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Foreword 

With the end of the cold war, the patterns of threat and 
deterrence which have characterized the international order 
since the end of the Second World War have also become 
a thing of the past. The dissolution of the Eastern bloc, 
however, has allowed ethnic, national and international 
conflicts which we thought had long been overcome to re-
surface. New areas of unrest have appeared, posing a threat 
to peace, and not only in eastern and south-eastern Europe. 
It has become clear that many of the present problems can 
only be understood in historical context, and that no stable 
order can be found without taking history into account. 

The question of a lasting security order was already on the 
international political agenda after the First World War, and 
figured there again after 1945. The present volume in-
vestigates the 'security policies' which were developed in 
both time periods. It is based on the contributions to an 
international conference on 'Problems of West European 
Security, 1918-1957', which the German Historical Institute 
London held in the autumn of 1988 at Nuneham Park in 
Oxford. It was attended by twenty historians from eight 
countries (including the former Soviet Union). The aim of 
the conference was not to define the problems of West 
European security policy, but to establish what its central 
aspects were, and to examine them comparatively. 

After the First World War-the 'war to end all wars' -
security emerged as the main objective of the states of 
Europe, in particular, Britain and France. Even at that time, 
the term 'security' covered economic, military-strategic and 
political-diplomatic aspects. On the one hand, security was 
measured against the established order; on the other, it was 
dictated by the different aims of individual national govern-
ments, as well as by the ideas and aspirations of interna-
tional organizations and national mass publics. Thus the 
idea of security changed in line with new political, economic 
and strategic developments. 

After the First World War, the political situation in 
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Europe contained a number of new elements which were to 
become significant aspects of West European security. They 
included the involvement of the USA in a European security 
order, the Russian Revolution and the emergence of the 
Soviet Union, the creation of a democratic Germany, the 
creation of new national states in Eastern Central Europe, 
and the establishment of an international security organiza-
tion, the League of Nations, that for the first time in history 
aimed not to limit war, but to prevent it. 

Between the Second World War and 1957 a number of 
significant additional aspects emerged: Soviet control of 
Eastern Central Europe and the division of Germany; the 
American presence in 'Europe; the development of nuclear 
forces; the Eastern and Western systems of alliances-
the Warsaw Pact and NATO; and the birth of the European 
Economic Community. The Second World War appears to 
be a turning point separating two periods of time, one of 
which { 1914- 1944) has been called the 'Thirty Years War', 
while the other has provided the conditions necessary for 
what we today like to call forty years of peace in Europe. 
Historians who study both periods of time, however, have 
pointed out that a number of problems were apparent in 
both periods, perhaps assuming different forms. It seems that 
in the 1950s solutions were found to questions of political 
and economic stability that had already been perceived and 
discussed in the 1920s. 

I should like to express my thanks to those who contri-
buted to the planning of this conference, and without whose 
support it would not have been possible. Professors Zara 
Steiner, Klaus Hildebrand, Erwin Oberlander and Ernest 
May gave their expert advice as members of the steering 
committee which followed this project from the beginning, 
Dr Rolf Ahmann played a crucial role in planning and 
organizing the conference, and in preparing the volume for 
publication. Sir Michael Howard generously provided the 
Introduction to this volume. Dr Angela Davies helped with 
the revision of the translations and compiled the index, and 
Dr Eckhart Hellmuth was responsible for co-ordinating the 
publishing process. 

London, September 1992 ADOLF M. BIRKE 
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Introduction 
MICHAEL HOWARD 

People normally start talking about 'security' only when they 
begin to feel insecure. But arguably, there has never been a 
time in the history of Europe, or perhaps of the world, when 
'security' has not been a major, if not the major, concern of 
statesmen. The nature of that security-or rather, the nature 
of the threat against which security measures are intended to 
provide insurance-changes from time to time, and from 
place to place. In Western Europe it has changed fairly 
drastically over the course of the past hundred years. 

Let us try first to identify the three most common threat-
situations which create a sense of insecurity. The first is that 
arising from the perceived power and hostile intentions of 
a specific state or group of states. Cases in point are the 
reciprocal threats posed by the rival alliance systems before 
1914, the specific threats posed by the Axis powers in the 
1930s, and those presented by the Soviet Union to Western 
Europe in the I 950s. Beyond this there is the threat, or more 
properly the problem, caused by the very existence of military 
power in the hands of other states, even if there is no im-
mediate probability of their wishing to use it in a hostile 
fashion. Capabilities can be as alarming as intentions, 
especially in systems of shifting alliances. It is this uncom-
fortable feature of international security that has throughout 
the twentieth century prompted so many attempts at dis-
armament and arms control. 

This leads to a second concept of security which has 
become widespread in the world since 1918. That is security 
against the threat of war as such, rather than against any 
particular aggressor. It was the desire to 'abolish war', or at 
least to build safeguards against it into the international 
system, that led to the creation of the League of Nations, and 
later to the United Nations, and which has fuelled the 



M. HOWARD 

activities of peace movements throughout the world. This 
concept of security may be in contradiction to the first, 
as proved to be the case in the 1930s. The measures of 
rearmament seen as necessary to deter the threat posed by 
Hitler's Germany were denounced in left-wing and liberal 
quarters in England as themselves creating a threat of war. 
This mistrust of armaments as such was to receive consider-
able reinforcement with the development of nuclear weapons . 
. Powerful anti-nuclear movements throughout Western 
Europe saw in the prospect of nuclear war a threat even 
more alarming than that of the Soviet aggression which the 
deployment of nuclear weapons was intended to deter. They 
argued that the best security lay not in nuclear deterrence 
but in nuclear disarmament. The conflict between these two 
conceptions of security was to create significant internal 
dissension, especially within Britain and Germany, from the 
early 1950s to the end of the cold war in 1989-90. 

Thirdly there is a yet broader concept of security, one 
more familiar in a domestic than in an international context: 
economic security. The quest for economic security (as 
distinct from the old mercantilist pursuit of wealth) has been 
increasingly significant ever since Friedrich List coined the 
concept of the Geschlossene Handelsstaat in the first part of the 
nineteenth century. By the twentieth it dominated inter-
national relations, reaching its climax with the Fascist quests 
for autarky in the 1930s, both in Europe and in the Far East. 
These themselves were largely the result of the collapse of the 
international economic order in 1929-31. But already in 
the 1920s the relationship between economic and political 
security was well understood, as the Dawes and Young plans 
for German economic recovery bear witness, and after 1945 
the victorious powers were as concerned to build a new 
economic order as they were to build a new political order. 
The decision reached at the Bretton Woods Conference, 
setting up the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, were seen, rightly, as being as important for the es-
tablishment of international security as those of Dumbarton 
Oaks ,which established the United Nations Organization. 
The European Economic Community, in particular, was 
intended by its founders to be at least as much a mechanism 



Introduction 3 

to avert further war between France and Germany as it was 
a means of enhancing national wealth. In general, the con-
cept of 'national security' has been seen ever since 1945 as 
comprising far more than purely military elements, although 
the question of national defence remains, as ever, at its core. 

