslovakia 
and expose poland to german ire. on the contrary, the polish diplomats were 
telling the germans with some exaggeration that Berlin ought to appreciate 
warsaw’s policies of checkmating the Ussr by preventing its help to prague and 
thus contributing to peace. The polish attitude toward the southern neighbour 
was certainly not in the best polish tradition irrespective of the merits of 
polish territorial claims. it is hardly true, however, that warsaw’s pressure on 
prague contributed decisively to Beneš‘s capitulation. as for Beck’s willingness 
to change completely his policy, should Britain and france declare war on 
germany, it was most unlikely to become reality.59 
 at the Munich conference on 29–30 september 1938 Britain, france, italy 
and germany granted all hitler’s demands and imposed them on prague. 
returning to london, prime Minister chamberlain declared that he brought 
‘peace with honour’.60 as it turned out, peace would last only one more year, 
and possibly the best occasion to stop hitler was lost. warsaw was annoyed for 
being left out of the Munich conference. The ultimatum it addressed to prague 
to cede the district of teschen largely resulted from the fact that Beck did not 
want to have the dispute with czechoslovakia arbitrated by the great powers. 
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The ultimatum earned poland harsh criticism by international public opinion 
and contemptuous epithets. Ussr viewed Munich as directed against it. as for 
hitler, he was greatly displeased because he would have preferred to determine 
the fate of czechoslovakia without the western mediation and smash it 
militarily.61 
 during the last year of peace one can single out three main trends of polish 
foreign policy.62 firstly, attempts to stabilize the relations with germany through 
prolongation of the 1934 non-aggression accord, a declaration on borders 
similar to the german–italian statement and a written confirmation of hitler’s 
assurances of 5 november 1937; secondly, continued overtures to london in 
view of a rapprochement; and thirdly, the already-mentioned somewhat vague 
plans for a ‘Third europe’.
 The führer’s november utterance was very important. he said that no 
changes would occur in the legal–political situation of danzig. The rights of 
the polish population in the free city would be respected, and poland’s rights 
in danzig would not be violated. There would be no surprise action. he added, 
‘Danzig ist mit Polen verbunden.’63 now, after Munich, with poland isolated 
and criticized in the west, germany began to apply pressure on warsaw. 
on 24 october 1938 foreign Minister Joachim von ribbentrop proposed a 
general settlement (Gesamtlösung) involving a guarantee of poland’s borders, 
providing danzig went to germany and an extraterritorial highway and 
railroad connecting germany with east prussia was built. poland was asked to 
join the anti-comintern pact to consult Berlin on matters of foreign policy. 
 during Beck’s visit to Berchtesgaden on 5 January 1939 hitler repeated the 
offer of guarantees of polish borders provided a solution of the danzig problem 
be found and the question of communications with east prussia resolved. But 
the chancellor promised that there would be no faits accomplis. germany, 
he said, needed a strong poland against russia. although Beck declared that 
there was no change in hitler’s policy toward poland, he was for the first time 
somewhat pessimistic about the future.64

 during the conversations with hitler, hermann göring, heinrich himmler 
and ribbentrop, who visited poland, the polish side expressed its willingness to 
consider various facilities for german transit and some form of german–polish 
condominium in the free city of danzig. But giving up its sovereignty over 
part of polish territory was out of the question. at a conference with president 
ignacy Mościcki and other dignitaries held at the warsaw castle around 10 
January, Beck stated that if germany insisted, the situation would be grave. 
polish policy had to be firm. any sign of irresolution would only lead to a 
downward path and subjection to germany. still, in his circular of 21 January 
he affirmed that there were no issues between the two countries that could not 
be settled through negotiations.65 as for hitler, he continued to believe that 
eventually warsaw would agree to what he considered moderate demands. he 
saw it a junior partner in his long-range plans for war in the east and within his 
new european order. That was the real issue.66 
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 The Munich conference had been followed by german–British and 
german–french declarations on 30 september and 6 december 1938 respec-
tively, asserting mutual determination to maintain peace. hence when on 15 
March 1939 hitler proceeded to occupy czechoslovakia in spite of his earlier 
assurances that he had no more territorial claims, this came as a blow to 
chamberlain. according to some historians it marked the end of appeasement, 
while others see it as its continuation albeit in a changed form.67 
 Beck opined that germany’s recent moves (in former czechoslovakia, the 
forcible annexation of lithuanian Memel, and other activities in east central 
europe) ‘have immeasurably increased, and at the same time, brought closer 
the threat of war’.68 informed of a tense conversation between lipski and 
ribbentrop, Beck said in his briefing that germany has ‘lost its calculability’.69 
on 4 april he told lord halifax, the British foreign secretary, that recent 
german policy ‘has lost all moderation’.70 in a sharp exchange with ambassador 
hans von Moltke, when the latter accused warsaw of wishing to negotiate ‘au 
bout des baïonnettes’, Beck retorted ‘C’est d’après votre système.’71   
 The french and British now came out with the idea of associating the soviet 
Union in a joint action to restrain germany. Beck opposed it on the grounds 
that it would be seen as provocative and depart from the polish principle of 
equilibrium. The foreign Minister stressed that he wanted good relations with 
the Ussr and indeed they improved at this time. The first trade accord was 
signed in february.72 The deputy foreign commissar vladimir potemkin said 
while visiting warsaw in May that if poland were attacked soviets would adopt 
a friendly attitude. 
 true to his conviction that a bilateral approach was preferable to multilater-
alism, Beck responded positively when informed that chamberlain would offer 
to guarantee poland’s independence in a speech on 31 March 1939. The pole 
sought, however, to replace it later by mutual obligations, which eventually were 
embodied in a bilateral British–polish agreement announced on 6 april 1939 
and in written form in august. historians differ in their interpretation of British 
motives and aims.73 did Britain want to divert the first german attack from 
the west to the east? it seems likely that the British intended the guarantee to 
bolster poland in negotiating a compromise with germany (and press warsaw 
not to be intransigent) as well as to dissuade hitler from resorting to force. The 
British–polish alliance was meant to defer war rather than to prepare for it.74

 several writers criticized Beck for signing the alliance and thus precipitating 
the war, but as the Minister said later he was glad that he had signed the alliance 
and avoided ‘lousy talks’ with the germans. perhaps ‘the outbreak of war would 
have been delayed, but it would come in the spring and we would be alone’.75 
 did the guarantee make war inevitable? it certainly incensed hitler, who 
proceeded to denounce the 1934 declaration with poland and the naval accord 
with Britain. on 11 april he authorized fall weiss – attack on poland. But 
his various remarks showed that he was still unsure how to proceed. war for 
domination and Lebensraum was hitler’s constant aim but the moment to start 
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it and how depended on a given situation.76 was a rapprochement with the 
soviet Union an option? it had supporters in Berlin, although hitler himself 
was somewhat doubtful. 
 Beck responded to hitler on 5 May in a speech that reflected the national 
mood. The poles, he said, wanted and deserved peace but ‘peace . . . has its 
price, high but definable. we in poland do not recognize the conception of 
peace at any price. There is only one thing . . . which is without price, and that is 
honour.’77 it was obvious that poland would fight if need be alone.
 By and large, france played the second fiddle during the mounting crisis. 
it supported the British guarantee and participated in the negotiations with 
Ussr.78 The soviet position and policies were of extreme importance and the 
Kremlin knew how to use them. did the guarantee accelerate the process of 
soviet–german rapprochement, which resulted in the ribbentrop–Molotov 
pact of august 23?79 did hitler see it as a green light for war, localized or 
general? it certainly greatly facilitated his final decision. did Moscow sign the 
pact and the secret protocol (the existence of which the russians admitted 
only in 1989), which included the partition of poland, because the negotiations 
with the British and the french foundered on warsaw‘s refusal to allow the 
red army to enter polish territory?80 a comparison of the timetable of soviet 
simultaneous talks with the west and germany does not bear it out. Moscow 
knew about the polish stand already in the spring, but it raised the issue of 
passage as a pretext to break off the negotiations with Britain and france on 7 
august. was stalin’s main motive to gain time plus territorial expansion, which 
might have improved the soviet military position, as his defenders allege? did 
he fear a new Munich? did he always favour the german option? or, and this 
was presumably stalin‘s main reason, he believed that the war between the west 
and hitler would play in soviet hands, exhaust both sides and allow the Ussr 
to extend territorially and promote a revolution in europe?81

 The polish diplomacy has been criticized for completely ignoring the possi-
bility of a nazi–soviet accord.82 This is only partly true, but one has to recognize 
that Beck erred in assuming that ideological chasm which separated nazi 
germany from soviet russia would not permit it. was not poland as a buffer 
preferable to a border with germany? would the soviets risk a move against the 
west? But even if warsaw had known that the ribbentrop–Molotov pact was 
coming, it could not do anything about it.83 speculations on whether poland 
could ally itself with Ussr or capitulate to hitler and join nazi germany in a 
war of conquest in the east are of counterfactual nature. 84 a polish government 
that would have surrendered to Berlin – a de facto political suicide – would not 
have survived. still, Beck’s comments that the pact did not alter the situation 
seem odd. 
 german pressure on poland increased. at a big rally in danzig on 17 July, 
goebbels demanded the return of the city to the reich. The war of nerves 
continued. nazi propaganda seeking to create an atmosphere of suspense 
and tension fanned feelings of animosity toward the poles. any anti-german 
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demonstrations, incidents in danzig or involving german minority in poland 
were magnified. Thirsting for war, the führer kept telling the western diplomats 
that he wanted peace, but it sounded more and more hollow. as for german 
public opinion, it wanted danzig and the ‘corridor’, but did not want war. 85 The 
moves behind the scenes of British, german and soviet diplomacy showed that 
each side tried to outwit the other, Moscow being in a position to choose the 
best bid. 
 Until the very last moment, poland was willing to negotiate but not to send 
a special emissary with full powers. The browbeating of czechoslovak president 
emil hácha was all too vivid in people’s minds. Thus, the final german terms were 
broadcast as a communiqué (the sixteen points). They involved the annexation of 
danzig, extraterritorial highway and railroad – in effect cutting poland from the 
sea – and a plebiscite in the corridor. an emasculated poland was to join the anti-
comintern pact and become de facto a vassal of the Third reich. hitler’s private 
utterances made this perfectly clear. still, warsaw s deferring to franco-British 
demands that it could not be accused of provocation delayed general mobilization. 
 on 1 september 1939 germany struck without declaring war, using as a 
pretext a simulated coup on the radio station in gleiwitz. while the battleship 
Schleswig-Holstein opened fire on the polish garrison at westerplatte, the 
Luftwaffe was reducing the little town of wieluń to rubbles. after two days 
of vain efforts to persuade germany to stop military operations, Britain and 
france declared war on the Third reich. 
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chapter 23

Poland, the ‘Danzig Question’ and the Outbreak of the 
Second World War

Anita J Prażmowska

on 31 March 1939 neville chamberlain announced to the commons:

in the event of action which clearly threatened polish independence, and which the 
polish government accordingly consider it vital to resist with their national forces, 
his Majesty’s government would feel themselves bound at once to lend the polish 
government all support in their power.1

This commitment, a startling break with British foreign policy of dissociation 
from legal entanglements in european affairs, came on the background of 
rumours of an impending german move to incorporate the free city of danzig 
into germany. This was a political gesture intended to forewarn germany not 
to proceed with aggressive plans. The background to the British initiative was 
a localized conflict over the port city, which might have lead to a european 
war. By March 1939 the danzig crisis was merely a reflection of the general 
state of tension that came to dominate european politics. The British guarantee 
to defend poland was a last-ditch attempt to avert the war, even if it gave the 
appearance of Britain supporting a cause for which it had hitherto no sympathy.
 The idea of a free city had originated in the debates that took place during 
the paris peace talks in 1919. Us president woodrow wilson stated that after 
the war poland should have access to the sea in his fourteen-point declaration 
of Us war aims. The poles therefore requested the incorporation of the city 
and of east prussia into the borders of the newly emerged polish state. lloyd 
george’s opposition to polish demands is well known, but less fully acknowl-
edged is wilson’s lack of support for this request. clemenceau, wilson and 
lloyd george, the three dominant personalities who determined the course of 
the debates, argued over a number of issues, and a compromise solution to the 
danzig issue was advocated by the Us delegation swayed the debate in favour 
of the free city solution. wilson finally suggested that the city and surrounding 
areas should become a free city guaranteed by international agreements.2 This 
turned out to be an uneasy compromise resented by germany and poland. 
league of nations members were soon to find out that conflicts in the city 
would dominate league discussions and ultimately sour relations between the 
member states and the two claimants to the city. 
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 The decision to appoint a high commissioner whose role it was to mediate 
between the free city and the polish government proved unsatisfactory. from 
the outset the poles contested their limited rights in the city. These disputes 
were made worse by genuine ambiguities and unresolved issues. The town 
and the areas included in the free city comprised an area of 1,892 square 
kilometres. ninety-five per cent of the community declared themselves to be 
german with only three per cent admitting to being polish. The free city was 
to be administered by an elected senate, which was nearly entirely german too. 
economically, the free city created many areas for conflict. it had developed 
as an outlet for trade along the river wisła, now entirely within the new polish 
state, and its economic wellbeing depended on polish trade. The polish state 
was allowed to use the port facilities. This was in fact a defeat, as the poles had 
hoped to secure the ownership of the port and to obtain a military base. in the 
late 1920, as a result of economic conflicts with germany and anxious about 
the consequence of the german economic blockade, the polish state built a 
new port in the town of gdynia. The result of this was a slump in trade passing 
through danzig. 
 polish thinking on the issue of access to the sea and on the danzig question 
was never consistent and went through various stages. in the first place, 
strategic rather than economic factors played a role. access to the sea was seen 
as a vital element of any plans for a future war against germany or the soviet 
Union. it was assumed that france, poland’s military ally, would send aid to 
poland via the Baltic.3 in 1927 polish irritation with the league was recipro-
cated by the league high commissioner, who tried to reduce the extent of 
the league’s intervention in poland’s relations with the city. The polish govern-
ment’s method of dealing with these problems was to open direct talks with the 
senate, thus bypassing the league. in 1927 this policy looked likely to succeed 
when a centre-left coalition won a majority in the senate.4 
 Yet the polish government consistently viewed difficulties in its dealings with 
the senate of the free city through the prism of its relations with germany. 
The league’s interventions were interpreted as favouring germany. This was 
not always the case, but the piłsudski regime, which came to power in 1926, 
assumed that the league was always hostile to polish interests. This brief period 
of constructive relations came to an end when the nazi party became increas-
ingly active in the free city. stresemann’s policy had been that of maintaining 
germany’s claim to the free city, but not to press this demand, and instead to 
seek partial accommodation with the polish government. This, it was hoped, 
would lead to the return of danzig to germany, with poland being granted its 
own port within danzig.5 
 The economic situation in danzig had always been difficult, but during 
the early 1930 the consequences of the world economic crisis became acute. 
The danziger’s response was to blame the poles for having rerouted trade to 
gdynia.6 This led a rise of support for the local nazi party. The local german 
community was angry at the poles’ ability to undermine the city’s economy, but 
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they were not prepared to approve any agreements with the polish government. 
The nazi leadership in Berlin exploited the economic situation and the nation-
alist frustration. goebbels was sent to danzig to restructure the local nazi party 
organization and to initiate an aggressive campaign. he was successful.7 The 
danzig nazi organization grew rapidly, securing seats in the elected assembly 
and entering into coalition agreement with the right-wing parties. attacks on 
polish prerogatives in the city and the port were challenged repeatedly. The 
polish government and the senate contrived to arrange incidents to highlight 
their respective grievances. count Manfredo gravina, an italian who was 
the league representative in the city during this period, supported german 
claims and fanned the difficult situation by showing open hostility to polish 
arguments.8 
 in october 1933 the league appointed a new high commissioner, sean 
lester, a catholic and citizen of the irish republic. he was given the task of 
finding a way of defusing the tension and in particular of negotiating with 
the poles. Unfortunately, Józef Beck, the polish Minister for foreign affairs, 
assumed lester represented British interests and did nothing to collaborate with 
the latter’s efforts to block the growth of nazi power in the city. Beck’s preoc-
cupation with asserting polish authority and in particular his deep resentment 
that poland was not accorded the status of a great power blinded him to the 
fact that germany, and not france and Britain, were poland’s biggest enemies. 
lester attempted to use the league’s authority to prevent the nazis from taking 
over the senate of the free city. his arrival coincided with a new line in poland’s 
foreign policy caused by the government decision to establish a dialogue with 
the german government. This was preceded by probes about the danzig issue. 
first polish approaches to hitler gave immediate results. in the run-up to the 
opening of talks on the non-aggression agreement hitler declared that he was 
‘against any action directed against polish rights and legal interest in the free 
city of danzig’.9 The signing of the non-aggression declaration meant that the 
issue of danzig became a touchstone of good relations. The poles turned the full 
force of their irritation against the league, perceiving its presence in the city to 
be an obstacle to the further improvement of relations with germany. german 
withdrawal from the league of nations and the signing of the non-aggression 
declaration was followed by a decrease in anti-polish propaganda. This gave 
rise to optimism in warsaw. although the nazi leadership in Berlin repeatedly 
assured the polish government that germany had no intention of claiming 
danzig, continuing nazi outrages in the city and the persistent state of tension 
suggested that the matter was far from resolved.10 
 it was unfortunate that the polish government concluded that the best way 
forward was to continue building stronger links with germany, while trying 
to reduce – what Beck considered to be – the league’s irksome interference 
in danzig. in february 1937 the league appointed carl Burckhardt, a swiss 
national, to act as the new high commissioner. By then lester had admitted 
that he had failed in upholding the democratic principles in the city and that 
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the local nazis through violence and intimidation had secured absolute control 
over the senate. poland had played an important role in that process by refusing 
to support lester when he condemned the nazis. lester had asked the polish 
government to give support to the german parties that opposed the nazis, but 
the government ignored his pleas.11 when Burckhardt arrived in danzig he 
was left in no doubt that the poles wanted to see the league withdrawn from 
the area. The polish president made it clear to him that poland and germany 
shared a common objective of destroying the soviet Union. Beck likewise 
emphasized to Burckhardt that he did not wish to see the league interfering 
in poland’s relations with the free city because he was convinced that he was 
capable of resolving all problems in direct dealings with Berlin.12 such a degree 
of polish approval for german objectives signalled to the league representa-
tives that the poles would do nothing to support its role in the city.13 polish 
foreign policy now moved toward developing closer relations with germany to 
the exclusion of outside arbitration. with hindsight, it is obvious that Beck was 
excessively confident of his ability to negotiate with the german government 
from what he perceived to be a position of strength. his conviction that the 
danzig nazis were controlled by the party in germany was not unfounded, but 
he did not consider the possibility that Berlin would not use its influence on the 
danzig party to curb violent attacks on polish rights and citizens. Thus Beck 
consistently overlooked information from the polish commissioner general in 
danzig, who sought to alert him to the fact that by destroying democratic rights 
in the city the nazis were changing the political landscape to the point that no 
civil rights were guaranteed. in 1936 Kazimierz papée, the polish commissioner 
in danzig, reported that all but nazi trade unions were banned and race laws 
were being introduced, limiting the rights of professionals and traders to pursue 
any activities in the city without first obtaining a licence from the senate, which 
was wholly nazi.14 The commissioner furthermore reported on the extent of 
Berlin’s control over the danzig nazis. while this in principle reassured Beck of 
the rightness of his approach to the danzig problem, the polish commissioner 
warned that the activities of the danzig nazis appeared to go beyond matters 
relating to the free city. he reported that they were disseminating anti-polish 
propaganda and seeking to encourage anti-polish feelings within the german 
communities living within poland’s borders.15

 at this stage attempts were made by Britain to limit the league’s involvement 
in the free city because conflicts there had the capacity to impact negatively on 
Britain’s policy of appeasing nazi germany. in January 1937 the league agreed 
to limit its involvement in conflicts between the polish state and the danzig 
senate and to confine its role to that of acting as an observer.16 This decision 
proved difficult to maintain as the danzig senate’s progressive introduction of 
para-nuremberg laws caused an international outcry. from the beginning of 
1938, Jewish lawyers and doctors were prevented from practising in danzig. 
This in turn required the representatives of the three countries that dealt with 
danzig matters in the league to respond. Britain, france and sweden would 
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have preferred to ignore these developments, but this proved difficult due to 
the strength of outcry from the Jewish communities in the Britain and the Us. 
danzig Jews also sought to leave the city and requested visas, which caused the 
British foreign office anxiety about the numbers of Jews likely to arrive in the 
UK. The polish representative in danzig had cautioned his government about 
the implications of the danzig situation on poland’s standing in europe.17 at 
this point, the polish government became once more anxious that the league 
should still remain responsible for the city. By then Berlin’s role in reining in 
and unleashing the danzig nazis was fully recognized.18 Meanwhile, Beck 
continued to object to the league’s presence in the free city, implying that it 
was an obstacle to poland resolving all outstanding problems through direct 
dealings with Berlin. whereas in reality when the polish government realized 
that the league had postponed making a decision on withdrawing the high 
commissioner, Beck tried to cover all options. while he publicly attacked 
British and french interference in danzig, he attempted to increase poland’s 
standing through direct negotiations with Berlin. This very same policy was 
being pursued by hitler’s regime. in January 1938, during a meeting with Beck, 
hitler reassured the polish Minister for foreign affairs that he did not want to 
change the situation in danzig. By stressing that he attached importance to the 
maintenance of good relations with poland, hitler assured Beck that the danzig 
issue would not be allowed to impact negatively on relations between the two 
states. hitler told Beck that this commitment was ‘binding irrespective of the 
fate of the league’.19 
 The background to poland’s apparent dependence on direct negotiations with 
hitler was the fact that British and french policies appeared to focus on devel-
oping good relations with germany. while the two viewed the danzig issue as 
an obstacle to the constructive pursuit of their appeasement of germany they 
were effectively pushing poland in the direction of strengthening its ties with 
germany. during the tense early months of 1938, Burckhardt left the poles in no 
doubt that if the situation in danzig was to become untenable the British and the 
french would withdraw the league from the city.20 This message was confirmed in 
london. when in July 1938 the danzig gauleiter albert foster visited london the 
foreign office confirmed that he was left in no doubt that ‘the British government 
would view with pleasure the possibility of poland and germany reaching an 
agreement over danzig’. The only condition was that the cloak of legality should 
be retained.21 Both leaks from Burckhardt and information from london fanned 
Beck’s suspicion that the danzig issue would be used by the european powers 
as part of negotiations to improve relations with germany, where a willingness 
to withdraw the league from danzig would be offered as a gesture of good will 
irrespective of the consequences of such actions on polish rights in the city. 
 The czechoslovak crisis of 1938 appeared to offer the poles an oppor-
tunity to obtain reassurances from germany. Unfortunately, in spite of close 
co-operation between the two states in the propaganda war waged against 
czechoslovakia, poland failed to secure the most important objective, namely, 
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the establishment of polish authority in areas between the soviet Union and 
germany. The poles anticipated that the western powers would object to 
german plans for the dismemberment of czechoslovakia. as it turned out, 
chamberlain took the lead in defusing the crisis. The german government’s 
claims that it was merely representing the interests of the persecuted german 
community in czechoslovakia were accepted as legitimate. The poles had their 
own reasons for supporting german policies. They hoped to regain control of 
the teschen region grabbed by the czechs in 1919. in the long term, they hoped 
to weaken the czechoslovak state by encouraging slovak independence and the 
breakaway of ruthenia, which they hoped would be incorporated into hungary, 
forming a common border with poland. Beck’s desire to profit from what he 
firmly believed to be german need for polish co-operation and approval of 
its policies towards czechoslovakia went even further. his chief de cabinet 
recorded that Beck discussed the matter with president sławoj-składkowski 
and Śmigły-rydz, the Minister of defence. The latter suggested that poland’s 
willingness to see czechoslovakia weakened and dismembered should only be 
offered in return for guarantees in danzig.22 when poland was not invited to 
the Munich conference, its irrelevance to germany was starkly manifested. 
 The sense of unease that haunted the poles as the czechoslovak crisis unfolded 
intensified when Britain became closely involved. so anxious was Beck about 
the implications of western approval for german actions in eastern europe 
that immediately after chamberlain’s first visit to hitler on 15 september he 
instructed Józef lipski, polish diplomat and ambassador to germany, to seek a 
meeting with hitler. clearly affected by the atmosphere created by the meeting 
with the British prime Minister, hitler refused to engage in a conversation on the 
danzig issue.23acting on Beck’s further instruction, lipski requested a separate 
meeting with Joachim ribbentrop, the german Minister for foreign affairs. The 
meeting, which took place on 24 october 1938, marked a new stage in polish–
german relations. The poles were left in no doubt that germany’s success in 
the destruction of the czechoslovak state and the realization that Britain and 
france would do little to protect the status quo in eastern europe lay at the root 
of ribbentrop’s determination to put relations with poland on to a new footing. 
lipski was treated to a comprehensive review of relations. whereas germany 
was willing to extend the polish–german non-aggression agreement for another 
twenty-five years, ribbentrop suggested that the free city of danzig should be 
in due course incorporated into the Third reich and that an extra-territorial link 
through the polish-held territories should be built thus linking the city with west 
prussia. There was no disguising the fact that germany was moving towards 
treating poland as a subordinate state and not a partner. The most obvious 
indication of this important change of policy and tone lay in the boldness with 
which ribbentrop put forward demands relating to the free city.24

 The first polish response to these new german demands reflected bewil-
derment at the new state of affairs. Beck instructed lipski to reassure ribbentrop 
that poland would seek a mutually acceptable solution to the danzig problem. 
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he further maintained that the league was the source of all problems, as he 
described its role as having ‘far reaching prerogatives . . . but not able to fulfil 
its task in a manner beneficial to the free city and to polish interests . . .’25 
while Berlin did not for the time being press its demands, the poles were left 
to consider the implications of the initial suggestion. Beck’s response was to 
review the whole of polish–german relations, an analysis from which he drew 
some comfort. although germany’s actions in fomenting anti-polish senti-
ments among the Ukrainian population had been noted, new violent attacks on 
polish property and nationals in danzig could not be overlooked. By the vienna 
award of 1 november 1938 germany had granted hungary czech territories. 
german domination of areas that poland up to now considered to be its sphere 
of influence was thus confirmed. hungary and romania, two states on which 
Beck had hoped to base his plans for a polish-dominated central european 
bloc, moved towards closer relations with germany. as firmly as Beck and his 
advisers clung to the conviction that germany had to retain polish goodwill, 
realities suggested otherwise.26

 in January 1939 Beck made two foreign trips. The first was to germany where, 
he held talks with hitler and ribbentrop. from them he heard that while the 
danzig issue could be postponed, in the long term germany expected poland to 
agree to its incorporation into the reich. hitler stressed that good relations with 
poland still mattered to germany and assured Beck that germany would agree 
to the incorporation of ruthenia into hungary. Though the interview seemed 
friendly, the statement that danzig would finally have to return to germany was 
worrying. Beck chose to believe that this was not a demand or even a warning, 
but a game of bluff. furthermore, he chose to believe that by resolutely rejecting 
hitler’s demands he had made an impact on the german leader.27 The other trip 
was to france, where Beck’s ostensibly private sojourn was ignored by french 
politicians. french disinterest only confirmed to Beck that poland would have 
to face germany on its own. his response was, more firmly than before, to 
focus on danzig as a barometer of the state of relations with Berlin. if germany 
demanded the incorporation of the city into germany, this would suggest that 
hitler wanted a confrontation and not an accommodation with poland. 
 on his return to poland, Beck instigated a major review of polish foreign 
policy. it was decided to pursue two lines of policy in relation to germany: one 
of firmness and the other of reasonable accommodation. while rejecting the 
demand that danzig should be restored to germany, a number of compromises 
were to be offered. at this stage Beck still thought in terms of demanding that 
the league protection should be withdrawn from danzig hoping that this might 
satisfy hitler. Believing that the germans resented the league’s presence as 
much as he did, Beck hoped to replace the league guarantees of the city’s status 
with direct guarantees from germany.28 
 during the month following the signing of the Munich treaty, while 
the precise implications of german recent actions remained unclear, all 
european governments looked for some indication of what were germany’s 
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next objectives. france and Britain sought further clarification as to what 
germany really wanted to do. Unfortunately for Beck, polish complicity in the 
break-up of czechoslovakia had made a negative impression on the french and 
British ministers, notwithstanding their own active involvement in forcing the 
czechs to accept the loss of the sudeten region. The result was that, anticipating 
german actions in danzig, both governments signalled their desire to see the 
league withdrawn from the city. edward raczyński, the polish ambassador to 
london, was only too well aware of the foreign office’s anger at Beck’s public 
rebuff of British requests that poland should not press its demands to teschen 
at the height of the autumn crisis in czechoslovakia. he was not surprised 
when on 9 december 1938 he was informed that the British government 
would seek the withdrawal of league protection from the city by 16 January.29 
Beck protested and finally succeeded in persuading the league rapporteurs to 
postpone this decision. By then he had come to the conclusion that he needed 
the league to remain in the city, at least until he was certain that the german 
leadership would not make a unilateral decision on the matter. we know that 
his desire to offer germany some concession over travel links between the city 
and west prussia went hand in hand with a determination to remove the bad 
impression his previous actions had created on the British. on 23 december 
1938 sir howard Kennard, British ambassador to warsaw, reported that Beck 
informed him that he wanted to strengthen relations between the polish and 
British navies. Under this inauspicious request lay an attempt to set aside 
previous misunderstandings.30

 The last two weeks of March 1939 abounded in rumours and threats of 
possible german action. on 12 March hitler decided to destroy what remained 
of czechoslovakia and occupied Bohemia and Moravia on 15 March. two days 
later, viorel tilea, the romanian Minister to london, informed the foreign office 
that germany had demanded the monopoly of romanian oil production. This 
was a worrying piece of information, as access to oil would allow germany to 
wage war without fear of an economic blockade. This coming on the heels of 
naked german aggression against czechoslovakia mobilized the British cabinet 
to consider the possibility of german demands going beyond merely redressing 
grievances. The cabinet’s first response was to agree that germany, through its 
continuing demands in eastern europe, posed a threat to British interests. it was 
decided that the views of all east european and Balkan states were to be solicited. 
By 20 March plans were narrowed down to seeking some form of co-operation 
between Britain, france, the soviet Union and poland.31 in the meantime, 
rumours – which the poles refused to deny or confirm – suggested that germany 
was putting pressure on poland for the return of danzig. Both the french and 
British ministers found themselves in a dilemma. Until now they would have 
wanted the poles and germans to resolve their differences and to reach an accom-
modation on the city. Both western european democracies feared that poland 
would resist with its full military force and this would lead to a european war, 
not least of all because france would be obliged to take action against germany.32
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 The British and french governments were right in their concern about 
polish–german relations. The poles, mindful of the way the czechoslovak 
government lost control over its own affairs when it accepted British mediation 
in the summer of 1938, would not divulge details of recent polish–german 
talks. nevertheless, it was generally presumed that the two countries were either 
discussing or disagreeing over danzig. in reality, the matter was much more 
serious. The poles had already felt slighted by lack of german support when 
they expected to be invited to the Munich conference. The first vienna award 
marginalized the poles and also made clear that germany was determined 
to act as a broker in regional disputes. The poles had not been informed by 
germany of its proposed action in relation to czechoslovakia in March. Beck 
had in the long term hoped to see slovakia separate from the czechs. he had 
hoped that this would lead to the creation of a slovak state, which would be 
wholly dependent on poland, but the slovak protectorate came under german 
control. in the Baltic, events unfolded quickly and unexpectedly. on 20 March 
1939 ribbentrop demanded that the port city of Memel should be ceded to 
germany. The lithuanian government had no alternative but to agree. german 
control over the Baltic coast was thus extended. hence, when ribbentrop put to 
the polish government a demand that danzig should be restored to germany, 
Beck saw this request as an ultimatum. to the military regime that had ruled 
poland since 1926, the issue of access to the sea was a matter of prestige as 
well as economic and strategic convenience. Beck in particular had stressed 
the importance of poland being a maritime power. in his attempts to form a 
central european bloc of countries independent of germany and the soviet 
Union, he went out of his way to develop relations with sweden and finland. 
The expansion of german domination of the Baltic coast clearly rendered these 
and all strategic plans irrelevant but in the long term also raised questions as to 
why germany was pursuing these policies. 
 on 21 March ribbentrop held a meeting with lipski. ribbentrop’s opening 
sentence was ominous, as he stated that he intended to ‘discuss german–polish 
relations in their entirety’. ribbentrop proposed that danzig should be incor-
porated into the Third reich. poland should also agree to germany building an 
extra territorial rail and road link between danzig and west prussia. in return, 
germany was prepared to offer guarantees that poland’s control of the poznań 
region would not be challenged. germany would also guarantee poland’s 
frontiers.33 as if to reinforce the point that poland was subservient to germany, 
ribbentrop made references to the fact that germany had not opposed the 
emergence of an independent poland. he also reminded the polish ambas-
sador that polish and hungarian demands to czechoslovak territories had been 
approved by germany. lipski felt that the request, though couched in polite 
form, was in reality an ultimatum.34 The proposal that ribbentrop had put to 
the poles went to the very heart of relations with poland, which had been since 
1934 based on the assumption that the controversial question of the free city 
of danzig was a reflection of the state of relations between the two states. 
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 By coincidence, the British ambassador to warsaw communicated an 
equally important proposition to the polish government. The foreign office 
believed that germany was preparing to challenge poland on the danzig issue 
and the proposal made by Kennard followed on the heels of the earlier enquiry 
communicated to all east european states about their possible response to 
german aggression. Kennard put to Beck a startling proposal that Britain 
would be willing to sign a bilateral agreement with poland as a result of which 
both would act jointly on the danzig issue. in halifax’s formulation, ‘if the 
danzig question should develop in such a way as to involve a threat to polish 
independence then this would be a matter of gravest concern to ourselves’.35 an 
interesting condition for the conclusion of this agreement was that the french 
government should not be informed of this agreement. 
 The British proposal to poland has to be seen in the context of the fast-evolving 
situation. The British declared intention to enter into a bilateral agreement 
with poland should neither be seen as an expression of a commitment to act 
if germany tried to annex the free city nor was it the outcome of a carefully 
considered change in British foreign policy. in March, the rapidly evolving 
situation in europe caused the British cabinet and in particular chamberlain 
unease. it was agreed that there was a need for action to signal to germany the 
unacceptability of its policies, hence the initial badly thought out approaches to 
the soviet Union and other east european states. This was nevertheless quickly 
qualified when the implications of soviet participation in any anti-german 
declaration were considered.36 The initiative to approach the poles with a new 
proposal was made on the background of rumours that germany was likely to 
act. The prospect of a war breaking out over danzig compelled chamberlain 
to enter into direct talks with poland. The purpose of the initiative was not to 
reassure the poles that they would be guaranteed aid were they to take action. 
on the contrary, the bilateral agreement was a way of making sure that german 
expansion was halted, but that the poles did not precipitate a war.37 as Beck 
evaluated the usefulness of the British offer to his dual approach to relations 
with germany, he saw both merits and demerits in it. he continued in his deter-
mination to resolve all problems in poland’s relations with germany by means 
of direct talks, but the British offer held out the prospect of aid and finance, 
which poland’s rulers were loath to reject. Thus, Beck offered a cautious but 
encouraging response mirrored by a continued stubborn unwillingness to share 
any information as to the substance of talks with the germans.38

 when the final decision was made by the British cabinet to offer poland a 
guarantee to support it if there was a threat to its independence, this was done 
in the heat of the moment. although the opinions of the military chiefs and 
of their french counterparts had been sought, the information provided by 
both was not used to evaluate the likely success of such a gesture on the events 
unfolding in danzig and on thinking in warsaw. a badly thought out decla-
ration made by chamberlain was not a genuine commitment to defend poland 
but an attempt to forestall another act of aggression by germany. rumours 
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rather than facts lay at the root of the decision to make a public declaration 
of support to the poles. This is surprising, since the British consul in danzig 
sent regular reports to the foreign office outlining the way the danzig nazis 
reduced the senate’s functions. These nevertheless never made it to the cabinet 
discussions.39

 only a day after chamberlain made the declaration to the house of commons 
serious doubts were raised as to whether this indeed meant that Britain would 
fight in defence of poland and in particular to maintain the status of the free 
city of danzig. Both the full wording of the declaration and the editorial of The 
Times suggested that the decision as to whether polish security was threatened 
and thus whether the British obligation was invoked would rest in British hands. 
as we know, during the months following the declaration, neither the danzig 
nazis nor germany proceeded to take action to change to status of the city. 
The British embassy in Berlin was a source of information on the state of play, 
suggesting frequently the imminence of german aggression.40 f.M. shepherd, 
acting British consul-general in danzig, likewise continued to warn that the 
danzig nazis were remilitarizing the city in preparation for conflict with polish 
troops.41 danzig remained a constant source of tension in europe. it was never-
theless a particular source of anxiety to the British government on account of 
the recently publicly declared determination to aid poland in the defence of its 
territory but also because the polish government remained steadfastly resolute 
in its policy of keeping the British out of the picture. 
 during the months preceding the german invasion of poland the British 
foreign office debated a possibility that would have placed the government in 
a particular quandary. what would have been the British government’s legal 
obligation if the danzig senate voted for the free city to join germany? in 
principle the British, like all member states of the league of nations, would have 
been obliged to take action against an aggressor state, but a voluntary Anschluss was 
something quite different. any action to prevent this happening would have been 
not only legally dubious, but unlikely to receive public support. as rumours of an 
imminent vote in the senate persisted, halifax grappled with the predicament the 
foreign office faced. he informed the cabinet that he had warned British ambas-
sadors in warsaw, Berlin and rome to prepare for such a possibility. Kennard in 
warsaw was asked to hold a meeting with Beck and to try and persuade him that 
in the event of this happening poland should not take military action and should 
instead confine its response to a milder form of diplomatic disapproval, namely 
economic and diplomatic pressure.42 as the foreign office reasoned, it was for the 
time being important to prevent poland from seeing the likely senate vote for the 
incorporation into germany as action indicative of german aggressive intensions. 
British diplomatic representatives abroad did not address the danzig problem in 
their dealings with german representatives, in line with the policy of trying not 
to attach undue importance to the emerging flashpoint.
 This manner of approaching the danzig crisis inevitably led to the foreign 
office viewing likely polish action as threatening european peace. The 
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underlying British thinking was that the danzig nazis would not act on their 
own and would be guided by Berlin. The most important task therefore became 
to persuade Beck that were the situation in danzig to escalate, poland should 
not view this as aggression, and that Beck should be prevailed upon not to take 
action without prior consultation with Britain.43a diplomatic tug-of-war ensued 
with the foreign office trying to bind the poles to allow the British government 
to assume responsibility for reducing the state of tension in danzig. since the 
polish government would divulge neither the state of relations with germany 
nor their own thinking on the subject, British efforts failed. This left the British 
politicians in a permanent state of anxiety.
 Kennard in warsaw had his time cut out, for he knew Beck and the polish 
military regime well enough to realize that any attempt to bind them to comply 
with British requests not to view german actions in relation to danzig as 
significant were doomed. in any case, most British diplomatic representatives 
in east and south-east european states knew that Britain’s standing had been 
damaged by its complicity in the break-up of czechoslovakia in the autumn 
of 1938 and the lack of response to german actions against czechoslovakia 
in March 1939. not surprisingly, Beck’s response to Kennard was to ask what 
Britain proposed to do in the event of german aggression, but a clear answer 
was not forthcoming.44 
 Throughout april and May 1939 British and french chiefs of staff met to 
discuss joint action. one important item on the agenda of these meetings was 
the question of the eastern front. it was quickly apparent that such a front was no 
more than a figure of speech, as neither france nor Britain proposed to actually 
fight germany, little more to deploy troops and resources east of germany. 
while the poles were not privy to the ongoing franco-British staff talks they 
were aware of the lack of preparation to support poland on the eastern front. 
in paris a polish delegation continued discussions on a military convention to 
the franco–polish alliance, whereas a British staff mission arrived in warsaw 
on 23 May only to inform the poles that Britain had no plans to aid the poles 
in the event of a war with germany.45 The consequence of these exchanges 
were visible as the poles continued in their determination not to inform the 
British as to whether they were holding talks with the germans and on what 
they would do if the danzig nazis took action. a policy of brinkmanship was 
being played by the poles, who not only deeply resented the fact that Britain and 
france were conducting talks with the soviet Union, but also were stalling on 
the completion of the agreement with poland. The inconclusive financial talks 
cast a further shadow over polish–British relations. The treasury’s reluctance 
to release any funds to poland was accompanied by attempts to force the polish 
government to review a contract awarded to a french rather than to a British 
electricity company to install an electricity grid in poland.46

 while the British government still grappled with the dilemma of whether 
to support the poles or to use all means available to try and rein them in, 
the situation in danzig rapidly escalated. By august, the polish and german 
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governments operated on the assumption that war was inevitable. leaders of 
the polish military regime tried by various means to secure further french and 
British military commitments and supplies in anticipation of the impending 
conflict. when these were still not forthcoming they surprisingly acted on the 
assumption that neither western democracy would in reality afford to lose 
poland as an ally. in these circumstances, danzig became the fulcrum upon 
which anglo-polish relations came to be unsteadily balanced. This explains 
why the danzig issue was the subject of cabinet discussions in July and august. 
The full extent of the dilemma faced by British policy makers was articulated 
by halifax at a cabinet meeting on 2 august. during a debate on german 
long-term objectives he stated that danzig should not be seen as a reason to go 
to war, but if a threat to polish security arose from danzig then Britain would 
honour its obligation to support poland.47

 at the beginning of august, the polish government and the senate were 
once more in conflict. since May, polish customs inspectors had been under 
constant attack, which made their job impossible. This allowed the nazis to 
militarize danzig to the point that it became a fortress. in august, the senate 
informed the poles that it would no longer recognize polish customs guards.48 
This led the poles to warn the senate that it was acting outside its jurisdiction. 
Beck also took an opportunity to attack Burckhardt for supposedly dissemi-
nating false information about the city.49 The german government intervened 
only to be informed by the polish government that it had no right to make 
representations on behalf of the danzig senate. when the poles had decided 
to confront the danzig authorities they did not seek British advice, but merely 
informed the foreign office of the crisis after the fact. The poles threatened to 
bomb danzig from the sea and the senate backed down. The foreign office 
was appalled to hear how close the two had come to a military conflict. The 
danzig issue continued to be a bone of contention between the polish and 
german government with Britain desperately trying to wrestle from the poles 
an agreement not to proceed without British approval. while Beck belligerently 
refused to do so, the British government sought means of ascertaining whether 
indeed danzig was merely a pretext for a conflict with poland or a difficulty that 
could be resolved with a modicum of good will.
 The British cabinet chose to believe that the latter was the case, whereas the 
poles increasingly acted on the assumption that war with germany was likely 
to break out in the near future. to the poles the danzig crisis, like reports of 
tension on the polish–german border in silesia and german claims that poland 
was mistreating the german minority were seen as signs of a german propa-
ganda campaign, which inevitably preceded an outright attack. 
 in the end, it was the poles who were correct. on 23 august the danzig 
senate voted for the city to return to the reich. The danzig gauleiter albert 
forster was appointed head of the danzig state. These actions contravened 
the league charter and in principle should have been a matter for the league. 
instead the British and french government spoke of negotiations and used their 
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diplomatic offices to try and persuade Beck to appoint a negotiator or at least 
to accept the appointment of a suitable person to negotiate between the polish 
and german government. events nevertheless fast overtook these efforts for on 
1 september the german battleship Schleswig-Holstein attacked the polish fort 
and ammunition dump of westerplatte on the tip of the hel peninsula. danzig 
was officially incorporated into germany on that day. Burckhardt, who was 
in the city, was instructed to leave immediately. wholesale attacks on polish 
property and citizens completed the picture. 
 on 1 september 1939 developments taking place in danzig were of little 
consequence as on the same day, in the early hours of the morning, germany 
initiated a military attack on poland. in the end the war did not start because 
of danzig, though the city had always been a reliable barometer of relations 
between the two states. 
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chapter 24