The mechanisms for enhancing national security, or at 
least those discussed in this volume, also fall into three broad 
formal categories. One is unilateral: the attempt to achieve 
absolute security for oneself without concern for the in-
security that may result to one's neighbours. Such a solution 
may be practicable for a comparatively isolated superpower 
such as the United States (whatever problems it may create 
for Mexico and Canada), but within the closely interwoven 
system of European states, any such attempt must inevitably 
be hegemonial. Even the comparatively benign naval 
supremacy which the British exercised in the nineteenth 
century and saw-with good reason-as being vital to their 
national security placed their European neighbours at a 
disadvantage that first France and then Germany deeply 
resented. For Germany, absolute security against her poten-
tially hostile neighbours to east and west could lie only in 
continental hegemony, including the elimination of the 
growing power of Russia. For the Soviet Union, absolute 
security on her western borders could lie only in the elim-
ination of all centres of hostile power beyond them. Such 
bids for absolute security, evoked countervailing alliances, 
and ultimately failed. The states of Europe learned over the 
centuries that security could lie only in co-operation with 
some at least of their neighbours in order to achieve a 
balance of power. 

Experience of such hegemonial attempts, from those of the 
Habsburgs in the sixteenth century to those of Hitler in the 
twentieth, led the states of Europe to seek security in co-
operation rather than confrontation, and to establish suc-
cessive 'security systems', from the Peace of Westphalia 
onwards, which sought to balance state power and establish 
norms of international conduct. The first such attempt on a 
global scale was the establishment of the League of Nations 
in 1919; the latest, for Europe itself, has been the compre-
hensive settlement made at the Congress of Paris in 1990. 
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The purpose has been to establish an agreed framework 
within which states could safely and co-operatively pursue 
their own interests, without sacrificing the essence of their 
national sovereignty. Where such comprehensive systems 
have proved impossible or inadequate, as has the United 
Nations, states have usually sought to supplement or replace 
them with more limited alliances, of which NATO has been 
a case in point. 

Thirdly, beyond these international security systems, we 
can identify attempts to achieve security by transnational 
means. These include both functional transnational institu-
tions and organizations, such as the World Bank, the Red 
Cross, the International Labour Office, the International 
Federation of Trades Unions, and the World Health Or-
ganization, and also movements whose object has been to· 
transcend or replace the state system itself, such as the 
various peace movements or the Communist Internationals. 
We have seen in the case both of the United Nations and of 
the European Community the extent to which international 
organizations can facilitate transnational activities which 
over the long run may change the nature of the international 
system itself. With the revolution in communications tech-
nology that has occurred during the past two decades, we 
may expect the balance increasingly to tilt towards such 
transnational activity as the main component of international 
security systems. 

We have, further, to define more closely the region loosely 
described in the title of this volume as 'Western Europe'. 
Strictly speaking it is difficult, if not anachronistic, to apply 
this definition to Europe before 1914. The European system 
of states, or the 'Concert of Europe' as it was still called, 
embraced not only such Western states as Britain, France, 
and Germany, but also the Habsburg and Romanov Empires 
which divided East and Central Europe between them. 
Moreover since 1856 the Ottoman Empire had been at least 

· an honorary member of the system, to say nothing of the 
Balkan states which gained admission as they achieved 
independence. Beyond that, the system had yet wider 
ramifications. The imperial possessions of the European 
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powers projected their relationship on a global scale: their 
wars had been 'world wars' at least since the seventeenth 
century. With the Anglo-Japanese Alliance of 1902 Japan 
became explicitly a member of the system and, after her 
victory over Russia in 1904-5, a very significant member 
indeed. Finally in spite of her effort to avoid entangling 
political alliances, the growing economic and industrial 
power of the United States made her an increasingly im-
portant element in the calculations of European statesmen, 
even if Europe did not as yet bulk very large in the cal-
culations of the United States. Before 1914, in fact, the 
'security' of the states of Europe, East as well as West, 
depended on an intricate balance whose components in-
cluded virtually every major state in the world. . 

After 1918 the European system became more constricted 
with the self-exile of the Soviet Union and the withdrawal of 
the United States from all responsibility for maintaining 
political and military stability in Europe. The principal 
actors were reduced to the West European states of France, 
Germany, Britain, and Italy, with the successor states of 
Central and East Europe as subordinates. Nevertheless the 
presence of the Soviet Union, with the transnational threat of 
Communism which she projected, powerfully affected the 
actions and calculations of the West European powers. As 
for the United States, her political isolationism could not 
prevent her from being a major, indeed the major economic 
actor on the European stage between 1919 and 1939. Paul 
Kennedy has drawn an interesting analogy between the 
position of the United States between the wars and that of 
Japan today; both are economic superpowers, both trying to 
isolate themselves from political and military involvement in 
regions beyond their frontiers. But before 1939 European 
powers had to leave the United States out of their security 
calculations as totally as they had before 1914. They could 
not do the same with Ja pan. 

It is indeed only since 1945, or perhaps between 1945 and 
1990, that we can meaningfully consider 'Western Europe' as 
a coherent political and military security system. That has 
been the result of the division of the Continent into two 
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arbitrary regions by the military outcome of the Second 
World War, and the absorption of the eastern half (a region, 
however, comprising a great deal more than 'Eastern Europe' 
as normally historically defined) into the Soviet imperial 
system. Even with the collapse of Soviet hegemony, the 
experience of forty years of Communist rule has set its mark 
so deeply on the peoples of the region that their reabsorption 
into a single European system is likely to be a task of enor-
mous difficulty. The close economic, military, and political 
links created, under the aegis of the United States, among 
the peoples of the Western Europe will continue for a long 
time to come to set them apart from their neighbours. 

So far we have considered West European security primarily 
in terms of interstate relations, and these provide the focus 
for most of the contributions to this volume. But interstate 
relations provide only a very partial and incomplete expla-
nation of the course of European history over the past 
hundred years. It is important to look at the broader di-
mensions, and consider also in what way changes within 
European society have affected relations between European 
states. 

Until 1914 the conduct of international politics was in the 
hands of an aristocratic and largely international élite; sur-
vivors from a feudal society who shared a common back-
ground and common values, with a common interest in the 
continuing stability of a system which provided them-
though increasingly precariously-with wealth, prestige, and 
security. Often, indeed, they had more in common with one 
another than they had with their fellow-countrymen and a 
domestic environment which a rapidly accelerating process 
of urbanization and modernization was making increasingly 
alien to them. Industrialization was creating a new and 
unsympathetic class of nouveaux riches who espoused a brash 
nationalism. More important, reaction against capitalistic 
industrialization, whether in the form of socialism or (in-
creasingly important in the twentieth century) of xenophobic 
populism, was imposing new strains on European societies 
and making the old aristocratic values seem increasingly 
irrelevant. In any case, politics were everywhere becoming 



Introduction 7 

mass politics. By 1918 mass democracy was the common 
characteristic of West European states, and even the auth-
oritarian regimes in the emerging nations of East Europe 
rested on some kind of populist basis. Domestic consider-
ations became a major element in the conduct of foreign 
relations, even of authoritarian dictatorships: demands for 
prosperity, for welfare, for economic stability, and, on the 
whole, for peace. 

But if there was a general desire among the newly en-
franchised peoples of Europe for peace, there was no agree-
ment as to how it should be maintained. French, German, 
Italian, British, and American public opinion all pulled in 
different directions. For the French, peace meant keeping the 
Germans down. For the Germans it meant Gleichberechtigung: 
equal treatment in terms of economic policy and national 
self-determination. For the Italians it meant the assertion of 
Italian national prestige wherever this could be done with 
maximum effectiveness and minimum cost. For the British it 
was the avoidance so far as possible of European entangle-
ments and the tranquil exploitation of their imperial con-
nections. For the United States it meant rejecting Wilsonian 
idealism and returning to the main business of Americans, 
which, as President Coolidge pointed out, was business. 

But out of these popular aspirations and resentments there 
also emerged, strongly in some countries, weakly in others, 
those xenophobic, bellicose mass movements generically 
known as Fascism. For Fascists, peace and security enjoyed a 
rather low priority. War, conquest, adventure, heroism: that 
was what Fascist leaders promised their besotted followers, 
and that, to the lasting disaster of Europe, was what they 
got. It was a madness that could be cured only by military 
defeat; defeat on a scale that physically eliminated the 
warrior core of the movements, and humiliated the rest. 

The societies that emerged from those defeats in 1945 were 
effectively 'debellated'; rendered incapable, morally as well 
as materially, of making war. National 'greatness', a concept 
that had bulked so large in the popular rhetoric of the pre-
war years, ceased to be an element in the calculations of 
post-war European statesmen, with the significant exception 
of Charles de Gaulle. The people of Europe now unequivo-
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cally assessed the effectiveness of their governments by their 
capacity to produce economic security: full employment 
whenever possible, ample social welfare where it was not. 
The tensions that developed after the war between this 
demand and the requirements for national security of a more 
traditional kind in face of a perceived threat of Soviet 
expansion were resolved only by the development of nuclear 
weapons and commitment to the defence of Western Europe 
on the part of the United States. For the next forty years the 
states of Western Europe were to purchase military security 
by spending enough on their own armed forces to make 
themselves sufficiently bündnisfähig (able to enter into 
alliances) to obtain access to American military strength and 
to make nuclear deterrence credible. 

Perceptions of security thus changed throughout the period 
studied in this volume, as did ideas as to how security could 
best be achieved. Before 1914 the states of Europe pursued 
their national interests within a broad co-operative frame-
work, avoiding war if possible but making arrangements to 
win it if necessary. The multilateral framework within which 
they operated, not inaptly called the 'Concert of Europe', 
was by no means a bad system. It may have been, as Lowes 
Dickinson termed it, an international anarchy, 1 but at the 
same time it was, in Hedley Bull's phrase, an anarchical 
society. 2 The avoidance of major conflict and the manage-
ment of minor ones, during a period of such destabilizing 
economic change as that which occurred between 1870 and 
1914, was a remarkable achievement. When war came in 
1914 it was largely because two members of that society, 
Austria-Hungary and Germany, decided that war was a 
preferable solution to their problems to a continuation of 
highly precarious peace. 

Within this traditional security system, however, there 
were appearing the outlines of a new transnational order-or 
rather, of several competing transnational orders. There were 

1 G. L. Dickinson, The International Anarchy r904-r914 (London, 1926). 
2 H. Bull, The Anarchical Society: A Stu4:, of Order in International Politics (Cambridge, 

1971). 
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the largely middle-class 'peace movements' described in 
Chapter 4 by Professor Robbins, and the proletarian labour 
organizations dealt with by Professor Oberlander (Chapter 
5), but of even more significance was the growth of func-
tional co-operation in banking, postal services, telegraph, 
and rail communications which was knitting Europe together 
into a single society within which the movement of ideas 
and people was becoming increasingly easy. 3 The Hague 
Conferences of 1899 and 1907, slender as their achievements 
may appear, represented a great deal more than 'a misprint 
on the pages of history', as they were scornfully described by 
Professor Theodore Mommsen. They represented rather the 
first emergence, vestigial though it might have been, of a 
truly transnational search for international security, as 
national governments succumbed, however grudgingly, to 
internal pressures organized on an international scale. 
The achievements in terms of mandatory arbitration or 
improvement in restraints on war were no doubt slight, 
but precedents were established that were gradually to be 
strengthened, first by the League and then by the United 
Nations until by the end of the twentieth century the concept 
of transnational security has become one to which even the 
most powerful of sovereign states pays at least lip-service. 

But at the same time, before 1914, a yearning for uni-
lateral solutions was developing, ever more strongly as the 
growing interdependence of the global economy made such 
solutions ever less practicable. Military strength served little 
purpose if it was undermined by economic vulnerability, and 
it was precisely the most highly developed societies in 
Europe that were the most vulnerable. Liberal interna-
tionalists, especially in Britain, believed that security was to 
be found in this very interdependence which knit the world 
into a single community, and that free trade was the best 
guarantee of peace. But even in Britain doubts were grow-
ing, by the end of the nineteenth century, as to whether free 
trade could ensure either peace or prosperity. The alter-
native model of an autarkic empire, trading within itself 
under the protection of an invincible navy, seemed increas-

3 See esp. F. S. Lyons, Internationalism in Europe 1815-1914 (Leiden, 1963). 
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ingly attractive. In Germany, the concept of a Geschlossene 
Handelsstaat made an even greater appeal; but for the 
Germans such a system would be viable only if the in-
creasing urbanization in the western regions of the country 
was balanced by land and raw materials to the east. Within 
the womb of Wilhelmine Germany the embryo of the Third 
Reich was already developing. Eventually, after the collapse 
of the global economic system in the aftermath of the First 
World War relegated Cobdenite free trade to the museum of 
historical curiosities, the unilateral solutions to the problem 
of economic security became almost orthodox. The extreme 
forms adopted by Germany and Ja pan were exceptional only 
in that they required military conquest, and armed conflict 
with other developed countries, in order to achieve them. 

This was the background to the search for security that 
began after the First World War. In that search we can 
detect two parallel dichotomies. The first was that between, 
on the one hand, those who believed in the traditional 
multilateral expedients for maintaining international peace 
and stability through military alliances and the balance of 
power, and, on the other, those who thought it both necessary 
and possible to work through new transnational institutions, 
specifically the League of Nations, to keep the peace. In 
Britain the first group was led (as Philip Towle shows 
in Chapter 7) by the Foreign Office under Eyre Crowe, 
the latter by the idealistic Lord Robert Cecil and his in-
defatigable adjutant and successor Philip Noel-Baker. The 
second division was between those who saw the main threat 
to security as lying in the danger of war as such, and those 
who were concerned with the threat posed by a specific 
adversary-who was, for the majority of Frenchmen at least, 
a renascent Germany. Professor Hovi, in Chapter 6, makes 
clear both the consistency of French policy and the intensity 
of French feelings in this respect. 

But even those who agreed that the revival of Germany 
would pose the main threat to international security were 
divided over what to do about it. There were those, again 
primarily in France, who saw the solution primarily in terms 
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of military containment. On the other hand were those who, 
recognizing the ultimate inevitability of German revival, 
sought to deal with Germany by integrating her as quickly as 
possible into the international system and according to her 
that Gleichberechtigung that she understandably demanded. 
This policy naturally involved appeasing her principal 
grievances, not least in Eastern Europe. 