Stalin and the Outbreak of the Second World War

Geoffrey Roberts

for Joseph stalin the second world war started long before germany invaded 
poland in september 1939. it began, the soviet dictator said, when Japan 
invaded china in July 1937. ‘a new imperialist war is already in its second year,’ 
he told delegates to the eighteenth party congress in March 1939:

a war waged over a huge territory stretching from shanghai to gibraltar and involving 
over five hundred million people. The map of europe, africa and asia is being forcibly 
re-drawn. The entire post-war system, the so-called regime of peace, has been shaken 
to its foundations.

stalin viewed this ‘new imperialist war’ as a re-run of the first world war – a 
renewal of the struggle between the great capitalist powers to divide up the 
spoils of the world. on one side were the ‘non-aggressive, democratic’ states of 
Britain, france and the United states who defended the status quo; on the other 
a bloc of aggressor states – imperial Japan, nazi germany and fascist italy – all 
seeking to overturn the boundaries set by the peace settlement of 1919. stalin 
traced the inception of this inter-imperialist struggle to Japan’s invasion of 
Manchuria in 1931 and italy’s invasion of abyssinia in 1935. These events were 
followed by german and italian military intervention in the spanish civil war 
in 1936 and in 1938 by hitler’s seizure of austria and the sudeten region of 
czechoslovakia.
 Japan’s expansion into Manchuria and china had already led to a series 
of border clashes with the soviet Union. in June 1937, soviet and Japanese 
gunboats contested control of the amur river, while at lake Khasan in 
summer 1938, a battle erupted between the soviet far eastern army and the 
Japanese Kwantung army over the occupation of strategic highpoints on the 
border between Korea, Manchuria and the Ussr. The soviet Union and Japan 
were destined to clash again at Khalkhin-gol on the Mongolian–Manchurian 
border in summer 1939 when general georgii Zhukov encircled and defeated 
a 75,000-strong Japanese army – an operation that launched his reputation 
as a daring military commander. even so, the soviets did not consider Japan 
to be the main threat to peace or to soviet security. The 1938 soviet war plan 
identified germany as the chief enemy and allocated 140 divisions and 10,000 
tanks to the defence of the Ussr’s western borders. in the far east, the red 
army’s projected deployment against Japan was only a third of that strength. as 
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the authors of the soviet war plan noted, Japan had been weakened by its war of 
attrition in china and would only pose a significant threat to the soviet Union, 
if it were to ally with germany. The key to safeguarding soviet security lay in 
europe and in neutralizing the threat posed by nazi germany.1

 The high priority accorded to the german threat was signalled in stalin’s 
speech to the eighteenth party congress. This was not because of overwhelming 
german power, argued stalin, since the combined strength of Britain, france 
and the United states was far greater than that of germany. hitler had succeeded 
in spain, austria and the sudetenland because the western states had pursued 
a ‘policy of non-intervention’. This was not simply passive appeasement but an 
active policy to encourage the germans and the Japanese to expand towards the 
soviet Union: 

in the policy of non-intervention is revealed a striving, a desire ... not to hinder Japan, 
say, from involving itself in a war with china, or, better still, with the soviet Union; not 
to hinder germany, say, from entangling itself in european affairs, from involving itself 
in a war with the soviet Union, allowing the participants to sink deeply into the mire 
of war ... and then when they have become weak enough, to appear on the scene with 
fresh strength ... to dictate conditions to the enfeebled belligerents. 

stalin concluded with his much-quoted warning that the soviet Union would 
not be ‘drawn into conflicts by warmongers who are accustomed to have 
others pull the chestnuts out of the fire for them’. a literal translation of the 
russian phrase stalin used captures his meaning much better: ‘to rake the fire 
with somebody else’s hands’ (zagrebat’ zhar chuzhimi rukami). in other words, 
the soviet Union was not going to be dragged into doing the western states’ 
fighting for them.2

 stalin’s view that the second world war had, in effect, begun two years before 
and his belief in a western conspiracy to provoke a soviet–german war are key 
to understanding his actions during the crisis that led to the outbreak of war in 
1939. stalin’s suspicions of the west were rooted in contemporary communist 
ideology, in particular, the fundamentalist belief in the existence of an explicit 
capitalist conspiracy to overthrow the soviet socialist system. as he often stated, 
the stronger the soviet system became the more threatening it was to capitalism 
and the more hostility it aroused from its class enemies. This outlook had its 
origins in the russian civil war of 1918–20 when the americans, British and 
french actively supported the Bolsheviks’ opponents and almost succeeded in 
strangling the soviet regime at birth. twenty years later stalin was confident 
he could defend the Ussr from another such capitalist onslaught but he was 
determined that, when the inevitable war came, it would be fought on terms 
favourable to the soviet Union.
 equally important in stalin’s calculations was his negative assessment of 
anglo-french appeasement of hitler – the policy of pacification (politika 
umirotvoreniya), as the soviets liked to call it. when hitler came to power 
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in 1933 it was possible for the soviets to continue the so-called ‘rapallo 
relationship’ with germany, notwithstanding the anti-communist character of 
the nazis’ domestic regime. The rapallo treaty signed in 1922 had re-estab-
lished relations between the two states. soviet russia and weimar germany 
developed a productive political, economic and military partnership. trade 
between the two states grew exponentially and the soviets helped the germans 
to evade the military restrictions of versailles by providing facilities for training 
and weapons development. in 1926 Moscow and Berlin signed a treaty of 
friendship and neutrality. in 1931 that treaty was prolonged for a further five 
years. hitler ratified this protocol in March 1933, but it soon became apparent 
that he was intent on pursuing an anti-soviet foreign policy. soviet–german 
trade collapsed, military co-operation was curtailed and there was no let up in 
the anti-Bolshevik rhetoric of the nazis. in June 1933 alfred hugenberg, the 
german economics Minister, submitted a memorandum to a world economic 
conference that seemed to suggest germany would, as hitler had advocated 
in Mein Kampf, seek Lebensraum (living space) in russia. ‘The hugenberg 
Memorandum shows us’, wrote deputy foreign commissar nikolai Krestinsky, 
‘that the present government ... has not given up the foreign policy ideas which 
the national socialists developed in theory and actively worked for in all the 
years of their struggle for power. The german government is prepared to 
participate in a military coalition against us, is prepared to expand its military 
power for war with us.’3 These fears were reinforced further in october 1933 
when germany withdrew from international disarmament negotiations and 
the league of nations. it was clear hitler intended to challenge the entire peace 
settlement and would rearm germany in order to do so.
 The soviet response to these developments was to embrace the policy of 
collective security; broadly a strategy to pursue bilateral and multilateral defence 
alliances whose aim was to contain the nazi threat to the european order.4 By 
the end of 1933, a significant détente in franco-soviet relations had developed. 
in december of that year foreign commissar Maxim litvinov promulgated a 
new soviet foreign policy doctrine. previously the soviets had sought peaceful 
co-existence with all states and had stood aloof from inter-capitalist quarrels. 
now litvinov’s view was that 

it can scarcely be doubted that in the present international situation no war, wherever it 
may break out, can be localised and no country can be certain that it will not be drawn 
into the war once it has begun. The soviet Union therefore is interested not only in its 
own peaceful relations with other states, but in the maintenance of peace generally.

litvinov’s doctrine of the ‘indivisibility of peace’ was underlined by stalin 
at the seventeenth party congress in January 1934 when he defended soviet 
détente with france on the grounds that ‘if the interests of the Ussr demand 
rapprochement with one country or another which is not interested in disturbing 
the peace, we adopt this course without hesitation’.5
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 it was partly at france’s behest that the Ussr joined the league of nations 
– an organization that the soviets had previously scorned as a ‘capitalist club’ 
responsible for carving up the globe – in february 1934. Membership facili-
tated soviet participation in discussions about a collective security agreement 
in eastern europe to guarantee existing borders and to pledge mutual defence 
in the event of external aggression. These negotiations were commonly called 
the ‘eastern locarno’ negotiations – a reference to the locarno pact of 1925 
that had established a similar set of collective security arrangements in western 
europe. germany had been a signatory of the locarno treaty and was a 
participant in the eastern locarno negotiations but Berlin’s proposal was for a 
multilateral non-aggression treaty rather than a system of collective security.
 stalin signalled the importance he attached to the eastern locarno negotia-
tions by granting an audience to anthony eden when the British foreign 
affairs Minister visited Moscow in March 1935. in the 1930s stalin rarely 
agreed to meet visiting foreign politicians unless they were communists. he 
told eden the problem with the german counter-proposal for a non-aggression 
pact was that germany could not be trusted to stick to its international agree-
ments. only a binding mutual security agreement could guarantee peace and 
security in eastern europe. to illustrate his point stalin delivered the following 
homily on collective security:

There are here in this room six people, imagine that between ourselves there is a pact 
of mutual assistance and imagine that, for example, comrade Maisky [the soviet 
ambassador to london] wanted to attack one of us – what would happen? we would 
all join forces to beat comrade Maisky ... it is the same with the countries of eastern 
europe.6

The negotiations for an eastern locarno failed because of german (and polish) 
objections but in May 1935 the soviets succeeded in concluding a mutual assis-
tance pact with france and with france’s ally, czechoslovakia. hopes were also 
high in Moscow that a similar alliance could be secured with great Britain. 
however, mid-1935 proved to have been the pinnacle of the soviet campaign 
for collective security. discussions with the British went nowhere. The pacts 
with france and czechoslovakia failed to develop into a workable military 
alliance. in october 1935, Mussolini invaded abyssinia and the soviets were 
not impressed by the league of nations’ failure to impose effective sanctions 
on italy. Then in March 1936 Britain and france remained passive in response 
to hitler’s remilitarization of the rhineland. even more damaging to soviet 
collective security policy aspirations were the diplomatic complications of the 
spanish civil war.
 not long after the start of the civil war in July 1936, Britain and france set 
up the international non-intervention committee, designed to stop external 
military aid to either spain’s republican government or to the military mutiny 
led by general franco and his fascist supporters. The Ussr joined the committee 
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and pledged to refrain from aiding republican spain, but only if germany and 
italy also adhered to the non-intervention agreement. since the germans and 
italians continued to supply franco this was reason enough for the soviets 
to support the republican side. some 2,000 soviet military advisers served 
in spain while the communist international (comintern) organized 40,000-
strong international Brigades to fight alongside the spanish republicans. The 
Ussr supplied hundreds of tanks and planes to the republican government, 
albeit at a price. among the strongest soviet supporters of aid to spain was 
stalin, in contrast to litvinov, who, as a diplomat, placed greater priority on 
maintaining good relations with Britain and france.
 The British and french wanted to stop the spanish civil war from escalating 
into an international conflict. They were also mindful of the need to maintain 
good relations with germany and italy to secure a wide-ranging re-negotiation 
of the versailles peace settlement – the key goal of anglo-french appeasement 
of hitler and Mussolini. to the soviets, however, their non-intervention policy 
appeared to be yet another rejection of collective security while making conces-
sions to fascist aggression. even litvinov was disappointed by British and 
french policy and in 1936–7 he gave a number of speeches mocking them and 
denouncing the ineffectiveness of the non-intervention agreement.7
 The spanish civil war also prompted a further deterioration in soviet 
relations with nazi germany. after the franco-soviet pact was signed in May 
1935 Moscow’s relations with Berlin had hit a new low amid german accusations 
that the soviets were pursuing a policy of encircling germany, much as russia 
had done before the first world war. This allegation was broadly accurate, but 
stalin was careful not to burn all his bridges to Berlin. he restrained litvinov’s 
anti-nazi tendencies somewhat and was receptive to german overtures about 
an expansion of trade relations. when those german overtures became more 
overtly political, stalin responded, in January 1937, with a proposal to hold 
negotiations on improving relations. Just as the soviets identified divisions in 
anglo-french ruling circles about appeasement they perceived economic and 
political interests within the nazi power bloc that favoured an eastern orien-
tation in german foreign policy. They also believed the german overtures were 
a sign of the weakness and fragility of hitler’s regime. in the event, nothing came 
of these discussions, and soviet–german relations resumed at the distance set 
by the clash over spain and by germany’s signature of the anti-comintern pact 
in november 1936. ostensibly an anti-communist agreement, the pact was in 
fact a german–Japanese alliance directed against the Ussr.8

 The next episode in the sorry story of the soviets’ search for collective security 
was the czechoslovakian crisis of 1938. The curtain-raiser was the german 
takeover of austria in March. Moscow responded by calling for international 
discussions on measures to check further german aggression, in particular the 
threat posed by hitler’s nationalist ambitions to czechoslovakia. Under the 
terms of the soviet–czechoslovak pact of May 1935, the Ussr was pledged 
to aid czechoslovakia. But soviet aid was linked to france fulfilling its mutual 
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assistance obligations first. Throughout the czech crisis, therefore, soviet policy 
had a singular refrain: france should fulfil its obligations to czechoslovakia and 
so too would the soviet Union. at the same time, the soviets did not believe 
the crisis would result in a major war. They believed that if, with their support, 
france backed czechoslovakia, hitler would retreat from his demand for the 
sudetenland. alternatively, and more likely, czechoslovakia would be betrayed 
to germany by france (and Britain). in that scenario the soviets did not rule 
out aiding czechoslovakia unilaterally if the country resisted hitler, but such 
aid would be limited and would fall short of an all-out declaration of war on 
germany. stalin was determined not to be dragged into a soviet–german war 
while Britain and france stood on the sidelines, but he was prepared to take 
some risks.9 
 how far stalin was prepared to go was never tested. czech president Benes 
decided not to fight but to accept the Munich agreement. Under its terms 
the sudetenland was annexed to germany. in return, hitler guaranteed the 
sovereignty of the rest of czechoslovakia. The soviets were outraged by their 
exclusion from the Munich negotiations and denounced the agreement as a 
betrayal not only of czechoslovakia but of the general interests of peace. as 
vyacheslav Molotov, the soviet premier, put it in his speech to the supreme 
soviet in november 1938:

The fascist and so-called democratic powers of europe came together at Munich and 
the victory over czechoslovakia was complete ... The french and english governments 
sacrificed not only czechoslovakia, but their own interests as well for the sake of an 
agreement with the aggressors ... The bargain between the fascist governments and the 
governments of the so-called democratic countries, far from lessening the danger of the 
outbreak of the second imperialist war, has on the contrary added fuel to the flames. 
The aggressive european countries have worked out future plans not only for carving 
up the map of europe again, but also for a new sharing out of colonies.10

Munich was a mortal blow to the policy of collective security and all but ended 
soviet hopes for an alliance with Britain and france against hitler. But Moscow 
did not retreat into complete isolation. instead, stalin bided his time and awaited 
events. as stalin said in his speech to the eighteenth party congress, while the 
western appeasers might wish for a soviet–german war, the course of hitler’s 
future expansion might be in their direction: ‘it might be thought that areas 
of czechoslovakia were given to the germans at the price of a commitment to 
begin a war with the soviet Union but the germans are refusing to pay the bill 
and sending it away.’
 The opportunity to revive soviet collective security policy came five days 
after stalin’s speech. on 15 March 1939 hitler occupied prague and declared 
the czech lands of Bohemia and Moravia to be a german protectorate. The 
dismemberment of czechoslovakia was complete. hitler’s actions convinced 
British and french policymakers to abandon appeasement and seek a united 
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front with the soviet Union. on 18 March the British asked the soviets what 
they would do in the event of an attack on romania – seen as next in line for a 
german takeover. litvinov responded by proposing the immediate convening 
of a conference of the representatives of the Ussr, Britain, france, poland and 
romania. london thought that such a conference would be premature and 
proposed instead a declaration by Britain, france, poland and the Ussr on 
the integrity and independence of states in east and south-east europe. The 
soviets agreed to sign the declaration, but litvinov doubted Britain and france 
had really abandoned appeasement. on 19 March he wrote to ivan Maisky, his 
ambassador in london:

The czechoslovak events seem to have aroused public opinion in england and france 
... nonetheless, if in the immediate future hitler does not commit any new acts of 
expansion and perhaps even makes a new peace gesture, chamberlain and daladier 
[the British and french premiers] will again start defending the Munich line ... The 
mood built up in government circles in favour of cooperation with the Ussr cannot 
therefore be considered a lasting one. even if the czechoslovak events and the 
ultimatum to rumania have somewhat alarmed chamberlain and daladier ... they fit in 
completely with their favourite concept of germany’s movement to the east.11

litvinov’s suspicions were further aroused by the British and french decision 
to drop the joint declaration with the soviets and to issue, on 31 March 1939, 
a guarantee of poland’s independence – a guarantee later extended to include 
romania and greece. The soviets were not impressed by the anglo-french 
guarantees, on which they had not been consulted. in the event of war, the 
Ussr would be in the front line of german aggression. The British and french 
knew they needed the Ussr’s support to defend poland, romania and greece 
and they pressed the soviets for such a commitment. Moscow’s response 
was delivered on 17 april 1939 when litvinov summoned seeds, the British 
ambassador, from the theatre and presented him with an eight-point plan for a 
triple alliance between great Britain, france and the Ussr:

1 The conclusion of a mutual assistance pact between the three states.
2  anglo-soviet french guarantees of all the east european states bordering the 

Ussr, not just poland, romania and greece.
3 an agreement on military commitments in the event of war.
4  a British announcement that their guarantee of poland was directed against 

germany, not the Ussr.
5  a declaration that the romanian–polish treaty of alliance was directed 

against all states or else be revoked as directed against the Ussr.
6 in the event of war no peace negotiations except by common consent.
7  simultaneous signature of a political pact and a military convention.
8  Joint negotiations with turkey for a mutual assistance agreement in the 

Balkans and the near east.12 



416 the origins of the second world war

The triple alliance proposal set out the soviet terms for an alliance with 
Britain and france against germany. above all, the soviets wanted to secure 
a war-fighting alliance. Unlike in 1938, they did not believe hitler could be 
stopped short of all-out war. it was no longer a question of collective security 
to deter hitler from war but collective defence to fight the germans when the 
time came. The anglo-french response to the soviets’ triple alliance proposal 
was, to say the least, desultory. The french reiterated the proposal for the soviet 
Union to underwrite the anglo-french guarantees of poland, romania and 
greece. pressed by Moscow, the french agreed to a degree of reciprocity, but 
their redrafted proposal fell far short of the all-embracing system of security 
guarantees required by the soviets. The British did not hurry to reply at all. The 
failure of the triple alliance proposal to make any real headway was fatal for 
litvinov’s position as people’s commissar for foreign affairs. on 3 May he was 
relieved of his job and replaced by Molotov.
 litvinov’s removal from office provoked speculation about a change in 
soviet foreign policy, a contemporary speculation subsequently taken up by 
many historians.13 typically, it has been suggested that litvinov was sacked 
because he was a strong supporter of the triple alliance proposal and as 
a prelude to an about-turn in soviet policy in favour of an alliance with 
germany. But litvinov was not particularly enthusiastic about the triple 
alliance and his replacement by Molotov was not followed by any change in 
soviet policy towards germany. it seems likely that stalin replaced litvinov 
because he was disappointed with the results of his foreign commissar’s 
negotiations with the British and french. stalin had decided to take direct 
charge of discussions about the triple alliance and no one was closer politi-
cally and personally to stalin than Molotov. their relationship dated back to 
the 1920s when Molotov was stalin’s chief lieutenant in the power struggle 
following lenin’s death. in 1930 stalin made Molotov his prime Minister, 
in which capacity he played an important role in foreign as well as domestic 
policy making. stalin’s and Molotov’s views and attitudes on international 
affairs were closely aligned. as stalin’s appointment diary shows, the two men 
saw each other on an almost daily basis.14 in short, Molotov could be relied 
upon to do exactly what stalin wanted. Molotov also proved to be a very 
effective negotiator. william strang, a British foreign office official who was 
sent to Moscow to help seeds with the triple alliance negotiations, summed 
up their course as follows:

The history of the negotiations is the story of how the British government were driven 
step by step, under stress of soviet argument, under pressure from parliament and the 
press and public opinion polls, under advice from the ambassador at Moscow, and 
under persuasion from the french, to move towards the soviet position. one by one 
they yielded points to the russians. in the end they gave the russians the main part of 
what they asked for. everything in the essential structure of the draft agreement repre-
sented a concession to the russians.15
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Molotov’s first meeting with seeds was on 8 May 1939. The British ambassador 
brought unwelcome news. like the french, the British wanted a public decla-
ration from the soviets that they would support Britain and france in the 
event of hostilities arising from the anglo-french guarantees to poland and 
romania.16 This was completely unacceptable to Moscow: the whole point 
of the triple alliance proposal was to create a system of reciprocal security 
guarantees under which soviet obligations to the British and french would be 
balanced by those to the Ussr (i.e. anglo-french support for soviet action in 
defence of the Baltic states against german aggression). ‘as you see, the english 
and french are demanding of us unilateral and gratuitous assistance with no 
intention of rendering us equivalent assistance,’ Molotov cabled his ambas-
sadors in london and paris.17 
 on 14 May the soviets responded to the British proposal with an aide-
mémoir reiterating their triple alliance proposal.18 on 27 May the British and 
french submitted to Molotov the text of a draft mutual assistance pact. it was 
limited in scope, its system of guarantees restricted to those states wanting to 
be guaranteed (thus excluding the Baltic states). But london and paris had 
conceded Moscow’s essential demands for a formal triple alliance and a system 
of reciprocal guarantees. to the amazement of seeds and Jean payart, the 
french diplomatic representative, Molotov immediately and angrily rejected 
the proposal. it did not contain, Molotov argued, any plan for the organi-
zation of effective defence against aggression, offered no indication of serious 
intent on the part of Britain and france, and proposed consultation rather 
than immediate assistance in the event of hostilities. The problem was that the 
mutual assistance envisaged in the anglo-french draft was tied to league of 
nations procedures. That, said Molotov, would transform the pact into ‘a mere 
scrap of paper’ because ‘in the event of aggression mutual assistance will not be 
rendered immediately . . . but only after deliberations in the league of nations, 
with no one knowing what the results of such deliberations would be’. payart 
and seeds assured Molotov that the reference to the league of nations was just 
a matter of public relations, but he remained implacable.19

 on 31 May Molotov reported on the international situation to the supreme 
soviet – his first such speech since becoming people’s commissar for foreign 
affairs. his theme was a familiar one: the anglo-french appeasement of 
aggressive states had encouraged their appetite for expansion, the prime 
example being the Munich agreement, which had led to the destruction of 
czechoslovakia. Molotov noted recent changes in British and french foreign 
policy but said that ‘at present it is impossible to say whether these countries 
have a sincere desire to abandon the policy of non-intervention, the policy of 
non-resistance to further aggression’. Molotov also revealed details of the recent 
diplomatic exchanges with london and paris, making it clear that any mutual 
assistance pact would have to be based on equal and reciprocal obligations.20

 The soviet response to the anglo-french draft pact was formally set out in 
a counter-draft on 2 June. The proposed mutual assistance treaty should give 
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effect to league of nations’ principles, said the soviet draft, but its operation 
would not be tied to league procedures, and latvia, estonia and finland were 
named as countries the soviets wanted guaranteed.21 The catch, from the British 
and french point of view, was that the three Baltic states – fearing the soviets 
as much as they did the germans – did not want to be guaranteed by Moscow. 
But their rejection of a soviet guarantee was of no importance to Molotov, who 
argued that the general interests of peace and the specific security needs of the 
Ussr should override any Baltic objections. on 10 June Molotov instructed 
Maisky:

to avoid misunderstandings we consider it necessary to make clear that the question 
of the three Baltic states is a question without whose satisfactory solution it would be 
impossible to bring the negotiations to a conclusion. we feel that without guaranteeing 
the security of the northwestern borders of the Ussr by providing for decisive counter-
action . . . against any direct or indirect attack by an aggressor on estonia, latvia or 
finland it will be impossible to satisfy public opinion in the soviet Union . . . this is not 
a question of technical formulas but one of agreeing on the substance of the question, 
after which it will not be difficult to find a suitable formula.22

on 15 June the British and french presented another document. it proposed 
that in the case of threats to states that did not want to be guaranteed the 
triple alliance partners would consult with each other and decide if there was 
‘a menace to security’ that merited the implementation of mutual assistance 
obligations.23 This proposal was immediately rejected by the soviets on the 
grounds that the security guarantees were automatic in the case of states the 
British and french wanted guaranteed but subject to consultation in the case of 
states the Ussr wanted guaranteed. if the British and french were unwilling to 
impose a guarantee on the Baltic states, said the soviet aide-mémoir, then the 
whole issue of guarantees should be dropped and the triple alliance would only 
operate in the event of direct attacks on the three signatories.24 That same day 
Molotov cabled Maisky and Yakov suritz, soviet ambassador in paris:

The french and the english are putting the Ussr in a humiliating and unequal 
position, something which under no circumstances would we accept . . . we feel that 
the english and french want to conclude a treaty with us which would be advantageous 
to them and disadvantageous to us, that is, they do not want a serious treaty based on 
the principle of reciprocity and equality of obligations. it is clear we shall not accept 
such a treaty.25

Molotov’s threat to take the issue of security guarantees off the negotiating 
table was a very effective tactic. for the British and french the whole point of 
the triple alliance was to gain soviet support for their guarantees to romania 
and especially poland, a state under immediate threat from hitler because of 
the dispute over control of the port of danzig. By 1 July, the British and french 



 stalin and the oUtBreaK of the sec ond world war 419

had agreed to the soviet position on the question of guarantees, on condition 
the list of countries guaranteed was not published but contained in a secret 
protocol.26 This was acceptable to the soviets, but a much larger problem was 
now looming. integral to the soviet triple alliance proposal was agreement on 
a military convention detailing the terms of practical military co-operation 
between the three states. stalin was expecting to fight a war with hitler in the 
very near future so he wanted clarity about what support he could expect from 
Britain and france. for this reason the soviets insisted on the military and 
political treaties comprising the triple alliance being signed simultaneously. 
london and paris, on the other hand, thought hitler could be deterred from 
war by a political treaty followed by negotiations for a military convention. at a 
meeting with seeds and paul-emile naggier (the new french ambassador) on 
17 July Molotov made it clear this was unacceptable.27 in a telegram to Maisky 
and suritz later that day Molotov’s anger about the prolonged, tedious and 
frustrating negotiations came to the fore:

we are insisting that a military pact is an inseparable part of a military–political 
agreement . . . and categorically reject the anglo-french proposal that we should first 
agree on the ‘political’ part of the treaty and only then turn to the question of a military 
agreement. This dishonest anglo-french proposal splits up what should be a single 
treaty into two separate treaties and contradicts our basic proposal to conclude the 
whole treaty simultaneously, including its military part, which is actually the most 
important and political part of the treaty. You understand that if the overall agreement 
does not include as an integral part an absolutely concrete military agreement, the 
treaty will be nothing but an empty declaration and this is something we cannot accept. 
only crooks and cheats such as the negotiators on the anglo-french side have shown 
themselves to be all this time could pretend that our demands for the conclusion 
of a political and military agreement are something new in the negotiations . . . it 
seems nothing will come of the endless negotiations. Then they will have no one but 
themselves to blame.28

again, london and paris gave way. on 23 July seeds and naggier told Molotov 
that the soviet proposal had been accepted. Molotov seemed very pleased and 
suggested Moscow as the venue for military discussions, to start immediately: 
‘The mere fact that the military conversations were starting would have a much 
greater effect in the world than any announcement about the political articles. 
it would be a powerful demonstration on the part of the three governments.’29

 The military talks opened in Moscow on 12 august. The crunch came quickly 
when on 14 august the head of the soviet delegation, defence commissar 
Marshal Kliment voroshilov, posed the following question to the British and 
french delegation: would the red army be allowed to cross into poland and 
romania in the event of german aggression? The anglo-french negotiators 
responded that when war came the poles and the romanians would surely 
invite the red army in. This was not satisfactory to the soviets, who wanted 
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to know in advance if their transit would be allowable. when it was suggested 
they should ask the poles and romanians for advance consent, voroshilov 
replied that poland and romania were the allies of Britain and france and 
the subject of anglo-french security guarantees, so it was up to london and 
paris to obtain the permission. talks continued while the British and french 
delegates consulted their governments but on 17 august voroshilov proposed 
an adjournment until the receipt of an answer to this question. when the 
meeting resumed on 21 august the British and french had nothing definite to 
report and the talks were adjourned sine die, never to resume.30

 The military talks collapsed because the British and french failed to satisfy 
Moscow on the question of the red army’s right of passage across poland and 
romania. This was no side concern, but a vital strategic issue for the soviets, 
not least because the red army’s operational plans called for an advance into 
poland and romania in the event of war with germany.31 But that was only 
one facet of the failure of the triple alliance negotiations. The negotiations also 
failed because by summer 1939 stalin had an alternative. By the time the anglo-
french military delegation arrived in Moscow, Molotov was already engaged 
in negotiations with germany. doubting the triple alliance negotiations would 
produce a satisfactory outcome, the soviets had decided at the end of July 1939 
to hedge their bets by seeing what Berlin had to offer.
 The germans had been trying to woo the soviets since the beginning of 
the triple alliance negotiations.32 Their motive – to avert the triple alliance – 
was self-evident and the german overtures were not at first taken seriously in 
Moscow. when schulenburg, the german ambassador in Moscow, made an 
approach on 20 May about re-opening trade talks, Molotov told him that he had 

the impression that the german government was playing some sort of game instead 
of conducting business-like economic negotiations; and that for such a game it should 
have looked for its partner in another country and not the government of the Ussr ... 
we had come to the conclusion that for the success of the economic negotiations it was 
necessary to create a corresponding political basis.