In retrospect it is easy to see that sooner or later Germany, 
with her demographic ascendancy, her technological and 
industrial strength, and not least those military skills which 
Professor Messerschmidt analyses in Chapter 1 1, was bound 
to emerge as the dominant if not the hegemonial power in 
post-war Europe. The wartime alliance that had defeated her 
no longer existed. Russia was too deeply occupied with her 
internal problems to pose an effective counterweight. The 
United States, in spite of her economic involvement, had 
effectively withdrawn from the European power system. 
Britain, as ever divided between her imperial and her 
European interests, was temperamentally inclined to give 
priority to the former. That left only a weakened and de-
spondent France with her train of East European allies. 
The Locarno agreement may have established a satisfactory 
settlement on Germany's western borders; but even a peace-
loving and democratic Germany would have remained 
unappeased until a similar agreement-inevitably at the 
expense of the Poles-had been reached in the east, and 
would ultimately have been strong enough to compel it. 

As it was, there emerged in Germany a regime that turned 
its back both on the multilateral and the transnational 
approaches to European security, and defiantly adopted 
the unilateral. Security as such did not, as I have already 
suggested, rank very high in Hitler's system of values, but for 
him it lay, if it lay anywhere, in the creation of a great 
German Reich from the Baltic to the Black Sea. His pre-
ferred method of achieving this was probably by war, but 
as Dr Ahmann shows us in Chapter 10, he could use the 
traditional tools of diplomacy as well when these promised 
satisfactory results. 

Meanwhile the policy of the Soviet Union was evolving in 
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the opposite direction. Whereas Germany, in the 1930s, 
moved with increasing rapidity from multilateral to uni-
lateral solutions, the Soviet Union, having cocooned herself 
within her own system ever since her bid to provoke world 
revolution ( extreme transnationalism) had failed, turned to 
multilateralism in the 1930s with her bid to create a popular 
front against Fascism. The ambiguity of a policy that tried to 
combine traditional multilateralism with revolutionary 
transnationalism made Soviet overtures understandably 
suspect to the capitalistic powers of the West, so she looked 
elsewhere for allies. Traditional Realpolitik dictated the Nazi-
Soviet Pact of August 1939, by which the Soviet Union 
purchased two years of precarious security. 

As for the transnational solutions advocated by the 
supporters of the League and of 'collective security', the rise 
of Nazi Germany rapidly deprived them of credibility. By the 
mid-193os it was painfully clear that the threat to the 
international order came not from the possibility of war in 
the abstract but from the reality of German power and 
aspirations. It was equally clear that the only way to contain 
those aspirations was through the traditional system, so 
discredited in the eyes of progressives, of military alliances 
and the balance of power. But for the states of Europe it was 
too late. No balance could be created. In 1940 Germany 
emerged from the test of war as the hegemon of Europe-
certainly of Western Europe. It was again necessary, to 
paraphrase George Canning, to call a New World to our 
assistance to redress the balance of the old. 

In 1945, on the ruins of the short-lived German hegemony, 
there began a new era in European, and indeed in global 
history. The first phase of it lasted for a few months, during 
which ( as Professor Niedhart shows in Chapter 15) the 
lJnited States attempted to keep together the multilateral 
alliance, prematurely baptized the 'United Nations', which 
had defeated Germany and Japan. The main danger during 
this period was still seen as the revival of these old adver-
saries. The United Nations was fundamentally a traditional 
alliance, not unlike the 'Concert of Europe' created in 1815 
after the Napoleonic Wars, to keep the peace. But it in-
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herited and extended the transnational activities which Zara 
Steiner shows (in Chapter 3) to have been the lasting 
achievement of the old League of Nations. Perhaps more 
important still, the victorious powers-predominantly 
Britain and the United States-now fully appreciated the 
importance of global economic stability as the indispensable 
framework for world order, and at Bretton Woods created a 
machinery for the regulation of the world economy which 
was to do excellent service for a quarter of a century. 

Finally, and less successfully, an attempt was made to deal 
with the threat of war as such, or, rather, the new and 
terrifying threat of nuclear war. The 'Baruch Plan' was seen 
by its sponsors as a serious effort to create a supranational 
authority for the control of nuclear weapons. To others, 
and in particular the Soviet Union, it was seen as a subtle 
attempt to perpetuate an American global hegemony. How 
far Stalin ever took the multilateral framework seriously as 
an instrument for Soviet security, or indeed how far he 
aspired to global hegemony, we shall be able to tell only 
when the Soviet archives have been explored, if indeed then. 
Probably he was unilateral in his thinking from the very 
beginning and always saw his former allies as eventual and 
irreconcilable foes. Whether anything could have softened 
this perception is a matter of doubt, though Dr Reynolds 
shows (Chapter 13) how very reluctant the British Foreign 
Office was to do anything that might nourish it. But a com-
bination of Soviet intransigence over Germany in 1945-6, 
and oppression in Eastern Europe in 1947-8, left no doubt 
in the minds of Western statesmen that the Soviet Union had 
to be regarded as an adversary; and the 'loss of China' to a 
Communist leadership seen as closely allied with Moscow, 
combined with the Soviet acquisition of a nuclear capability 
in 1949, made it equally clear, especially in Washington, that 
she was one to be feared. 

From 1948,. therefore, and for forty years to come, the 
threat to the security of Western Europe (and note that it 
now was truly 'Western Europe') seemed straightforward: it 
was that of Soviet aggression and conquest, in pursuit (like 
Hitler) of a hegemonial solution to the problem of her own 
security. But in the later 1940s the problem was not so much 
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Soviet strength as West European weakness. The economies 
of the West European states had been bled white by nearly a 
decade of war and military occupation. That of Germany 
had been effectively destroyed. In France and Italy unstable 
governments were confronted by powerful Communist 
movements sympathetic to, if not manipulated by Moscow. 
Britain was boldly embarking on a programme of ambitious 
social reform that left her with few resources and little 
appetite for Continental leadership. Further, we must not 
forget the element of fatigue, undernourishment, and, in the 
winter of 1946-7, bitter cold which affected the decisions 
and perceptions of the people of Western Europe; a factor 
reflected in the almost apocalyptic language used in some 
Foreign Office communications of the time. Civilization was 
collapsing; anarchy threatened; the Soviet threat loomed like 
a monster from the abyss. For the British at least, salvation 
was to be found only in one quarter: Washington. 

The Americans responded; not from any love for the 
Europeans, but from fear of Soviet power. But they returned 
to Europe, as Professor Maier _quite rightly points out 
(Chapter 17), by invitation. The initiative came from the 
Europeans. But what the Europeans wanted, at least in 
the first instance, was not so much military assistance as 
economic help, a transfusion to enable blood to flow once 
more through the veins of their stagnant economies. But 
economic recovery was possible only within a military 
framework to provide some assurance that if the Soviet 
Union was tempted to back her ideological offensive in 
Western Europe by armed force, she would find herself 
involved in a conflict with the United States as well. It was 
to provide this framework that NATO came into being in 
1949· 

It is interesting to speculate what form the Atlantic 
Alliance might have taken in the 1950s if the rest of the 
world had remained at peace. The United States had vir-
tually disarmed. British forces were scattered all over the 
world. Germany was still deeply distrusted. In any case, for 
Western Europe economic recovery had to be the overriding 
priority. There were simply no troops available to implement 
NATO's brave assurances of mutual support. True, the 
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Americans had nuclear weapons (in very small quantities) 
but so, after 1949, had the Russians. Some catalyst was 
necessary if the brave professions of the Alliance were to be 
given any kind of credibility. As it so happened this was to 
be provided, to everyone's astonishment, by events on the 
other side of the world, when North Korea crossed the 38th 
parallel on 24 June 1950. 

The Korean invasion, as Professors Loth and Soutou point 
out in Chapters 19 and 20, transformed the Alliance. Given 
the general mood of anxiety in the United States after 'the 
loss of China' and the Soviet nuclear explosion, it is likely 
that even if Korea had not triggered the transformation, 
something else would have done so; much as European 
tensions before 1914 were likely to result in eventual war 
even if the Archduke Franz Ferdinand had not been as-
sassinated by Gavril Princip at Sarajevo. As it was, the 
Alliance was militarized overnight. Military requirements 
were given overriding priority. The states of Western Europe 
rearmed-and rearmed on a scale that their convalescent 
economies could not really support. More important, on 
American insistence, over the objections of virtually all her 
neighbours and erstwhile victims, Western Germany was 
rearmed as well. But Germany could not be rearmed 
and become a full member of the Alliance unless she was 
given full equality of treatment, Gleichberechtigung: the first 
chancellor of the Federal Republic, Konrad Adenauer, saw 
to that. And the creation of a new Germany meant the 
creation of a new Europe. 

For the next forty years, until the amazing events of 1989, 
the limits of the European security system were clearly 
defined. Eastward it stopped at the wall dividing the two 
Germanies. Westward it stretched to include Canada and 
the United States. The threat to security appeared un-
ambiguous: it was the military power and hostile intentions 
of the Soviet Union. The method used to deal with that 
threat was the traditional one of a multilateral military 
alliance. This alliance, however, was closer and more 
complex than anything seen before in European history, and 
developed institutions that were virtually transnational. For 
many Germans, indeed, especially the German military, 
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NATO provided a focus for their loyalty more immediate 
and more legitimate than a concept of nationhood deeply 
flawed by the events of the past half-century. Not everyone 
was happy with the solution. It involved continuing and high 
expenditure upon armaments in a time of rapid technological 
change. It involved abandoning half of Europe, and more 
particularly half of Germany, to alien domination. It in-
volved almost total dependence upon a United States whose 
policies were at the mercy of domestic considerations over 
which Europeans had no control. And it rested on a strategy 
of nuclear deterrence that few people understood and which 
terrified many of those who did. Nevertheless, in spite of all 
these drawbacks, NATO provided a framework for a stable 
peace. 

Fundamentally, however, the security of Western Europe 
was based not so much on this military infrastructure as on 
the economic and social development which that framework 
made possible. This prosperity created a degree of social 
cohesion such as no one at the beginning of this troubled 
century would have imagined, and which reduced the 
probability of war within Europe virtually to zero. Moreover 
this peaceful and prosperous community did not exist in 
isolation. It was linked-and thanks to communications 
technology, instantaneously linked-to a global network of 
societies embracing not only Canada and the United States 
but Japan, Australia, New Zealand, and South-East Asia. 
All these societies have their own problems of security and 
stability, but consideration of these lies beyond the bounds of 
this volume. 

Conversely, as recent events have shown, the security 
problems of the Soviet Union were too profound to be dealt 
with by any purely military solutions. Indeed, paradoxically, 
the attempt to find purely military solutions only added to 
them. The Soviet leadership has learned the hard way that 
without economic security, military security is an illusion, 
and that to the problems of economic security there are no 
longer any unilateral solutions. The old liberal belief, that 
economic interdependence would itself solve the problem of 
security, may not have been validated, but the events of the 
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past century have certainly proved the converse. Unilateral 
formulae for security, whether economic or military, only 
increase the danger of war. It remains to be seen how well 
that lesson has been learned in the twenty-first century. 
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According to Alexander Novotny, the Berlin Congress of 
1878-a success, once again, of the old-style diplomacy 
between the European Great Powers-marked the 'caesura 
between the age of European balance ... and the age of 
imperialism'. 1 What were the main features of the balance 
which had been created at the Congress of Vienna (1814-
15) and which continued to dominate Europe until the end of 
the 1870s? The characteristic features of the international 
system which existed between 1815 and 1880 can be de-
scribed as follows: flexibility of the existing order as a whole 
and of each of its members, satisfaction of the interests of all, 
and security for all. In the main, the idea and practice of the 
order established in 1815 proved to be functional during 
these decades, which began in seemingly halcyon fashion and 
then became more turbulent. The 'Concert of Europe' at 
least avoided a major war and respected the 'community of 
Europe' (Ranke). 

Not until the last third of the nineteenth century did 
the feeling of European solidarity rapidly dissipate. This 
solidarity had assumed the form of a mutual insurance 
against the threat, associated with the name of Napoleon, of 
Translated by Angela Davies. fn extended version of this article has been published 
as 'Europiiisches Zentrum, Uberseeische Peripherie und Neue Welt: Uber den 
Wandel des Staatensystems zwischen dem Berliner Kongress (1878) und dem 
Pariser Frieden (1919/20)', Historische Zeitschrijt, 249 (1989), 53-94. 

1 Alexander Novotny, 'Der Berliner KongreB und das Problem einer euro-
paischen Politik', Historische Zeitschrijt, 186 (1958), 285-307,287. 
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revolutionary war. The past had lost its former terrors, 
the status quo seemed natural, and the frustration of the 
long peace made people more inclined to embark upon a 
belligerent adventure, especially as, despite dissenting voices, 
it was believed that the war would be short and conducted as 
if it were a duel. And it was hoped that the war would result 
in external victory and internal purification. 

After the industrial and political dual revolution of the 
eighteenth century, powerful transnational and transpersonal 
developments had released forces that were now rocking the 
peace order established in Vienna to its foundations-
intellectually and politically, economically and ideologically, 
as well as in society and domestic politics. What were the 
essential features of this change, that is, of this transition to 
the age of imperialism? 

1. The international economic element gained in im-
portance in this new era, with disruptive as well as har-
monious consequences for relations between the powers. 

2. The public and society exerted an increasingly strong 
influence on domestic and foreign politics. Especially where 
they were able to confront the power of government without 
the filter of a parliament, the press, associations, and parties 
to a large extent absorbed the raison d'état of cabinets. The 
development of mass politics at this time fundamentally 
altered the conditions under which foreign policy was 
conducted. 

3. Military matters played a larger and larger part in the 
life of peoples and states, national societies, and the inter-
national politics of the new era. The military and naval arms 
race raised new foreign policy and social issues, or made 
existing problems more acute. For all governments, despite 
characteristic differences arising from the different stages of 
development that they had reached, these problems were 
becoming more and more difficult, up to the point where 
military and social policy became incompatible. 