Molotov further noted in his report to stalin that 

throughout the whole conversation it was evident that for the ambassador my statement 
was most unexpected . . . The ambassador strove for a more concrete explanation of the 
political basis that my statement had in mind but i avoided giving a concrete answer 
to this question.33 

schulenburg did not meet Molotov again until 28 June. The ambassador 
reminded Molotov of what had been said at their previous meeting about 
the political basis of soviet–german relations. germany, schulenburg told 
Molotov, wanted not only to normalize relations with the soviet Union, but to 
improve them. as proof of this he pointed to the restrained tone of the german 



 stalin and the oUtBreaK of the sec ond world war 421

press in relation to the Ussr and to germany’s recent non-aggression pacts 
with latvia and estonia. he also reassured Molotov that germany had no 
‘napoleonic’ plans in relation to the Ussr. Molotov responded that the soviet 
Union was interested in the normalization and improvement in relations with 
all countries, including germany, but he wanted know how Berlin proposed to 
improve relations with the Ussr. since schulenburg had nothing specific to 
propose, the conversation ended on an indeterminate note.34

 The next major development came at the end of July when georgii astakhov, 
the soviet diplomatic representative in Berlin, reported to Molotov on two 
conversations with Karl schnurre, a german diplomat who specialized in 
economics and had been involved in past discussions about soviet–german 
trade:

germany is prepared to discuss and come to an understanding with us on the questions 
that both sides are interested in, and to give all the security guarantees we would require 
from them . . . to my question about how confident he was that his words reflected 
the mood and intention of higher circles, schnurre said that he spoke on the direct 
instructions of ribbentrop [the german foreign Minister] . . . naturally, we didn’t give 
schnurre any hopes, limiting ourselves to general noises and promising to bring the 
talks to your attention.35

two days later, on 29 July, Molotov sent astakhov his reply:

political relations between the Ussr and german may improve, of course, with an 
improvement in economic relations. in this regard schnurre is, generally speaking, right. 
But only the germans can say concretely how political relations should improve. Until 
recently the germans did nothing but curse the Ussr, did not want any improvement 
in political relations and refused to participate in any conferences with the Ussr. if 
the germans are now sincerely changing course and really want to improve political 
relations with the Ussr, they are obliged to state what this improvement represents in 
concrete terms . . . The matter depends entirely on the germans. we would, of course, 
welcome any improvement in political relations between the two countries.36

on 2 august the germans made yet another approach when foreign Minister 
ribbentrop told astakhov ‘that there are no contradictions between our 
countries from the Black sea to the Baltic. on all problems it is possible to 
reach agreement.’37 The next day schulenburg met Molotov and proposed an 
improvement in soviet–german relations in three stages: firstly, the conclusion 
of an economic agreement; secondly, better press relations; and thirdly, the 
development of cultural and scientific cooperation. schulenburg stressed, too, 
that there were no conflicts of interest between germany and the Ussr in 
the Baltic and that Berlin had no plans that ran counter to soviet interests in 
poland. Molotov’s response was mixed: he welcomed the german desire for an 
improvement in relations but cast doubt on the sincerity and durability of the 
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apparent shift in german foreign policy. schulenburg’s conclusion from the 
meeting was ‘my overall impression is that the soviet government is at present 
determined to sign with england and france if they fulfill all soviet wishes . . . 
it will . . . take a considerable effort on our part to cause the soviet government 
to swing about’.38

 By the time schulenburg next met Molotov on 15 august, the anglo-
soviet–french military negotiations were already in progress. at the meeting 
Molotov asked the ambassador about the german government’s attitude toward 
a non-aggression treaty between the two countries.39 two days later they 
met again. Molotov handed schulenburg a formal written proposal for a 
non-aggression pact, together with a ‘special protocol’. The ambassador pressed 
for ribbentrop to be invited to Moscow for face-to-face negotiations, but 
Molotov refused to set a date.40 at a further meeting on 19 august, Molotov 
made it clear that before ribbentrop came to Moscow it had to be certain that 
an agreement would be reached, especially in relation to the special protocol. 
The meeting ended at 3.00 p.m. but at 4.30 p.m. schulenburg was summoned 
back to the Kremlin and told by Molotov that ribbentrop could come to 
Moscow on 26–27 august.41 according to stalin’s appointments diary Molotov 
saw stalin just before his meeting with schulenburg and again after the second 
meeting, so the authorization for ribbentrop’s visit must have been cleared by 
stalin on the telephone. But the date set by the soviets was not soon enough 
for the germans and on 21 august schulenburg handed Molotov an urgent 
personal letter from hitler to stalin requesting that ribbentrop be received on 
22 august. ‘The tension between germany and poland has become intolerable. 
polish demeanour toward a great power is such that a crisis may arise any day,’ 
hitler wrote to stalin. two hours later Molotov delivered stalin’s positive reply 
to schulenburg.42

 ribbentrop duly arrived in Moscow on 23 august. stalin did most of the 
talking for the soviet side at the meeting he and Molotov had with ribbentrop, 
a pattern to be repeated in countless encounters to come with foreign diplomats. 
The outcome was the signature of a soviet–german non-aggression treaty in 
which the two states pledged neutrality in the event of the other becoming 
involved in a war with a third party. appended to the public treaty was a ‘secret 
additional protocol’ delineating future soviet and german spheres of influence 
in eastern europe. with agreement sealed, stalin proposed a toast to the health 
of hitler and Molotov a toast to stalin in recognition of the role his speech to 
the eighteenth party congress had played in bringing about a political reversal 
in relations with germany. as ribbentrop was leaving, stalin told him that he 
could guarantee on his word of honour that the soviet Union would not betray 
its new partner.43

 The conclusion of the nazi–soviet pact signalled a new, neutralist course 
for soviet foreign policy. what that meant was explained by Molotov in his 
speech to the supreme soviet on 31 august 1939. he began by explaining why 
the triple alliance negotiations had failed: poland, encouraged by Britain, had 
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rejected proposed soviet military assistance, which meant it was not possible 
to arrive at a suitable military agreement. following the failure of the military 
negotiations with Britain and france, said Molotov, the Ussr decided to 
conclude a non-aggression pact with germany. explaining how it was possible 
for the soviet Union to sign a non-aggression treaty with the anti-communist 
nazi state, Molotov told his audience that ‘the art of politics does not consist in 
increasing the number of one’s country’s enemies. on the contrary, the art of 
politics in this sphere is to reduce the number of such enemies and make the 
enemies of yesterday good neighbours, maintaining peaceable relations one 
with the other.’ in conclusion Molotov stressed that both the soviet pact with 
germany and the triple alliance negotiations, unsuccessful though they were, 
showed that no important international questions could be decided without the 
participation of the Ussr.44

 germany invaded poland on 1 september 1939. on 17 september the red 
army invaded poland from the east. This dual invasion was presaged in the 
secret additional protocol to the nazi–soviet pact:

in the event of a territorial and political rearrangement of the areas belonging to the 
polish state the spheres of influence of germany and the Ussr shall be bounded 
approximately by the line of the rivers narew, vistula and san. The question of whether 
the interests of both parties make desirable the maintenance of an independent polish 
state and how such a state should be bounded can only be definitely determined in the 
course of further political developments.45

But this agreement was not a clear-cut advance decision to invade and partition 
poland – stalin was far too cautious for that. how he acted in relation to poland 
would depend on the course of the german–polish war and on the reaction of 
Britain and france. in the event, poland collapsed surprisingly quickly, and the 
British and french, although declaring war on germany, showed no inclination 
to become militarily involved in operations in the east. in such circumstances 
it was safe for the Ussr to occupy by force its sphere of influence in eastern 
poland, which ribbentrop began badgering stalin to do from early september.46 
 The soviet invasion was announced in a radio broadcast by Molotov, who 
claimed the red army was intervening in eastern poland to safeguard the 
Ukrainians and Belorussians who lived there.47 This rationale was not as 
fanciful as it might seem. The polish territories occupied by the red army 
consisted mainly of the western regions of the Ukraine and Belorussia, which 
lay east of the so-called ‘curzon line’ – the ethnographic frontier between 
russia and poland drawn up by a commission of the paris peace conference 
in 1919. The actual border, however, had been determined by poland’s victory 
in the russo-polish war of 1919–20 and under the 1921 treaty of riga the 
soviets were forced to cede western Belorussia and western Ukraine to poland. 
But they were never reconciled to the permanent loss of those territories. The 
soviet invasion of eastern poland embodied, therefore, patriotic–nationalist 
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aspirations as well as the geopolitical logic of keeping the germans out of 
western Belorussia and western Ukraine.
 one politician who welcomed the soviet invasion of poland was winston 
churchill, who said in a radio broadcast on 1 october that ‘we could have 
wished that the russian armies should be standing on their present line as the 
friends and allies of poland instead of as invaders. But that the russian armies 
should stand on this line was clearly necessary for the safety of russia against 
the nazi menace.’48 of course, at this time churchill still hoped that the soviet 
Union could be weaned off neutrality and enticed into co-operation against 
hitler. stalin, however, had decided to ally himself with hitler for the time 
being. at the end of september ribbentrop returned to Moscow to negotiate 
a german–soviet Boundary and friendship treaty that would settle the 
demarcation line between the two states in poland. following talks between 
ribbentrop, stalin and Molotov, the soviet Union and germany published a 
joint declaration on 28 september calling for an end to the war and blaming the 
western powers for continuing hostilities.49 
 Molotov took up the theme of anglo-french culpability for the war in his 
speech to the supreme soviet on 31 october 1939:

in the past few months such concepts as ‘aggression’ and ‘aggressor’ have acquired new 
concrete connotation, new meaning. it is not hard to understand that we can no longer 
employ these concepts in the sense we did, say, three or four months ago. today, as 
far as the european great powers are concerned, germany is in the position of a state 
which is striving for the earliest termination of war and for peace, while Britain and 
france . . . are in favour of continuing the war and are opposed to the conclusion of 
peace.

in his august speech Molotov had announced the soviet Union’s dealignment 
in european international politics. now he specified the Ussr’s realignment 
alongside germany, albeit as political collaborator not military ally: 

since the conclusion of the soviet–german non-aggression pact on 23 august an end 
has been put to the abnormal relations that have existed between the soviet Union and 
germany for a number of years. instead of the enmity . . . we now have a rapprochement 
and the establishment of friendly relations . . .. relations between germany and other 
western european bourgeois states have in the past two decades been determined 
primarily by germany’s efforts to break the fetters of the versailles treaty . . . This it was 
which in the long run led to the present war in europe. The relations between the soviet 
Union and germany were based on a different foundation which had nothing whatever 
in common with perpetuating the post-war versailles system. we have always held that 
a strong germany is an indispensable condition for a durable peace in europe.50

These were precisely the terms in which soviet russia had justified the rapallo 
relationship with germany. stalin and Molotov proposed to revive the intensive 
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political, economic and military co-operation with germany that had existed 
in the 1920s. That relationship had disintegrated when hitler came to power, 
but stalin and Molotov never viewed the nature of the nazi regime as an 
insurmountable obstacle to good relations. as the soviets were fond of saying, 
the Ussr stood for peaceful co-existence with all states, irrespective of their 
internal regime. relations with hitler had broken down because of his foreign 
policy, not his political ideology. whether hitler would revert to an anti-soviet 
foreign policy remained an open question. Meanwhile, stalin and Molotov did 
not rule out the possibility of long-term co-existence, even an alliance, with 
nazi germany. as stalin told ribbentrop on 27 september: ‘soviet foreign 
policy has always been based on the belief in the possibility of cooperation 
between germany and the soviet Union . . . hence it is with a clear conscience 
that the soviet government begins the revival of collaboration with germany. 
This collaboration represents a power that all other combinations must give 
way to.’51

 stalin has often been accused of being responsible for triggering the outbreak 
of the second world war by signing a pact with hitler that gave the nazi 
dictator the confidence to attack poland and risk a war with Britain and france. 
But that was not stalin’s analysis of the situation. he was convinced that war 
was inevitable so the issue was not how to deter hitler’s aggression, but whether 
to fight alongside poland, Britain and france or to remain neutral. stalin was 
sceptical about British and french intentions. he doubted the two powers 
were serious about wanting a triple alliance and suspected their goal was to 
trap the soviet Union into fighting a war alone against germany. he later told 
churchill that he ‘had the impression that the talks were insincere and only for 
the purpose of intimidating hitler, with whom the western powers would later 
come to terms’.52 stalin said much the same thing to his closest confidants. ‘we 
preferred agreements with the so-called democratic countries and therefore 
conducted negotiations,’ he told the comintern leader, georgi dimitrov, on 
7 september 1939. ‘But the english and the french wanted us for farmhands 
and at no cost.’ in the same conversation with dimitrov stalin revealed another 
aspect of the calculation that led him to conclude a deal with hitler:

a war is on between two groups of capitalist countries ... for the redivision of the world, 
for the domination of the world! we see nothing wrong in their having a good hard 
fight and weakening each other. it would be fine if at the hands of germany the position 
of the richest capitalist countries (especially england) was shaken. hitler, without 
understanding it or desiring it, is shaking and undermining the capitalist system ... we 
can manoeuvre, pit one side against the other to set them fighting with each other as 
fiercely as possible. The non-aggression pact is to a certain degree helping germany. 
next time we’ll urge on the other side.53

some commentators have linked this statement to his speech to the eighteenth 
party congress and concluded that stalin conspired to provoke a new world 
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war in 1939 in order to precipitate a new wave of revolutionary upheavals in 
europe – as had happened as result of the first world war, including, of course, 
the Bolshevik seizure of power in 1917. some historians also cite a speech stalin 
supposedly made to the politburo on 19 august 1939 in which he reviewed the 
prospects for the ‘sovietization’ of europe as a result of a war that he intended to 
provoke and then prolong by signing the nazi–soviet pact. But that conclusion 
is false because the alleged speech is a forgery that first made its appearance 
in the french press in november 1939 as a piece of propaganda designed to 
discredit stalin and to sow discord in soviet–german relations.54 
 far from plotting to provoke war in 1939, stalin feared a major military 
conflict would revive the anti-capitalist coalition that had almost succeeded 
in toppling the Bolsheviks from power during the russian civil war. That was 
why he gambled on a pact with hitler. while it was not a guarantee of peace 
and security, it did seem to offer the best chance of keeping the soviet Union 
out of the coming war. like everyone else, stalin expected that if Britain and 
france did declare war on germany as a result of their guarantees to poland 
there would be a prolonged war of attrition, allowing the soviet Union time to 
strengthen its defences. That assumption, however, proved to be a fundamental 
miscalculation. The nazi–soviet pact paid dividends for stalin in the short term 
but only at the cost of substantially strengthening the soviets’ future enemy. 
soviet neutrality helped hitler to triumph over france as well as poland and 
paved the way for german military hegemony in europe. it became the spring-
board for hitler’s invasion of the soviet Union in June 1941 that propelled the 
german armies all the way to leningrad, Moscow and stalingrad. eventually, 
the soviets were able to stabilize their defences and to counter-attack, but the 
cost was catastrophic. it is impossible to say whether the soviet Union would 
have fared any better had stalin decided to risk an early attack by standing up 
to hitler in 1939.
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chapter 25

American Isolationism and the Coming of the Second 
World War

Manfred Jonas

in the summer of 1935 the Us congress responded to the prospect of a new 
war in europe with a neutrality act. This was the high water mark of Us isola-
tionism. That policy originated in the late eighteenth century when the Us 
wanted to protect its still fragile independence by extricating itself from the 
clutches of a europe dominated by Britain, france and spain, the maritime 
powers who had long controlled the americas. The United states owed its 
existence at least in part to the rivalry among those powers. france, after all, 
had provided decisive military support to Britain’s north american colonies 
after 1778, mainly as a way of striking back at the British, to whom it had 
surrendered its own north american colonies just fifteen years earlier. alliance 
with france, however, made it virtually impossible for the new nation to settle 
its problems either with Britain, whose recognition of american independence 
was half-hearted at best, or with spain, which controlled both the mouth of 
the Mississippi river, crucial to trade from america’s interior, and florida into 
which the new americans were moving. 
 when the french revolution appeared to give the relationship an ideological 
basis as well and when Britain and france went to war with each other in 1793, a 
Us–french alliance became a distinct liability. in 1794 the Us congress passed 
its first ever neutrality act. This was an assertion of independence in defence of 
america’s commercial and territorial interests. it did not seek to cut the country 
off from world affairs or keep the Us out of all wars. in his farewell address in 
1796, president george washington provided the rationale for this policy when 
he asserted that ‘europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none 
or a very remote relation’, but urged his countrymen to take advantage of their 
‘detached and distant situation’ while extending commercial relations with 
other nations as far as possible. 
 in his first inaugural presidential address in 1801 Thomas Jefferson, ever the 
phrase-maker, added peace and honest friendship with all nations to the list of 
the country’s foreign policy aims but concentrated, as he was to do during his 
presidency, on an independent policy that promoted and protected american 
commerce with all nations, while entering into ‘entangling alliances with none’.1 
By the end of his presidency, Jefferson had gone a considerable way toward 
assuring the permanence of the United states. he successfully defended Us 
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commerce, displayed military prowess in a war against the Barbary pirates and 
virtually doubled the size of the country with the purchase of louisiana from 
napoleon – a deal only made possible by the existing rivalries among great 
Britain, france and spain. These rivalries continued to challenge america’s 
independence and to threaten its trade. The royal navy harassed Us shipping, 
impressed american sailors and confiscated american goods in transit to 
france. This culminated in war between 1812 and 1814. By any rational 
measure, the United states lost that war, but, given Britain’s other problems, 
was able to gain peace terms that led to disarmament on the great lakes, 
clarified commercial relations and settled much of the northern boundary of 
the louisiana purchase. for the first time, dealings with the British took on the 
character of negotiations between equals.
 The napoleonic wars not only changed the balance of power but also the 
relationship of the United states to europe. spain’s subjugation by napoleon 
encouraged successful revolutions in its american colonies and assured her 
continuing imperial decline. in 1818 the Us exploited spanish weakness by 
acquiring what had been spanish florida and laying claim to northern california, 
where russia and Britain already maintained outposts. in 1821 rumours that the 
hoy alliance, led by russia, might seek to restore its colonies to spain caused 
Us president James Monroe to announce what later became known as ‘The 
Monroe doctrine’. on 2 december 1823 he declared before congress that the 
american continents ‘are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future 
colonization by any european powers’ and the Us would regard any attempt to 
extend ‘their system’ to the western hemisphere ‘as dangerous to our peace and 
safety’.2 he rejected a British proposal for a joint statement opposing the return 
of its colonies to spain in favour of this independent, unilateral action. when 
no effort was ever made to restore her american colonies to spain, the wisdom 
of a policy of independence seemed confirmed. russia even withdrew its small 
colonial settlement in california and set the southern boundary of its colony of 
alaska north of anything ever claimed by the United states. diplomatic relations 
were quickly established with the new countries in latin america and conti-
nental expansion under the banner of ‘manifest destiny’ became a matter largely 
outside the realm of foreign policy. 
 The United states sympathized with the european revolutions of 1830 and 
1848, but offered no assistance to the revolutionaries. in his annual message to 
congress of 2 december 1845 president James Knox polk reaffirmed Monroe’s 
‘doctrine’ in an effort to keep great Britain and france out of texas, and then 
proceeded to admit texas to the american union. The United states negotiated 
with great Britain over the division of the oregon territory and then fought a 
war with Mexico that involved no european power even indirectly in order to 
acquire california. The Us tried to buy cuba from spain in the 1850s and was 
instrumental in bringing Japan into full contact with the world at large. The 
country’s major concern was no longer maintenance of its independence, which 
seemed assured, but of internal unity, which was not.
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 The bitter four-year american civil war that preserved that unity did 
not alter the tenor of the nation’s policy with europe. Quite to the contrary, 
non-interference in purely european matters seemed an excellent example to 
set while trying to prevent various european powers from taking sides in the 
war in america. Thus, on 11 May 1863, secretary of state william h. seward 
rejected an invitation to join france, great Britain and austria in an attempt to 
persuade russia to modify its designs on poland by citing washington’s afore-
mentioned farewell address. he applauded america’s successful resistance to 
‘seductions from what, superficially viewed, seemed a course of isolation and 
indifference’ and he praised the policy of ‘nonintervention, straight, absolute, 
and peculiar as it may seem to other nations’,3 and vigorously reasserted the 
Monroe doctrine in an effort to end french schemes for control of Mexico. 
 after the civil war, the United states entered a period of rapid growth, and 
this led to greater involvement in world affairs. By 1884 the Us had not only 
joined the international red cross but also sent a delegation to the Berlin 
conference dealing with the problems of the congo free state. The growth of 
american trade and the build-up of a modern navy led to the acquisition of 
trading rights and coaling stations not only in the pacific, but in africa and along 
the persian gulf as well. The United states now wanted – and obtained – a pledge 
from the powers for an ‘open door’ so that its goods could enter the congo on 
fair terms. on taking office in 1885, president grover cleveland opposed that 
agreement on the basis it could possibly become an entangling alliance.4 
 Yet the process of Us involvement in international affairs accelerated. in 
1888, the United states hosted the first international conference of its own, the 
washington conference on samoa, and it regularly took part in international 
conferences for the remainder of the nineteenth century. it sent delegates to 
the first international peace conference at The hague in 1899, among them 
captain alfred Thayer Mahan, whose book The Influence of Sea Power on 
History: 1660–1783 had provided a blueprint for america’s rise to world power 
and influenced the growth of german and Japanese naval expansion as well. 
at that conference, the Us delegates supported the creation of the permanent 
court of international arbitration, but signed the convention establishing the 
tribunal only with this reservation: 

nothing contained in this convention shall be so construed as to require the United 
states of america to depart from its traditional policy of not intruding upon, interfering 
with, or entangling itself in the political questions or policy or internal administration 
of any foreign state; nor shall anything contained in the said convention be construed 
to imply a relinquishment by the United states of america of its traditional attitude 
toward purely american questions.5

By this time, great Britain had effectively accepted the Monroe doctrine by 
submitting a long-standing boundary dispute with venezuela to international 
arbitration. in taking note of that, secretary of state richard olney asserted that 
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the United states is practically sovereign on this continent, and its fiat is law upon 
the subjects to which it confines its interposition . . . because, in addition to all other 
grounds, its infinite resources combined with its isolated position render it master of 
the situation and practically invulnerable as against any and all other powers.6 

where Monroe had acted sixty years earlier from recognition of Us weakness, 
olney now spoke from a perception of obvious strength.
 By the late nineteenth century The United states had built a sizeable navy, 
gone to war with spain, acquired puerto rico, hawaii and the philippines and 
become a considerable power in the far east. in direct consequence, Britain 
in March 1898 proposed a joint effort to insure equal commercial opportunity 
in china. The British ambassador in washington was promptly informed 
that any joint action would be inconsistent with the traditional policy of the 
United states. instead, secretary of state John hay prepared his own so-called 
open door notes to the powers the following January asking them, in effect, 
to provide ‘a fair field and no favour’ in the competition for trade in the far 
east.7 like president Monroe, he rejected joint action with Britain in favour 
of independent action. within a year, the Us contributed to an international 
military force for the first time when 5,000 Us troops from the philippines 
helped to put down the Boxer rebellion in china.
 after becoming president in 1901, Theodore roosevelt increased american 
involvement in world affairs still further. he personally began to play an 
ever-larger role on the world stage. he made america’s new military might 
visible to everyone by sending the battle fleet around the world in 1907. he 
vastly expanded the scope of the Monroe doctrine by proclaiming that it was 
the nation’s duty to exercise ‘an international police power’ in the countries 
below the rio grande.8 he also sought to maintain the open door in asia by 
negotiating an end to the 1904–5 russo-Japanese war with a treaty concluded 
in portsmouth, new hampshire and agreed to participate in the algeciras 
conference in 1907–8, where he attempted to maintain an open trade policy 
in Morocco against french demands for a trade monopoly. roosevelt hugely 
enjoyed playing an active role in world politics and believed that his various 
interventions, whether as arbitrator, conciliator or policeman, were of great 
benefit to the United states. like the Us senate which, after some persuasion, 
ratified the algeciras treaty in 1908, he was, however, ‘without purpose to 
depart from the traditional american foreign policy’.9 
 six years later, president woodrow wilson responded to the outbreak of war 
in europe as washington had in 1793 with a declaration of neutrality and an 
appeal to the american people to be ‘impartial in thought as well as in action’. 
wilson ran for re-election in 1916 under the slogan ‘he kept us out of war.’ 
he had not changed his thinking when in his note to all of the powers of 22 
January 1917 he called for a peace without victory to be maintained by a league 
of nations. when wilson took the United states into war against germany and 
those allied with her on 2 april 1917 he stressed that it was a unilateral act in 
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defence of america’s commercial and maritime rights. it was almost as an after-
thought that he added the much quoted phrase ‘the world must be made safe for 
democracy’. wilson waited until the overthrow of the tsar brought democracy 
temporarily to russia before asking congress to declare war, and the Us entered 
no formal alliance, but participated in the war as an ‘associated power’. 
 The entry of the United states tipped the stalemated war in western europe 
in favour of Britain and france, and wilson soon emerged as spokesman for the 
shape of the post-war world. The german government sent its request for an 
armistice to the Us president and it was wilson who laid down the conditions 
that had to be met. at the top of the list was regime change in germany and 
amongst its allies. By the time the armistice was signed on 11 november 1918 
the Kaiser was in exile in holland and germany had become a republic. 
 when wilson left for versailles on 4 december he was hailed as a world 
hero, a supreme peace maker, and the saviour of mankind. he was triumphantly 
received by the populace in all the allied capitals he visited. The increasing 
involvement of the United states in international affairs was now apparently 
complete. The Usa had emerged as a world leader and now had the oppor-
tunity to shape the new world order that followed germany’s defeat. for a brief 
moment it seemed possible that a nation that had become rich and powerful 
enough so that it no longer needed to fear being forced into actions that contra-
vened its interests could go far to reshape the world in its own image. franklin 
d. roosevelt was to have considerable success in doing so a quarter century 
later. 
 Yet woodrow wilson never got the chance to try. The treaty the Us president 
brought back from versailles and asked the senate to ratify was in many ways 
a flawed document. wilson had fought with only very modest success against 
too punitive a treaty and had been forced to make many compromises in order 
to win acceptance for what he regarded as the essential element among his 
fourteen points: a general association of nations affording mutual guarantees 
of political independence and territorial integrity to great and small states 
alike. Those compromises affected self-determination, boundaries, reparations 
and other largely european matters and could be seen as setting this country 
squarely on the path to permanent entanglement in european affairs. so, of 
course, did the security treaty wilson signed at versailles, which guaranteed 
france’s border with germany. when the senate failed to ratify the treaty and 
thereby rejected membership in the league of nations the word isolationism 
entered the political vocabulary to characterize america’s traditional foreign 
policy.10

 it would be wrong to think, however, that refusal to join the league did 
anything to isolate the United states from europe or the world. Quite the 
contrary: the Us was richer and stronger than ever and much of europe was 
in a trough of economic depression and political instability. such a situation 
required greater international involvement than ever to make the world into a 
place in which america could continue to prosper. secretary of state charles 
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evans hughes and president herbert hoover worked hard during the 1920s to 
achieve that goal while co-operating with the league, up to a point. Their policy 
of involvement without actual commitment is visible in various initiatives taken 
during the 1920s such as the dawes and Young plans on german reparations, 
the limitation of naval armaments and the maintenance of the open door in the 
far east. it was on display in 1926 when the senate approved adherence to the 
world court, but only with the unacceptable reservation ‘that the court shall 
not . . . without the consent of the United states, entertain any request for an 
advisory opinion touching any dispute or question in which the United states 
has or claims an interest’.11 
 another graphic illustration of Us involvement in the new world order that 
emerged at paris was the Kellogg–Briand pact. The french foreign Minister 
artistide Briand was looking for a security guarantee from the United states. so 
on the tenth anniversary of Us entry into the world war he proposed a treaty 
to outlaw war between the two countries. secretary of state frank B. Kellogg 
rejected the idea of any commitment to a european power for the usual reasons, 
but under pressure from the domestic peace lobby he turned Briand’s idea into 
a multi-national pact to outlaw war as an instrument of national policy. it was 
ultimately signed by seventy-seven nations. This pact of paris was a pious piece 
of paper that contained no enforcement provisions. still, the senate ratified it 
only after receiving assurances that the United states retained the right not to 
enforce the treaty against violators. 
 Kellogg won the nobel peace prize for this in 1929 just as the collapse of 
the new York stock market triggered a world-wide depression. But hoover 
remained as convinced as ever that america had no need for collective arrange-
ments. ‘[we] are more free from the haunting fear of attack than any other 
people in the world,’ he reassured the daughters of the american revolution 
in an armistice day address. while acknowledging Us responsibility to work 
for world peace, he asserted that it could ‘only be fulfilled to its fullest measure 
by maintaining the fullest independence’, and in particular by ‘independence 
from any combination pledged to the use of force to maintain peace’.12 it was a 
restatement of the traditional isolationist position. 
 By the time Japanese armies invaded Manchuria in september 1931 the great 
depression was approaching its nadir and foreign relations were receiving little 
attention in the United states. Though we now tend to regard the Manchurian 
crisis as a prelude to the second world war, that was by no means clear at 
the time. Japan’s action clearly violated the Kellogg–Briand pact and the 
nine-power treaty of 1922 to both of which the United states was a party, and 
the Us responded by condemning the Japanese action and by a adopting a 
policy of non-recognition. 
 shortly after china brought the Mukden incident before the league, hoover 
reminded his cabinet in a memo that ‘[we] are not parties to the league of 
nations, the covenant of which has also been violated . . . we should co-operate 
with the rest of the world’, and ‘we should do so as long as that cooperation 
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remains in the field of moral pressures’.13 when the league council discussed 
Japan’s actions in october, the United states agreed to send prentiss gilbert, its 
consul at geneva, to attend the meetings, but only to discuss the possible appli-
cation of the Kellogg–Briand pact. when the league attempted to draw gilbert 
into a more general discussion, stimson instructed him to cease attending 
meetings, and only reluctantly agreed, after a telephone call from British 
foreign secretary lord reading, to let him go to one more open and one more 
secret session as an observer at a seat away from the conference table. when it 
turned out that there were no seats away from the table and when Briand added 
his plea that gilbert should nevertheless remain, stimson reluctantly agreed ‘to 
let him go on sitting at the damned table’ on condition that he ‘keep his mouth 
shut’.14 when Japan completed its conquest of Manchuria before the league had 
taken any action, stimson announced that the United states ‘does not intend 
to recognize any situation treaty or agreement which may be brought about by 
means contrary to the covenants and obligations of the pact of paris of april 
27, 1928, to which treaty both china and Japan, as well as the United states, are 
parties’. stimson’s doctrine of non-recognition was, as sir John t. pratt pointed 
out, ‘a peculiarly american technique, the fruit of american isolationism’.15

 when Japan responded with an attack on shanghai on 28 January 1932, the 
United states sent troops and naval vessels there and persuaded Britain, france 
and italy to join in asking Japan to stop the fighting and to enter into negotia-
tions with china in the presence of neutral observers. Japan refused this offer of 
mediation on 4 february and the United states took no further action. neither 
did the league of nations, which limited itself to condemning Japan’s action, 
withholding recognition from Manchukuo and calling for Japanese withdrawal 
from china. a day later stimson expressed the United states’ support of the 
league while still ‘reserving for itself independence of judgment with regard to 
method and scope’. six months earlier, in accepting his party’s nomination for 
a second term, hoover had told the convention delegates: ‘we shall . . . consult 
with other nations in times of emergency to promote world peace. we shall 
enter no agreement committing us to any future course of action or which shall 
call for the use of force to preserve peace.’16 
 in the election 1932, questions of foreign policy played no role of any kind. 
The new president, franklin d. roosevelt, entered office in March 1933 without 
intent to alter the line espoused by hoover. his inaugural address made only 
the briefest reference to non-domestic matters, and that referred to the policy 
of the ‘good neighbour’, a term first used by secretary of state henry clay in 
the 1820s to describe the relationship between the United states and the new 
countries of latin america under the Monroe doctrine. roosevelt gave support 
to the geneva conference on arms limitation to which the United states had 
sent delegates in 1932 and, in discussions with Britain’s prime Minister ramsay 
Macdonald and french premier eduard herriot in washington in april, 
the Us agreed not undercut collective actions against aggressors. when the 
american delegate spoke at geneva on 22 May however, he expressed america’s 
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willingness to consult with others in case of a threat to peace, but promised not 
to oppose undercut collective action against a designated aggressor only ‘if we 
concur in the judgment rendered’. on 29 May 1934 he added for purposes of 
clarification that the United states would not ‘participate in european political 
negotiations and settlements and will not make any commitment whatever 
to use its armed forces for the settlement of any dispute anywhere’.17 hoover’s 
policy of involvement without commitment thus clearly remained in force.
 The near collapse of the american economy in the early 1930s brought 
domestic issues to the fore and led to a general re-examination of america’s 
involvement with the world. The Us withdrawal from the london economic 
conference in the summer of 1933 was an indication that the United states 
intended to pursue an independent course in the world financial crisis. in 
april 1934, the Johnson act prohibiting loans to nations in default on debts 
stemming from the first world war reflected unhappiness with america’s earlier 
involvement in ‘europe’s wars’. implementing the ‘good neighbour’ policy, 
on the other hand, promised to stimulate american trade without requiring 
commitments in europe. This became the favoured path for overcoming the 
economic crisis at home. roosevelt sent reciprocal trade bills to congress in 
March of 1934, convinced that full recovery could not be achieved without 
the restoration of america’s shrunken trade. soon after the passage of this 
legislation, the export–import Bank was set up to facilitate that commerce. 
secretary of state cordell hull was to negotiate twenty-one reciprocal trade 
agreements covering three-fifths of american exports and imports before the 
outbreak of war in europe. The recognition of the soviet Union in november 
1933 and the passage three months later of the tydings–Mcduffie act that 
promised independence to the philippines within ten years were similarly 
prompted, at least in part, by the need to revive commerce to offset the effects of 
the depression by reducing, if anything, america’s international involvement. 
 Yet developments in europe that increasingly threatened world peace and 
order became more difficult to ignore. a split developed between those who 
saw this as a reason for reducing america’s world involvement still further 
and now adopted the label of isolationist and for the remainder of the decade 
did battle with the more wilsonian supporters of the traditional policy who 
became increasingly concerned about the threat itself. as international crises 
grew more dangerous during the late 1930s, the battle over isolationism took 
centre stage. The often-heated rhetoric of this debate sometimes obscured the 
fact that the two sides shared the same tradition and differed with regard to the 
desirable extent of world involvement but were in full agreement on the matter 
of commitment. for the isolationists, a greater degree of separation from the 
concerns of europe seemed necessary. ‘i believe’, senator william e. Borah of 
idaho explained to the council of foreign relations, 

in the foreign policy which offers peace to all nations, trade and commerce with all 
nations, honest friendship with all nations, political commitments, express or implied 
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with none . . . in matters of trade and commerce we have never been isolationists and 
never will be. in matters of finance, unfortunately, we have never been isolationists and 
never will be. But in all matters political, in all commitments of any nature or kind 
which encroach in the slightest upon the free and unembarrassed action of our people, 
or which circumscribe their discretion and judgment, we have been free, we have been 
independent, we have been isolationists.

a fellow isolationist, senator hiram Johnson of california, voted against 
american adherence to the world court 1935, insisting that joining would be 
another attempt ‘to meddle and muddle . . . in those controversies that europe 
has and that europe never will be rid of ’ and warning that ‘going into the court 
will ultimately mean going into the league of nations’.18

 The nye committee that the senate set up in 1934 to determine whether 
bankers and munitions-makers had led the United states into the first world 
war was headed by an isolationist. it concluded that future wars could best be 
avoided not by co-operative efforts to maintain peace, but by neutrality legis-
lation that would curb the dangerous proclivities of vested interests. on 17 
april 1934 secretary of state cordell hull – who was not an isolationist – set 
up a high-level departmental committee to begin a study of the question of 
neutrality legislation. That committee turned for advice to charles warren, a 
leading american authority on international law, who obliged with a lengthy 
memorandum entitled ‘some problems in the Maintenance and enforcement 
of the neutrality of the United states.’ The warren memorandum called for an 
impartial arms embargo on all belligerents, the limitation of arms shipments to 
neutrals, a ban on american travel on belligerent vessels and the restriction of 
contraband trade with belligerents to pre-war levels.19 in substance, warren’s 
proposals differed only slightly from those ultimately developed by the nye 
committee. roosevelt expressed strong interest in these proposals and asked the 
state department to prepare neutrality legislation for submission to congress. 
while the state department was still wrestling with this problem, he met with 
the nye committee on 19 March 1935 and asked it to consider the entire 
neutrality question with a view to submitting legislation.
 The neutrality act of 31 august 1935 was loudly applauded by isolationists, 
but it was passed by very large majorities in both houses of congress and 
promptly signed by a president who was clearly no isolationist. he would have 
preferred more flexible legislation, but had no more intention than did the 
isolationists of departing from america’s traditional policy. That was still the 
case the following year when the law was extended. a further restriction was 
added to the mandatory neutrality act of 1937, which became law on 31 May.
 only a month after the 1935 neutrality act became law, italy invaded 
ethiopia. The Us responded by issuing its required neutrality proclamation 
prohibiting the export of arms, ammunition and implements of war to both 
belligerents and forbidding americans to travel on belligerent vessels. The 
league of nation branded italy as the aggressor and began imposing sanctions 
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on 11 october 1935. in subsequent communications with the British and 
italian ambassadors hull made it clear that american actions with regard to 
the italo-abyssinian war were ‘developed under our own separate, independent 
course and initiative and without the slightest relationship to sanctions or any 
other movements of other nations or peace agencies at geneva’.20 Those actions 
amounted to trying to stay as far out of the picture as possible.
 The state department had first learned of Mussolini’s designs on abyssinia 
(modern-day ethiopia) in september 1934. coming shortly on the heels of 
germany’s withdrawal from the geneva disarmament conference and from 
the league of nations itself, italy’s preparation for war in africa made peace in 
europe all the more precarious. when ethiopia brought the matter formally to 
the league in June 1935 it received a chilly reception, since Britain and france 
were still trying to keep Mussolini on their side rather than hitler’s. on 3 July 
an increasingly desperate emperor haile selassie asked the Us to help prevent 
war from breaking out in contravention of the Kellogg–Briand pact. hull’s 
reply indicating support for the pact but no intention to invoke it produced a 
headline in the New York Times that read ‘president rejects ethiopia’s appeal 
for peace effort’. an even more desperate move by the emperor to give the Us 
a direct economic stake by granting an oil concession to a subsidiary of the 
standard vacuum oil company only led the state department to call in the 
officers of the company and persuade them to terminate the concession.21 
 germany’s remilitarization of the rhineland in March 1936 added to tensions 
in europe and effectively ended the league’s effort to impose sanctions on italy in 
favour of a policy of appeasement designed to keep Mussolini in counterbalance to 
hitler. when the spanish civil war erupted on 17 July, germany and italy offered 
military support to franco at once while paying lip-service to Britain’s policy of 
non-intervention. The United states sought to insure its own non-involvement by 
imposing an arms embargo on spain. Though roosevelt preferred a discretionary 
embargo, he acquiesced in the mandatory one congress approved early in 1937 
with only a single dissenting vote, once again demonstrating the Us determination 
to keep its distance from european wars. when fighting broke out in china on 7 
July and turned into full-scale war by mid-august, roosevelt did not invoke the 
neutrality act in this undeclared war because he believed that would hurt china 
far more than Japan, but he felt compelled to address the world situation once 
more. in his so-called ‘quarantine speech’ of 5 october he bemoaned the fact that 
‘the security of 90 percent of the population of the world is being jeopardized 
by the remaining 10 percent’, who are responsible for the present ‘reign of terror 
and international lawlessness’, and for the first time warned publicly that ‘if those 
things come to pass in other parts of the world let no one imagine that america 
will escape, that it may expect mercy, that this western hemisphere will not be 
attacked’. he had no suggestion as to what the United states might actually do, and 
repeated references to the Kellogg–Briand pact and nine-power treaty suggested 
no change in Us policy was imminent.22 But the idea that the United states and 
all the americas were in danger effectively changed the nature of the discourse. 
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 Though the speech was prompted by renewed war in the far east, roosevelt 
was certain that the main threat to world peace came from nazi germany and 
that the development of the airplane into a lethal long-distance weapon made 
it a threat to the United states. a week later he told the press that he planned 
to ask congress for an additional $500,000,000 in defence funds at once and 
shortly thereafter asked assistant secretary of the army louis Johnson to work 
out plans for a substantial expansion of the american air force. he further 
suggested that the production of military aircraft be raised from 2,600 to 15,000 
per year. at the same time, he approved a french mission to the United states to 
discuss purchases of planes and the construction of aircraft plants in canada.23 
in May, he had signed the naval expansion act of 1938, which provided for 
a two-ocean navy and had put an operational atlantic squadron in place by 
september. 
 if hitler’s bellicosity and germany’s rapid remilitarization had created that 
threat, the annexation of austria to the reich in March 1938 heightened it, 
particularly when it was soon followed by the first threats against czechoslovakia 
and, not long thereafter, by Mussolini’s seizure of albania. These events moved 
roosevelt to renewed attempts to ease tensions. he called the evian conference 
of thirty-two nations, which met in July to discuss the issue of Jewish refugees 
fleeing from nazi germany and revived an earlier plan to involve nine small 
powers with the United states in an effort to lend support to Britain’s attempt to 
reach a practical understanding with germany. as hitler continued to threaten 
czechoslovakia, roosevelt sent him a message urging continued negotiations, 
to which hitler replied with a tirade about self-determination and the rights 
of the sudeten-germans. roosevelt now suggested that a conference of all 
interested parties be called if the negotiations broke down. ‘The government 
of the United states’, said roosevelt, ‘has no political involvements in europe 
and will assume no obligations in the conduct of present negotiations.’24 
when the Munich agreement was concluded on 30 september and Britain’s 
prime Minister neville chamberlain announced it meant ‘peace for our time’ 
roosevelt sent him a congratulatory telegram. 
 But roosevelt had serious second thoughts almost immediately. appalled 
by what he learned of hitler’s behaviour at Munich – by his announcement on 
9 october that germany’s western fortifications would be strengthened and by 
anti-Jewish violence in germany on 8–9 november – he became convinced 
that the führer could not be appeased but needed to be stopped. he sought yet 
another $500,000,000 for defence spending in december 1938 and spoke of the 
need for an american air force of 10,000 aircraft with the capability to build 
20,000 more each year. ‘for the first time since the holy alliance of 1818’, he 
told a meeting of his defence chiefs, the United states ‘faced the possibility of an 
attack on the atlantic side of both the northern and southern hemispheres.’25 
 hitler, of course, broke the Munich agreement when he marched his troops 
into czechoslovakia in March 1939. stalin, now certain that the Munich 
settlement was intended to clear the way for germany to move eastward, 
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began to rearm the soviet Union and, to gain both time and breathing room 
for that, entered into the negotiations that by august resulted in the Molotov–
ribbentrop pact. france, appalled both by hitler’s breach of the accord, also 
reached the conclusion that the führer could not be appeased and began to 
re-arm in earnest. in January, the french government sent a purchasing mission 
to the United states, which ordered 1,000 aircraft for July delivery. at a meeting 
with the senate Military affairs committee, roosevelt cited that sale as contrib-
uting significantly to america’s defence. he did not actually say that america’s 
frontier lay on the rhine, but he clearly conveyed his belief that a well-armed 
france was necessary to the defence of the United states.
 The growing perception that the atlantic could soon become more of a bridge 
than a barrier undermined one of the basic assumptions that had underlain 
america’s traditional foreign policy. if the Us could be attacked from europe, 
it was no longer in ‘the detached and distant situation’ washington had posited 
and europe’s problems no longer had ‘none or a very remote relation’. That was 
particularly true when these wars were likely to have world-wide dimensions. in 
the 1930s Us foreign policy was still composed of three distinct segments: the 
traditional non-entanglement policy with respect to europe; a latin american 
policy that had metamorphosed into the good neighbour policy; and the open 
door policy primarily for east asia, but for africa and the Middle east as well. 
By the middle of the decade these areas became more closely linked. 
 hitler’s actions seemed to be part of a global threat to the United states 
and as the hopes for successful appeasement waned american policy became 
primarily one for avoiding not just a european but a global war. in east asia 
that meant continued support for china and a determined effort to prevent 
the establishment of Japan’s greater east asia co-prosperity sphere. in latin 
america, it meant countering fascist influence by supporting pan-american 
co-operation, and in europe it meant continuing attempts to dissuade hitler 
and Mussolini from their expansionist courses and providing all possible 
support for Britain and france to build up their deterrent strength. when 
hitler seized czechoslovakia and a portion of lithuania for good measure and 
Mussolini invaded albania, the state department condemned both actions as 
‘wanton lawlessness’. on 14 april 1939 roosevelt sent a new message to the 
dictators asking for formal pledges that thirty-one specified countries not be 
attacked for the next ten years in return for american agreement to participate 
in a world conference. at the same time, he sought legislation to replace the 
mandatory arms embargo with a cash-and-carry provision that clearly favoured 
the democracies. no formal reply to roosevelt’s message was ever received, but 
hitler was clearly angered by it.26 in a speech to the reichstag on 28 april hitler 
declared the anglo-german naval agreement and the non-aggression pact with 
poland null and void and he derided roosevelt’s message line by line. 
 when germany invaded poland on 1 september 1939 the european war the 
United states had made serious efforts to prevent was underway. in a fireside 
chat that evening, roosevelt told a shocked nation that when ‘peace has been 
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broken anywhere, the peace of all countries is in danger’ and announced: ‘This 
nation will remain a neutral nation, but i cannot ask that every american 
remain neutral in thought as well. even a neutral . . . cannot be asked to close his 
mind or his conscience.’27 in issuing a neutrality proclamation and invoking the 
neutrality act on 5 september, he had no intention of departing from a foreign 
policy that had always been unilaterally determined and designed to protect 
and defend the interests of the United states. But roosevelt was convinced that 
hitler and germany posed a direct threat to the Us and enabling Britain and 
france to win their war provided the country’s best means of defence. he had 
also learned from experience. wilson had taken the country to war in 1917 to 
uphold neutral rights and make the world safe for democracy and had wound 
up negotiating with european nations at versailles about essentially european 
issues. roosevelt wished to avoid even the appearance of entanglement as he 
sought, in effect, to enlist the european democracies in the effort to make the 
world safe for the United states. within a week of invoking the neutrality act he 
wrote directly to prime Minister chamberlain and to winston churchill, the 
new first lord of the admiralty, inviting both ‘to keep me in touch personally 
with anything you want me to know about’.28 
 The success of germany’s Blitzkrieg in poland prompted roosevelt to 
move immediately and decisively on the matter of neutrality revision. on 21 
september he told a joint special session of congress that he wanted to return 
to neutrality based squarely on international law. That had been the policy of 
the United states since its earliest days, he maintained, and had been departed 
from only twice, disastrously during the Jefferson administration when the 
embargo and the non-intercourse acts had led to economic ruin and to the 
war of 1812 and again with the neutrality acts of 1935–7, which he now very 
much regretted signing. with isolationist sentiment undermined by recent 
events, congress responded favourably, and by 4 november had replaced the 
arms embargo with a cash-and-carry provision favourable to the western 
allies. chamberlain sent a note of congratulation and thanks. The isolationists, 
afraid that a commitment to all-out aid would inevitably lead to war, placed 
their reliance for keeping the United states secure on an impregnable defence.
 in his state of the Union message on 3 January 1940, roosevelt repeated his 
intention of keeping the country out of the war, though he pointed out the ‘vast 
difference between keeping out of war and pretending that this war is none of 
our business’. he found a way to provide aid to finland after the soviet Union 
invaded and made three attempts to explore the possibilities for making peace. 
he asked James d. Mooney, a general Motors executive with high-level contacts 
in germany, to inquire if there were interest in Berlin in settling the conflict, 
possibly with himself serving as moderator. he invited forty-six neutral nations 
to consider exchanging views on a post-war order for the purpose of helping 
achieve it. Most significantly, he sent Under-secretary of state sumner welles 
to rome, Berlin, paris and london to learn the views of the four governments 
on the possibilities of concluding a just peace. on 2 March, the day after welles 
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had been received by the führer and well before he had completed his mission, 
hitler issued the order for the attacks on denmark and norway.
 from the american perspective, the ‘real war’ that began on 9 april 1940 
with those attacks turned the world upside down. The swift german conquest 
of france and much of the rest of western europe in a matter of weeks, 
followed by italy’s entry into the war and its drive across north africa, as well 
as the Battle of Britain, broadcast almost nightly into american homes, had 
a profound effect on public opinion in United states. great Britain was left 
fighting virtually alone and all of churchill’s determination and bravado could 
not hide the fact hitler was on the verge of winning the war.
 The mounting sense of insecurity that these events produced in the United 
states turned the promise of aid into de facto alliance with Britain as soon as 
roosevelt became convinced that Britain would not surrender. it prompted 
his decision to seek an unprecedented third term in office and, more tellingly, 
influenced the republicans not to nominate an isolationist to oppose him, but 
wendell willkie, a party newcomer who strongly supported all-out aid to Britain. 
 The committee to defend america by aiding the allies, a bi-partisan 
political action group, had already been formed in May to win public support 
for the policy of providing aid to Britain and france. in his first message to 
roosevelt after becoming prime Minister, churchill asked for ‘the loan of 
forty or fifty of your older destroyers’ and some assurance that ‘when we can 
pay no more, you will give us the stuff all the same’.29 The destroyers were not 
really lent, but were traded to Britain on 2 september in return for assurance 
that ‘in the event that the waters of great Britain become untenable for British 
ships of war, the latter would not be turned over to the germans or sunk but 
would be sent to other parts of the empire for continued defence’ and for the 
use of newfoundland, Bermuda, the Bahamas, Jamaica, st lucia, trinidad and 
British guiana as sites for Us air and naval bases in the event of an attack on the 
western hemisphere.30 That deal so obviously strengthened america’s defensive 
capabilities that the military chiefs of staff could give their required approval in 
good conscience. churchill recognized its inequity, but desperately needed the 
destroyers, and took comfort in the hope that at least it moved the Us closer to 
entering the war. The possibility that it indeed did so prompted the formation 
of the america first committee, which quickly became the leading isolationist 
pressure group. for roosevelt, the deal was simply part of his effort to defend 
the country without actually going to war. on 14 september the Us passed its 
first peacetime selective service act, which was intended to build its relatively 
small armed forces into a credible deterrent. 
 after roosevelt’s landslide election victory in november 1940 he gave his 
view of the situation to the american people in a broadcast fireside chat he 
called ‘a talk on national security’. ‘never before’, the president pointed out, 

has our american civilization been in such danger as now. for on september 27, 1940 
. . . three powerful nations [germany, italy and Japan], two in europe and one in asia, 
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joined themselves together in the threat that if the United states of america interfered 
with or blocked the expansion program of these three nations . . . they would unite in 
ultimate action against the United states . . . The oceans that once protected us no longer 
provided defense when aircraft could fly from the British isles to new england and 
back without refueling . . .

he explained, and he called for an all-out effort to increase the production of 
ships, aircraft and other materials of war. ‘we are planning our own defense,’ 
he concluded, 

and in its vast scale we must integrate the war needs of Britain and the other free 
nations which are resisting aggression. This is not a matter of sentiment or of contro-
versial personal opinion. it is a matter of realistic, practical military policy . . . we must 
be the great arsenal of democracy.

twelve days later, the lend-lease bill was introduced in congress as house 
resolution 1776. its passage on 11 March 1941 was the commitment that the 
United states had avoided since 1793. it produced a de facto alliance not simply 
with Britain, but with any country with which germany was or would be at 
war. roosevelt reaffirmed that commitment and that alliance on 27 May 1941 
when he issued a proclamation of unlimited national emergency and, in a radio 
address before the ambassadors and ministers from all western hemisphere 
countries, including a canada already at war with germany, spelled out 
the danger faced by the americas. invoking the spirit of the signers of the 
Us declaration of independence – as had the number given the lend-lease 
resolution – he declared: ‘we will not accept a hitler-dominated world. and 
we will not accept a world, like the post-war world of the 1920s, in which the 
seeds of hitlerism can again be planted and allowed to grow.’ accordingly, when 
germany invaded the soviet Union on 22 June, aid was offered to the Ussr on 
the same terms already extended to Britain. Before war’s end, over 50 billion 
dollars (some 700 billion in today’s currency) were expended on lend-lease. 
ninety-five per cent of that amount went to great Britain, the soviet Union, 
france and china, the four nations who, together with the United states, were 
to determine the shape of the post-war world and to serve as the permanent 
members of the security council of the United nations. 
 The commitment to aid any country at war with the axis was intended to 
defend the nation against a perceived threat and to lay the groundwork for 
a post-war order based on american values. it included no promises, secret 
or otherwise, that might have been perceived as even potentially entangling. 
roosevelt made this clear when he met churchill aboard an american warship 
at anchor off newfoundland in early august. he showed little interest in the 
details of the aid commitment the British prime Minister sought to discuss but 
insisted churchill publicly accept the atlantic charter, his informal blueprint 
for the post-war world order he hoped to create.
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 The implementation of lend-lease soon led to a series of actions designed 
to assure the delivery of supplies, actions that included enlarging the security 
zone in the north atlantic, casting a security net over greenland and the 
azores, landing american troops in iceland in July and, in time, engaging in 
a miniature undeclared naval war against german U-boats in the atlantic. 
in the pacific, it led to renewed efforts to revive the open door. when Japan 
moved further into french indo-china in July, the United states froze Japanese 
assets under its control and imposed an embargo on oil exports. Military aid 
to chinese forces fighting the Japanese was stepped up. Though prince Konoye, 
Japan’s prime Minister, sought a meeting with roosevelt to discuss the crisis in 
september and a special envoy was sent to washington in early november, the 
United states insisted that Japanese forces quit all chinese and indo-chinese 
territory and pledge an open door in asia before any top-level meeting could 
be held. 
 Japan’s unmistakable rejection of these conditions came on 7 december 1941 
with the attack on the home base of the Us fleet at pearl harbor. at the white 
house that evening, secretary of war stimson suggested that america respond 
with a declaration of war not only against Japan but against germany as well. 
roosevelt, who always regarded hitler as the chief enemy, but was committed 
to avoiding war, was not ready to do so. hitler, who had long restrained his 
admirals, now decided, however, that ‘germany, italy and Japan will jointly 
wage the war forced upon them by the United states of america and england.’ 
‘how one defeats america’, the nazi leader told Japan’s ambassador, ‘[i do] not 
know yet.’31 on 9 december german submarine commanders received orders 
to begin immediate attacks on american ships and on the following day the 
german chargé in washington was instructed to deliver a declaration of war 
on 11 december. The United states was now fully engaged in the war it had 
committed itself to win – but not to fight – nine months before. The foreign 
policy george washington had inaugurated in 1793 had been fully outgrown.
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chapter 26

A Pivotal Power: 
The United States and the International System of the 

Inter-War Period

Patrick O. Cohrs

seeking to shed new light on the wider origins of the second world war, this 
chapter will re-appraise two central questions. what was the United states’ role 
in the international system of the inter-war period? and what part did Us policy 
play in the pre-history of the twentieth century’s second global cataclysm? 
 The view that following the senate’s rejection of the versailles treaty the 
United states became more or less completely isolationist, above all in the 
crucial realm of international security, was originally prevalent after 1945. More 
recent studies have acknowledged some Us influence on international develop-
ments, but they have tended to confine it to the sphere of ‘economic diplomacy’, 
especially in europe. More importantly, there has not been any consensus in 
the long-standing debate over what made the american quest for interna-
tional stability between the two world wars ultimately futile.1 liberal critics 
of Us policy after wilson have argued that by failing to support the league 
it decisively weakened efforts to fortify peace through collective security and 
binding standards of international law.2 By contrast, influential ‘realist’ studies 
have claimed that by failing to extend post-war security guarantees, especially 
to france, Us decision makers undermined not only the versailles system 
but also any prospects of establishing a balance of power against germany’s 
allegedly inevitable turn to aggressive revisionism. similar claims have been 
advanced regarding america’s failure to contain Japan’s aggressive advances in 
china, especially since the Manchurian crisis of 1931.3 
 The following analysis aims to advance a different interpretation of the 
pivotal yet also distinctly constrained role of the United states in the inter-war 
period’s embattled international system. while examining the extent and 
consequences of america’s relative isolationism after 1919 it seeks to explain 
the impact – and failure – of aspirations that in fact prefigured those of the 
post-second world war era: to reform the unstable versailles system and to 
extend an ‘american peace’ in europe, on which this chapter will focus, yet also 
in the far east. Both positively and negatively, the pursuits of american policy-
makers between 1919 and 1941 were formative for redefining the United states’ 
relations with the world in the twentieth century. exploring their endeavours 
can elucidate a momentous re-orientation and learning process. The critical 
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challenge for Us decision makers ever since the great war was to learn how to 
exercise and legitimate a liberal american hegemony. More profoundly, a ‘Pax 
Americana’ was only sustainable if the United states took the lead, not in unilat-
erally extending an informal ‘american empire’ while eschewing international 
commitments, but in co-operating with other powers to establish new ground-
rules of international politics, security and economics.4 
 re-appraising the question why neither a constructive Us hegemony nor 
a legitimate international order emerged in the inter-war period can also 
broaden our understanding of the developments and crises that ultimately 
led to the second world war. to this end, the chapter will examine a process 
of adjustment and reorientation that fundamentally altered america’s global 
role. Broadly speaking, this process, which progressed and regressed between 
the early 1920s and the world crises of the 1930s, comprised four stages. in its 
first two stages, it culminated in two quests to reform international order after 
versailles. first came the attempt of the pre-eminent Us secretary of state of 
this crucial decade, charles e. hughes, to establish – under the isolationist 
constraints of the republican ‘new era’ – a transatlantic ‘community of ideals, 
interests, and purposes’ and a new peace system in the far east. Then, in the 
latter 1920s, followed a second bid, dominated by the influential commerce 
secretary and later president herbert hoover, to expand a more non-committal 
and predominantly economic ‘american peace’. The third stage of america’s 
re-orientation process was reached when hoover saw no alternative to reverting 
to an ever more unilateral course in the vain hope of mastering the unprec-
edented shockwaves of the great depression. The fourth and final stage of this 
process began with roosevelt’s quest to overcome the depression and embark 
on a fundamental reform of the american capitalist republic through the new 
deal. it was only then that the real shift to a more or less unmitigated american 
isolationism occurred and roosevelt felt compelled to disengage from world 
politics. as a consequence, the United states withdrew from any meaningful 
international commitments in europe and east asia. arguably, roosevelt’s 
underlying aim was to create the preconditions for a renewed and more 
powerful international engagement of the United states, which then proved 
decisive during and after the second world war. But america’s withdrawal in 
the crisis-ridden 1930s contributed significantly to creating the constellation 
that led to the abyss of 1939.
 There is no doubt that the great war had destroyed all prospects of 
re-establishing the eurocentric – and war-prone – international system of the 
imperialist era. at the same time, the war had turned the United states into 
the new ‘world creditor’, particularly of its wartime allies Britain and france, 
and made it the predominant financial and economic power, with wall street 
replacing the city of london as the hub of the international financial system. 
But the post-war international constellation confronted Us decision makers 
with an unprecedented challenge in the sphere of international politics. in 
short, they had to devise policies that accorded with the new power america 



448 the origins of the sec ond world war

wielded, and gain international legitimacy for their aspirations. at the same 
time, they faced a critical domestic challenge. here, they had to legitimate any 
international engagement, let alone commitments, they considered necessary. 
and they had to do so against strong counter-currents of isolationism that 
manifested themselves – in the 1920s and overwhelmingly in the 1930s – not 
only in Us public opinion but also, and crucially, in congress.
 wilson’s failure to gain the senate’s endorsement of the versailles treaty 
ended his quest for an ‘american peace’. Unquestionably, his defeat weakened 
both the league and the versailles system severely. But it did not signify the end 
of Us attempts to transform the international system. although on different 
terms, this quest was continued under his successors in the 1920s and 1930s. 
 The original post-war constellation created an antagonism between an 
isolated germany, which might eventually pursue an assertive revisionism 
to cast off versailles, against an apprehensive france that sought ever more 
assertive ways to contain the looming german threat. having lost the anglo-
american alliance guarantee of 1919 the preponderant french premier of the 
1920s, raymond poincaré, eventually felt compelled to go beyond the status quo 
of 1919 in order to bolster french security. in an attempt to gain control over 
strategic german resources, especially in the ruhr area, he not only brought 
weimar germany to the brink of disintegration. he also provoked the crucial 
crisis of the post-war years, the ruhr crisis of 1923. it led to the emergence of 
a new, though as yet unconsolidated, euro-atlantic international system in the 
mid-1920s.
 Unlike the versailles system, which in fact aggravated european post-war 
calamities, the system of london and locarno, forged in the aftermath of 
the ruhr conflict, created the essential framework for europe’s political and 
economic reconstruction. at the same time, it laid the groundwork for the 
stabilization and international integration of a democratic germany, also 
furnishing the foundations of a new though as yet far-from-consolidated 
security architecture indispensable to this end. More precisely, what emerged as 
the (unfinished) euro-atlantic peace order of the 1920s was founded through 
the first and formative strategic bargains of the post-first world war era, the 
london reparations settlement of 1924 and the locarno security pact of 1925. 
These settlements achieved what had proved impossible at versailles: they 
inaugurated principles and ground rules through which the only realistic path 
towards a sustainable post-war order could be opened up – principles and 
ground rules that could underpin balanced and reciprocal agreements forged 
with, not against, the representatives of the embattled weimar republic.5 
 to understand how the essentially transatlantic system of london and 
locarno was built, and why it ultimately collapsed, requires a re-appraisal 
of what became the second Us quest to establish a ‘Pax Americana’ after the 
great war. This quest was pursued by two protagonists who each pursued their 
own in many ways post-wilsonian yet also distinct visions of international 
order: the aforementioned secretary of state hughes, who seized the reins of 
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Us diplomacy in 1921, and the increasingly influential commerce secretary 
hoover, who from 1929 directed american policy from the white house. 
as noted, both had to operate in a predominantly isolationist environment. 
Undeniably, the 1920s saw the emergence of many new internationalist and 
pacifist pressure groups, including the influential ‘outlawry of war’ movement. 
Yet republican policymakers clearly perceived as predominant those forces that 
desired to return to an – elusive – isolationist ‘normalcy’ after the great war.6

 in response to the ruhr conflict hughes initiated a marked reorientation of 
republican post-war policy vis-à-vis europe. transcending narrowly defined 
economic diplomacy, he advanced his own doctrine, declaring that its guiding 
principles would be ‘independence’, which did not signify ‘isolation’, and 
‘co-operation’, which did not extend to ‘alliances and political entanglements’. 
on these premises, hughes aspired to foster not the unilateral expansion of a 
commercial empire but a new ‘peace system’: an international ‘community’ of 
ideals and interests in which the american government acted as an informal but 
consistently committed arbiter.7 its nucleus was to comprise the United states, the 
states of western europe and, crucially, weimar germany. The more long-term 
challenge was to extend such a fledgling community towards eastern europe. 
More generally, hughes pursued a regional approach to international order. he 
sought to establish viable regional peace systems, notably in europe and the far 
east, that could become building blocks of a stable global order. hughes had thus 
taken the lead in creating the washington system of 1922, which established the 
first global naval arms-control regime and a ‘Magna carta’ protecting china’s 
integrity. it should be stressed that the washington accords could not yet settle 
a tenable east asian status quo. They were forged in a transition period in which 
long-standing european and american claims, Japan’s interests and the rivalling 
aspirations of chinese nationalists and communists, eventually advanced by 
chiang Kai-shek and Mao, were hardly reconcilable. But the washington system 
nonetheless marked an important advance. it stabilized a complex constellation 
for nearly a decade, and it had the potential of paving the way for a post-imperial 
order in east asia. By including Japan, it also began to strengthen exponents of a 
new liberal and western-orientated course in tokyo like the subsequent foreign 
minister shidehara Kijuro and the later premier hamaguchi osachi.8
 in hughes’ view, initiating a washington process in europe was no less 
imperative. and he indeed found a way to do so, and to foster ‘effective 
international co-operation’, by promoting the ‘depoliticization’ and ‘rational’ 
settlement of the ruhr conflict through the so co-called hughes plan, which 
he had proposed in december 1922. it gave rise to the formative dawes plan 
of 1924. Joining forces with the first British labour government under ramsay 
Macdonald and anglo-american financiers, hughes was instrumental in 
transforming the dawes plan into a complex but overall legitimate political 
agreement at the london reparations conference.9 
 The london settlement of august 1924 was greeted in europe as no less 
than the dawning of an ‘american peace’. it did not yet resolve the dispute over 
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german reparations that had burdened post-war politics. crucially, however, it 
was the first agreement negotiated between the victors and the vanquished of 
the war. and it finally created an instrument for settling the most acute post-
versailles problem: reparations. taking into account its ‘actual capacity to pay’, 
the dawes scheme lowered germany’s annual obligations, and it led to the 
initial 800-million goldmark loan to germany that a syndicate headed by the 
house of J.p. Morgan and co arranged in october 1924. The dawes regime thus 
initiated an asymmetric cycle of financial stabilization: germany mainly relied 
on Us capital to pay reparations to france and Britain, and the latter – both 
debtors of the United states after 1918 – could in turn use reparations funds to 
meet their obligations vis-à-vis washington, although france would only ratify 
the Mellon–Bérenger debt settlement in July 1929. it is worth underscoring that 
a massive crisis of the reparations and debt regime was not inevitable. Under the 
circumstances, the settlement of 1924 offered the best possible framework for 
consolidating weimar germany. it set europe on a path of pacification in the 
‘golden’ latter 1920s. But it had to be sustained.10

 The second pillar of what would evolve into an unfinished transatlantic 
peace order was the security pact of locarno, signed in october 1925. The 
locarno accords not only enshrined germany’s acceptance of the post-war 
status quo on its western borders and, through separate arbitration treaties, 
Berlin’s commitment to peaceful change in eastern europe. More precisely, the 
german government committed itself, against tangible domestic opposition, 
to seeking changes of germany’s borders with poland and czechoslovakia, 
which had been imposed on the vanquished at versailles, only by peaceful 
means. even more significantly, locarno also laid the foundations for the 
emergence of a new european concert whose core comprised Britain, france 
and the weimar republic. it is critical to understand, however, that only the 
transatlantic advances of 1924 had created the necessary and essential precon-
ditions for a success of the locarno process – and that Us support for the pact 
had a significant part in its success.11 The american government was still not 
prepared to countenance any direct strategic commitments in europe. instead, 
the state department emphasized that the responsibility for creating a new 
european security framework lay squarely with the european powers. viewing 
the locarno pact as an important step in this direction, the coolidge admin-
istration and leading wall street bankers thus brought america’s financial and 
political influence to bear on its behalf. at the same time, the locarno approach 
had the virtue of relieving washington of any official obligations that neither 
the senate nor the american electorate would have sanctioned.12 
 as noted, ‘realist’ studies have criticized washington’s myopic ‘dollar 
diplomacy’ and alleged disregard for america’s long-term security interests 
during this seminal period. and they have claimed that their net-effect was 
to prepare the ground for nazi germany’s subsequent assault on international 
order. 13 But neither the eventual failure of Us post-war policy nor the disinte-
gration of the transatlantic system of london and locarno were unavoidable. 
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what occurred between 1930 and 1932, and what hitler completed thereafter, 
was not the inevitable consequence of misdirected Us pursuits of peaceful 
change. rather, Us policymakers failed because they did not fulfil the United 
states’ new hegemonic responsibilities in consolidating the advances of london 
and locarno. above all, they did not sustain previous efforts to stabilize the 
newly republican germany and to promote its international integration. Both 
hinged on further strategic agreements with those who, like the german 
foreign minister gustav stresemann, struggled to pursue peaceful change and 
a rapprochement with the western powers.14 instead of promoting such agree-
ments, republican policy reverted to disengagement. essentially, the successes 
of the mid-1920s led leading actors like hoover and hughes’ successors frank 
Kellogg and henry stimson to conclude that they had already taken decisive 
steps towards reforming the versailles system and that europe’s further stabili-
zation would not require the american government to make any more binding 
commitments. This placed severe limits on the prospect of transforming the 
settlements of the mid-1920s into a more permanent peace order.
 washington thus retreated to a largely economic pursuit of international 
stability, which came to be dominated by hoover’s aspiration to promote his 
own version of ‘american peace’. in contrast to the republican majority in 
congress, the commerce secretary and future president was never an isola-
tionist who focused on safeguarding narrowly conceived national interests. 
Though insisting on a high degree of Us ‘self-sufficiency’, he was not oblivious 
of the growing transatlantic interdependence, not just in the sphere of high 
finance. Keen to expand Us commercial predominance and what he regarded 
as salutary american practices, hoover in fact came to pursue an ambitious 
agenda. he became the most influential proponent of economic diplomacy: 
an economically underpinned, and politically aloof, approach to international 
relations. consequently, he interpreted the reparations settlement of 1924 not 
as a caesura in international politics but as the result of america’s economic 
expertise.15

 what subsequently gained ground in washington was hoover’s assertive 
claim that the time had come to establish a different kind of ‘pax Americana’, 
which finally replaced the defunct eurocentric world order of the nineteenth 
century. hoover conceived of it as a system of liberal–capitalist states – under the 
informal hegemony of the United states – that regulated their interests mainly 
through peaceful economic competition and the transnational co-operation of 
financial elites. in hoover’s projection, such a system would allow the american 
government largely to stay aloof from international politics.16 it would mainly 
employ private or semi-official agents like the architect of the dawes regime, 
owen Young, and the aforementioned reparations agent parker gilbert. More 
generally, hoover believed that such agents could effectively promote the wider 
process of ‘rational’ economic and political modernization he advocated. in 
his judgement, such Us-style modernization would be the most effective way 
of consolidating the weimar republic, and it would foster european stability 
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without requiring serious efforts to countenance european debt-relief or to 
reduce Us tariff barriers, which the fordney–Mccumber act of 1922 had raised 
steeply. in short, the progressive modernism of america’s republican ‘new 
era’ was to set an example for all of europe.17 Though less confident about the 
prospects of europe’s long-term pacification, Kellogg and stimson essentially 
supported hoover’s overall orientation. Both concluded that washington’s 
promotion of the dawes scheme and the locarno pact had marked the essential 
limits of official Us intervention in post-war europe.18

 against this background it is hardly surprising that there was no real 
prospect of widening the nascent european concert of 1925 into a more robust 
euro-atlantic security system. This became most obvious during the negotia-
tions over the Kellogg–Briand pact. in the spring of 1927, the french foreign 
minister aristide Briand proposed to washington a bilateral pact of perpetual 
peace, committing both nations to ‘the renunciation of war as an instrument of 
national policy’.19 Briand’s initiative propelled an intricate process of transatlantic 
negotiations that resulted in an unprecedented though ultimately ineffectual 
treaty. pressed by the american ‘war outlawry’ movement, a champion of which 
was his political mentor, the overall isolationist republican senator william 
Borah of idaho, Kellogg essentially steered this process in accordance with 
Us interests and self-imposed strategic constraints. in the end, the coolidge 
administration did not conclude not bilateral ‘defensive treaty’ with paris 
that would have committed the United states to europe’s post-war status quo. 
rather, on 27 august 1928 it joined Britain, france and germany as well as 
poland, czechoslovakia and Japan in signing a general war-renunciation pact, 
which was also underwritten by numerous other states (eventually including 
the soviet Union). Yet what became known as the Kellogg–Briand pact lacked 
any international mechanisms to enforce the treaty’s core provisions or to 
impose sanctions against those who departed from the pledge to renounce war 
as a means of international politics.20