4. Foreign policy discussions on strategy and armaments 
increasingly had an impact, desired or not, on domestic 
politics. This corresponded to the intervention of domestic 
politics in foreign politics, which had long been regarded as 
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the domain of a particular élite. The boundaries between 
society and government, between domestic and foreign 
policy, and ultimately also between war and peace became 
permeable. 

5. These processes and circumstances altered the re-
lationship between 'statesmanship and the profession of war'. 
The significance of alliances and ententes changed. In the 
classic balance of power system the primary function of 
alliances had been to prevent war; now, however, their 
purpose was to provide the best preparation for waging war. 
The political balance of the nineteenth century, which had 
preserved peace, was reduced to the military balance of a new 
age that was heading for war. 

6. Associated with this,- a feeling of fatalism about war 
spread. The constraints of a situation in which force was 
predominant made it tempting to draw straight-line con-
clusions. The pacifist and internationalist movements which 
opposed this remained marginal and had little impact on the 
dominant trend of the age: war was regarded as a legitimate 
means of policy, and its effects were by no means seen as 
only negative. 

7. All these fundamental and rapid changes were accom-
panied by an unprecedented and ecstatic desire to acquire 
territory, which affected almost all peoples and states. The 
changes discussed above contributed effectively to the 
emergence of this new feeling, which in turn affected them. 
Under the influence of this feeling the earth shrank and 
the European rivalry of the great powers attained global 
dimensions. 

In short, driven by international and social forces, the old 
Europe roused itself to divide what was still available of the 
rest of the world, to stabilize its fragile order by treating 
overseas possessions as booty, and to regain its lost balance 
by expansion. But the opportunity of stabilizing the European 
system again by dividing up overseas regions almost im-
mediately gave rise to the danger that the problems of the 
centre and the periphery would be so irrevocably intertwined 
that world-wide unrest would threaten the Europeans. 

A complicating factor was that, in the Far East and 
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the Pacific, although not in Africa, European expansion 
encountered the great powers of the New World, the USA 
and Japan, who were beginning to stir vigorously at this 
time. They had already been active for some time in Central 
and Latin America. The Americans were now also entering 
the age of imperialism. One sign of this was that the old 
European colonial power was driven out of Cuba, Puerto 
Rico, and the Philippines in the Spanish-American War of 
1898. American expansion into the Pacific and the Far East, 
however, was accompanied by Japanese expansion into 
Korea, which led to the Sino-Japanese War of 1894-5. 

Forced to choose between Russia and Britain, Tokyo opted 
for Britain in its foreign policy. Concluding an Anglo-
Japanese alliance on 30 January 1902, it made common 
cause with Britain against Russia. Only two years later, in 
the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5, tsarist Russia suffered a 
defeat that had a lasting impact on Russian domestic and 
foreign politics: a member of the European Five had been 
defeated by a Far Eastern power, and peace had been re-
established by the mediation of the president of the USA, 
Theodore Roosevelt, in Portsmouth, America. European 
expansion, by which the old continent and its system of 
states seemed to be advancing from its position as the 
'leading world power' to omnipotence over the whole globe, 
encountered limits everywhere. They showed that the tide of 
world politics was gradually turning. 

This revolutionizing of the world, affecting society and 
mentalities, internal politics and international perspectives, 
had consequences for the European system of states. After 
the turn of the century, these consequences, influencing the 
European centre directly and indirectly via the periphery, 
allowed a new world of powers to emerge in a process quite 
different from what the Europeans had originally intended. 
We will now ask what the basic features of this newly 
emerging configuration were, and what its typical forms 
were before the First World War. 

Measured against the capabilities of Britain and tsarist 
Russia, the German Reich was, ultimately, only a 'second-
rate power', something which her Russian neighbour and 
rival recognized early. After Bismarck's departure, between 
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1894, when the dual alliance between France and Russia was 
concluded, and 1907, the date of the Anglo-Russian con-
vention, a new constellation of world powers developed, so to 
speak bypassing the German Reich. For a long time the 
authorities in Wilhelmine Germany did not take sufficient 
note of it, or 'indolently' underestimated its significance, for 
precisely at this time, the two world powers flanking the 
European system, Britain and Russia, looked as if they were 
going to reconcile their differences. This trend towards ditente 
between the world powers was enhanced, at least indirectly, 
by two elements closely connected with German foreign 
policy at that time. After 1895 economic and strategic 
motives led the German Reich, together with her ally, the 
Habsburg monarchy, to oppose Russia in Constantinople 
after Britain had shifted her line of defence in the eastern 
Mediterranean from Constantinople to Egypt. The real bone 
of contention between Germany and Britain, however, was 
that from 1897 on, Germany began to build a battle fleet that 
challenged Britain on her own doorstep, as it were. Thus the 
foreign policy of Wilhelmine Germany was one of the main 
factors that encouraged Britain and Russia to find a political 
reconciliation beyond their attempt to come to an agreement 
on their overseas interests. The treaty between Britain and 
Russia, signed on 31 August 1907, largely aimed to resolve 
their differences in Afghanistan, Persia, and Tibet. Beyond 
this, however, it also had consequences for Europe. 

The tendency to settle overseas differences associated with 
reconciliation in Europe also determined the relationship 
between Britain and France at this time. Despite the Siamese 
crisis of summer 1893, settled by an agreement between 
Britain. and France concluded on 15 January 1896, despite 
the Fashoda crisis which only two years later led to the brink 
of war and was defused by the Sudan treaty of 2 1 March 
1899, and despite the fact that the Franco-Russian alliance, 
which had been in existence since 1892-4, had for quite 
some time displayed a decidedly anti-British thrust, Britain 
was making progress on a partial reconciliation with the idea 
of the Franco-Russian connection. One sign of this was the 
Entente Cordiale regulating all contentious overseas issues 
between Britain and France, which was concluded on 8 April 



K. HILDEBRAND 

1904, parallel to but pre-dating the settlement of British and 
Russian interests after the turn of the century. This com-
promise on international issues, however, also paved the 
way for Britain and France to develop a common policy in 
Europe. 

Britain, which shortly before the turn of the century had 
still been the focus of European suspicion and enmity, 
succeeded in winning over her old rivals, Russia and France, 
to Germany's disadvantage. We must not overlook the fact 
that Britain's commitment to her new partners was much 
stronger than it had been before she abandoned her policy of 
'splendid isolation'; in fact, that the privilege of maintaining 
a flexible position, which she temporarily kept, was in-
creasingly absorbed by the more and more urgent demand 
for a fixed option. Ultimately the element of free choice 
simply disappeared, largely during the July crisis of I 914, as 
a result of vastly increased obligations to the alliance. 

At the same time as it settled its differences with St 
Petersburg and Paris, London also came to an arrangement 
with the newly rising centres of power in the New World-in 
America and the Far East. In this it was different from 
France, which had only a secondary interest in these areas, 
and from Russia, which time and again took new risks in this 
field. Apart from the chance to opt for Ja pan, France, and 
Russia, the American option-long prepared for by a policy 
of conciliation towards the USA-was open to Britain. 
This idea had always been present in the mind of Joseph 
Chamberlain, who strongly favoured abandoning the policy 
of non-alliances. The American option still existed at the 
turn of the century when the possibility of agreement with 
Germany, which was not realized, was being sounded out. 