 More consequentially still, the hoover administration decided to abstain 
from any political steering role in making of the Young plan and the negotia-
tions that led to the most significant euro-atlantic settlement before the great 
depression: the comprehensive though not yet final reparations agreement 
forged at the first hague conference in august 1929. The compromise thrashed 
out at The hague – by the locarno powers, yet without any american partici-
pants – also settled the most critical facet of the cardinal rhineland question 
that had divided france and germany. it was agreed that the franco-Belgian 
occupation was to be terminated by June 1930, significantly prior to the 
versailles treaty’s 1935 deadline. in retrospect, however, this settlement not 
only came too late to pre-empt the subsequent demise of international order. it 
also was also less substantial than it could have been. and the limitations of Us 
policies, notably those of the newly inaugurated hoover administration, had a 
significant bearing on this outcome, with ultimately disastrous consequences 
for the fledgling post-war order of the 1920s.21
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 Undoubtedly, Us decision makers opted for disengagement in part because 
they did not want to be involved in political negotiations that could raise the 
spectre of debt relief. Yet their aloofness was also motivated by more funda-
mental considerations. particularly, hoover adhered to his conviction that a 
reliance on outmoded european diplomacy was part of the problem, not the 
solution. and he also adhered to his creed that a genuine solution to the repara-
tions dispute, and europe’s wider post-war problems, had to be founded solely 
upon ‘economic ground’, without undue regard for ‘political considerations’. 
precisely because they championed progressive aloofness on these terms, Us 
decision makers saw no need for what their european counterparts, especially 
stresemann and Briand, deemed critical for advancing european stabilization: 
further comprehensive settlements that comprised both financial and political 
components.22 
 The Young plan, whose adoption was the other central result of The hague, 
was more than short-lived compromise dominated by the narrow financial 
interests of the reparations creditors Britain and france – and their american 
creditor. it provided weimar germany with an urgently needed, if imperfect, 
framework of financial and political certainty. terminating the control regime 
of the dawes plan, the Young settlement also paved the way for the creation of 
what could potentially become the hub of a more crisis-proof global financial 
system: the Bank for international settlements. But the first hague conference 
did not produce what would have been most imperative to ensure the post-war 
order’s further consolidation: a more fundamental reform of the dawes regime 
that essentially turned it into a more solid framework not only for controlling 
the cycle of Us loans, german reparations and British and french debt 
payments but also, and crucially, for regulating europe’s further financial and 
political stabilization. washington’s refusal to underpin the Young settlement 
through effective political commitments had crucial repercussions. The Bank 
for international settlements could only become an ephemeral precursor of the 
world Bank. The Young regime remained an equally limited and ephemeral 
precursor of the Bretton woods system. Thus, a critical opportunity was missed 
to strengthen the international system of the inter-war period before the great 
depression. above all, it was missed by an american administration unable, 
and unwilling, to fulfil its hegemonic responsibilities.
 The escalation of the world economic crisis after 1929 turned into a vicious 
spiral of successive crises that international policymakers could ultimately no 
longer control. while the power of european states to contain the crisis was 
highly constrained, the hoover administration’s responses to what became a 
rapid deterioration process came late, and they proved insufficient to prevent 
the disintegration of the nascent ‘american peace’ of the 1920s. once the great 
depression overshadowed everything else, the United states lacked the means 
to forestall the demise of international order. above all, Us decision makers had 
ever fewer incentives or sanction powers at their disposal to counter, let alone 
reverse, the disintegration of the weimar republic and Japan’s eventual turn to 
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militaristic authoritarianism. it is important to understand, however, that the 
world crisis of the early 1930s did not prove that the system of london and 
locarno was inherently flawed and that the advances made since 1923 had in 
fact prepared the ground for the calamities that engulfed europe and the world 
after 1929. 
 The underlying causes of the great depression have to be sought in 
the financial and economic realm. of critical import was the failure of the 
republican post-war administrations to institute tighter control mechanisms 
to restrain wall street hyper-speculation during the ‘roaring twenties’. equally 
critical were the deficiencies of the supposedly self-regulating gold-standard 
system that had been reconstituted after 1918 and the asymmetric trade system 
of the post-war decade. here, the double standards of Us foreign economic 
policy even increased imbalances between 1919 and 1929. That the protec-
tionist smoot–hawley act was passed only months after ‘Black friday’ while 
the hoover administration still pursued ‘open door’ policies abroad only 
underscored these double standards.23 More broadly, the unwillingness of Us 
political and financial decision makers to foster a more robust architecture of 
international politics and finance bore a significant share of the responsibility 
for the fact that the wall street crash could eventually escalate into a full-blown 
world crisis in 1931. 
 once the great depression reached its peak, its debilitating effect on internal 
politics – and national economies – made it ever harder for governments 
on all sides to pursue international co-operation. not least because they had 
failed to develop the system of london and locarno further, in co-operation 
with the european powers, hoover and stimson now found it all the harder 
to cope with the greatest challenge to global stability after 1919. The United 
states’ behaviour in fact accelerated a fundamental reversal towards ‘self-help’ 
policies that finally corroded the international system of the 1920s. The world 
financial and trade system dissolved into protectionist blocs and closed national 
spheres of influence. what spelled even more disastrous consequences was that 
a ‘renationalization’ process also affected international politics. dissolving the 
european concert, it also rendered the hoover administration’s belated and 
limited crisis-management attempts futile. 
 what proved most consequential in the early 1930s was that Us policymakers 
had been unwilling to persuade congress to consolidate the Young regime through 
political guarantees, bail-out provisions and crisis-reaction mechanisms. By 1931 it 
was too late for any decisive initiative to cut through the gordian knots of post-war 
debt and reparations politics. on 20 June 1931 hoover proclaimed a one-year 
moratorium on all ‘intergovernmental debts’ and reparations.24 Yet the moratorium 
could not rescue the Young regime. Because the hoover administration still 
dreaded concessions to its debtors, it had no part in the decisive lausanne 
conference convened in the summer of 1932. Thus it had to register from afar that 
Britain and france not only renounced their reparations claims vis-à-vis germany 
but also effectively abandoned any further debt payments to the United states.
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 earlier, the hoover administration had also finally abandoned its maxim 
of non-entanglement in europe’s political affairs. Yet its efforts to spur pacific 
though in fact drastic changes in the post-war status quo – at a time of acute 
crisis – proved ineffectual. in short, both hoover and stimson now concluded 
that it was high time to address what they considered legitimate german griev-
ances. They sought to induce france to moderate its reparations claims, pursue 
substantial disarmament and finally accept a revision of the polish–german 
frontier, all to moderate the increasingly assertive policies of the Brüning 
government. american efforts to this end culminated in talks with the french 
premier pierre laval in washington in the autumn of 1931.25 But these initia-
tives never amounted to a consistent strategy. They were still constrained by 
hoover’s reluctance to make the case for wider strategic commitments to 
rescue the euro-atlantic post-war order. when the final geneva disarmament 
conference began its proceedings in february 1932, the hoover administration 
had reverted to strict non-engagement, distancing itself from any league-based 
efforts to establish a general arms-limitation regime.26 The subsequent failure 
of the geneva conference all but completed the disintegration of the system of 
london and locarno. This process and the parallel dissolution of the weimar 
republic would ultimately allow hitler to launch his assault on global order.
 The most striking instance of the United states’ inability to uphold interna-
tional order in the depression era of course occurred not in europe but after 
the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in september 1931, which led to the estab-
lishment of the puppet regime of Manchukuo in february 1932. The hoover 
administration not only refused to participate in international sanctions or 
embargos against Japan, but also refrained from any forceful protests against 
Japan’s violation of the washington system’s nine-power treaty, which formally 
protected china’s integrity. washington’s response was ultimately restricted to 
the stimson doctrine. it stipulated that the United states would not recognize 
either the Manchukuo regime or any further forcible changes of the east asian 
status quo. stimson himself had earlier advocated a firmer policy. But hoover 
was not prepared to countenance any military or economic measures to enforce 
the new doctrine, not least because he feared congressional opposition. 
The hoover administration’s reaction to the Manchurian crisis underscored 
to what extent america’s progressive aloofness had undercut any prospects 
of preserving international order in the maelstrom of the depression years. 
The crisis also sealed the fate of the washington system. despite the naval 
compromise of the 1930 london conference, this cornerstone of the nascent 
‘american peace’ of the 1920s had already been corroded by the underlying 
conflict between the anglo-american powers and the aggressive aims of the 
Japanese military, which gained an ever more dominant influence on Japan’s 
international policies.
 when roosevelt entered the white house in March 1933, just over one 
month after hitler had been appointed Reichskanzler in Berlin, he had one clear 
priority. he intended to use the mandate of his election victory in november 
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1932 to concentrate on a national rather than an international policy of renewal: 
the aspiration to reinvigorate and profoundly reform the american republic 
‘from within’, through what became known as the new deal. arguably, even 
if he had desired to do so, roosevelt would neither have had the international 
leverage nor the critical domestic backing to direct common international 
efforts to prevent a further deterioration of the european and global situation. 
The political consequences of the world economic crisis were too immense, 
the domestic constraints they imposed too severe. in the mid-1930s, the senate’s 
expanding neutrality legislation and the ever more entrenched isolationism of 
a majority of americans underscored that the roosevelt administration was 
not in a position to effect a major reorientation of Us foreign policy, a reorien-
tation that could have prevented the descent to the second world war. notably, 
roosevelt did not have any mandate to offer credible strategic support to Britain 
and france, strengthening their resolve to resist hitler instead of ‘appeasing’ the 
german dictator until it was too late to contain him. as in the case of Japan, the 
decisive opening for integrating a german republic rather than an increasingly 
assertive dictatorship in a new international order had existed in the 1920s. it 
did not re-appear in the 1930s.
 in the early phases of the new deal, the roosevelt administration essentially 
withdrew from any leadership role in the spheres of international politics and 
finance. Most notoriously, roosevelt refused to prop up the ailing British pound 
when this issue came to a head during the 1933 london economic conference. 
he thus sealed the fate of the already brittle monetary system of the inter-war 
period. More generally, roosevelt essentially came to opt for national, often 
unilateral approaches to all major issues from financial stabilization to disar-
mament. seeking to bring about a self-reliant recovery, he aspired to no less 
than a progressive modernization of the american model of liberal–capitalist 
democracy, replacing the laissez faire paradigm of the 1920s. Through the 
new deal the federal government acquired a newly central role in regulating 
the Us economy and safeguarding the welfare of american citizens, particu-
larly through social and job-creation programmes like the tennessee valley 
authority. while the economic success of the new deal remains in dispute, its 
long-term international significance seems beyond doubt. it not only salvaged 
the fundamentals of america’s hence more regulated capitalist republic in 
a decade in which this ‘model’ appeared to be in decline vis-à-vis more 
authoritarian systems, including the soviet Union. it also fulfilled roosevelt’s 
underlying hope: the transformative revitalization of its state and society in 
the 1930s created the preconditions for the success of america’s unprecedented 
mobilization and war effort that enabled it to prevail over the axis powers in 
the 1940s.
 But while authoritarian forces appeared to triumph in the 1930s the United 
states turned inward. it was now, rather than after wilson’s defeat, that it turned 
its back on europe and the international system. The roosevelt administration 
did not actively abet the expansionism of the hitler regime, let alone imperial 
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Japan, but its inability to pursue a more active global engagement, which was 
essentially due to towering domestic constraints, contributed significantly to 
the rapid deterioration of what even before 1929 had been an unconsolidated 
international system. This created a growing strategic vacuum in which hitler, 
Mussolini and the leaders of the Kwantung army in china and their political 
allies in tokyo could operate – and undermine all the international standards 
and rules that had been painstakingly established in the 1920s. 
 even under the constraints of the 1930s, however, the roosevelt admin-
istration never adopted a course of complete isolationism. it recognized the 
soviet Union in 1933, for example. in some respects, roosevelt and his secretary 
of state, cordell hull, also began to define their own, though necessarily 
restrained, version of an ‘american peace’ – aspirations for a ‘Pax Americana’ 
in the western hemisphere and for an ‘economic peace’ on american terms. 
firstly, roosevelt placed the United states’ relations with the countries of latin 
america on new foundations. Through what became known as his ‘good 
neighbour’ policy he signalled a clear break with previous Us imperialism, 
seeking to foster instead an essentially post-imperial peace order in the western 
hemisphere. in his conception, a new ‘inter-american peace’ was to serve as an 
exemplary model for global order. it challenged german, italian and Japanese 
conceptions of imperialism and autarky, yet also British and french ambitions 
to preserve their overseas empires. in his inaugural address on 4 March 1933 
roosevelt demonstratively dedicated his presidency to ‘the policy of the good 
neighbor’. he sought to cultivate an ideology of ‘pan-americanism’, based on 
‘equality and fraternity’.27 at the inter-american Montevideo conference in 
december 1933 hull officially underwrote the new maxim of non-interference 
in the internal or external affairs of latin american states.
 of long-term significance was also the thrust of the roosevelt administra-
tion’s foreign economic policy. in short, it sought to build on Us ‘open door’ 
maxims in an effort to reverse the underlying trend of the depression era: the 
fragmentation of the world into closed and hostile economic blocs. Us aspira-
tions to liberalize world trade were primarily directed against german and 
Japanese attempts to consolidate ‘autarkic’ spheres of influence. Yet they also 
challenged the protectionist imperial-preference system that Britain and its 
dominions had established at ottawa in 1931. a consistent liberal policy of 
course also called for a reversal of congressional protectionism. But this would 
only be achieved after the second world war. after 1933, hull became the 
champion of a new american doctrine of ‘peace through free trade’. echoing 
cobdenite liberalism in mid-nineteenth-century Britain, he espoused the 
maxim that ‘freer commerce made for peace and unfair trade made for war’, 
which he had first formulated as an ardent supporter of wilson.28 as secretary 
of state, hull fought for a reciprocal trade law, which was then passed in 1934. 
By 1939 he had managed to weave a network of trade and tariff-reduction 
agreements with Britain and fifteen other countries.29 But hull and likeminded 
policy makers like dean acheson, then Under-secretary of the treasury, 
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had more far-reaching ambitions. They sought to create a liberal economic 
world order on american terms. in 1938 acheson outlined the measures he 
considered imperative: the elimination of tariff barriers; the removal of any 
‘exclusive or preferential trade arrangements’; and the creation of ‘a broader 
market for goods made under decent standards’. no less important, though, was 
the establishment of a new ‘stable international monetary system’.30 eventually, 
these aspirations would give rise to the Bretton woods system.
 Yet while the first contours of a new economic ‘american peace’ thus appeared 
as the United states emerged from the depression, Us foreign and strategic 
policy vis-à-vis europe and east asia became profoundly isolationist. why? The 
question how far roosevelt was fundamentally constrained by overwhelming 
isolationist tendencies in Us domestic politics remains controversial.31 it would 
be erroneous to conclude that he actively promoted such tendencies to concen-
trate on his new deal agenda. as noted, his underlying aim became to create 
the domestic conditions for america’s return to a more decisive international 
role. like wilson, he saw himself as a steward and tutor. to guide the american 
people in domestic and foreign affairs was to become a key component of his 
famous ‘fireside chats’, the radio broadcasts he would continue until the final 
stages of the second world war. But it was and remained a hallmark of his 
foreign policy in the 1930s that he only acted once he could be assured of as 
broad a popular consensus as possible regarding any step he contemplated. and 
there is little doubt over how pronounced the overall turn to unmitigated isola-
tionism was both in the Us senate and the wider american public. This indeed 
placed tangible checks on roosevelt’s room to manoeuvre. 
 Most importantly, urged on by a senate select committee headed by the 
republican senator gerald nye from north dakota, congress passed a series of 
ever more restrictive neutrality laws between 1935 and 1939, chief among them 
the neutrality act of 1937. But the majority of its supporters only represented 
a groundswell of isolationist sentiment which exceeded that of the 1920s.32 This 
sentiment became particularly entrenched but was by no means confined to the 
mid-western heartland of small-town america that had found its champions 
in nye and the then still staunchly isolationist senator arthur vandenberg 
from Michigan. it was sharpened by influential ‘america first’ papers like the 
Chicago Tribune. support for ‘impartial neutrality’ also came from the federal 
council of churches and influential anti-war groups like the national council 
for the prevention of war, the national peace conference and the women’s 
league for peace and freedom. only a minority of conservative and progressive 
internationalists, notably those grouped around the league of nations Union 
and the carnegie endowment for international peace, continued to stress the 
need to strengthen international co-operation. But for the time being they 
were prophets in the wilderness. By the mid-1930s, the notion that, pushed by 
the interests of east coast high finance and arms manufacturers, the wilson 
administration had dragged the United states into an unnecessary war in 1917 
had become very widespread. in 1934 the publication of the influential book 
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Merchants of Death by h.c. engelbrecht and f.c. hanighen had heightened 
popular suspicions of this kind and increased support for a more unequivocal 
neutrality policy. The nye committee inquired into the dealings and interests 
of weapons manufacturers and major new York banking firms like J.p. Morgan 
for whose interests the american people had allegedly made sacrifices in the 
trenches of the great war. to prevent a recurrence of such a scenario the nye 
committee made recommendations that led to the first neutrality law of 1935. 
setting the precedent for all subsequent legislation, whose impact can hardly be 
understated, it banned americans from travelling to war zones; it prohibited 
any american loans to belligerents; and above all it imposed an impartial 
arms embargo, which barred not only aggressors but also their victims from 
obtaining american weapons. The aim of the neutrality act of 1937 was to 
make these laws permanent. 
 But even under the neutrality laws the United states did not pursue a strictly 
isolationist policy. roosevelt eventually managed to modify congressional 
restraints, arguing that they could benefit an aggressor that had built up ‘vast 
armies, navies, and storehouses of war’ while denying support to its victims. 
The president adopted a plan by his adviser Bernard Baruch who had proposed 
that trade with belligerents should be conducted on the basis of the ‘cash-and-
carry’ principle. following the outbreak of war in europe he in september 1939 
proposed an amendment under which a formally neutral United states could 
sell arms and goods to any country, on the provision that the buyers collected 
their purchases and paid for them in cash straightaway.33 in practice, as he knew 
well, this would allow the United states to aid the maritime power Britain as 
well as france against nazi germany. congress passed the amended neutrality 
act in november 1939. The end of american ‘neutrality’ would precede the 
attack on pearl harbor. it came with the lend-lease act of March 1941, which 
authorized the american government to sell, lend or give war materials to 
friendly nations.
 The inner-american controversies over the meaning and extent of ‘neutrality’ 
had been raging against a background of rising political tension and acute crisis 
in europe and east asia. The United states remained aloof when in July 1937 
the Kwantung army provoked the second sino-Japanese war in which, abetted 
by the authoritarian government in tokyo, the Japanese military sought to 
widen its dominion against chinese nationalist forces under chiang Kai-shek. 
in europe, the same attitude prevailed when hitler began to unhinge the 
international order of the 1920s, remilitarized the rhineland, brought austria 
‘home to the reich’ in 1938 and subsequently sought to reclaim the sudeten 
area, allegedly to protect the local german minority.34 This has given rise to 
the thesis that roosevelt became a ‘silent accomplice’ of hitler and those who 
destroyed global order in the latter 1930s and that he even pursued his own 
version of ‘appeasement’, particularly towards nazi germany, which gave hitler 
the opening to wage war.35 But these interpretations seem misleading. in the 
final analysis, roosevelt did not join the British premier neville chamberlain in 
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adopting a policy of ‘appeasement’ that actively sought to accommodate hitler’s 
demands on the assumption that this would avert war. rather, he ultimately 
pursued a policy of temporization that aimed to pre-empt an escalation of 
the european situation and restrain hitler through general but insubstantial 
Us peace initiatives. The underlying rationale of this policy was to gain time 
to prepare the ground for a major reorientation from isolationist ‘neutrality’ 
towards war-preparedness and the capacity to aid and possibly lead a coalition 
of states against the authoritarian challengers of the 1930s should this become 
unavoidable. roosevelt’s main challenge in this context remained a domestic 
one: to legitimate such a reorientation and to build a bipartisan coalition of 
support.
 also from an american perspective a fundamental distinction has to be 
made between the pacification policies of the 1920s and ‘appeasement’ after 
1933. The former sought to address core problems and inequities of the original 
versailles system, and thus also to allay german grievances. But they did so 
through mutually agreed rules for the settlement of international disputes, on 
the premise of committing democratically elected german leaders to interna-
tional rules and obligations under the system of london and locarno. The latter, 
though pursued for understandable reasons in the grim constellation, was an 
ultimately misguided and futile series of attempts to ‘appease’ a dictator who 
never had any intention of respecting international agreements and seized on 
long-standing german grievances to advance his own, qualitatively different 
agenda of aggressive expansionism, which contravened anything resembling 
a legitimate international order. Vis-à-vis hitler, the incentives of a mutually 
beneficial interdependence that Us policy makers had offered after 1919 were 
meaningless. all major concessions the United states could potentially press for 
from afar – on the sudeten question or the ‘polish corridor’ – would not only 
have been morally reprehensible. They also would have failed to pacify the nazi 
regime. giving in to unilateral german demands was bound to whet the nazi 
appetite for more. on the other hand, the cardinal american problem was that 
roosevelt did not have the political leeway or military means (yet) to pursue 
an effective policy of containment – a policy that strengthened the political will 
and ability of Britain and france to pursue the strategy that winston churchill 
advocated in 1938: to put a ‘lid’ of moral and political isolation on the hitler 
regime to provoke its implosion.36 
 roosevelt did not intend to drag the United states into a european war, 
though he considered it increasingly likely. he only deemed an actual inter-
vention unavoidable in the spring of 1941. But since the mid-1930s he regarded 
it as one of his main tasks to loosen the shackles of isolationism. he realized 
that in the face of the rising authoritarian threats, and the new technological 
power they too commanded, the United states could no longer afford to rely on 
its relative hemispheric insulation: it had to assume a global security posture. 
to achieve this, roosevelt had to effect a profound change of domestic attitudes 
towards america’s international role and responsibilities. Yet he remained 
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highly cautious and at times ambivalent, sending different signals to different 
audiences. The most famous example of roosevelt’s early public efforts to alert 
the american public was his ‘quarantine speech’ of october 1937. he warned 
that ‘the present reign of terror and lawlessness’ threatened ‘the very founda-
tions of civilization’, and thus all ‘peace-loving nations must make a concerted 
effort’ to oppose such forces, and there was no escape either for the United 
states into ‘mere isolation or neutrality’. rather, america had to join forces 
with others to stem ‘the epidemic of world lawlessness’ through a ‘quarantine’. 
But roosevelt remained vague about what such a ‘quarantine’ would entail. 
The only exception was his proposal that america join the other powers of the 
washington nine-power treaty of 1922 in denouncing Japanese aggression and 
re-asserting china’s integrity. Yet this was to no avail.37 
 while hardening his rhetoric roosevelt also temporarily contemplated – 
furtively – an american role in the peaceful settlement of european disputes. 
he did so, as noted, to restrain rather than appease hitler: to commit him to a 
negotiating process that would at least postpone a further escalation of the old 
world’s crisis while the United states was still politically and militarily unpre-
pared. for a time, roosevelt thus entertained the idea of making the United 
states the arbiter of european peace efforts. This was first proposed by his key 
adviser, the Under-secretary of state sumner welles, in 1937. The welles plan 
stipulated that washington should call a general peace conference to forge an 
international agreement on what he called ‘fundamental norms’ and ‘standards 
of international conduct’. outlining a new regime of guarantees for equal 
access to raw materials, welles also proposed a new washington conference 
of the major powers, this time to promote general disarmament. essentially, 
welles sought to revive Us approaches of the 1920s to deal with a dictator 
who disdained consensual methods of peaceful change. he had earlier advised 
roosevelt to support hitler’s colonial claims and to consider promoting certain 
‘european adjustments’, notably regarding the ‘polish corridor’ and the sudeten 
area, to salvage european peace. roosevelt sounded out the British government 
on welles’ proposals at the beginning of 1938. eden favoured the scheme, 
but chamberlain and halifax dismissed it as unrealistic. in washington, hull 
registered his staunch opposition to what he deemed an ‘illogical’ and fatuous 
scheme. eventually, roosevelt distanced himself from it as well.38 
 once the sudeten crisis had escalated roosevelt renewed his overtures. he 
went so far as to send a ‘peace message’ to the four powers involved in the 
dispute – nazi germany, czechoslovakia, Britain and france – urging them 
on 26 september to seek a ‘pacific settlement’ of their controversies. on 19 
september he had held out the vague possibility of holding a world conference 
‘for the purpose of reorganizing all unsatisfactory frontiers on rational lines’, 
only to discard it later.39 and he had dispatched welles to renew the – futile – 
proposal for a peace conference not just to address the sudeten question but also 
to approach a wider european agreement. despite these overtures, roosevelt 
never desired to be the chief architect of european appeasement. he only took 
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initiatives once his main aim had become to postpone the outbreak of war 
in central europe. secretly, roosevelt had actually encouraged chamberlain 
and the french premier édouard daladier to take a firm stand against hitler’s 
pressure, and he above all urged both governments to prepare for a defensive 
war. he told Britain’s ambassador lindsay that while he would be delighted if 
chamberlain’s appeasement strategy bore fruit he basically did not believe it 
was workable: putting pressure on the czechoslovak government to acquiesce 
in hitler’s demands would only lead to further german ultimatums, particu-
larly for a return of the ‘polish corridor’.40 Yet america’s international influence 
was distinctly limited at this critical juncture. roosevelt had nothing to offer 
to back a firm anglo-french policy. he could provide neither troops nor loans 
or other incentives to this end. so he finally backed chamberlain’s course and 
praised the British premier when he infamously claimed to have salvaged 
‘peace for our time’ at the Munich conference on 29 september 1938. roosevelt 
expressed his hope that the Munich settlement would dampen further german 
aspirations in continental europe. But he essentially viewed it as a reprieve – an 
agreement that gave the west european democracies, and the United states, 
some breathing space to re-arm and take a firmer stance in the future.41 hitler 
would dash such hopes when occupying the remaining parts of czechoslovakia 
in the spring of 1939. 
 in the aftermath of Munich, roosevelt told a conference assembling the 
heads of Us military and civilian defence in mid-november 1938 that ‘the 
recrudescence of german power at Munich had completely reoriented our own 
international relations’ and confronted the United states with a historic threat: 
‘for the first time since the holy alliance of 1818’ it faced ‘the possibility of an 
attack on the atlantic side in both the northern and the southern hemispheres’. 
to respond to this threat, he demanded above all the rapid expansion of 
american air power.42 But the roosevelt administration’s foreign policy 
remained a tightrope walk. not even the outbreak of the second world war 
allowed roosevelt to set a new course. it was not a watershed for america’s role 
in the world. on the one hand, the president insisted on numerous occasions 
that he was not moving his country towards intervention. on the other, he 
sought to pave the way – vis-à-vis congress and the american public – for more 
effective aid to Britain and france and for an active policy of war-preparedness. 
during europe’s ‘phoney war’ roosevelt contemplated proposing peace talks 
with the aim of averting a defeat of Britain and france and a constellation in 
which nazi germany and the soviet Union would dominate the bulk of the 
eurasian land mass. in february 1940, he sent welles on another peace mission 
to Berlin, rome, paris and london. predictably, though, welles’ talks with 
hitler and his foreign Minister ribbentrop proved fruitless.
 after nazi germany’s Blitzkrieg victory over france, roosevelt redoubled his 
efforts to loosen the constraints of america’s neutrality policy and to steer both 
congressional and public opinion in the direction of a war-preparedness. he 
strove to broaden public support for his course at a time when congressional 
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opposition to involvement remained strong and the newly introduced gallup 
polls showed that in the summer of 1940 sixty-one per cent of americans 
still thought the United states should stay out of the conflict. such attitudes 
were hardened by the isolationist america first committee, founded in 
september 1940, whose most prominent spokesman was charles lindbergh. 
Yet roosevelt could count on the support of the internationalist committee to 
defend america by aiding the allies, formed in May 1940. he now pressed for 
stepped-up armament programmes and the re-introduction of the draft, then 
implemented through the selective training and service act.
 following his re-election, roosevelt announced in his famous ‘fireside chat’ 
on 29 december 1940 that the United states must act as ‘the great arsenal of 
democracy’ against the axis powers.43 having authorized the destroyers-for-
bases deal in august, he had already embarked on a policy of de facto making 
the Us Britain’s ‘arsenal’, aiding Britain short of breaching neutrality legislation, 
while the Battle of Britain was approaching its climax. on 6 January 1941 the 
president told congress that the United states could not accept ‘a dictator’s 
peace’. instead, he proclaimed Us allegiance to a different ‘world order’: ‘the 
moral order’ of the ‘four freedoms’, premised on the freedom of speech and 
expression, freedom of worship, freedom from want and freedom from fear, 
which he sought to achieve through ‘a world-wide reduction of armaments’. to 
advance towards this order, and to defend the security of the western democ-
racies, he asked congress for authority and funds to supply ‘in ever increasing 
numbers, ships, planes, tanks, guns’ to ‘those nations which are now in actual 
war with aggressor nations’.  he thereby vindicated the seminal lend-lease 
programme, which would be passed with a substantial congressional majority.44 
roosevelt thus made clear that the United states would not seek a peace of 
accommodation with hitler germany or imperial Japan. in a wider context, 
it became clear by the summer of 1941 that the threat both regimes posed, 
for the first time, to the United states’ hemispheric security had been critical 
for creating a new geo-political and domestic constellation: a constellation in 
which roosevelt could eventually oversee the transformation of america’s role 
from an originally passive, isolationist power to the pivotal power of the second 
world war. But only the Japanese assault on pearl harbor precipitated the 
decisive shift. 
 pearl harbor marked a fundamental caesura. it not only led to america’s 
entry into the war but also spurred a momentous transformation. The United 
states, which had become the international system’s potential hegemon after 
1918 but reverted to isolationist aloofness after the great depression, would 
emerge as the pivotal power after 1945. Building on wilsonian maxims, yet also 
searching for more ‘realistic’ ways to realize them, roosevelt came to envisage 
a universal and integrative post-war order, though he would insist that, as the 
world’s principal new powers, the ‘four policemen’ – the United states, the 
soviet Union, Britain and china – had to form a kind of world directorate to 
oversee the establishment of this order. during their placentia Bay summit 
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in august 1941, he and churchill had mapped out its general principles. The 
system of the atlantic charter was essentially premised on the ‘four freedoms’ 
and can in fact be seen as the blueprint for a new ‘american peace’. More 
profoundly, what occurred after 1941 can be seen as the culmination of a 
drawn-out learning and reorientation process. it led the United states to assume 
a hegemonic role and unprecedented international commitments in the inter-
national system that came to be built after the second world war, not only in 
the United nations – and, eventually, america’s post-war alliance systems in 
europe and east asia – but also in the new international economic order of 
Bretton woods. 
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chapter 27

Japanese Foreign Policy and the Outbreak of the 
Asia-Pacific War: the Search for a Modus vivendi in 

US–Japanese Relations after July 1941

Haruo Iguchi

as part of america’s attempts to mount economic pressures on Japan to end its 
aggression against china, the Us government revoked its bilateral trade treaty 
with Japan which expired in January 1940. This agreement safeguarded Japan’s 
purchases of war-related materials in the United states, but two significant 
factors contributed to Japan’s ability to soften the impact of this legislation. 
firstly, Japan’s Yokohama specie Bank created secret bank accounts in the United 
states. secondly, Japan’s Mitsui trading company circumvented american 
tariff barriers on textiles and silk. This postponed the Japanese bankruptcy 
predicted by many government analysts in the Us in their numerous reports on 
Japan’s economic vulnerability. only after the passage of the lend-lease act did 
the american stance against Japan become much tougher. in the first months of 
1941 the United states transformed a patchwork of export restrictions into full-
blooded financial warfare overseen by truculent anti-axis lawyers determined 
to show Japan no mercy.1

 a leading member of this group was dean acheson, appointed by president 
franklin d. roosevelt in January 1941 as assistant secretary of state for 
economic affairs. he worked closely with the treasury department whose 
secretary, henry Morgenthau, had led the administration since its start in 
aiding china, a stance that strengthened further after the outbreak of the 
sino-Japanese war in July 1937. acheson aligned himself in 1940 with those 
americans who supported aiding Britain even at the risk of war with the axis 
and he supported lend lease, as did Morgenthau, who helped china secure 
war materials after the passage of that law in March 1941.2

 Japan did not declare war on china in July 1937 because a formal state of 
war would trigger america’s neutrality act and prevent Japan from purchasing 
war supplies there. Japan disguised its aggressions in china as earlier in 
Manchuria with the establishment of puppet regimes rather than formal 
military occupation or military government.3 on 18 January prime Minister 
fumimaro Konoye declared that Japan was no longer going to deal with the 
chiang Kai-shek regime, a decision that shinichi Kitaoka, professor of Japanese 
political history, describes as ‘one of the greatest blunders in the entire history 
of the showa period’.4
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 The Japanese empire from 1937 to 1941 depended heavily on american 
capital, strategic materials and technology for its aggressions in asia. The 
Japanese government, the puppet regime of Manchukuo and its ruler, the 
Kwantung army, supported the industrialist Yoshisuke ayukawa’s decision 
to centre his conglomerate consisting of heavy and chemical industries there 
and to attract foreign capital, especially from the Us.5 a staff member at the 
american consulate in Mukden, Manchuria, John paton davies, observed that 
for ‘Manchukuo’ to become Japan’s industrial base serving Japan’s expansionism 
in china, ayukawa needed american and British investments to fulfil the 
puppet regime’s ambitious five-year plan for boosting its heavy and chemical 
industries. on 24 december 1937, davies told naoki hoshino, a senior Japanese 
bureaucrat in ‘Manchukuo’, that this required the Kwantung army to relax 
economic controls and permit foreign investments but he doubted this would 
happen.6 furthermore, if Japan and its puppet regime, ‘Manchukuo’, pressed 
the Us to adhere to their decision in december 1937 to relinquish extrater-
ritorial rights in Manchuria, this could lead to america’s complete denial of 
dealing with ‘Manchukuo’ on an unofficial basis, an issue to be addressed when 
discussing the possibility of modus vivendi in late november 1941.
 Japan’s drive for autarky never addressed the fundamental issue of how to 
become independent from american oil. The Us supplied about eighty per 
cent of Japan’s energy requirements. The remainder came from the dutch 
east indies (indonesia). according to Miller, ‘in the twenty-first century, it is 
hard to imagine how overwhelmingly the United states dominated the global 
petroleum industry; the Us supplied 63 per cent of the global supply of crude 
oil and consumed about the same percentage.’ Japanese policy makers therefore 
pursued diplomatic talks with the United states to avoid war in order to secure 
oil.7
 Most scholars agree that Japan’s decision to send troops from northern 
indochina to southern indochina started the clock ticking for war with 
the United states. akira iriye argues that the point of no return in Us–
Japanese relations was american president franklin d. roosevelt and British 
prime Minister winston churchill’s decision to contain Japan’s northward and 
southward thrust taken during the argentia conference on 9 august.8 from 
early 1941 until then, the two countries had been discussing solutions for a 
rapprochement with Japan. The two big stumbling blocks were the tripartite 
alliance, which Japan formed with germany and italy in september 1940, and 
the sino-Japanese war. lend lease, approved by congress in March 1941, 
authorized military aid not only to Britain, but later to china after 6 May and 
the soviet Union after 22 June. during the first summit between roosevelt and 
churchill they not only agreed on the atlantic charter but also to provide aid 
to stalin and to prevent Japan’s expansion toward south-east asia. 
 could war between Japan and the United states after the summer of 1941 
still have been postponed?9 continued debates have centred on whether the 
hull note, handed to the two Japanese ambassadors in washington, dc, 
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Kichisaburo nomura and saburo Kurusu, on 26 november 26, might have 
delayed war. This argument was actually nullified by churchill’s and chiang 
Kai-shek’s opposition to appeasing Japan and by Japan’s desperation for oil and 
inability to contain the mounting pressure for war against the Us Britain and 
holland. even had Japan been willing to postpone the surprise attack on pearl 
harbor and negotiate troop withdrawal from china and indochina in exchange 
for oil, the Us stance on ‘Manchukuo’ had hardened during 1940–1. The 
Japanese military, deluded by optimistic information from the germanophile 
ambassador in Berlin, general hiroshi oshima, discounted the possibility 
that the soviets might reverse the german offensives against Moscow in the 
week before the attack on pearl harbor. tokyo was focused on going to war, 
while Japanese diplomats in washington, who undoubtedly read more realistic 
american news reports about the russian campaign, were still frantically trying 
to prevent it.10

 Japan’s advance into northern indochina in september 1940 was met by 
increased american economic sanctions. Japan had justified coercing vichy 
france to accept the stationing of Japanese troops there as necessary for its 
military operations against the chungking government led by chiang Kai-shek, 
but the americans, British and dutch were convinced that Japan would use 
southern indochina to attack their colonial possessions in southeast asia 
to plunder their resources. Japan ignored roosevelt’s 28 July proposal to 
Kichisaburo nomura, Japanese ambassador to the United states, for creating a 
neutral indochina and equal access to resources there in exchange for withdrawal 
of Japanese troops from indochina; on that day Japanese troops moved into 
southern indochina. secretary of state cordell hull became embittered when 
months of talks with nomura produced only further Japanese expansionism. 
roosevelt in addition to freezing all Japanese assets in the United states on 25 
July, introduced an oil embargo on 1 august. Britain immediately followed suit. 
in august roosevelt and churchill issued a stern warning to Japan. churchill 
wanted an ultimatum to protect Britain’s flow of much-needed resources from 
its colonies in south-east asia, but roosevelt toned down the statement.11

 The full-scale american economic sanctions, which Japanese civilian and 
military leaders had not anticipated, had unintended but severe consequences for 
both countries. Under secretary of state sumner welles, who shared top american 
military officials’ anxiety about avoiding war with Japan at least until american 
forces in the pacific had enough capability to defend themselves, advised caution. 
he suggested that roosevelt allow pending export licenses for oil to Japan to be 
honoured and in a few weeks permit licensing of oil exports to Japan subject to 
the 1935–6 quota. roosevelt agreed, but hotter heads in the administration such 
as Morgenthau, acheson, state department adviser on far eastern affairs stanley 
hornbeck and interior secretary of state harold ickes prevailed.
 hull thought oil sales to Japan would continue on a case-by-case basis even 
with these embargoes, but overzealous sub-cabinet-level officers in the state 
and treasury departments made no such exceptions. hull did not become 
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aware of this situation for weeks after the United states, great Britain and the 
dutch froze Japanese bank accounts and refused to sell oil and other strategic 
raw materials to Japan. roosevelt’s role remains uncertain. Miller writes: ‘an 
absence of evidence prevents an undisputed conclusion as to whether roosevelt 
accepted the unconditional freeze of Japan’s dollars because it was thrust upon 
him or because it was the policy he desired.’12

 Miwa has examined whether the decision to freeze Japanese assets and 
impose a complete halt to american supply of oil to Japan left the roosevelt 
administration little diplomatic leeway. he analyses the diplomatic attempts 
to find loopholes in the financial freeze by sadao iguchi, counsellor in 
the Japanese embassy, whom acheson described as ‘indefatigable’,13 and by 
tsutomu nishiyama, the Japanese financial commissioner and a former board 
member of the Yokohama specie Bank. he endorses Miller’s view that acheson, 
Morgenthau and his staff rather than roosevelt and hull insisted on the tough 
policies that provoked Japan to use force to secure strategic raw materials in 
south-east asia.14

 Japanese policymakers in november 1941 concluded their synthetic fuel 
project in Manchuria was a ‘pipe dream’ supplying only a tiny portion of Japan’s 
energy requirements. american policymakers should have been aware of this. 
The state department knew of Japan’s failures to establish synthetic fuel and 
other industries to achieve ‘self-sufficiency’ from Manchurian consular reports. 
in october 1941, U. alexis Johnson, the post-war american ambassador to 
Japan, reported from Mukden that Japan’s synthetic fuel project was making 
little progress.15 american diplomats had an excellent grasp of Japan’s failures 
to boost Manchuria as its independent industrial base from 1937 to 1941.16

 with no oil forthcoming from Manchuria, Japan tried to secure oil supplies 
from the dutch east indies through diplomacy and threats of force. from 
september 1940 to the time of american freezing of Japanese assets Japan 
negotiated with dutch officials in Batavia for oil and other strategic raw 
materials. during much of that time, from december 1940 to June 1941, sadao 
iguchi’s father-in-law, Kenkichi Yoshizawa, a veteran china hand who had 
served as foreign Minister under his father-in-law, prime Minister tsuyoshi 
inukai, was representing Japan in negotiating with dutch authorities in Batavia. 
(inukai, who was one of the key sponsors assisting sun Yat-sen during his exile 
in Japan, was assassinated during his premiership by naval officers while trying 
to purge army officers responsible for the Manchuria incident and to seek a 
compromise with china: the inukai cabinet marked an end to nurture of parlia-
mentary democracy during the pre-war period.)17

 after the outbreak of war between germany and the Ussr on 22 June 1941 
american concerns about Japanese intentions increased. foreign Minister 
Matsuoka advocated that Japan attack the soviet Union but Konoye dissolved 
the cabinet to remove him. american policy makers wanted to stop Japan’s 
northward and southward expansion to enable the soviets to concentrate on 
fighting the germans and to deny Japanese control over strategic raw materials 
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in south-east asia. Until they were convinced the Ussr would survive they 
sought to buy time to contain Japan. on 1 december germany made a last 
desperate attempt to capture Moscow. on 5 december, in temperatures that 
plummeted to minus 30 degrees celsius, the soviets launched a successful 
counteroffensive.18

 Konoye’s cabinet collapsed in mid-october when roosevelt rebuffed his 
overtures for a summit. senator elbert d. Thomas, a democrat from Utah who 
had lived in Japan with wife as a Mormon missionary from 1907 to 1912 and 
was fluent in Japanese. sensed that this meant war. hideki tojo, war Minister 
and the war hawk in the Konoye cabinet, formed a new cabinet on 18 october. 
lord Keeper of the privy seal Kido recommended tojo to emperor hirohito, 
who wanted to avoid war with the United states and Britain, because he was 
loyal to the emperor and could counter any opposition should a compromise be 
reached between america and Japan, but america remained deeply suspicious 
of the new government’s intentions.19

 The fundamental issue throughout 1941 was that Japan would not accede 
to hull’s four principles: territorial integrity, non-interference in the internal 
affairs of other countries, equal economic opportunity and change in order 
through peaceful means. hull made this a precondition of bilateral talks and 
negotiations in the spring (the John doe associates), the summer (Konoye’s 
attempt for a summit with roosevelt) and in november–december 1941.20 
america insisted on the open door principle in dealing with Japan in 1941. 
ambassador nomura’s choice of raoul e. desvernine, a noted anti-roosevelt 
figure, as his adviser was unwise, but most of Japan’s influential american 
contacts were right-wing republicans and it proved impossible to recruit a 
democrat with the ear of the president. furthermore, the Japanese consulate 
general in new York city ran a propaganda operation which further alienated 
the american government. in spring 1941, when diplomat hidenari terasaki 
arrived in washington, one of his aims was to influence american isolationists, 
and he made contacts with o.K. armstrong, a leading american firster.
 desvernine was close to herbert c. hoover, the former Us president 
known for his antagonistic relations with roosevelt since the 1932 presidential 
election. hoover shared the non-interventionist outlook voiced by america’s 
largest voluntary political organization, the america first committee. 
desvernine, when president of crucible steel, evinced strong interest in 
conducting business with ayukawa’s economic interests in Manchuria. hoover 
advised desvernine and ambassador nomura’s colleague, Japanese financial 
commissioner tsutomu nishiyama in new York city. ambassador Kurusu’s 
eleventh-hour contact with Bernard Baruch was made possible by desvernine 
acting upon hoover’s advice. roosevelt remained suspicious of Japanese motives 
but permitted Baruch to have a dialogue with Kurusu and nomura.21

 american deciphering of Japanese diplomatic codes via Magic meant 
roosevelt and hull knew that the 5 november 1941 imperial conference had 
decided on a break in relations with america if no compromise was reached 
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by 25 november, a date which was later revised to 29 november in a cable sent 
from tokyo to ambassador nomura on 22 november (tokyo time).22 Because 
tokyo did not inform ambassador nomura that Japan was going to war by 
early december, american officials did not grasp that date. They were, however, 
much more aware than the two Japanese ambassadors that war was imminent 
after 1 december from their readings of Japanese diplomatic cables between 
tokyo and Berlin. 
 foreign Minister shigenori togo sent saburo Kurusu to assist ambassador 
nomura. hull knew there were two plans for a compromise with the United 
states. Both included withdrawal of troops from indochina in exchange for 
lifting the oil embargo and the financial freeze. proposal a, which demanded 
american acquiescence in a Japanese-led order in asia; (e.g., withdrawal of 
Japanese troops from china within 2 years except north china and other 
specified areas for 25 years and the suspension of the U.s. aids to china) and 
proposal B, which was a stop-gap measure that did not address fundamental 
issues dividing the two countries such as shelving the china question but 
demanded resumption of trade between Japan and the United states, including 
a specific quantity of oil to be supplied from the Us. when nomura submitted 
proposal a to him on 7 november, hull promptly rejected it, as did roosevelt 
on 10 november. roosevelt told nomura that Japan must withdraw troops from 
indochina and china. plan a was clearly dead, so plan B was cabled to nomura 
shortly before Kurusu’s arrival in washington on 17 november. togo indicated 
that this was Japan’s final proposal and if no compromise could be reached 
based upon it, the bilateral diplomatic talks could be ruptured. Because nomura 
thought it essential to offer a more clear-cut commitment to withdraw troops 
from indochina so that hull would not reject plan B, when he saw the secretary 
of state on 18 november, he proposed, without securing prior approval from 
the foreign Minister, a status quo ante to return the bilateral relations back to 
the situation prior to Japan’s advance into southern indochina. hull was willing 
to listen to this idea since he was very aware that top american military officials 
wanted to postpone armed conflict with Japan until spring 1942 to build suffi-
cient forces in the pacific. when togo received nomura’s report, he was enraged 
by nomura’s premature leakage of Japan’s ultimate compromise to commit full 
removal of armed forces from southern indochina to northern indochina 
and ordered him to submit proposal B (embodying an abstract intention to 
withdraw from indochina), which he did to hull on 20 november. hull said he 
would consider the matter within his government and with the British, chinese, 
dutch and australian ambassadors.23

 on 26 november, the same day that Japanese naval task force left hitokappu 
Bay, Kuriles, for pearl harbor, the crisis between Us and Japan deepened when 
hull, with roosevelt’s approval, handed a stern note to the two Japanese ambas-
sadors in washington demanding that Japan withdraw all military and police 
forces from china, sign six power non-aggression agreements (with, america, 
Britain., holland, china and Thailand), confirm the neutrality of indochina, 
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allow equal economic access to indochina, recognize chiang Kai-shek’s regime, 
deny military, political or economic aid to other regimes in china, and not 
fulfil its obligations under the tripartite pact with germany and italy. in return, 
america would resume bilateral trade, remove the financial freeze on Japanese 
assets in the Us and negotiate a bilateral reciprocal free trade treaty. Japan could 
decipher coded american diplomatic cables, and believed that a modus vivendi 
was likely to be presented to the two Japanese ambassadors. government 
officials in Japan, including tojo and togo, based this interpretation on their 
reading of american diplomatic cables reaching ambassador grew in tokyo. 
on 30 november, togo cabled nomura to protest the sudden american shift 
in negotiating posture as evidenced by the ‘hull note’.24 Japan’s disappointment 
was based on their last minute’s hope that the U.s. could accept Japan’s proposal 
B with modification of limiting the provisional accord of modus vivendi for 
three months to be renewable by agreement. however, roosevelt and hull did 
not make any promise during their conversations with nomura and Kurusu 
that the U.s. government agreed to shelve the china issue and give a free hand 
to Japan. The essence of the hull note was the U.s. package of modus vivendi 
with the Japanese commitment of total withdrawal from china to restore peace 
in east asia. to this firm U.s. demand, the Japanese army could not agree.
 Upon hearing this, senator Thomas warned that a war against Japan could 
not easily be won, attracting wide press criticism. on 26 november nomura 
and Kurusu advised that an exchange of telegrams between president franklin 
roosevelt and emperor hirohito outlining their mutual desire to avoid war 
might ease the growing tension. Kurusu originally got this idea after hearing 
a rumour that some quarters in washington had suggested roosevelt send 
a telegram of goodwill to emperor hirohito in october 1941 to avert the 
downfall of the Konoye cabinet. when he reached washington in november, 
Kurusu learned from his subordinate hidenari terasaki that such an idea was 
still being suggested by influential men like Thomas and reverend e. stanley 
Jones. on 3 december Jones met roosevelt and, based on his meeting with 
terasaki, urged the president to send a telegram to emperor hirohito empha-
sizing the need for maintaining peace in the pacific. 
 on 1 december the Japanese government decided to go to war against the 
Us, UK and holland. Magic revealed the contents of togo’s three cables in 
response to oshima’s 29 november telegram from Berlin. oshima wrote that 
hitler and ribbentrop were eager for an immediate Japanese attack on the Us 
and that germany would then declare war on america. ribbentrop, disguising 
germany’s faltering military situation near Moscow, informed oshima that 
germany expected victory against the soviet Union in 1942. in response, togo 
argued that Japan could not accept the hull note’s demand for dismantling 
the tripartite pact. since august 1941 Japan had been trying to reassure the 
Us government that the tripartite pact did not oblige Japan automatically to 
declare war on the Us and Japan could exercise independent judgment on war 
participation under the pact.
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 in cable 985 togo instructed oshima secretly to inform hitler and ribbentrop 
that Japan’s diplomacy with the Us ‘now stand[s] ruptured’ and ‘there is extreme 
danger that war may suddenly break out between the anglo-saxon nations and 
Japan through some clash of arms . . . and the time of the breaking out of this 
war may come quicker than anyone dreams’. in cable 986 togo told oshima to 
inform the two german leaders that Japan’s priority was expanding southward, 
but if the soviet Union decided to strengthen further its ties to america and 
Britain Japan would consider intervention there. togo did not send these cables 
to the two Japanese ambassadors in the Us. These and other cables translated by 
Magic were also not sent to the top american army and navy commanders in 
hawaii, which later led to the argument that had they been provided with that 
information they would have judged that there was not any hope of a diplo-
matic solution.25

 roosevelt, who read the Magic intercepts, was naturally suspicious about 
Japanese intentions. The two Japanese diplomats were completely unaware of 
the imminence of war between the two countries. all they knew was that 29 
november was the deadline for a compromise with the Us. on 28 november 
Magic intercepted a cable from togo to the two ambassadors informing them 
that ‘the negotiations will be de facto ruptured. This is inevitable.’ however, 
he added, ‘i do not wish you to give the impression that the negotiations are 
broken off.’26

 according to henry Morgenthau’s diary entry of 3 december 1941, roosevelt 
told Morgenthau ‘he had the Japanese running around like a lot of wet hens’. 
after, he asked them the question (on 2 december through Under-secretary of 
state sumner welles) as to why they were sending so many military, naval and 
air forces into indo-china. roosevelt thought ‘the Japanese [were] doing every-
thing they can to stall until they are ready’. in the meantime, he was ‘talking with 
the english about war plans as to when and where the Usa and great Britain 
should strike’.27 Baruch’s conferences with Kurusu at the former’s residence in 
the Mayfair hotel on 3 december had roosevelt’s full consent. Baruch ‘dictated 
a full report of the conversations to the president – including a request that Mr 
roosevelt send a personal appeal direct to emperor hirohito’. Both men were 
well aware of the grim situation and Kurusu agreed with Baruch’s warning that 
in the event of a war between the two countries Japan ‘will be completely crushed 
by the Us because of its industrial might’.28 Baruch later denied he had made a 
‘suggestion for a one-billion dollar loan to Japan’ as a means of avoiding war.29 
Kurusu claimed this was discussed during the meeting.30 according to Kurusu, 
Baruch told him that he was worried about the slow progress in america’s 
military preparedness programme and saw no reason for Japan and the Us to 
go into war. like many other american policymakers, Baruch was concerned 
primarily with developments in the european theatre. in the far east, he saw 
an underlying insecurity in the psyche of the Japanese military since their loss 
to the soviet army at nomohan in 1939. They discovered their limit through 
that battle and felt nervous about it. in order to remove the ‘inferiority complex’ 
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of the Japanese military, Baruch argued that roosevelt’s ‘arsenal of democracy’ 
idea should be applied to Japan in a way that would help build Japan’s industries 
and boost its production. Baruch suggested to Kurusu that america should 
lend $1 billion to Japan for its industrial development.31 after his meeting with 
the Japanese diplomats, Baruch ‘immediately telephoned general watson, who 
came over with a white house stenographer to whom [he] dictated a summary 
of [his] conversations with Kurusu’. according to Kurusu, after their meeting on 
3 december Baruch sensed a positive reaction from the president and he told 
Kurusu that he and the president were planning to meet for the second time 
regarding this matter on 10 december.32

 nomura cabled togo on the morning of 6 december about the progress he 
and Kurusu had made in their attempts to continue diplomacy. in nomura’s 
cable 1272, he discusses initiatives a and B, which seem to have been carried 
out by Baruch. initiative a referred to the 4 december lunch between roosevelt 
and nomura’s and Kurusu’s ‘operative’. The operative had argued that roosevelt 
should act as an intermediary in the sino-Japanese war to avoid a Us–Japan 
war. initiative B was nomura’s and Kurusu’s attempt to formulate a new 
proposal to the Us to persuade hull to present it as a new american initiative. 
The two ambassadors stressed that hull might seem dogmatic but people well 
acquainted with him told them he could ‘be quite flexible’ in the actual appli-
cation of principles.33

 Yet togo ignored this cable. The two Japanese ambassadors’ suggestion of an 
exchange of cables between roosevelt and hirohito had upset him. tojo, togo, 
navy Minister shimada and lord Keeper Kido agreed the scheme was impos-
sible, as they feared a rebellion if Japan was seen to be giving in to the ‘hull 
note’ demands.34

 at 6.00 p.m. on 6 december roosevelt received information that the 
Japanese were about to wage war. roosevelt sent his cable to hirohito urging 
peace to ambassador grew to ensure the message would not be held up in the 
foreign Ministry. roosevelt instructed hull to send the message by grey code 
to save time even at the risk of having the message intercepted. The message 
arrived at noon in tokyo, but the cable was automatically delayed for ten hours. 
grew knew such a message was coming because he had heard about it on the 
daily san francisco radio broadcast, but he did not receive the coded triple-
priority message until 10.30 p.m. and the telegram reached emperor hirohito 
after the attack at pearl harbor had begun.35 Upon their return to Japan in 1942, 
nomura and Kurusu learned from tojo that he felt Japan probably would not 
have started the war had the 6 december cable from the president been sent a 
few days earlier and had the hull note been a little more conciliatory.36 tojo’s 
comment, however, should be understood in the context of Japan’s increasing 
military disadvantage after its defeat at Midway.
 after pearl harbor, although hoover publicly called for unity to carry out the 
war effort, he remained critical of roosevelt’s policy toward Japan.37 Meanwhile, 
desvernine ran into trouble with the american government after pearl harbor, 
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when the Justice department considered prosecuting him because of his 
involvement in the clandestine effort at the eleventh hour. This charge was 
dropped when Baruch told attorney general francis Biddle that ‘he would 
appear as the first witness for the defense’.38

 Kurusu wrote to ayukawa on 6 september 1946 that he was ‘filled with deep 
emotion’ when he compared Japan’s 

numerous economic difficulties up ahead with [his] negotiation with Bernard Baruch 
over a billion-dollar loan to Japan [right before pearl harbor], a subject matter having 
close relations with [ayukawa’s] activities before the war; [Kurusu] really regret[ted] 
the fact that that one-in-a-million opportunity slipped through [his] hands [because 
of pearl harbor].39

roosevelt and his cabinet, at their meeting on 7 november, were confident 
that the american public would support america going to war if Japan 
attacked British or dutch possessions in south-east asia. on the afternoon 
of 1 december roosevelt assured the British ambassador lord halifax that 
america would fight in such an eventuality. Yet it remained uncertain whether 
Us public opinion would support war. This dilemma was solved by Japan’s 
attack on pearl harbor, which roosevelt called a day that ‘shall live in infamy’. 
although hitler and ribbentrop told ambassador oshima that germany 
would go to war with Japan if the latter attacked the United states the tripartite 
alliance did not require the three powers to declare war on the Us unless the 
latter first attacked one of them. on 11 december hitler did roosevelt a favour 
by declaring war on the Us, allowing the president to make the destruction of 
hitler’s regime the first objective in america’s war aims.40

 Yet we must consider whether in late november a modus vivendi avoiding 
war with Japan was possible. on the morning of 26 november the Japanese 
government cabled its embassy in washington demanding oil, including 
aviation gasoline. The hull note was handed to the two Japanese ambas-
sadors in the afternoon. The american draft modus vivendi offered much less 
that Japan demanded, prohibited the sale of aviation gasoline and allowed oil 
only for civilian usage. on this basis the odds against an agreement seemed 
overwhelming. furthermore, the americans considered renewing the selling of 
oil on a monthly basis for up to three months.41 as herbert feis pointed out in 
his book on pearl harbor in 1950:

if possible disputes over troop movements on both sides after a truce agreement did not 
bring the truce to a quick end, arguments over oil would have done so. very different 
notions existed in tokyo and washington as to what was expected under the phrase, ‘a 
required quantity of oil [in Japan’s proposal B].’ The Japanese government . . . wanted 
four million tons a year from the United states and one million tons a year from the 
indies. The american government would not have agreed to supply anything like such 
quantities, which were enough to keep Japanese reserves intact.42
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could the two Japanese ambassadors have continued talks with the United states 
based on the hull note? for example, what about ‘Manchukuo’? ambassador 
Yoshijiro Umezu (later chief of staff) cabled from ‘Manchukuo’ to the foreign 
Ministry in tokyo to enquire whether hull’s proposal included Manchuria. he 
apparently received no reply. The hull note did not demand that Japan relin-
quish the south Manchuria railway, so even if the United states demanded a 
reversion to the position before the Manchuria incident, that would not have 
meant Japan giving up the railroad or its right to militarily protect it. american 
officials may have entertained the idea of recognizing ‘Manchukuo’ in drafting a 
modus vivendi that was never presented. The Us, which, until 1939 had applied 
a watered-down version of the open door principle to Manchuria, now shifted 
to a rigid application of it.43 hull’s note set no specific deadline for Japanese 
troop withdrawals from china. despite tojo’s persistent opposition to troop 
withdrawal from china, there might have been some room for an agreement 
on a withdrawal timetable. against this is the fact that Japan had set up puppet 
regimes in china and had refused to talk to the chungking government since 
January 1938. once they received the hull note, even those Japanese leaders 
who had deep misgivings about war against Britain and america could not 
overcome vociferous voices in the Japanese military arguing for war. former 
ambassador to the United Kingdom and post-war prime Minister shigeru 
Yoshida told togo that he should not interpret the hull note as a de facto 
ultimatum because Yoshida believed it could be a basis for negotiation as 
prefaced in the hull note. Kido’s 29 november diary entry indicated that voices 
for moderation around the imperial Throne could not contain the louder voices 
urging war. Those Japanese leaders who had deep misgivings about going to war 
against america and Britain dared not resist because of the memory of bloody 
assassinations that followed a 26 february 1936 coup attempt. as emperor 
hirohito recalled in his monologue recorded by his staff in spring 1946, he 
could not oppose the decision to go to war because anyone who opposed would 
be killed and a much more violent regime installed in the aftermath of a bloody 
coup.44

 in october 2004 the Japanese foreign Ministry (hereafter the Ministry) 
published the original documents of Japan’s final Memorandum (hereafter 
the Memo) submitted to the Us on sunday 7 december 1941. The New York 
Times had reported already on 9 december 1999 takeo iguchi’s discovery of 
the original draft in a file of the diplomatic records office of the Ministry. 
The documents reveal that the Ministry intended to use a standard version of 
ultimatum by concluding that ‘we are forced to terminate the negotiations . . . 
and that your government shall be held responsible for all the consequences that 
may arise in the future’. however, the last phrase hinting at use of force against 
the Us was eliminated under the pressure from the military in the final text of 
5 december. article i of the hague convention required the prior delivery of 
an ultimatum in clear wording. The final notice to the Us was too equivocal 
to satisfy such requirements. confidential military documents proved that 
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Japanese army and navy chiefs of staff pressed the Ministry not to issue any 
notice before the attack since it might jeopardize their surprise operations. togo 
insisted on prior notice and Japan submitted the following Memo to terminate 
the negotiations: ‘The Japanese government regrets to have to notify hereby the 
american government in view of the attitude of the american government it 
cannot but consider that it is impossible to reach an agreement through further 
negotiations.’45

 Japanese envoys in washington met hull a little after 2.00 p.m on sunday 7 
december 1941, forty minutes after the attack in pearl harbor. tokyo’s instruc-
tions had been to deliver the Memo at 1:00 p.m., a mere half an hour before 
the attack. roosevelt denounced Japan’s method: ‘the Us was suddenly and 
deliberately attacked while negotiations were continuing and a Japanese reply 
to the message of the United states contained no threat nor hint of war or 
armed attack’.46 to defend Japan’s position of attacking the Us without a prior 
ultimatum, it was later argued that since Japan was suffering from economic 
sanctions it had a right to save itself from economic extinction and a war of 
self-defence obviated an obligation to issue an ultimatum. The following entry 
of 29 november 1941 in the ‘confidential war diary’ of the army general staff 
should also be noted: ‘The Us has not made any preparation for war. a sudden 
attack on the Us is to be consummated more successfully than german blitz-
krieg on the Ussr.’ 
 would the half-hour prior notice intended by the Japanese government have 
satisfied the contemporary international legal requirements? at the far eastern 
Military tribunal, it was pointed out that relevant provisions of the hague 
convention were technically defective since they did not specify a precise length 
of time required for a prior notice and that Japan had taken advantage of this 
legal loophole. Japanese lawyers further argued that prior notice was in effect 
delivered since the Us had already decoded and read the text of Japanese Memo 
before the attack. an important reference about the timing of delivery of the 
Memo is found in the ‘records of discussions’ written by the Japanese army’s 
chief of staff, general sugiyama. at the meeting of the Japanese government 
and supreme Military command on 4 december, togo proposed that, in 
order to submit the final notice to the Us to terminate negotiations in lieu of 
an ultimatum, a text of the Memo should be sent from tokyo to the embassy 
in washington on 5 december so that its decoding could be completed on 6 
december. The military insisted the Memo should be further delayed by one 
day to ensure a successful naval operation. sugiyama recorded in his entry of 
6 december that it should be sent to the embassy at 4.00 a.m. on 7 december 
(Japanese standard time) and its submission to the Us government was set 
at 3.00 a.m. on 8 december (Japanese standard time). however, what actually 
happened was that the dispatch of the Memo was not completed by 4 a.m. 
and the concluding part of the Memo was sent twelve hours later at 4.00 p.m. 
This delayed dispatch of the last part of the Memo critically handicapped the 
final typing of the whole text by the embassy on saturday 6 december making 
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impossible the delivery of the Memo on sunday 7 december at 1.00 p.m., just 
before the surprise attack. 
 The causes of delay were multiple: a combination of top-level decision 
making, military pressures on timing to safeguard the secrecy of the attack and 
the communication processes for transmitting coded text from the Ministry 
by way of the tokyo central telegram office to the Us. Japan confused its 
own embassy in washington about its intentions and this contributed to the 
problems of 7 december. since tokyo meticulously planned to inform the Us 
state department at 1.00 p.m., barely half an hour before the pearl harbor 
attack, they should have taken every care to ensure efficient and accurate 
handlings by the embassy for decoding and finalizing the Memo to enable its 
punctual delivery. indeed the whole text, including the final conclusion of the 
Memo and all corrections, should have arrived by the afternoon of saturday 6 
december at the latest, as decided in tokyo on 4 december. 
 The deciphering of roosevelt’s message to the emperor may have caused a 
change in the communication schedule between tokyo and washington. This 
theory would attenuate those who were culpable in withholding the cabling of the 
final part of the Memo for twelve hours, although they should not be exonerated 
for their wilful interference in the communications of the heads of states. There 
is also documentary evidence that reveals that tampering with urgent cables by 
lowering their level of urgency might have occurred. for example, the instruction 
cable for presenting the Memo at 1.00 p.m. was designated in the Ministry’s original 
document as ‘most urgent’, requiring the delivery to the embassy at any time, even 
at the latest hour, but in the corresponding Magic intercepted cable it reads ‘urgent 
– very important’. an urgent-designated cable is sent to the embassy not after 
mid-night but in the first morning delivery whereas one marked as ‘very/extremely 
urgent’ should be delivered late at night. Kameyama, who headed the Ministry’s 
telegram section, had a muddled explanation of the confused designation and 
the delayed corrections of cables at the far eastern Military tribunal and in his 
posthumous papers. some cover-ups and distortions of events surrounding pearl 
harbor diplomacy were made after the war perhaps to save the honour of their 
organizations or save themselves. it serves no purpose to distort historical facts 
or bury controversy. each nation wishes to write its own history with pride and 
dignity, but they should avoid a trap of national fanaticism, dogma and cover-ups.47

 on 6 december 1941 president roosevelt sent a telegram addressed to the 
Japanese emperor and expressed in general terms his wish to maintain peace in 
the pacific. The american ambassador in tokyo, Joseph grew, was supposed 
to receive that cable but because of a deliberate delay in the handling of this 
cable in the tokyo central postal office ambassador grew did not receive 
the message in a way that would have permitted him to have an audience with 
emperor hirohito before the Japanese surprise attack on pearl harbor.48 during 
the war, senator Thomas argued that there was ‘pretty good evidence that he 
was not even allowed to receive the [cable] sent to him by president roosevelt 
just before pearl harbor, at least until war broke out, and it was too late’.49
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 when considering Japan’s exorbitant proposal for oil, Miwa may be right 
about the likelihood of diplomatic failure even if a modus vivendi had been 
chosen by both parties as the starting point for the final talks just before pearl 
harbor.50 By mid-January 1942 Marshall georgi Zhukov’s soviet forces had 
pushed the germans back to where they had commenced operation typhoon 
two months earlier, but Japan at the time was preoccupied with its military 
successes and operations in south-east asia. soviet spy richard sorge’s spy ring 
in Japan had succeeded in finding out through its member hotsumi ozaki that 
the Japanese government had decided on a southern advance. This pivotal infor-
mation was cabled to Moscow in early october and led to the redeployment on 
12 october of 4 million troops 1,000 planes and 1,000 tanks westward across 
siberia to defend Moscow – a critical component in stalin’s success in holding 
the soviet capital and beginning to turn the tide in the european war.51

 Japan, unlike germany, was not a mortal threat to the United states. even 
if enough B17s were deployed in the philippines and elsewhere in the pacific 
to deter Japanese attack, they had serious flaws because they were ineffective 
in bombing naval ships. The open door in china was not a vital interest for 
the United states either. The United states, however, could not accept Japanese 
domination of the asia-pacific region. a compromise with Japan in late 
november could have resulted in the breakup of the coalition that roosevelt 
had worked on to contain the Japanese as observed by china’s appeal to 
roosevelt and churchill not to compromise and the luke-warm or reluctant 
attitude of Britain, australia and holland to compromise on modus vivendi.52

 Yet there remains that lingering and nagging question: what if Japan and 
the Us had decided to postpone war for three months? This counterfactual 
recurred during the cold war and post-cold war years and has not been fully 
answered.53
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chapter 28

Economics and the Origins of the Second World War

Richard J. Overy

There is a very obvious sense in which the second world war was regarded as 
a war about economics. in 1939 a great many, perhaps the majority, on the left 
in europe assumed that the war was an ‘imperialist war’ provoked by a crisis of 
capitalism. The left-wing publisher victor gollancz, reflecting on the nature of 
the war in a book published in 1942, described a process of simple economic 
competition: 

The capitalists of one country, supported by their government, want to seize or exploit 
in one form or another a particular piece of territory: the capitalists of another country 
may want the same piece of territory: and if they both want it greedily enough, war will 
result . . .’1

These were insights first brought out by the British economist J.a. hobson 
before the first world war, and famously given systematic treatment in lenin’s 
Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism, published in 1917 in Zürich and 
republished regularly during the 1920s and 1930s. 2 in 1938 an updated edition 
containing new data was published claiming to show that there had been 
seventy-five wars since 1918 occasioned by the capitalist order, of which no 
fewer than eleven were directed at the soviet Union.3 These are views that are 
now given almost no serious attention by historians when discussing the origins 
of the war in 1939. ‘capitalists’ in most european states seem to have preferred 
peace to war. even gollancz admitted that the orthodox explanation did not 
work very well for 1939. he preferred to explain the origin of war not as an issue 
of simple economics but of an urge to ‘power’, in which the capitalist elite acted 
as the orchestrator of all the many social, political and ideological sources of the 
desire to project that power violently outwards.4

 Marxist analysis of the existing international economy in the 1930s appeared 
nevertheless to be describing some kind of reality and it is important not to 
dismiss entirely the view that protecting or extending markets or seeking 
secure sources of raw material were not important elements of economic 
policy-making before 1939. what remains more problematic is the assumption 
that ‘capitalists’, a word never very clearly defined in pre-war discourse, played 
a leading role in creating the conditions for war and in promoting its decla-
ration. recent historiography has tended to argue a rather different case – that 
economic elites (both financial and industrial) in the major european states 
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generally favoured appeasement as a means of avoiding war. any conflict 
on the scale of 1914–18 was regarded as a calamity for economies that were 
trying to claw their way back from the economic recession and whose elites 
had memories of the disruptive aftermath of the last war. This was no less 
true of industrial and banking circles in germany, which proved just as 
willing to discuss issues of market sharing and technical collaboration with 
their opposite numbers in Britain and france. The negotiation, for example, 
which finally produced an anglo-german coal agreement on 28 January 
1939, was conducted by the British Mining association and the rhenish–
westphalian coal syndicate. while both sides operated with the knowledge 
and support of their respective governments, the effort to agree on the relative 
size of coal exports was something welcomed by the two sets of mine owners 
on straightforward commercial grounds. it is significant that delegations from 
the federation of British industry and reichsgruppe industrie then followed up 
this agreement with a more general commitment to collaboration in order to 
avoid ‘destructive competition’, expressed in the düsseldorf agreement signed 
on 14 March 1939. This agreement was reached the day before german troops 
entered prague, an event that created the circumstances that undid the Munich 
settlement and alienated the British and french governments from hitler, a 
fact that suggests there was a substantial gap between what businessmen were 
hoping for and what politicians (in this case hitler and his entourage) were 
actually planning.5

 The same interest in economic collaboration was also evident in france 
in the year following the Munich agreement. french businessmen visited 
germany in late 1938 and 1939 and were impressed by the industrial boom they 
witnessed and by the idea that the entrepreneurial elite was incorporated into 
the whole state structure through the various economic groups and associa-
tions, capable, it was thought, of exercising an influence denied to the economic 
elite in france. There was strong pressure from industrial groups, particularly 
in the iron-producing region of lorraine, for direct co-operation with german 
business along the lines sought by British interests. on 1 March 1939 the 
industries involved set up the Association française d’intérêts permanents en 
Allemagne and invited german representatives to paris to discuss collaboration 
between different industrial branches.6 german economic interests seem to 
have been less interested in collaboration with france than with Britain and 
the occupation of prague did lead to a limitation, though not a cessation, 
of discussions between the two sides. in this case, too, international politics 
obtruded into international economic relations. The evidence suggests that 
left to themselves business elites would have preferred to find ways of reaching 
bilateral or multilateral market-share or price agreements. even the german 
chemical giant ig farben, which profited substantially from its integration 
into the production programmes of the second four-Year plan in germany, 
was happy to reach marketing agreements with the British-based imperial 
chemical industries and the american standard oil and dupont corporations, 
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an enthusiasm that was fully reciprocated.7 These surviving exchanges made 
commercial sense to industry whatever the political situation prevailing at the 
time. 
 in the 1930s, with the onset of rearmament, many businesses wanted to 
be able to make money out of lucrative state contracts for high-cost military 
equipment. at the same time they hoped that armaments would have a natural 
deterrent effect and would not result in a disruptive and destructive war. 
naive or self-interested as this view may have been, it was a paradox of the 
growing reliance on state orders and of the diversion of investment funds to 
industries that profited from the military build-up. The nature of this paradox 
was explained by the president of the german reichsbank, walter funk, in a 
conversation with the governor of the Bank of england, Montagu norman, in 
Basle in March 1939:

[funk] did not wish the tug-of-war in armaments between england and germany to 
go on without limit. nor did he think that it would do so . . . Meanwhile funk hoped 
that the tug-of-war would go on. The activity in armaments was making germany 
prosperous, not the reverse. Moreover, the more arms the two countries got, the 
stronger they became; and the stronger they became, the greater the hope of avoiding 
war.8

funk may have been disingenuous in his remarks, but it was widely understood 
in the west as well that armaments created an artificial economic boom whose 
advantages were difficult to argue against, but which at the same time expanded 
the risk of conflict. The economist g.d.h. cole, writing in 1939, argued that 
there would be recession in Britain ‘but for the intensity of the rearmament 
campaign’, but regretted the fact that rearmament provoked endless war scares.9

 for most businesses, however, there were limits to the extent to which they 
could influence government policy or popular politics. Much of the economic 
ambition expressed in public political discourse in the 1930s was shaped by 
political circumstances and driven by political and military interests and did 
not necessarily coincide with capitalist expectations or preferences. in 1934, 
gustav Krupp, one of the principal beneficiaries of german rearmament, 
complained to a swiss visitor, ‘Believe me, we are worse off here than the 
natives in timbuctoo.’10 The concept of the ‘primacy of politics’ has sometimes 
been used as a way to exculpate economic elites from responsibility for major 
political choices – war, territorial expansion – but it was a familiar concept for 
businessmen in the 1930s who were unused to direct political intervention and 
found themselves poorly prepared to contest it. The same gustav Krupp who 
complained about economic policy in 1934 observed in a speech that same 
year that ‘primacy always belongs to politics’, but did not see this as something 
businessmen could do very much about.11 it is perhaps more useful to see it as a 
way of describing how governments could and did pursue policies that failed to 
coincide with the perceived long-term interests of economic elites, even though 
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these elites were usually able to adjust their interests profitably to the prevailing 
political reality, as they did in germany and Japan when the economic new 
order was established in europe and asia in the early 1940s. ironically, the 
same companies that rearmed and went to war in the years 1939 to 1945 were 
instrumental in shaping economic co-operation in the changed political climate 
of the 1950s.
 The principal issue of political economy in the 1930s was the division 
between what came to be called the ‘have’ or ‘have-not’ powers, or what the 
italian dictator Benito Mussolini liked to call the ‘proletarians’ and the ‘pluto-
crats’. This was a crude characterization derived from the uneven distribution 
of economic resources and opportunities among the major powers and the 
different effects of the world economic crisis of 1929–33 that resulted from 
this imbalance. The ‘have-not’ powers were defined by their self-conscious 
sense that they had lost out in the scramble for empire and lacked a sufficient 
domestic resource base to compensate for that lack. germany, italy and Japan 
counted themselves among their number. Britain, france and the United states 
were regarded as the plutocratic powers, despite the damaging effects of the 
recession also experienced in the west. 
 This distinction was already articulated in the 1920s, most famously in 
hans grimm’s best-selling novel Volk ohne Raum [A People Without Space], 
which argued that all germany’s economic and political problems would be 
solved by creating a larger area for the german people. But the political resent-
ments it generated were ameliorated by the upswing in the world economy 
between 1924 and 1928 and the effort to re-establish a workable international 
economy after the disruptions of the great war.12 The sense of being ‘have-not’ 
powers was exacerbated by the breakdown of the multi-lateral commodity 
and currency system in the economic recession and the emergence for the 
following decade of neo-mercantilist policies designed to beggar neighbours 
and protect the homeland. a statistical memorandum prepared in germany for 
the delegation to the world economic conference in 1933 described german 
financial obligations to the west as ‘tribute’, designed to leave germany perma-
nently impoverished and economically victimized.13 germany, Japan and italy 
might well have coped with the recession and accepted efforts to reintegrate 
with the wider world economy if it had not been for the self-interest of the 
richer powers, Britain in particular, in reinforcing the shift towards unilat-
eralism in order to protect domestic economic and political interests. The 
fragmentation of the world economy, exposed clearly in the failure of the 
world economic conference of June 1933, exacerbated the vulnerability of the 
less-well-endowed states and promoted radical political solutions to economic 
disadvantage.14 
 The three ‘have-not’ states shared some common economic ambitions, 
which derived from their perception of economic disadvantage and the means 
necessary to overcome it. They were all three profoundly affected by the 
prevailing concept of empire as a source of economic strength as well as a key to 
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political prestige. This extended not only to the idea that the British and french 
empires shielded the two metropolitan states from the full blast of economic 
crisis, but to the belief that control over additional territory and population 
gave easy access to raw materials and markets. The growing share of imperial 
imports and exports in British and french trade in the 1930s lent weight to 
this argument, but its roots were really to be found in the nineteenth century 
when germany, italy and Japan were latecomers in the imperial race and made 
to feel as such by the established empires. By the 1930s empire was a declining 
asset, and it is ironic that at precisely the point where empire was no longer 
easily defensible or defended, three major states decided that empire was the 
solution to their problems. all three expressed imperial ambitions in terms of 
an economic ‘new order’ in order to make it seem that their imperialism was 
not simply a return to the pre-1914 world. The idea of a ‘new order’, which was 
the name given to the german and Japanese economic spheres in the early 
1940s, and adopted by all three states when they signed the tri-partite pact in 
september 1940, was a deliberate rejection of the liberal economic tradition 
of the nineteenth century, which, like political counterpart, was deemed to be 
derelict by the 1930s. The sense that liberal economics did not work was hardly 
confined to the three ‘have-not’ states, but it was only in germany, italy and 
Japan that active efforts were made to adopt an alternative economic concept 
of self-sufficient or ‘autarkic’ blocs and to embark on rearmament programmes 
whose purpose was to create and protect the larger imperial space thought to 
be a necessary pre-condition for economic wellbeing.15 
 The first of the ‘have not’ states to embark on a programme of territorial 
expansion was Japan. The Japanese economy expanded rapidly in the years 
before the recession of 1929 based on increasing levels of industrialization 
and the export of cheaply produced consumer goods. This was necessary to 
fund Japan’s high dependence on imported foodstuffs and mineral products. 
The recession undermined Japan’s international position because trade was hit 
heavily by the introduction of tariff restrictions in western markets. one way of 
reacting to Japan’s economic vulnerability was to increase the self-sufficiency of 
Japan’s imperial area, which included Korea and formosa. food self-sufficiency 
in the empire expanded during the 1020s and by 1930–5 Korea and formosa 
(now taiwan) supplied between them ninety-five per cent of Japan’s staple food 
imports. higher-value staple foodstuffs were also expanded in Japan itself to 
mitigate any danger of blockade in the event of war. a five-year plan in 1932 
saw an increase of forty per cent in the sown wheat area in Japan; the output 
of marine products expanded rapidly in the 1930s, rising from 3 million tons 
in 1926 to around 4.2 million tons in 1938. 16 The food situation was finally 
secured by the acquisition of the northern chinese province of Manchuria 
following the ‘Mukden incident’ in september 1931.
 The relationship between territorial expansion and economic vulnerability 
was well understood in leading Japanese circles in the 1920s. navy leaders 
feared Japan’s heavy dependence on overseas supplies of fuel oil and from the 
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1920s began a systematic policy of storing and stockpiling fuel supplies. The 
Japanese army invested heavily in the 1920s in production in Manchuria, 
which supplied one-fifth of Japanese annual iron supply. in 1925 a 20-year 
plan was drawn up to develop 5,500 miles of railways in the region to help 
promote Japanese exports to Manchuria and to move mineral and food 
supplies to the coast for shipping to Japan.17 The dangers posed by the local 
chinese warlord Zhang Xueliang to Japanese control of the south Manchurian 
railway, a trading lifeline in the region, encouraged the local Japanese garrison 
‘Kwantung’ army to launch a coup on 18 september 1931 and to take large 
parts of Manchuria under Japanese control. The subsequent creation of the 
puppet state of Manchukuo in 1932 as nominally independent masked the 
reality that northern china was now included in Japan’s self-sufficient imperial 
area. in 1935 a five-year plan for agricultural procurement was drawn up for 
Manchuria and by 1939 the sown area in the region for major staple products 
had increased by forty per cent. Much of the increased output was destined for 
Japan, whose food supplies were met entirely from the trading bloc of Korea, 
taiwan and Manchuria. The new territories in china also consumed food 
imports from the rest of the Japanese empire and in 1938 it proved necessary 
to control wheat imports into Manchuria to safeguard Japanese consumption.18 
Manchuria became an important area for industrial development and between 
1931 and 1935 some 700 million yen were invested to expand output of energy 
and raw material resources. of these one of the most important was the possible 
exploitation of oil reserves and the development of synthetic oil output based 
on processing shale. western oil firms were excluded from carrying out oil 
exploration in the area, but the search for oil proved disappointing and Japan 
remained heavily dependent on american supplies.19 Between 1937 and 1941 
actual production of synthetic oil was only eight per cent of what was planned.20 
 during the 1930s the Japanese government sought to exclude western 
economic interests from its own territorial bloc. in 1934 the so-called ‘amau 
doctrine’ was announced, warning the west that china and east asia should 
now be regarded as Japan’s economic sphere of interest. in 1933 the great asia 
association was founded in Japan and campaigned for a new economic order 
in asia under Japanese domination in which a large self-sufficient region would 
supply minerals, fuel and foodstuffs to the Japanese heartland, which would 
in turn supply heavy industrial and manufactured products to the outlying 
regions. This formed what came to be called during the second world war the 
‘co-prosperity sphere’.21 The armed forces in Japan recognized that to maintain 
the new area of economic empire it would be necessary to increase the size 
of the military. in their new view of the world, self-sufficiency and security 
went hand in hand, although there were regular arguments between military 
and civilian leaders in the 1930s about how to balance economic and military 
demands effectively. The ‘fundamental principles of national policy’ agreed 
in august 1936 looked to develop Manchuria economically and to expand the 
output of armaments and basic industries as rapidly as possible.22 The war with 
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china that broke out in July 1937 increased the urgency of both programmes 
and introduced a crop of legislation to expand production of oil, iron, and 
steel and to control strategic trade. Military expenditure as a proportion of 
net domestic product rose from 6.3 per cent in 1935 to 23 per cent in 1938, by 
which time it constituted 92 per cent of Japanese central government expend-
iture.23 it was funded largely by extensive deficit financing and an expansionary 
fiscal policy and could not be sustained indefinitely. Japanese leaders in the late 
1930s faced a profound dilemma: to build the autarkic bloc and the economic 
new order required a possible war for key resources – principally the oil and 
minerals of south-east asia – but war could only be effectively waged if Japan 
possessed a self-sufficient economic base. This was the same dilemma faced by 
italy and germany.
 italy’s territorial ambitions in the 1930s reflected a similar perception, already 
elaborated in the 1920s, that the international economic order, sustained by the 
capital and trading needs of the major western powers, was no longer viable 
and would have to be transcended by some kind of new economic order which 
could turn italy into one of the great powers. italy, like Japan, was underde-
veloped industrially and heavily dependent on key imports of minerals and 
fuel. italy, too, had a high dependence on food imports and an agricultural base 
in which it was difficult to expand production substantially. in 1936 fifty-two 
per cent of italy’s workforce was still on the land and only one-quarter in 
industry.24 in the 1920s the italian fascist government encouraged investment 
in hydro-electric schemes and the expansion of grain production to compensate 
for a persistently unfavourable balance-of-trade but only after the recession 
had undermined the markets italy depended on for exports and reduced the 
international tourist trade did the regime move towards a more active policy of 
controlled trade and strategies of self-sufficiency. The efforts to raise domestic 
agricultural output had much more limited success than in Japan, while italy’s 
small colonial empire could offer little compensation. it proved possible to 
reduce italy’s import dependence on foodstuffs, which fell from 24.1 per cent of 
imports in 1926–30 to 14.3 per cent in 1938–40 (including a fall in the volume 
of wheat imports of 75 per cent over the same period), but it was difficult to 
expand domestic food production, which rose by only 7 per cent between 
1926–30 and 1940.25 The only solution was to limit domestic consumption, 
which was done principally through controls over trade, distribution and 
currency transactions. 
 in italy the move towards a comprehensive policy of autarky was bound 
up with the regime’s plans for territorial expansion. The opening moves to 
control the free flow of trade and payments came in early 1934 as the armed 
forces began to prepare for the invasion of abyssinia (ethiopia) in october 
the following year. The resulting conflict was, as giorgio rochat has argued, 
predominantly a product of fascist italy’s imperial and political ambitions 
but it was also fuelled by the expectation that the area would yield important 
sources of mineral wealth (including oil) and food supply.26 in the aftermath 
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of the recession and the changed complexion of the world economy italy, it 
was argued, needed its spazio vitale (living space). in 1932, foreign Minister 
dino grandi argued that an extension of the empire in africa was essential as 
a place to send italy’s surplus population and a source of raw materials, and 
although Mussolini seems to have been more attracted to the possible prestige 
of the operation, its underlying rationale was to try to create a larger territorial 
empire to make italy the centre of a new regional economic area and to reduce 
reliance on distant markets and uncertain imports. This strategy was reinforced 
by the invasion and occupation of ethiopia between october 1935 and May 
1936, when italy was subject to economic sanctions by the league of nations. 
The ending of sanctions on 4 July 1936 proved too late to turn Mussolini away 
from a policy of economic controls and autarky, which began with a decree in 
november 1935 and was completed with the appointment of felice guarneri 
in november 1937 to ministerial rank, responsible for controlling trade and 
exchange, limiting luxury consumption, prohibiting the export of strategically 
necessary goods, limiting all inessential imports and ‘the empowering of the 
economic resources of the nation’. Mussolini announced the change in strategy 
at a meeting of the corporations on 23 March 1936 when he called for the 
highest possible measure of national economic independence to counter the 
‘eternal undervaluing’ of italy by the western liberal states.27

 in this instance too the securing of living space and the establishment of 
an imperial region required increased security against the possible threat 
posed by the more prosperous western states, which had vital interests in the 
Mediterranean theatre. in italy’s case there were few opportunities for conquest 
that would supply secure sources of vital strategic materials (and ironically the 
large reserves of oil in libya remained hidden beneath the recently conquered 
desert) and so the strengthening of the armed forces and the preparation of 
the economy for possible war had to be undertaken largely from italy’s own 
domestic resources. in 1936 and 1937 every branch of the italian productive 
economy had to produce an autarkic plan to be completed at some point in 
1940 or 1941. Between 1937 and 1940 the value of italian trade fell by just 
over one-third, while the output of many major sectors expanded substan-
tially between 1936 and 1941. electricity generation expanded by 48 per cent, 
exceeding the plan; iron-ore output grew 35 per cent, aluminium production by 
200 per cent, magnesium by 500 per cent, and so on. But the plans were difficult 
to fulfil, and the spectacular increases came in products where the initial output 
was generally very low. out of thirty-two raw materials and metals, only eleven 
reached the targets set four years before.28 The resource problems that italy faced 
were made worse by the almost permanent military activity undertaken by the 
regime, first in ethiopia, then from 1936 to 1939 fighting with the nationalists 
in spain, finally the occupation of albania in late March 1939. These actions 
forced the italian armed services to maintain a high annual military budget, 
4.7 billion lire in 1934–5, 14.4 billion in 1938–9 and 27 billion for 1939–40, 
before italy had even joined in the second world war.29 This explanation was 
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not necessarily turned into large quantities of additional equipment, as it was 
for states not actually at war. Military aircraft production was 1,768 in 1936, 
but was still only 1,750 in 1939. nor did the autarkic plans supply what was 
really needed for italy’s armed forces, above all the supply of oil, which was 
also Japan’s principal weakness. in 1940 italy still needed to import almost all 
her fuel oil supplies, which explains why the later campaigns in north africa, 
directed towards the British-controlled oil reserves of the Middle east, were so 
central to italian strategy. 
 The german search for living space (Lebensraum) and pursuit of a self-
sufficient economic region was altogether more dangerous for the international 
order than the ambitions of either italy or Japan. germany was a major indus-
trial power with the capacity to produce vanguard technologies and extensive, 
though incomplete, supplies of the major resources needed to sustain a war 
economy. Moreover, in silesia and alsace-lorraine there were substantial 
additional resources that had been territory in the german empire before the 
versailles settlement removed them, which all german nationalists wanted to 
see returned. Beyond these border regions were smaller and weaker states in 
central and eastern europe that held large resources of raw materials, food 
supply and oil (romania and hungary) and were temptingly within easy reach 
of german political influence or military action. The idea of a large economic 
area, dominated by germany, went back to before 1914 and was revived in the 
1920s as a possible solution to germany’s weak bargaining position with the 
west. after the recession, which hit germany more heavily than either italy 
or Japan, the appointment of hitler brought to power a politician who saw 
germany’s future in terms of building through armed force a large territorial 
empire, replete with adequate economic resources. The creation of a large 
economic area (Grossraumswirtschaft) was designed to free germany from any 
threat of blockade and to ensure that the international marketplace could no 
longer determine german fortunes: ‘the ultimate decision as to the outcome of 
the world market’, wrote hitler in 1928 in his ‘second book’, ‘will lie in power’.30 
This neo-mercantilist view of the economy was reinforced by circumstances: 
by the time hitler came to power, german trade was a fraction of what it had 
been in 1929 and germany was cut off from prospects of heavy foreign capital 
investment, which had helped to shield the economy in the mid-1920s from 
the pressures of the world economy. hitler seems to have instinctively disliked 
the abstract economics of trade flows and international capital accounts but he 
understood the physical possession of territory and resources, and this could 
only be secured by military action. 
 successful warfare itself was regarded as a function of economic strength. 
a german official at the statistical office summed up this relationship on the 
eve of war in 1939: ‘a modern war can no more be fought without a highly 
developed, efficient national economy than without a well-trained and well-
equipped armed forces’.31 This was a natural response to the alleged failure 
of the german home front in the great war. in the 1920s senior german 
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military leaders explored the implications of the relationship between successful 
economic preparation and mobilization and the possible war of the future.32 
Their conclusions fitted closely with hitler’s perception that only effective 
economic preparation, or ‘economic rearmament’, would make it possible to 
wage war and that this would mean a strategy of economic self-sufficiency since 
germany was almost certain to be cut off from secure supplies of vital materials 
once a major war had broken out. The result in germany in the 1930s was a 
similar paradox to the one facing Japan: germany needed an autarkic economic 
bloc to guarantee all the necessary resources to fight a total war, but would 
have to risk a war in order to secure it. to reduce the level of risk, hitler was 
the driving force behind a rapid rearmament programme from 1933 onwards, 
which was designed to intimidate any power likely to impede the creation of a 
larger economic region. The armed forces were happy for hitler to privilege the 
military, but were less confident that the risk of war with the west should be run 
in order to supply a secure economic foundation.
 The paradox facing germany in the 1930s was resolved in hitler’s mind 
by the launch in october 1936 of the second four-Year plan, which like the 
Japanese and italian five-year plans was designed to create a self-sufficient base 
in germany to face the prospect of a major war in the 1940s.33 The purpose of 
the plan was to create the conditions that would make it possible to create a 
strong and secure germany, as hitler made clear in the memorandum he wrote 
in august 1936 to launch the new economic strategy: ‘The nation does not live 
for the economy ... it is finance and economy, economic leaders and theories, 
which all owe unqualified service in this struggle for the self assertion of our 
nation.’34 The four-Year plan was part of a wider net of controls over imports 
and exports and currency flows (set up in the september 1934 new plan) and 
over the pattern of domestic capital formation and price and wage fixing, all 
of which was designed to protect large-scale and expensive rearmament from 
the damaging effect of market forces. But at the heart of the plan was the same 
issue of physical expansion of resources confronted in Japan and italy. in the 
german case the success of the planning was more marked, partly because 
german science was better able to supply the technical breakthroughs needed 
to provide effective industrial substitutes – oil from coal through the process 
of hydrogenation, and synthetic textiles and rubber. By 1939 germany was 
between 80 and 100 per cent self-sufficient in a range of major foodstuffs. stocks 
of essential grains and fats were increased so that by august 1939 there were 6.2 
million tons of stored grains and 487,000 tons of fats. coal and lignite output 
(the latter the raw material for producing oil from coal) increased by 31 per cent 
and 41 per cent respectively between 1937 and 1940; domestic iron ore by 127 
per cent.35