The results of these developments, new in the history of 
the national system, soon became apparent. During what the 
French diplomat Maurice Paléologue called the 'grand 
tournant de la politique mondiale' between 1904 and 1906, 
international politics turned away from the overseas per-
iphery and back towards the European centre. Two highly 
armed, antagonistic blocs confronted each other: the Triple 
Alliance, consisting of Germany, Austria, and a somewhat 
unwilling Italy, and the Triple Entente, made up of Russia, 
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France, and Britain, still not totally committed. The original 
political balance, measured in terms of quality, that had 
promoted peace had now been replaced by a mechanically 
calculated military balance, measured in terms of quantity, 
which considered cultivating its alliances, not avoiding 
conflict, as the primary task of diplomacy. This polarization 
of the international system was accompanied by a dangerous 
ideologizing of existing oppositions which was to have 
disastrous consequences. Although this ideologizing was not 
the cause of the development outlined above, it certainly 
contributed to turning opponents into enemies and conflicts 
between states into people's wars. It also allowed antag-
onisms to become deeper and deeper until they seemed 
impossible to settle. 

Against the background of this change in the form of 
international relations, the smaller states on which the Great 
Powers depended more and more strongly, given the primacy 
of quantitative factors, acquired a disproportionate amount 
of influence. Inherent in this change was the quite unpre-
dictable danger of uncontrollable developments and rev-
olutionary anarchism threatening the ossified old order, 
which had paralysed itself. 

Finally, the fact that such a fundamental change in the 
'international constellation' led to 'changes in the domestic 
system', 2 that social and political developments which had 
long been emerging were exposed or strengthened and then, 
in turn, had an impact back on external events, became 
clearly-even crassly-apparent during these years of 
European history. And despite all fundamental and super-
ficial differences, developments in Britain and Germany 
during these years repeatedly show that the challenges and 
burdens imposed by foreign policy caught up with even the 
most powerful and stable representatives of each alliance 
and confronted them with the issue of the legitimacy and 
efficiency of their domestic constitutions. 

Of course, there were always trends that countered the 
existence of this bipolar world. But ultimately, the firmly 

2 Richard Lowenthal, 'lnternationale Konstellation und innerstaatlicher 
Systemwandel', Historische Zeitschrifl, 212 (1971), 41-58. 
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established formations of the antagonistic alliances were like 
a shirt of Nessus. They bound the Great Powers of the time, 
who were more concerned about their ability to conclude 
alliances than their freedom of movement, and who feared 
isolation in the case of war more than the loss of peace itself. 
Given this constellation, it seems astonishing that the 
international crises that periodically shook Europe at ever 
shorter intervals-the first Morocco crisis of 1905-6, the 
Bosnian annexation crisis of 1908-9, the second Morocco 
crisis of 1911, and the open conflict of the Balkan crisis 
of 1912-13-were settled without escalating into major 
military conflagrations. Of course, the diplomatic solution to 
the Balkan wars in 1913 was not, as was assumed in the run-
up to the July crisis, an example of how future conflicts 
would be dealt with in the European system. For one thing, 
the readiness of France and Russia for war had vastly 
increased since 191 1 - 1 2. And for another, Austria and 
Russia, both disappointed by the outcome of the Balkan 
conflict of 1913, had each decided on a political offensive in 
South-East Europe. The situation in July 1914 was therefore 
quite different from what it had been only a year before. This 
time, Britain was unable to tame Russia's desire for an 
offensive. And in her own interests, Germany did not want to 
restrain Austria-Hungary's new decisiveness; on the contrary, 
she encouraged her in order to break down, by offensive 
means, preferably political but if necessary military, a 
defensive position which was felt to be intolerable in respect 
of both domestic and foreign politics. 

Against this background the machinery of mobilization, 
with fatal logic, unleashed a war which most people assumed 
would be short and victorious. Although sceptical voices 
were raised, before the war none of the responsible auth-
orities as a whole foresaw anything like the full revolutionary 
potential of this 'archetypal European catastrophe'. 3 Other-
wise, we can be sure, not one of them would have embarked 
upon it. The unexpected triumph of military defence over the 

3 George F. Kennan, Bismarcks europiiisches System in der Auj{iisung: Diefranziisisch-
russische Anniiherung 1875 bis r/Jgo, (Frankfurt am Main, 1981), 12. 
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offensive meant that mobile warfare soon got bogged down in 
trench warfare. In a world war that was almost total war, 
it was no longer a matter of cabinets calculating victory 
and defeat; peoples and ideologies were fighting for all or 
nothing. In the second half of the war diplomacy which, long 
before 1914 had already become a mere handmaid of the cult 
of alliances, gave up completely in favour of military semi-
dictatorships or Caesaristic politicians. As the boundaries 
between home and front, between society and military, 
between public warfare and private peace, broke down in 
all countries, a dreadful experience everywhere despite 
individual differences, various calls were heard not only for 
an immediate end to the continuing fighting, but beyond 
this, for all war to be proscribed. 

The conviction that the best foreign policy was none at all 
was held by the Bolsheviks, who finally came to power in 
Russia. Their leader, Lenin, declared world-wide revolu-
tionary peace. To wage a war to end all wars, and to make 
the world safe for democracy-this was the aim of the USA, 
which had already entered the previously largely European 
war. From as early as 1916, the USA had been building up 
her fleet in order to be able to defy the future winner of the 
war. When the Americans declared war on the German 
Reich on 6 April 1917, it seemed as if the winner was going 
to be the Wilhelmine Kaiserreich, which on 3 March 1918 
dictated the Peace of Brest-Litovsk to (Soviet) Russia, which 
had been shaken by upheavals and revolution since March 
1917. Together with the 'supplementary agreements' of 
August 1918, this meant that Wilhelmine Germany had 
realized her sweeping war aims in eastern Europe. Massively 
expanding her geostrategic and economic power base, she 
prepared for the next round in the fighting which she was 
sure would come. 

Germany, in her own view, was fighting most critically for 
her survival. Of course, she largely linked her right to exist 
with her hegemonial aims, treading an increasingly narrow 
line between arrogant self-confidence and panicky hysteria. 
The conquest of a huge eastern empire and the associated 
promotion of volkisch settlement policy meant that for one 
historical moment, ideas which, like many other features of 
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the continuing war, pointed forward to the totalitarianism of 
the twentieth century, were given a historical form. 

Understandably enough, desires for a definitive solution 
to all evils were expressed in an ever more strident tone. 
Subordinating political moderation to secular aims, they 
already contained the abominations of the future: every 
power tried to make its present and future security perfect, 
thereby making security impossible to achieve at all. When 
they were not able to realize their sometimes revolutionary-
seeming aspirations vis-a-vis Germany and Soviet Russia, the 
French and, making limited concessions to new institutions 
and forms of diplomacy, the British tried to preserve the 
conditions of the old order in a rather conventional way. On 
the other hand, Germany's attempt, by anticipating the 
absolute war of the future in the continuing war of the 
present, to adjust to a world different from the familiar one 
and to transform the international order, lasted until autumn 
1918 and failed completely. However, the Soviets, looking 
to the apparently imminent world revolution, and the 
Americans, holding up the ideal of 'scientific freedom' 
and the 'rule of right' enshrined in the League of Nations, 
envisaged fundamentally different new worlds in which, 
deliberately or not, their own interests were given precedence. 