 These latter figures could be achieved only by expanding germany territo-
rially. on 5 november 1937, in a meeting recorded by his adjutant friedrich 
hossbach, hitler announced that side by side with efforts for self-sufficiency 
and rearmament, it was necessary to find additional ‘living space’ for germany’s 
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cramped population. This, he said, ‘could only be solved by means of force’, and 
his immediate targets were austria and czechoslovakia.36 hitler achieved both 
union with austria in March 1938 and the internationally guaranteed transfer 
of the sudetenland in october that year, and the occupation of Bohemia and 
Moravia in March 1939 without a war, but certainly by exploiting force. These 
were areas for which it was possible to make a political case for their incor-
poration, particularly austria, but the arrival almost immediately of officials 
from the four-Year plan to integrate raw material and machinery production 
into german programmes shows the extent to which economic motives played 
an important part. austria supplied iron ore and engineering capacity; the 
sudetenland was rich in lignite (a major synthetic fuel plant was subsequently 
constructed at Brüx) and a range of other mineral products; Bohemia and 
Moravia brought iron, coal and the huge skoda armaments works, whose shares 
were eventually controlled by the state-funded Reichswerke Hermann Göring, 
first established as a holding company for the autarkic activities of the four-Year 
plan in 1937.37 trade agreements with romania, Yugoslavia and hungary also 
tied these economies closely to the german economic sphere and provided a 
more secure source of foodstuffs and raw materials, particularly oil.38 The rapid 
expansion of german military output between 1938 and 1941 was based partly 
on the early establishment of this larger central european economic area. By 
1938–9 german military spending as a proportion of the net national product 
was 17.2 per cent, the following year 30 per cent. already in 1938–9 direct 
spending on the armed forces was 64 per cent of government revenue.39 
 The important point in any discussion of the role of the ‘have-not’ states 
in the background to the second world war is to distinguish clearly between 
economic ambitions and economic causes. That all three states embarked on 
these programmes in the wake of the failure of economic multilateralism and 
free-market mechanisms was not accidental. Karl Blessing, a deputy at the 
german central Bank, and its future director in the 1960s, explained in an 
address in august 1937 that the german shift to autarky was the fault of Britain, 
france and the United states for failing to sustain a free market: ‘if she did not 
do it [economic isolation] she would be bound to go under in the event of war’.40 
The search for a new economic order, linked to the creation of new economic 
blocs, organized on neo-mercantilist lines represented a set of economic aims 
which might or might not have led to war. all three states engaged in aggression 
in the process of trying to achieve a reorientation of the global economy, and 
until 1939 managed to achieve this without a major war against the western 
powers. all three realized that to secure and protect the new regional blocs 
it would be necessary to achieve higher levels of direct military spending and 
military output which could either act to deter other states from intervening or 
be used to shield the new areas from attack. This was a strategy of great risk, 
and its ultimate result was to provoke other states into a competitive arms race 
and the abandonment of any further effort to re-establish a workable world 
economy or to pursue a multi-lateral political solution. economic ambitions 
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therefore made major war more likely and conditioned its probable nature and 
extent, but did not necessarily cause war as such. 
 The search for living space, economic blocs and enhanced military security 
did not take place in a vacuum and other states were forced to react to what 
was perceived to be an increasingly co-ordinated programme to subvert the 
existing order. This was certainly the view of the soviet Union, whose survival 
as the only example of socialist economics appeared to be threatened directly 
in the 1930s by at least two of the three revisionist states – Japan and germany. 
Both saw war with the soviet Union as a possibility, perhaps a necessity, at some 
time in the future, but only german leaders thought about the possibility that 
soviet territory might supply the ideal living space to free germany entirely 
from dependence on the wider world economy. 
 for soviet leaders the economic picture was confused, because leninism–
Marxism posited the idea that the major imperialist states, Britain and france, 
were likely to pose the greater threat. from at least 1931 stalin and the soviet 
leadership began to warn publicly about the possibility of a new war and at the 
annual communist party congress on 26 January 1934 stalin gave a shrewd 
analysis of the implications of the current crisis:

The intensified struggle for foreign markets, the disappearance of the last vestiges 
of free trade, prohibitive tariffs, trade war, currency war, dumping, and many other 
analogous measures which demonstrate extreme nationalism in economic policy have 
made the relations among the various countries extremely strained, have prepared the 
ground for military conflicts, and have put war on the order of the day as a means for 
a new redivision of the world.41

The search for security against this threat first led the soviet Union to champion 
the ideal of collective security following admission to the league of nations in 
september 1934, but eventually, after the evident bankruptcy of the league, to 
reach non-aggression pacts with germany in august 1939 and then Japan in 
March 1941. But the principal response was to redirect the economic moderni-
zation drive begun in the late 1920s towards military goals. defence expenditure 
was 1.8 billion roubles in 1931 but 14.8 billion in 1936, and reached 40 billion 
in 1939. from the Third five-Year plan, launched in 1937, resources serving 
the military came to dominate the economy. around twenty per cent of indus-
trial investment went into military production.42 like germany, italy and Japan 
the soviet Union saw an intimate relationship between domestic economic 
development and future security, though the soviet Union was rich enough in 
resources to be able to develop autarkic policies without foreign expansion.43 The 
priority in Moscow was at all costs to avoid being dragged into a capitalist war, 
but at the same time to develop an economic base and military presence strong 
enough to safeguard the soviet Union if it was the victim of aggression.
 The more interesting case is the reaction of Britain and france. The ambitions 
of the three ‘have not’ states threatened the global economic interests of the two 
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richest european powers. although both paid lip service after the recession to 
the idea of re-establishing a multilateral system of trade and exchange, and a 
lowering of barriers to international revival, fears of further economic crisis 
and domestic political unrest pushed them towards a more self-sufficient 
economics. declining trade ratios were compensated for by redirecting trade 
to empire markets and signing in bilateral agreements on payments and trade 
outlike as empire. neither Britain nor france was as self-consciously autarkic 
as the three ‘have-not’ powers, but they did increase the proportion of empire 
self-sufficiency. British trade with the empire increased to almost half of all 
trade by 1938, while investment in the empire was fifty-nine per cent of all 
overseas investment in 1930. france increased trade with its colonies to a third 
of all exports by 1936 and by 1940 forty-five per cent of french investment 
was in empire areas. The french view of ‘le salut par l’empire’, which took on 
added significance as europe approached war in 1939, was the mirror image 
of the imperial ambitions of the three aggressor states.44 The complaints of the 
‘have-not’ states that the economic advantage derived from territorial empires 
was unevenly distributed was certainly not without foundation. a report to the 
Bank of england on german activity in the Balkans in october 1938 pointed 
out that ‘The British empire is like a fortnum and Mason’s store as compared 
with germany’s local grocer’s shop.’45 
 The priority for both Britain and france was to protect the empire and to 
preserve their economic stability, but above all to avoid war, which would be 
likely to undermine both objectives, and could happen in one of any three 
theatres – europe, the Mediterranean or eastern asia. it would be wrong not 
to see an economic conception at the heart of western strategy in the 1930s 
as well, linked closely to wider political and security interests. when neville 
chamberlain became British prime Minister in May 1937 he set out to try to 
arrive at what he called a ‘grand settlement’ in international affairs, which 
amounted to trying to find ways in which economic concessions could be used 
to buy the international goodwill of ‘have-not’ states, germany in particular. 
‘Might not a great improvement in germany’s economic situation’, he asked 
rhetorically, ‘result in her being quieter and less interested in political adven-
tures?’46 This was a question that might have been asked before hitler came to 
power, when more could have been done to prevent german resentment taking 
a political form. The idea of what anthony eden, chamberlain’s first foreign 
secretary, called ‘economic appeasement’ faced major hurdles when Britain, 
and more reluctantly the french ‘popular front’ government, tried to explore 
the possibility of buying german compliance in 1937 and 1938. eden crucially 
recognized the danger of allowing germany to disengage entirely from what 
remained of the western economic order:

But there are many who say that economic appeasement provides the key to our diffi-
culties, and it is certain that with most of our political problems there is an economic 
problem inextricably intertwined . . . what is a serious danger is that germany is moving 
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away from the economic system of western europe into an idiosyncrasy of attitude not 
unlike that of soviet russia . . . it is therefore of urgent importance to restore germany 
to her normal place in the western european system.47

it was this belief that prompted British and french politicians to find an offer for 
germany that might be sufficiently tempting to restrain german revisionism, 
and so create the conditions for a restoration of the liberal economic order, 
including perhaps italy and Japan as well. it was also a view that won 
widespread popular support among the British public, many of whom regarded 
economic conflicts as the root cause of international stability. in november 
1937 a major petition was delivered to chamberlain calling for an interna-
tional commission to adjudicate issues on ‘access to raw materials and world 
markets, colonial development and the problem of surplus populations’. These, 
the petition continued, ‘are so frequently at the root of the unrest and rivalry 
among nations’.48

 The precise negotiations over what might be offered to germany were 
triggered by an approach from the german economics Minister, hjalmar 
schacht, in august 1936, when he suggested that the return of some of germany’s 
former colonies in africa might be a suitable concession. The associated idea 
that the return of togoland or cameroon or even tanganyika might solve 
germany’s problems of access to raw materials and excess population could 
not be taken seriously, since german trade with its colonies before 1914 was 
less than 0.5 per cent of all german trade, and British negotiators remained 
sceptical of ‘the customary lecture about colonies and raw materials’, as one 
of them put it.49 it was nevertheless seen as a gesture of goodwill that might 
be accompanied by economic concessions on tariffs and quotas and a possible 
long-term loan to ease germany’s shortages of foreign currency. The precon-
dition for any serious negotiation on this basis was always that germany should 
first give firm guarantees of good behaviour, even though it was difficult to see 
what form such guarantees might take. even schacht, who was regarded as a 
moderate force in german politics, would not be drawn on the question of what 
germany might offer in return.50

 The prospect of some form of economic concession as a means to recreate 
a functioning european or world-wide economic order was always doomed 
to failure. in the first place, germany did not want to accept reintegration on 
western terms. a Bank of england official observed in september 1936 that 
it was not surprising that germany had chosen the path of autarky ‘when the 
germans feel themselves tightly enclosed by a ring of foreign nations which, they 
think, wish to alter the course of events in germany’.51 german leaders did not 
want to accept a return to a freer economy precisely because they believed the 
wider world economy had been responsible for the german economic crisis in 
the first place. even schacht was unwilling to countenance a major loan, which 
it was felt would tie germany, like reparations, to the financial interests of the 
west. The British and french negotiators also came to realize that schacht was 
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a fading force in german politics following hermann göring’s appointment to 
head the four-Year plan. ‘he is not prepared to drive a motor car’, ran a report 
of a visit to schacht in september 1937, ‘in which he holds the steering-wheel, 
while göring and his friends have the brakes and the accelerator.’52 schacht 
was forced to resign in november 1937 because of his lukewarm attitude to 
further rearmament and his continued and unauthorized contacts with western 
leaders. There were, moreover, substantial difficulties on the side of Britain and 
france when it came to considering seriously the transfer of colonial territory. 
Martin Thomas has argued that the french war ministry and navy were strongly 
opposed to giving germany any of the former west african colonies on the 
assumption that they would be used for military purposes, since they had no 
real commercial value. The french Ministry of the Marine elaborated fantastic 
images of a joint german and italian pincer attack against British and french 
african colonies, supported by possible Japanese incursions.53 These fantasies 
caused less anxiety in london, but even chamberlain wondered whether it 
would not be better to give germany someone else’s colonies – french or 
portuguese – rather than British. 
 it is striking when looking at western discussions about the way in which 
a world economy might be reconstructed how little it was accepted that the 
richer economies would have to make real concessions or exercise a firm inter-
national leadership in order to secure it. There was a growing fatalism in the 
west, including the United states, about the impossibility of finding a means 
to stabilize and reintegrate the world economy, which produced exactly the 
effect the west hoped to avoid. This was evident, for example, in the approach 
to Japan. Montagu norman, writing to the former president of the Japanese 
central Bank in May 1937, agreed with his complaint that the absence of a 
stable currency system based on gold (which had largely been abandoned 
during the recession) was a major factor limiting a return to an international 
economy: ‘there is little doubt that, since the abandonment of the gold standard 
as we knew it, a framework in which the economy of each country operated has 
been lost.’54 But a few months later norman wrote to the governor of the Bank 
of new Zealand, leslie lefeaux, about the irresponsible way in which Japan had 
reacted to an economic situation largely of the west’s making:

and now Japan publicly proclaims her adherence to the gospel of the ‘have-nots’, which 
has hitherto been preached by italy and germany, we have the spectacle of powers, 
whose international gospel professes to be the repelling of communism adopting 
in world affairs an attitude essentially similar to that of the communist in domestic 
matters.55

There was little acceptance that this was a situation brought about as much by 
British, french and american failure to sustain a workable world economy in 
the first place or to make serious efforts to reconstruct it during the decade that 
followed. The British economist henry clay, writing in 1937 about germany’s 
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political preference for self-sufficiency, complained of ‘the feeling of schism in 
what used to be one cultured community’ without acknowledging what made 
such a schism possible.56

 The chief reaction of Britain and france to the breakdown of the interna-
tional order was to rearm as well. from 1936 both states embarked on major 
programmes of military expansion to enable them to protect their territorial 
interests abroad and to safeguard the metropolitan area. By 1939 military 
spending in Britain constituted twenty-two per cent of the net national product, 
in france twenty-three per cent. These were not programmes just designed to 
protect western economic interests, since the country at whom the prepara-
tions were chiefly directed, germany, was regarded not only as a major political 
and security threat, but as a state dedicated to destroying the values of western 
civilization. But the direct effect of a shift towards rearmament as the solution in 
1937 and 1938 exacerbated economic conditions on world markets by forcing 
Britain and france to invest more in the domestic economy rather than abroad 
and to compete for strategic materials and foodstuffs for immediate use or for 
stockpiling. The effect of western rearmament was to create just the conditions 
for heightened economic rivalry that the west had wanted to avoid. as prices 
rose during 1938 and 1939, and export growth slowed, Britain and france faced 
inflationary pressures that the controlled economies of the ‘have-not’ states 
could limit more effectively. as talbot imlay has shown, short-term issues 
of political economy pushed Britain and france rapidly towards a situation 
in which a war in the near future became an economic necessity unless the 
decision to confront or deter the aggressors was to be finally abandoned.57

 what role did these many economic issues play in the outbreak of world 
war in september 1939? There is little argument that economic ambitions and 
fears played an important part in shaping the international crisis of the 1930s, 
but this leaves open the question of whether economic considerations explain 
the timing and scale of conflict too. in the case of italy and Japan the case can 
be made more easily. italian leaders recognized that in 1939 italy simply lacked 
the economic capacity, after years of warfare, to embark on a major conflict 
with the western states. Mussolini’s decision to avoid honouring his treaty 
obligations, delivered to hitler on 25 august 1939, was veiled by presenting the 
germans with an exaggerated list of material requirements before war could 
be contemplated. The later decision to enter the war shortly before the defeat 
of france was opportunistic, in the hope that it might provide, among other 
things, economic advantages. in Japan’s case, too, the final acceptance that war 
with the west was strategically necessary, taken in the autumn of 1941, had a 
clear economic motive behind it, since without the resources of south-east asia 
and facing a tighter blockade of vital materials from the United states, Japan 
could not sustain its war effort. 
 in neither the italian nor the Japanese case was it likely that they would have 
sought a war with the west had it not been for the onset of the german war 
with Britain and france. The real test of the economic argument lies with the 
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extent to which hitler’s decision for war was governed by economic factors. it 
has often been suggested that hitler’s germany opted for a general war in 1939 
because the economic strains caused by large-scale rearmament in a controlled 
economy could no longer be supported, and that a war against Britain and 
france ostensibly over the issue of german claims against poland was a choice 
dictated by imminent economic or social crisis. This thesis was suggested in the 
1960s by tim Mason and subsequently elaborated in his analysis of a german 
domestic crisis in 1939 caused by internal pressure from the workforce to 
raise wages in a context of full employment. Mason argued that this resulted 
in an ‘escape into war’ to avoid the political implications of social protest 
and a second ‘stab-in-the back’.58 The thesis has recently been revived in a 
rather different form by adam tooze, who has argued that a combination of 
unresolved balance-of-payments problems, rising inflationary pressures and 
the need to exploit a temporary lead in armaments pushed hitler to opt for a 
general war. ‘hitler’s decision to unleash a european war’, tooze has argued, was 
a case of ‘better sooner than later’.59

 This is an argument largely based on circumstantial speculation rather than 
hard evidence and it begs two important questions: first, was there an economic 
crisis of sufficient difficulty in 1939 to justify launching war against the west? 
second, were hitler’s strategic calculations evidently governed by economic 
considerations? The first issue is certainly open to interpretation since the 
german economy, in trying to undertake large-scale self-sufficiency and an 
exceptional level of military preparation, did face potential economic strains. 
These were not disguised from hitler by the government ministers and officials 
who had to cope with the economic implications of state spending on arms. The 
finance Minister, count schwerin von Krosigk, sent hitler a memorandum in 
september 1938 warning of the dangers of inflation and the popular fears of 
economic crisis that this might generate.60 hjalmar schacht and his central 
Bank directors sent a memorandum to hitler in January 1939 painting a bleak 
picture of a ‘currency and financial situation at danger point’. schacht was 
sacked two weeks later.61 a month before the outbreak of war, the state secretary 
in the economics Ministry, friedrich landfried, wrote to his opposite number 
in the finance Ministry about the dangerous situation emerging as consumers 
were frustrated by the absence of sufficient consumer goods and the preference 
given to rearmament.62

 domestic economic pressures had existed throughout the period from 1933 
when hitler was first in power, but the regime had created ways of controlling 
or neutralizing them by imposing ever-tighter state controls and a strategy of 
state economic management. in the context of a comprehensive framework of 
economic steering, german recovery and rearmament were easier to achieve 
than was the case for either Britain or france in the 1930s. The response of the 
regime in 1939 was to continue to find positive ways of ensuring that the goal 
of state-sponsored remilitarization could continue until the point when the 
economic restructuring and the military build-up had reached the point when 
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large-scale war could be contemplated. rather than wait to be overtaken by 
a tide of crisis, hitler and his officials worked to prevent or contain the more 
serious economic consequences of hitler’s strategy. schacht was replaced by 
walter funk, a member of göring’s circle and already Minister of economics. 
on the day of his appointment, 19 January 1939, hitler sent funk a letter 
detailing his responsibilities: to maintain price and wage stability, protect the 
currency, to expand private investment in public projects and to instil national 
socialist principles into the activities of the central bank.63 funk, with the 
assistance of the state secretary in the finance Ministry, fritz reinhardt, set 
out to try to resolve the short-term financial pressures. The result was the 
introduction of the so-called ‘new finance plan’, which became law on 26 april 
1939, and was designed to cope with the large number of public contracts and 
major construction plans occasioned not just by rearmament but by house 
building, the remodelling of german cities and motorway building. The plan 
was to introduce payment partly with tax certificates, redeemable later with a 
substantial remission of future tax payments. extra tax incentives were given 
to firms that could show that they were expanding their export earnings, while 
increases in income tax were to be imposed on high earners.64 
 other efforts were made in 1939 to limit the problems. The finance Ministry 
required all government departments to make substantial savings by rational-
izing their activities and stripping out redundant labour.65 The four-Year plan 
leadership set out a series of measures in the spring of 1939 designed to ensure 
that trade and currency reserves could be sustained in 1939 by reducing freight 
and shipping costs, simplifying the bureaucratic demands on traders and under-
taking active negotiations with germany’s trading partners to simplify and speed 
up transactions.66 even those who complained of the difficulties were keen to find 
solutions rather than simply voice their fears. von Krosigk recommended a propa-
ganda campaign aimed at the german public to allay their fears of inflation and 
to instil confidence in the currency. landfried recommended in July 1939 that the 
financial pressures be removed by encouraging ordinary germans to save rather 
than spend, with the promise of future benefits. if they kept their savings invested 
for five years, they would be given substantial tax concessions.67 it is interesting to 
observe that both von Krosigk and landfried argued that time was on germany’s 
side, not against it. These policies and plans did not solve all germany’s economic 
problems, but they demonstrate the way in which economic officials in germany 
were capable of reacting creatively to issues that emerged within the context of 
a controlled economy, as they did after 1939 when it proved possible to switch 
to a large-scale war economy, ration consumption effectively and avoid inflation. 
when a director of the german central Bank, emil puhl, met British officials in 
Basle in June 1939, he explained to his counterparts that individual well-being 
was no longer the aim of german economics, which was pioneering for the world 
a new system of ‘collective well-being’ based on central economic controls that 
would allow germany to enter ‘smoothly on a new and more hopeful phase’.68 
hitler, it was reported a month later, was impervious to economic ‘misgiving’.69 
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 The second and more compelling argument against the idea that economic 
crisis pushed hitler to wage a general war is the large body of evidence to 
show that he did not want a war with the west in 1939. his initial hope that 
poland would voluntarily enter the german political sphere on german terms 
was frustrated by March 1939 and led hitler to plan his war on poland. his 
view, expressed on 23 May 1939, that ‘The task is to isolate poland . . . it must 
not come to a simultaneous confrontation with the west’ might be taken as an 
attempt to persuade anxious generals that war was worth risking, knowing that 
war with the west would result, but that reading would make no sense of all the 
subsequent statements hitler made about preferring local war to general war 
and his frustrated efforts to drive a wedge between Britain and france to ensure 
that any danger disappeared, nor of the widely anticipated collapse of western 
firmness once a non-aggression pact was secured with the soviet Union.70 
almost all the existing evidence suggests that hitler’s aims in 1939 were driven 
by political and military calculations, not least his desire to wage a short and 
successful war of conquest as the Japanese and italians had done earlier in the 
decade. There were, of course, economic motives as well in the conquest of 
more ‘living space’ and the acquisition of polish labour, food and raw material 
resources. german businesses that had lost properties in the transfer of Upper 
silesia to polish rule in 1920 were hopeful of having them restored.71 in poland 
too the four-Year plan and the Reichswerke were poised to take immediate 
advantage of new resources and did so days after the arrival of german forces. 
The war against poland fitted into the general ambition to create a ‘large area 
economy’. But there is only circumstantial evidence that hitler used this oppor-
tunity deliberately to be able to strike at france and Britain because he believed 
in august 1939 that the economy would not stand it if he did not. after general 
war had broken out, hitler still counted on Britain and france backing away 
from real conflict. 
 The idea of a general war driven by economic calculation credits hitler with 
too much understanding of economic reality. Much of the economic advice 
he was given was ignored (and in some cases suppressed before he could even 
read it) and was almost certainly poorly understood by a leader whose grasp 
of economics was rudimentary beyond the idea of stealing the things that 
germany needed. Moreover, the argument for economic causes fails to engage 
with the absence of any real planning for a war against the west in the summer 
of 1939. if hitler had wanted war with Britain and france he could simply have 
declared it. Yet there were compelling arguments against a general war, not least 
economic ones. war against Britain and france gave no guarantees – and might 
well have been lost had the west concerted a more effective strategy – and it 
immediately created economic isolation and blockade, the loss of much of the 
german merchant fleet, an end to credit lines from British empire sources 
and a dangerous reliance on a narrow range of oil resources. a meeting in 
november 1939 in the economics Ministry highlighted the sudden difficulties 
germany was faced with: ‘we are practically cut off from overseas, so strong 
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restraint must be practised.’72 The quick victory in 1940 masked the dangers that 
germany faced by the emergency economic conditions imposed by war in the 
west, and was certainly not planned. The coming of war with the west in 1939 
accelerated germany’s economic problems and offered few solutions. 
 a much better case for timing can be constructed for Britain and france, 
and for a number of reasons. in the first place the two western states hoped to 
be able to deter hitler in 1939 from further territorial expansion, which after 
the occupation of prague they were not prepared any longer to tolerate. Though 
faced with conflicting evidence, there was sufficient intelligence information 
throughout the summer crisis to reinforce the assumption that germany would 
not risk war, either because hitler would perceive that the economic balance 
between germany and the west was unfavourable to him or because the 
economy was in serious difficulties and would be unhinged by a major war. This 
interpretation was not only applied to germany, but in general to the ‘have-not’ 
powers, who, it was suggested, ‘would be unable to wage a protracted struggle’.73 
This was certainly true of italy, whose economic problems after years of warfare 
were rightly expected to inhibit Mussolini from joining a war at hitler’s side. But 
it had a particular force in the german case, partly because ever since the failure 
of economic appeasement it was assumed that the german economy remained 
vulnerable to crisis, and partly through mere wishful thinking. The german 
resistance also had regular contacts with the west and insisted that german 
economic and social conditions were such that a policy of firmness would pay 
dividends. it was perhaps possible, as lord halifax, eden’s successor as foreign 
Minister, explained, that domestic problems might well push ‘the mad dictator 
to insane adventures’, but the consensus was that economic weaknesses would 
persuade even hitler that a major war was too risky. french decision makers 
in particular built up an image of german economic vulnerability in 1939 to 
suggest ‘the possibility of a moral and physical collapse’.74

 if hitler could not be deterred, the two western states also realized that 
they would have to wage war now rather than later or risk economic and social 
problems of their own. This ‘matter of timing’, as george peden has called it, was 
much more pressing in the west than it was in germany, where public opinion 
was unable to express any anxieties about rearmament and the economy (and 
news) were both closely controlled.75 in Britain and france the public cost of 
high military spending was evident in rapidly falling gold reserves (British gold 
fell from £800 million in spring 1938 to £460 million at the outbreak of war), 
the declining value of the pound and the franc and a high balance-of-payments 
deficit, which for Britain reached £70 million in 1939. so pressed was the British 
economy by summer 1939 that when the polish government made reasonable 
requests for financial aid or export credits to help with military preparation 
against germany, the British chancellor of the exchequer told chamberlain 
that any help was ‘really impossible’ given Britain’s own weakened state.76 
instead of the £60 million credit asked for, poland got the promise of £8 million 
shortly before the outbreak of war, and was unable to redeem it. The governor 
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of the Bank of england warned the chancellor, sir John simon, in late July 
1939 that by the autumn British gold resources would be inadequate to meet 
liabilities: ‘we are assuring a financial catastrophe’, he concluded.77

 There were also potential problems from the workforce, which, despite rising 
employment and increased overtime, were not likely to be enthusiastic in the 
medium term about military spending crowding out spending on welfare or 
amenities. having opted for a policy of rearmament in the hope that it would 
provide security and inhibit aggression, the west faced the reality that they 
were the ones vulnerable to the dangerous effects of the very policy designed 
to produce an end to crisis. The only way this circle could be squared was to 
remain firm at all costs, willing to wage a major war if it came, but hopeful 
until the last moment that hitler would back down. Britain and france, not 
germany, were the ones caught in a vicious economic circle.
 The third factor linked to economic calculation lay in the kind of war Britain 
and france planned to wage. This was based almost entirely on calculations 
that the german economy was so economically vulnerable that sooner or later 
it would collapse and germany would sue for peace as it had done in 1918. 
The staff talks begun between Britain and france in March 1939 took as the 
starting point the idea that germany would be exposed to economic blockade 
while British and french forces, massed behind the Maginot defences, would 
wait until german internal conditions were ripe before mounting their own 
invasion.78 They planned for a three-year war, but hoped it might end much 
sooner. The important point was the fact that the ‘have-not’ states’ perception 
of their own economic weaknesses also pushed Britain and france towards an 
essentially economic conception of future warfare. in addition to blockade, the 
raf planned to mount bombing attacks against german industrial targets, 
starting with the cities of the ruhr–rhineland industrial region.79 The whole 
purpose of the planning and organization for a bombing campaign carried out 
since 1937 was to attack germany’s achilles’ heel. rather than have to face the 
german army in the field, British forces hoped to be able to shortcut any war 
by applying military economic pressure.
 This explains the attraction to the western states of two economic warfare 
operations which were planned in the winter of 1939–40: the first was to occupy 
the swedish iron ore mines in an operation codenamed ‘avonmouth’; the 
second was to launch pre-emptive air strikes against the soviet oilfields around 
Baku and grosny to cut germany off from supplies of oil agreed under the 
german–soviet trade treaty of august 1939.80 This second plan, which origi-
nated in paris, was taken up enthusiastically in london where it was felt that 
destroying soviet oil would not only ‘prove disastrous for germany’ but would 
have the added bonus of provoking ‘the complete collapse of the war potential 
of the Ussr’ as well.81 Much of this was operational fantasy, but it shows the 
extent to which allied thinking about modern war was coloured exceptionally 
by the new discourse of ‘total war’, which saw conflict in terms of weakening 
the home economy rather than defeating the enemy armed forces. Misplaced 
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confidence in german economic vulnerability persisted over five years of heavy 
bombardment of german cities, without preventing the german economy from 
continuing to produce increased quantities of armaments.
 The belief that the possession of adequate material resources, territory 
and population determined national wellbeing, guaranteed independence and 
made it possible to wage war effectively now seems very much a product of 
a particular age. since 1945 a (usually) buoyant world trading economy has 
rendered obsolete the idea that territory and raw materials – ‘living-space’– 
guarantees economic prosperity. germany and the Japanese empire both 
declined in size but became economic superpowers. Britain lost an empire and 
used up most of its raw material resources, but is still among the economic 
top ten. But in the inter-war years, when poverty was more widespread and an 
international trade and payments system difficult to sustain, a crude Malthusian 
view of political survival made it seem that possession of additional material 
resources or territory was the only real security. in this sense the Marxist inter-
pretation of war in the 1930s was not so wrong, since war was clearly directed 
at securing markets and resources and limiting or denying the access of other 
states, and these things could only be achieved by war. Manchuria, ethiopia, 
czechoslovakia and poland were all swallowed up in the 1930s because they 
supplied additional resources, whatever the political or prestige motives that 
also accompanied their conquest. Britain and france reluctantly joined the arms 
race to protect their economic and political interests, and thought of waging 
war in military–economic terms – reducing the enemy’s economic power as the 
principal means of weakening his military capability. of course ideology also 
mattered, and political differences, which derived from the different perspec-
tives that the ‘have’ and ‘have-not’ states brought to bear. immediate political 
ambitions almost certainly brought germany to attack poland on 1 september 
1939, while a mixture of ideological concerns for the future of the west and a 
sense that war could not be postponed easily without grave political risk led 
Britain and france to declare war on germany two days later. Yet it is inter-
esting to observe that one of the two British Mps who spoke out against the 
declaration of war on the morning of 3 september did so because in his view 
the war was ‘a hard, soulless, grinding materialist struggle for human gain’.82 
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chapter 29

Historians at War

Anthony Adamthwaite

The second world war rumbles on. ‘two world wars and one world cup’ 
rings out when england’s youth meets germany’s. at ceremonies marking the 
war’s seventieth anniversary in 2009, russian prime Minister vladimir putin 
condemned the nazi–soviet non-aggression pact as ‘immoral’, comparing it 
to the Munich agreement.1 Books pour forth. faced with the tightly packed 
shelves, even aficionados might be tempted to echo clement attlee’s rebuke to 
harold laski’s criticism of party policy in 1945: ‘a period of silence . . . would 
be welcome’.2 do we really need more books? very much so. true, publica-
tions keep historians in business, but there remain compelling reasons for 
writing about the causes of the war. Key features of the war – genocide, nuclear 
weapons, ethnic cleansing and the targeting of civilians – impact heavily on 
the twenty-first century. recent trends make a fresh look at the historiography 
both timely and necessary. research has illuminated not only immediate war 
origins but the whole inter-war landscape, giving us a much more nuanced 
sense of the era. and the return of biography and narrative that fell out of 
fashion in the 1970s and 1980s has greatly added to our understanding. The 
debate has entered a post-revisionist phase with the focus on stock taking and 
finding common ground rather than making revisionist and counter-revisionist 
challenges.
 publications are copious on the experience and conduct of war, slight on 
causes. why the imbalance? partly it’s a process of catching up – because earlier 
writing focused on origins, partly the complexity of origins defies easy synthesis. 
views vary on when the war began as well as on the relationship between the 
european and asian-pacific conflicts. what’s more, the expanding frontier of 
evidence under the thirty-year rule inevitably draws researchers to other topics. 
when a.J.p. taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War came out in 1961, 
only the captured german archives were accessible. easing archive access in 
Britain and france generated a spate of books in the 1970s and 1980s. however, 
as post-1945 material became available researchers gravitated towards the cold 
war. Moreover, the emergence of the holocaust as the dominating theme in 
discussions of the war pushed the primary question – ‘how did we get into the 
war?’– into the background.
 The popular stereotype of war origins was that of a wicked hitler plotting a 
war of conquest, opposed at the eleventh hour by timorous democracies that 
had whetted his appetite by shameful surrenders. The classic statement of this 
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view was the book Guilty Men (1940). leading historians like sir John wheeler-
Bennett and sir lewis namier endorsed the morality play theme.3 surprisingly, 
young historians like Martin gilbert, richard gott and Keith robbins, who 
might have challenged orthodox views, simply recycled them.4

 why did the morality play interpretation have such an easy ride? Quite 
simply, the available evidence supported it. germany’s collapse yielded 
hundreds of tons of state documents reaching back to Bismarck. allied teams 
quickly screened Third reich files in order to prepare a prosecution case for 
the nuremberg war crimes trials. after the first world war germany had won 
the document wars by rushing out in six years (1922–7) forty volumes of an 
edited official collection, Die Grosse Politik5 – an amazing achievement by any 
standard. determined not to be outsmarted this time round the allies promptly 
published trial documents, together with selections from german foreign 
ministry papers.6 The inaccessibility of allied records buttressed the received 
version. whitehall’s wartime decision to publish foreign office papers for 
1919–39 prioritized the years 1938–9, thereby furnishing fresh evidence for the 
failure of appeasement.7 completing the project took almost forty years. as a 
result, the hinterland of British policy remained for long patchily documented.8 
 although the thirty-year rule opened large swathes of inter-war records, 
much remained hidden. The obsessive secrecy of government and society 
beggars belief. UK state intelligence agencies routinely denied their existence. 
occasionally, humour broke through. while the headquarters of Mi5 was 
temporarily at wormwood scrubs in 1939, the bus conductor would shout, ‘all 
change for Mi5.’ papers were locked away indefinitely until the public records 
act of 1958 created a fifty-year rule. as late as 1954, foreign secretary anthony 
eden refused a request from a prominent tory backbencher for access to foreign 
office papers about the entente cordiale of 1904.9 nearly thirty years went by 
before the enigma secret entered the public domain in Britain. citizens waited 
decades for official histories of major episodes of the nation’s history – wartime 
intelligence, european policy, the falklands war and Mi5.10 whitehall, in BBc 
Yes Minister mode, invited historian M.r.d. foot to write the first history of the 
wartime special operations executive and then proceeded to set up an obstacle 
course to deter him.11 The waldegrave initiative on open government (1993) 
began a further liberalization of access. at the time of writing a twenty-year rule 
has replaced thirty – although full implementation might take ten years. 
 cold war ideology buttressed the standard version of war origins. former 
premier and foreign secretary sir anthony eden described the theme of his 
memoirs as ‘the lessons of the thirties and their application to the fifties’.12 
cold warriors twinned hitler and stalin, and proscribed appeasement as 
cowardice and surrender. on major issues like post-war planning, the truman 
doctrine and the decisions to intervene in Korea and vietnam, policy makers 
insisted that containment, not appeasement, offered the only realistic and 
honourable strategy. during the cuban missile crisis, the media denounced 
adlai stevenson, Us ambassador to the United nations, as an appeaser who 
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‘wanted a Munich’.13 The academy did its bit. political scientists merged nazism 
and communism in a totalitarian model.14 nor did historians protest the cold 
war straitjacket. in 1949 the president of the american historical association 
pontificated on ‘the social responsibilities of the historian’, asserting that ‘total 
war, whether it be hot or cold, enlists everyone the historian is no freer from 
this obligation than the physicist’.15 The loyalty oath imposed by University of 
california regents in 1949–50 enforced campus repression. Britain had its own 
witch-hunt. Marxist historian eric hobsbawm recalled: ‘for those not already in 
academic posts before the cold-war blacklisting began in the spring of 1948, the 
chances of university teaching were to be virtually zero for the next ten years’.16

 British wartime myth also reinforced orthodoxy. The politics of the 1940s 
and 1950s shaped discussion of war origins. Guilty Men was prefaced by 
churchill’s words: ‘the use of recriminating about the past is to enforce effective 
action at the present’. resisting hitler revived pride in Britishness. lawrence 
olivier’s Henry V, premiered in november 1944, captured the triumphalist 
mood. skilful editing deleted inconvenient textual references to domestic strife, 
massacres of french prisoners and usurpation. on ve-day, The Times spoke 
of Britain and its empire commonwealth defending civilization alone and for 
longer than its allies. in resisting tyranny, the nation had recovered its tradi-
tional grandeur, confirming the values of democracy, patriotism and discipline. 
god had protected his people. past and present achievements – parliamentary 
democracy, empire, industrial leadership, victory over nazism – fused to give 
a sense of uniqueness. from this perspective, the international retreats of the 
1930s became aberrations, the consequence of ineptitude. 
 The deep conservatism and insularity of British academic culture inhibited 
revisionist thinking. historians nowadays live in the ‘small world’ described by 
novelist david lodge. They travel the globe from one conference to the next 
and they can communicate via the world wide web. sixty years ago, histo-
rians travelled rarely and knew little about one another. to be sure, specialists 
kept abreast of international scholarship, but the ever-burgeoning cyberspace 
networks of research institutes, conferences, colloquia, workshops and journals 
that promote reassessment and revision did not exist. when in 1961 pierre 
renouvin invited a.J.p. taylor to lecture at the sorbonne, it was a very special 
event – ‘the first such invitation to an english historian since the war’.17 a 
majority of the profession cold-shouldered both the new history represented by 
the french annales school and contemporary history, insisting on the need to 
wait for the documents. The french school had its converts: hugh trevor roper 
led a small group who tried ‘to bring english historical studies out of their 
backwater’ by establishing an english version.18 The extent of indifference to 
recent history can be gauged from the response to a conference call by a senior 
french academic, henri Michel, doyen of resistance historians. in 1959 he circu-
lated everyone teaching history or politics in British universities, inviting them 
to a conference in liege on european resistance. only M.r.d. foot responded.19 
prejudice against recent history influenced appointments: ‘in the ten years 
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between 1951 and 1960 the number of new academic appointments in Britain 
. . . to which persons whose main work lay in the field of contemporary history 
were appointed . . . could be counted on the fingers of one hand’.20 The British 
experience was not read in a global frame. The oxford history syllabus of the 
early 1950s stopped in 1914, barely acknowledging the world beyond europe 
except under the rubric ‘expansion of europe’ ruled. few of the public knew 
much about recent european history and contemporary affairs. russianist e.h. 
carr believed that the ‘serious study of soviet history and institutions has been 
almost entirely neglected in great Britain’.21 research and teaching privileged 
the origins of the war of 1914, with Munich and appeasement sidelined as too 
recent for scholarly study. when taylor tried to bridge the divide between the 
academy and public, colleagues dismissed him as a charlatan who cheapened 
the discipline by making himself rich through journalism. philosophers reacted 
similarly. Mary warnock’s fellow dons disapproved of her broadcasting on the 
BBc’s Third Programme: ‘the very idea of popularizing one’s academic subject 
was anathema’.22 
 american historian J.h. hexter, a specialist in tudor and seventeenth-
century england, once observed that the profession could be divided into 
lumpers and splitters. The lumpers have certainly left their mark on debates 
about twentieth-century europe. The years 1914–45 are often described as 
a thirty-years war, and the period 1919–39 as a european civil war. one 
historian has referred to the europe of these years as a ‘dark continent’.23 how 
the past is sliced up, sorted and labelled obviously shapes our understanding. 
donald cameron watt wrote of an ideological civil war raging across the 
length and breadth of the continent: ‘to very many people who lived through 
the years of the 1930s what seemed to be in train was not the approach of 
another war between states, but the preliminary stages of a civil war between 
the forces of oligarchy, aristocracy, authoritarianism, fascism and those of 
popular democracy, socialism, revolution.’24 The rise of paramilitary leagues, 
imbued with a goal of revolution, and wielding violence against opponents, 
had produced by the mid-1930s ‘in most countries of europe a dissolution 
of the normal social and political process into civil disorder or civil strife’.25 
Militarization as a result of the first world war, it is alleged, dissolved the idea 
of a common european society, engendering violence and political extremism. 
 on closer inspection the notion of a european civil war is not as helpful as it 
might at first appear. By 1922, the irish, finnish and russian civil wars had all 
ended. Mussolini and hitler both came to power without large-scale violence. 
it is not true that by the mid-1930s most european countries faced the threat 
of civil dissolution or disorder. french right-wingers clashing with police in 
the stavisky riots of 6 february 1934, Mosleyites and communists battling 
in london’s east end did not make a revolution. diversity and complexity 
characterize inter-war europe. The neat binary categorizations of democrats 
versus fascists projected by contemporary propaganda are misleading. what 
is remarkable is just how much stability and modernization the two major 
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democracies enjoyed through the inter-war years, as indeed did scandinavian 
and Benelux countries and large parts of independent central and eastern 
europe. describing europe of this time as a ‘dark continent’ obscures much 
that was hopeful and progressive. 
 But what about spain and france in the mid-1930s? surely the spanish war 
and the paroxysms of the french popular front confirm a european civil war? 
The stereotype of everyone fighting for the left or right is misleading. There 
were four spains in 1936–9, not two: as well as republicans and nationalists 
there were the would-be mediators, and those like salvador de Madriaga who 
opted out of the conflict.26 to these might be added a fourth spain of reluctant 
conscripts, the ‘forest people’ of Javier cercas’s Soldados de Salamina (2001) 
who arranged informal truces and fraternizations and who deserted as quickly 
as possible.27 spain’s neutrality in the war of 1914–18 shielded it from mainline 
european tensions. whatever the influence of wider european concerns, 
spain’s peculiarities – peripheral nationalism, anarchism, the land problem, the 
weakness of the state, the role of the military and the effects of colonial warfare 
in Morocco – weighed most in the breakdown that led to civil war.
 The danger of civil war in france was more apparent than real. ‘Before any 
foreign war,’ Blum wrote to his wife in 1942, ‘france would have had civil war, 
with precious little chance of victory for the republic.’28 at the time, however, 
Blum did not voice this fear publicly. nor did diplomatic observers signal 
concern about the risk. while some of the governing elite may have feared 
civil war, there is no hard evidence that it posed an immediate and significant 
threat. notwithstanding a lot of shouting and marching, society possessed 
considerable resilience. only two serious episodes disturbed public order – the 
stavisky riots and the clichy incident in March 1937, when police fire killed 
six demonstrators. to be sure, as orwell’s train to irun steamed through the 
french countryside, peasants working in the fields turned and gave the anti-
fascist salute, but as a gesture of solidarity, not a call to revolution. in the 
czech crisis of september 1938, when opinion fiercely argued the pros and 
cons of defending france’s ally, the daladier government calmly mobilized a 
million reservists without protest or incident. admittedly some of the french 
officer corps favoured franco and castigated republicans as ‘reds’, but since 
the dreyfus affair at the turn of the century the army had doggedly avoided 
intervention in politics. There is no firm evidence of military plots against the 
regime and no reason to think that the general staff would have intervened 
pronunciamento style in a domestic emergency.29 
 at first glance, lumping together the two world wars seems common sense. 
philip Bell calls it ‘a powerful thesis, resting on much solid evidence and strong 
internal logic’.30 after all, germany’s bid for power provides a strong thread of 
continuity. Marshall foch’s condemnation of versailles as a twenty-year truce 
testified to the allied supremo’s bitterness and disappointment. stefan Zweig’s 
The World of Yesterday (1942) evokes the feeling shared by so many contem-
poraries of a world shattered by the war of 1914. however, the thirty-years 
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war interpretation – outwardly so plausible – does not pass close scrutiny. 
certainly the great war left a fractured world, but not necessarily a doomed 
one. responses to the wreckage depended on generations and vantage points. 
to someone like Zweig, who reached maturity well before 1914, the losses 
must have seemed irretrievable; for others, however, peace promised a fresh 
start – the chance to achieve the reconciliation and disarmament that had 
eluded the old world. to be sure, german ambitions drove both conflicts, but 
they were not identical in 1914 and 1939. hitler’s racist genocidal mission was 
a new phenomenon. true, hitler shared Kaiser wilhelm ii’s aim of making 
germany number one in europe, but he also contemplated a bid for world 
power. from a philosophical standpoint, the thirty-years war idea implies a 
determinism that denies the intrinsic contingency of events. if europe’s history 
ran on tramlines, what agency did decision makers, ideologies and economic 
forces have? and why stop with a thirty-year span? why not settle for philip 
Bobbitt’s long seventy-six-year epochal war (1914–90): ‘the war that began in 
1914 must properly be seen as having continued until 1990’.31 The trouble with 
catchall explanations is that, like original sin, they appear to explain a lot but in 
fact explain little. They do not tell us why an international war started in europe 
in 1939 rather than 1936 or 1945. Moreover, the thirty-year concept, as well as 
being overly deterministic, does not square with the evidence of renewal and 
stabilization in the 1920s. Zara steiner’s magisterial overview of the decade, 
The Lights That Failed (2005), argues compellingly that the 1920s constituted a 
new beginning in international relations, not just marking time on the road to 
a second war. 
 sometimes the gap between scholarly and popular understanding appears 
alarmingly wide. divergent readings of the paris peace settlement are a case in 
point. while a time lag between reassessments and standard views is normal, 
it’s remarkable how after decades of growing academic consensus versailles is 
still popularly perceived as a punitive peace that caused the second world war. 
give a dog a bad name! perhaps scholars are to blame for writing too much 
for each other. happily, Margaret MacMillan’s Peacemaking 1919: Six Months 
that Changed the World (2001) successfully reached out to academic and 
general readers alike, hopefully dispelling lingering misperceptions. a flawed 
settlement yes, but all things considered a considerable achievement. The 
negative consequences of peacemaking flowed not so much from the treaties 
as the disarray of the victors. clemenceau reminded parliamentary colleagues: 
‘the treaty will be what you make it’.32 recent scholarship points up not only the 
importance of evaluating versailles in the context of multiple constraints but as 
part of a much larger and longer process lasting until the treaty of lausanne 
of 1923, and arguably until locarno in 1925. By the mid-1920s a real sense of 
stabilization and promise for the future was palpable. while older narratives 
highlighted america’s withdrawal from europe, patrick cohrs makes a strong 
case for an effective anglo-american partnership in bringing about european 
stabilization.33 to be sure, fragility marked post-locarno stabilization, but this 
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reflected the newness of the international system. leaders faced a steep learning 
curve in devising and testing new rules of transnational co-operation. although 
the economic tsunami of 1929 swamped the system, the initiatives taken offered 
valuable lessons for post-1945 european construction. 
 historians differ widely on the usefulness of the thirty-year war thesis as 
an explanatory tool, but there is no denying the havoc caused by the world 
economic crisis – arguably more decisive than the legacy of the paris peace 
settlement. it devastated the domestic and international landscape, creating the 
conditions for the rise of extremist political movements and the likelihood of 
war. ‘no single factor’, writes richard overy, ‘was more important in explaining 
the breakdown of the diplomatic system in the 1930s than the world economic 
crisis.’34 economic historians still question the causes of the crash, but there is 
agreement on its effects. By pulling the plug on the international economy and 
exacerbating social conflict within states, the depression undermined the terri-
torial status quo. Mass misery and unemployment brought political upheaval, 
which in turn hobbled international co-operation. protectionism and beggar-
my-neighbour policies destroyed trust and confidence. as well as facilitating 
adolf hitler’s rise to power, the crash provided neighbouring states with cogent 
reasons for conciliating him. deflation and the fear of aftershocks delayed 
rearmament. for a while the survival of capitalism appeared in question. 
 Marxist historians fitted the great depression into an economic explanation 
of the second world war that became the authorized version of soviet histori-
ography. with capitalism on the skids, piranha-like imperialist powers fought 
each other for markets, resources and territory – much as lenin had diagnosed 
the war of 1914. But the interpretation never became part of mainstream 
debates. The pragmatism of most historians resisted thesis-driven history 
whether Marxist or of the spengler–toynbee variety. like the thirty-years war 
idea, the Marxist interpretation is a catchall that tells us next to nothing about 
the specificity of 1939–41. That said, two strands of the economic interpretation 
concerning nazi germany achieved some plausibility. firstly, tim Mason 
argued that the Third reich’s economic troubles drove hitler into a war for 
plunder.35 secondly, big business allegedly ran hitler, paying him and calling 
the tune. These claims won’t wash. adam tooze’s investigation of the german 
economy refutes the idea of a domestic economic crisis in 1938–9. as for big 
business, it certainly bankrolled hitler at times but the analyses, of ian Kershaw 
and richard evans suggest a partnership, with hitler as senior partner in the 
driving seat.36

 hitler’s victory in the battle of the books is undeniable. nazism in all its 
shapes and forms is still sexy and hogs the amazon listings. By 2000 the score 
totalled 37,000 publications on the history of nazi germany – 12,000 since 
1995.37 in 2005 a school watchdog warned of the hitlerization of UK history 
teaching.38 outgoing german ambassador Thomas Matussek complained of the 
nation’s obsession with nazism.39 down the years the question of germany’s 
responsibility for the war of 1939, together with the pros and cons of western 
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appeasement, has consistently topped the debate. in 1945 germany’s respon-
sibility went unquestioned, as did the continuity of its ambitions. academic 
writing, notably rohan Butler’s The Roots of National Socialism (1941) and a.J.p. 
taylor’s The Course of German History (1945) indicated a one-way street from 
frederick the great to hitler. ‘german thought and german practice’, wrote 
Butler, ‘have for the last century and a half been undermining the civilization of 
the west . . . civilization is confronted face to face with barbarism’.40

 can we speak of substantive continuity of german goals from 1914–45? if 
hitler had not existed would others have taken his place? it is now generally 
agreed that despite obvious continuities – winning empire in eastern europe 
and european hegemony – the discontinuities count for more. in effect, the 
Third reich concocted a new menu. fired with a racial and ideological brew, 
it reached out for much more than wilhelmine germany. although social 
darwinism and nationalism fuelled imperial germany‘s expansionism, elites 
accepted the international system. nazism, however, as hitler insisted in 1936, 
was a ‘doctrine of conflict’. violence was of its essence – internal terror, external 
conquest and genocide. There was no intention of working with the interna-
tional community. totalitarian diplomacy established a continuity between 
peace and war where ‘subversion, propaganda, diplomatic and economic 
pressure, war of nerves, threat of war, localized war and general war itself all 
merged into a single spectrum’.41 recent writing re-emphasizes the driving force 
of ideology for racial policy and territorial expansion. ideology furnished the 
ultimate aim of world domination based on the rule of an aryan master race. 
imperial germany germanized non-germans but did not murder them. The 
Third reich made anti-semitism an official state doctrine for the first time 
in modern history. adam tooze argues persuasively that hitler targeted the 
United states as germany’s principal enemy because of its economic might and 
as the centre of world Jewry. how did hitler set about achieving his agenda? 
was he master of the house? in 1945, the beginnings of the two world wars were 
perceived differently. The disaster of 1914 seemed more accident than design – 
in lloyd george’s words, the nations ‘slithered’ into war. But 1939, by contrast, 
appeared to be the outcome of premeditated aggression.42 with the cold war at 
full blast, it suited the western democracies and germans to demonize hitler, 
shuffling off responsibility for events onto leader and henchmen. germans 
described the nazi period as ‘the unconquered past’ – far too recent and 
traumatic for stocktaking. in search of a loyal and willing federal republic, the 
west found it convenient to magnify the role of hitler and his minions. 
 taylor’s claim that hitler, far from making plans for war, had seized oppor-
tunities provided by others triggered the first phase of the debate on origins: 
was hitler a planner or opportunist? hugh trevor-roper, regius professor 
of Modern history at oxford University, author of The Last Days of Hitler 
(1947), staunchly defended the planner thesis. The murky academic politics 
of trevor-roper’s appointment to the regius chair spiced up the tussle 
with taylor.43 The underlying assumption of the planner-versus-opportunist 
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discussion was of a monolithic nazi state, allowing hitler full power of 
decision. By the 1970s research revealed a different picture of the Third reich 
– a jungle of opposing power centres and warring barons. as a result, a new 
phase of discussion opened: intentionalists versus structuralists. intentionalists 
asserted the primacy of hitler’s ideas and intentions; structuralists insisted on 
the decisive dynamic of competing interest groups and personalities. hitler, 
according to hans Mommsen, was ‘in all questions which needed the adoption 
of a fundamental and definitive position, a weak dictator’.44 fortunately, there is 
a consensus on the Third reich’s racial and foreign policies. Until quite recently 
the missing link in the historiography was the lack of a comprehensive and 
authoritative economic history. now we have what are likely to be definitive 
works on the economy, hitler and the workings of the state. whatever the battle 
lines in some areas of domestic policy in the Third reich, hitler commanded 
foreign policy decisions. he had an agenda and an itinerary, which he pursued 
opportunistically. research since the 1990s has successfully reinserted the 
centrality of economics, ideology and hitler’s leadership. his commitment to 
war from 1933, responsibility for its outbreak in 1939 and the widening of the 
conflict in 1941 stands firm. he was master of the house. what kind of wars did 
he envisage? it seems clear that as well as local wars he wanted a big one – a 
reckoning with stalin, churchill and roosevelt. 
 The jury is still out on france’s responsibility for the decisions that led to war. 
Until the 1970s french policy in the inter-war years was a cinderella subject. 
standard accounts treated Marianne as an also-ran, in tow to Britannia. in fact, 
the Third republic was a pivotal player in international affairs, and its military 
collapse dramatically transformed europe and world politics. resisting hitler’s 
bid for czechoslovakia in 1938 might well have prevented the outbreak of 
european war in september 1939, and a victory in 1940 would have ended 
the war before it became global, thereby preserving europe’s primacy. ‘we are 
ten times better informed on the second world war and its aftermath’, wrote 
historian rené rémond in 1957, ‘than on the end of the Third republic.’45 
nevertheless, historians fought shy of engaging with the french story, partly 
because of closed archives, partly because the state prioritized research on the 
resistance, and partly because the events of the late 1930s seemed an open-
and-shut case. an ailing republic, without a powerful continental ally and 
militarily outclassed by germany, suffered a series of major diplomatic reverses 
culminating in defeat and occupation. The french, like the British, blamed a 
wicked hitler, indulged for too long by fearful democracies. however, there 
was a sting in the tail. rather than excoriating their ‘guilty men’, the french 
blamed perfidious albion for inventing appeasement. ‘The Munich agreement’, 
declared a former ambassador to nazi germany, ‘was the logical consequence 
of the policy practiced by Britain and france, but principally inspired by 
Britain.’46 novelist francois Mauriac went much further. ‘The British’, wrote 
Mauriac, were ‘responsible, in large part, for the conflict of 1939’.47 no gallic 
counterparts of a.J.p. taylor disturbed french historiography. taylor’s emphasis 
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on the shared responsibility of london and paris for the coming of war proved 
unwelcome. when he personally gave copies of Origins to pierre renouvin and 
Maurice Baumont, luminaries of french diplomatic history, ‘neither of them 
acknowledged my gift or spoke to me again’.48

 The shock and humiliation of 1940 framed perceptions of war origins. 
recovery of national pride depended in part on finding scapegoats. resentments 
over Britain’s conduct before, during and after the Battle of france determined 
attitudes. at home ‘guilty men’ abounded: Munichois, vichyites and collabo-
rators. however, pursuing all of them was neither practical nor desirable. 
restoring post-liberation confidence and cohesion required a resistance 
myth of a self-liberating citizenry united against the german occupier. The 
provisional government of 1944–6 exercised considerable prudence in purging 
elites. enough blood had flowed – about 9, 000 summary executions took place 
before general de gaulle’s government imposed its authority. a general hue and 
cry would have contradicted the newly minted myth of a united nation. as de 
gaulle put it: ‘france doesn’t need to look too closely at who did what during 
the second world war, france needs to assert her thousand year continuity.’49

 declassification under the thirty-year rule breathed new life into the study 
of inter-war policy. a stream of path-breaking books from french, British and 
north american historians overturned orthodox views and established fresh 
narratives. Yet the reasons for the failure of french diplomacy to prevent war 
and for the subsequent debacle remain controversial. robert Young’s France and 
the Origins of the Second World War (1996) sought to rehabilitate the governing 
elite, arguing that the retreats and defeats reflected not moral or political 
incapacity but genuine doubts and uncertainties. in brief, the complexities, 
constraints and challenges overwhelmed well-intentioned leaders. recourse 
to ambivalence and indecision was both understandable and unavoidable. 
They did the best they could: ‘contradiction or ambivalence is inherent in the 
human condition . . . the trick . . . is neither to inculpate nor exonerate. it is to 
explain.’50 true, historians should not rush to judgement. Yet, can explanation 
be separated from assessment of responsibility? eschewing judgement leaves us 
with little more than a truism, namely that the french wrestled with dilemmas 
common to decision makers everywhere. demonstrably, ambiguity and uncer-
tainty belong to the human condition. But why did the french perform so 
miserably in the 1930s and succeed so well after 1945? why do some countries 
get their act together while others fail?
 Understandably, the trauma of 1940 made the politics and diplomacy of the 
1930s seem like a one-way street to vichy. But, in the light of what we know 
today about the Battle of france, it makes sense to disentangle the political 
and military stories. 1940 was primarily a military disaster, not the inexorable 
outcome of a terminally sick state and society. Moreover, it was an allied disaster, 
product of a shaky franco-British alliance and divided counsels. nevertheless, 
far from being a foregone conclusion, germany’s victory, as ernest May argues, 
was a risky gamble that might easily have gone wrong.51 while not everyone 
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accepts May’s thesis on 1940, it serves as a reminder of the chanciness and 
openness of events. individuals could and did make decisive differences. in 
1938, foreign Minister georges Bonnet’s dogged fight to keep france out of 
war influenced the outcome of the Munich crisis. french historians blamed the 
‘english governess’ for their country’s misfortunes.52 But french appeasement 
was as much a homegrown product as its British counterpart. as well as 
detestation of war and fear of germany it reflected a genuine desire for franco-
german reconciliation and a european settlement. The social dimension 
mattered a lot. Blum in 1936–7 and daladier in 1938–9 sought international 
détente to help stabilize domestic turbulence. British tutelage was deliberately 
fostered to shield france from the consequences of disengagement from central 
and eastern europe. publicly, decision makers solicited British commitments 
for france’s allies; privately, they invited a lead. Ministers, far from being 
reluctant recruits in a london-inspired enterprise, were committed to concili-
ation. They cherished the illusion of economic agreements with fascist dictators 
leading to political rapprochement. Yet alternatives to appeasement existed. 
consider the robust revival of french policy in the spring of 1939: instead of 
taking orders from the english governess, paris demanded conscription and 
guarantees for romania – and got them. More’s the pity firmness came too late: 
‘the french have not been clever at taking their opportunities with us’ observed 
ralph wigram, head of the central department of the foreign office. on one 
occasion he sent his wife to paris, ostensibly on a shopping trip, in reality to 
convey privately to a french delegation what they should ask for in london.53

 taylor argued that the outbreak of war had ‘little to do with hitler’ and the 
‘vital question’ was why Britain and france failed to resist germany before 
1939.54 taylor’s argument heralded a long-running debate on appeasement. 
from the late 1960s the benefit of public and private archives spawned articles 
and monographs. revisionists sought to rehabilitate prime Minister neville 
chamberlain. appeasement, it was stressed, far from being a diplomacy of 
fear and cowardice, represented a realistic search for détente, propelled by 
wide public support, deep detestation of war and the conviction that germany 
had genuine grievances. although london and paris had launched large 
rearmament programs, their immediate military and economic weaknesses 
combined with the triple threat from germany, italy and Japan left no alter-
native but conciliation. ‘hope for the best and prepare for the worst’ is how one 
leading revisionist epitomized the process.55 in short, the only practical policy 
was the one pursued. 
 in the 1990s post-revisionists headed by r.a.c. parker counter-attacked in 
force. parker suggested that chamberlain neglected alternative options such 
as accelerating rearmament, giving a clear pledge to france and seeking the 
support of the soviet Union. instead, the search for agreement with hitler 
‘strengthened both hitler’s ambitions and his internal authority’. Moreover after 
March 1938, parker contended, enough support in parliament and country 
might have been mobilized for a strong alliance with france and a strategy 
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of containing germany within a league framework. sadly, the government 
‘rejected effective deterrence’, thereby losing any hope ‘of preventing the second 
world war’.56

 was hitler deterrable? did practical alternatives to appeasement exist? 
some points merit further discussion. revisionists have not fully addressed a 
fundamental criticism of appeasement, namely that it ignored the ideological 
irrationality of nazism and fascism. British and french leaders assumed hitler 
and Mussolini were sensible, rational men who would keep their word. ‘i 
have the impression that here was a man who could be relied upon when he 
had given his word,’ wrote chamberlain after meeting hitler. ‘hitler’, he told 
colleagues, ‘would not deliberately deceive a man whom he respected . . . he had 
now established an influence over herr hitler’.57 secondly, it is now clear that the 
chamberlain cabinet pursued appeasement with obstinate single-mindedness 
and ruthlessness. The management of public opinion is a case in point. in 1938, 
before Munich, a sizeable minority opposed conciliating germany. robust 
news management restricted and suppressed inconvenient information and 
opinion. The same ministerial single-mindedness applied to the exploration 
of alternatives might have produced effective outcomes. if British and french 
opinion was more fluid than generally recognized, so too was the international 
situation. ‘The outstanding feature’ of the international situation, minuted 
eden in late 1937, was ‘its extreme fluidity’.58 That hitler wanted war from 1933 
does not mean he could not have been stopped. opportunism and flexibility 
characterized his approach. Unprepared for a major conflict, he might well have 
hesitated in the face of a strong anglo-french front in 1937–8. 
 if london and paris had opted for deterrence from 1938, could they have 
counted on Moscow? russia was the joker in the pack. a veritable mountain of 
evidence and analysis surrounds British, french and german intentions. Much 
of the commentary now wears a distinctly faded look. The fire has now gone out 
of the old polemics. not so the history of russia’s involvement. it still sparkles 
with unresolved controversy. russia’s importance as a player is incontestable. 
The nazi–soviet non-aggression pact of august 1939 rendered the coming of 
war inevitable. without it, hitler would have hesitated to invade poland and 
risk a two-front war. two questions are very much alive. could russia have 
been corralled into an anglo-french containment front before Munich? what 
chances of successful co-operation remained after october 1938? 
 russia’s role remains problematical because compared to the sources for 
the other great powers we know virtually nothing about Joseph stalin’s inner 
thinking. Yet his grip on policy was quite firm. Unsurprisingly, for lack of hard 
evidence historians have advanced a variety of interpretations. during the 
cold war soviet historians stressed stalin’s commitment to collective security 
as the main foreign policy goal in the 1930s. The manifest failure of this policy 
forced stalin to turn to germany and conclude a non-aggression pact. By 
contrast, some western historians emphasized the ‘war-revolution’ concept as 
the main motor, insisting that stalin’s pursuit of collective security was really 
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a device to provoke a new world war and a revolutionary situation, affording 
soviet communism a second chance to champion world revolution. others 
suggest that stalin’s main interest lay in restoring the german–soviet rapallo 
relationship of the 1920s when the two states had co-operated politically and 
militarily. none of these readings withstands close scrutiny. geoffrey roberts 
offers the most cogent recent interpretation of stalin’s concerns on the eve of 
war.59 security came first for the soviet ruler. The last thing he wanted was a 
major conflict. ever present was the fear of a great capitalist coalition aimed at 
smashing the soviet Union. in the mid-1930s the search for collective security 
through the league, popular fronts, and co-operation with Britain and france, 
seemed the most promising path. The anglo-french response to the spanish 
civil war and the czech crisis deepened stalin’s distrust of the democracies. 
was an anglo-franco-soviet alliance still possible after Munich? doubtful, to 
say the least. when france’s ambassador tried to explain his country’s Munich 
diplomacy, potemkin, deputy commissar for foreign affairs, responded: ‘My 
poor friend, what have you done? for us i see no other outcome than a fourth 
partition of poland.’60

 Benito Mussolini’s hefty blows to collective security and the status quo 
brought european war closer: invading ethiopia in 1935, enabling franco’s 
victory in spain, facilitating the Munich agreement on czechoslovakia, attacking 
albania in april 1939 and helping hitler to finish off france in June 1940. 
Quite an achievement for a courtesy great power without real clout. scholars 
differ sharply on the motives and nature of fascist policy. More than enough 
documentation exists for several interpretations. pride of place goes to the 
Duce’s collected works – all forty-four volumes, together with renzo de felice’s 
eight-volume biography. The problem is what to make of it all. The chameleon-
like quality of leader and movement makes it hard to find coherence and 
consistency. ernest hemingway, as a journalist in rome, attended Mussolini’s 
first press conference. when reporters entered, the Duce sat at his desk appar-
ently reading intently before raising his head to greet them. hemingway edged 
forward to see the book. it was a french–english dictionary – turned upside 
down. 
 chaplin’s Great Dictator (1940) captured the comic elements of the rome–
Berlin axis. in the same vein, anglophone historians of the 1950s and 1960s 
treated Mussolini as light relief after the terrible nastiness of hitler and stalin. 
true, differences existed: considerably less internal repression (though not in 
africa); much dysfunctionalty, especially in the army and police; a strong church 
and monarchy; and roller-coaster relations with hitler. denis Mack smith 
considered Mussolini an opportunist living ‘in cloud cuckoo land’, improvising 
foreign policy ‘almost daily’.61 in contrast italian historians, notably renzo de 
felice, viewed Mussolini and his regime much more sympathetically, asserting 
that he wanted to avoid war and stressing the continuity of fascist diplomacy 
with that of italy’s pre-1914 governments. according to de felice, Mussolini, 
like his liberal predecessors, exploited his country’s nominal great power status 
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by playing a balancing role among heavyweights in order to gain empire and 
leverage. in particular, he sought france’s recognition of italy as a great power 
with an african empire. for de felice, Mussolini was a benign dictator: ‘mean 
spirited, if you will, but far from the cold fanaticism and the ferocious deter-
mination of a hitler, of a stalin, or of a churchill’.62 was Mussolini therefore 
little more than a fence sitter who, failing to get what he wanted from london 
and paris, fell into hitler’s embrace? de felice would not accept this verdict but 
conceded that a new ideological Mussolini emerged in the 1930s.
 The dominant voice, however, in the debate is Macgregor Knox.63 in his 
view, Mussolini was from the beginning a programmatic dictator, ideologi-
cally wired and intent on war. he aimed at making italy a truly great power by 
breaking the British and french hold on the Mediterranean and north africa. 
The prerequisite was alliance with germany. The interpretation is forcefully 
presented but not entirely persuasive. showman and supreme opportunist, 
or war hungry revolutionary ideologue? Mussolini is best seen as a mix of 
conflicting tendencies. increasingly drawn to germany after 1935, he wanted 
the best of both worlds – ideological solidarity with hitler while retaining 
autonomy and benefits for italy. Thus he brokered a deal at Munich because he 
did not want to go to war and attempted to do the same in september 1939. in 
1940 he waited for the assurance of france’s defeat before jackal-like moving in 
for the spoils. 
 in december 1941 the asian-pacific conflict and the european war fused. 
predictably, a huge literature encrusts the origins of the asian-pacific confla-
gration. in 1996 Michael a. Barnhart called for a new synthesis and pointed 
to the signs of an emerging consensus on the causes of the asian-pacific war.64 
The consensus is only partly realized, and a synthesis is yet to be written. The 
complexity of the issues and the number of players has inhibited the writing of 
a grand narrative. Britain, china, france, Japan, the United states and the soviet 
Union all played parts. another difficulty is the relative opacity of Japanese–
american decision making. Then, as today in washington dc, several power 
centres vied for a decisive say in policy making. franklin d. roosevelt kept his 
cards close to his chest and behaved at times quite deviously. Japan had a dual 
diplomacy: two policies pursued at the same time, one by the army/navy and 
one by the cabinet. given a weak foreign ministry, the lead power centres were 
army/navy. Bitter policy divisions prevailed in government agencies. 
 orthodox views on the origins of the second world war in mid-twentieth 
century america assumed innocence and benevolence abroad. a wise Uncle 
sam had for a second time rescued europeans from the mess they had made. 
american advice in the approach to war had not been heeded. Japan had 
planned and unleashed a sneak attack at pearl harbor on an innocent bystander. 
revisionists quickly challenged assumptions of victimhood and innocence. 
paul schroeder writing as early as 1958 declared that the pacific war was 
‘unnecessary and avoidable’.65 roosevelt’s ‘excessive moralism’ and desire to join 
the european war had caused him to ratchet up the tokyo–washington quarrel. 
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arnold offner argued that the United states had pursued a parallel appeasement 
in europe: ‘the United states was itself a revisionist power in europe, pursuing 
an independently formulated policy of appeasement which was incompatible 
with those of Britain and france’.66 in reply, roosevelt’s defenders argued that 
the president’s efforts to organize resistance were frustrated by chamberlain’s 
pursuit of a bilateral anglo-german approach. support for the view that 
by 1938–9 roosevelt definitely wanted to stop hitler comes from dominic 
tierney.67 he contends that roosevelt’s desire to help the spanish republic 
led him to break with isolationist opinion and a ‘fortress america’ attitude. 
according to tierney, in the spring of 1938, roosevelt secretly devised a scheme 
to bypass congress by providing covert aid to spanish republicans. 
 david lodge’s professor Morris Zapp in Changing Places has the ambition to 
kill Jane austen forever as a subject of criticism and research by dealing with 
all and every subject that could possibly arise out of reading her. for austen, 
this has a ring of possibility. for war origins, it’s too fanciful for words. readers 
expecting certainties and closure may be disappointed by this tour of changing 
interpretations. to many interesting questions there are not and never will 
be any genuine answers. while we cannot look forward to treasure troves of 
intimate hitler and stalin diaries, polemic and publications will not dry up. The 
debate is endless. all history is contemporary history. The twenty-first century 
will have different perspectives on the mega quake of 1939–45.
 what of future research trajectories? Triumph of the Dark, Zara steiner’s 
synoptic sequel to The Lights That Failed, poses a slew of questions that will help 
frame a fresh agenda.68 Mental maps and prosopography promise a rewarding 
methodology for international history. several major topics have yet to be 
intensively addressed. high on the list is a study of the 1930s British foreign 
office, together with transnational analyses of foreign policy making elites. one 
striking gap in the literature is the lack of an in-depth look at British public 
opinion in the 1930s. intelligence material presents another new challenge. The 
large releases in recent years have still to be incorporated into the literature.69 
one growth area in the historiography has been the investigation of german-
based businesses in the nazi period. The relationship between foreign policy 
and business in the democracies deserves similar scrutiny. Missing too is an 
analysis of the ideological mobilization of ordinary germans and italians. The 
theme crops up in many texts, but focused enquiries remain to be written.
 final reflections. one hazard of long-running debates is amnesia – of two 
kinds. as oliver sacks discovered in his own field, important books on the 
same theme can quickly sink into oblivion.70 The moral perhaps is that we 
should always go first to the older histories. secondly, and more alarmingly, 
some authors – doubtless unwittingly – appear to encourage the forgetting of 
key episodes. Judging from recent overviews, the spanish civil war, arguably 
of decisive significance for the outbreak of european war, seems to be slipping 
off the radar.71 Yet spain is the pre-war crisis with the fastest growing literature. 
an obvious conclusion from reviewing the historiography is that international 



522 the origins of the second world war

historians must reach out beyond academia and narrow sub-groups to a wider 
audience. taylor’s Origins, though long outdated, still remains in print. new 
history writing should strive for the same accessibility. since the 1950s the 
changing debate has greatly enriched our understanding of war origins. an 
appreciation of the subtleties, ambiguities and complexities of the time has 
replaced the overly simplistic binary categorizations like planner/opportunist, 
appeasers/anti-appeasers that held scholars captive in the 1960s and 1970s. 
while there is still much we don’t know, we are certainly wiser than the german 
commandant of an allied pow camp who prided himself on his command of 
english. suspecting an escape plan, he summoned the prisoners together, and 
seeking to overawe them declared: ‘You think i know damn nothing. well, i 
know damn all.’ 
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