At the Paris Peace Conference of 1919-20, these contra-
dictory images of the future international order clashed 
irreconcilably. The American ideal of the 'general and 
common family in the League of Nations' and the French 
insistence on the frontiere militaire on the Rhine somehow 
achieved a compromise. Although it was not a Punic victory 
like Brest-Litovsk, it lacked the oblivion clause that was 
central to the history of the conclusion of European peace 
treaties. 

In short, the European centre had unmistakably forfeited 
its power to order the world according to its own wishes. 
However, it retained enough power to be able to plunge the 
world into disorder in the future, not least because the USA 
and the RSFSR, or rather, the USSR, who both postulated a 
new world cut to their own ideological pattern, for the time 
being behaved in a reserved and abstinent manner as far 
as international politics was concerned. Soviet Russia, une 
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formidable inconnue, was forced to cut back in the field of power 
politics for a considerable length of time. The USA, bitterly 
disappointed by the old world, began her political and 
military retreat into 'fortress America'. At the overseas 
periphery, where the upheavals of world war had stimulated 
ideas of emancipation, movements for independence began to 
stir in the colonial and semi-colonial world. In a very specific 
way they increased the security dilemma faced by the 
European Great Powers, Britain and France. This dilemma 
had arisen again immediately, but in incomparably sharper 
form because of the completely new types of pressures 
exerted by such concerns as war damage, war debts, and 
war victims. Britain's and France's status quo policy was 
brusquely challenged by the revisionist states, whose moti-
vations were, in each case, quite different-that is, a de-
feated but still powerful Germany; Italy, a victor who 
nevertheless came out of the war badly; and Japan, which 
lost most of her war gains at the Washington naval con-
ference of 1921-2. An aggravating factor was that the 
eastern central European barrier states of the cordon 
sanitaire, created at the expense of Soviet Russia and 
Germany but also carved from the territory of the former 
Great Power Austria-Hungary which had now almost dis-
appeared, did not give Britain and France the support they 
had hoped for. Further, they had to deal with the problems 
arising from the reorganization of the Near East, undertaken 
on behalf of the Ottoman Empire, or Turkey. Thus Britain 
and France had to start laboriously finding their way around 
a new and, above all, ideologically heterogeneous world. 

This has brought us to the major theme of the twentieth 
century, the struggle to secure peace. Against the back-
ground of the international order's transition from the 
nineteenth to the twentieth century, apparent only in rough 
outline, the twentieth century had to find a new political 
balance between security and risk, firmness and flexibility, 
predictability and spontaneity, as well as between commit-
ment and political, economic, and military freedom. Under-
standing that, in this context, one element could not exist 
viably in the future without the other and that holding 
up security as an absolute would turn it into its direct 
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opposite-in short, that security is a question of political 
moderation and international proportion-was the difficult 
lesson of the new century that the members of the inter-
national order had to learn. 



3 
The League of Nations and the Quest 

for Security 
ZARA STEINER 

'The myth of collective security is dead; long live the history 
of the League of Nations.' 1 George Egerton's gloss on Lord 
Cecil's famous valedictory salute to the League at the 1946 
United Nations Assembly sums up much of the recent 
writing on the League of Nations. The most inclusive study 
of the League, by Frank P. Walters, A History of the League 
of Nations (London, 1960), has been critically assessed by 
historians and political scientists for its League bias and 
inability to judge the organization in terms of the real world 
in which it operated. 2 Realists and neo-realists have under-
lined the impossibility of creating a successful system of 
collective security (the actual term 'collective security' was 
not used until the early 1930s) and have exposed the false 
expectations raised by beliefs in a system which did not exist. 
But Professor Egerton's divorcing of myth and reality must 
not obscure the fact that the security issue was at the very 
heart of the League Covenant and that the so-called myth 
was part of the reality. The founders of the League were 

· looking for a new way to settle disputes between states and to 
preserve the peace after the ravages of a long and destructive 
war. Articles 10 to 16 were framed to provide an alternative 
to the concert system and the balance of power mechanism of 
the past. The drafters of the Covenant believed they were 

The research for this chapter was done with the assistance of a John D. and 
Catherine T. McArthur Foundation Fellowship. 

1 G. Egerton, 'Great Britain and the League of Nations: Collective Security as 
Myth and History', United Nations Library and Graduate Institute of International 
Studies Geneva, The League of Nations in Retrospect (Berlin, 1983), 113. 

2 Ibid. 109-u; G. Niemeyer, 'The Balance Sheet of the League Experiment', 
International Organisation, 16 (1952), 540-2. 
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breaking with traditional practice and that the League was a 
far more radical step in the evolution of the international 
system than the actions taken at the Congress of Vienna or 
at the Hague Peace Conferences of 1899 and 1907. The 
League represented a pioneering attempt to translate collec-
tive security into a workable system by men who were 
moving in uncharted waters. 

THE FOUNDATION OF THE LEAGUE 

Admittedly, Woodrow Wilson came to Paris with only the 
vaguest ideas on how the new system should be shaped. The 
work done by a committee of jurists and Foreign Office 
officials, the Phillimore Committee, and further developed by 
Lord Cecil and General Smuts, provided the real base for the 
Anglo-American draft of the Covenant. In France, in 1918, 
Léon Bourgeois had conceived of a powerful body consisting 
of the victors, equipped with military powers, who would 
enforce the peace settlement and preserve the peacetime 
equilibrium. It was, however, the Anglo-American proposals 
for a looser association of sovereign states which prevailed at 
the Peace Conference. 

In devising their new system, the drafters recognized not 
only the need to maintain the sovereignty of the states but to 
recognize the distinctions between victors and defeated and 
between great and small states. It was inevitable that they 
should produce a 'covenant' containing unresolved contra-
dictions and open-ended solutions. Even President Wilson 
spoke of a 'very promising experiment'. The very creation 
of the new body, whatever its popularity in 'liberal inter-
nationalist' circles, aroused considerable suspicion among 
the governing elites. Inis Claude neatly epitomizes the 
contemporary reception. 'The Wilsonian drama had been a 
success at the ideological box office and a flop in the critical 
circles where policy was determined. '3 Even before the Paris 
meetings began, Lloyd George and Clemenceau had voiced 
their doubts about this departure from traditional paths. The 

3 I. Claude, Power and International Relations (New York, 1962), 155. 
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former allowed his negotiators, Lord Robert Cecil and 
General Smuts, to proceed mainly in the hope of achieving 
an Anglo-American settlement at a relatively low price 
without any intention of substitutinf the League for the 
Great Power consultations of the past. In Paris, Clemenceau 
and his more intimate advisers accepted the League idea 
grudgingly, settling on alternative treaty provisions to 
underwrite French security. 

From the start, the central position of the Covenant in the 
treaty was an Allied bow to the public charisma of Woodrow 
Wilson and to the power of the United States. It was 
Wilson's concentration on the League and his prestige 
backed by American strength, major factors at the start 
of the Peace Conference, that forced his associates to give 
priority to the drafting of the Covenant. It was hardly 
surprising that after the Senate rejection of the Covenant, 
neither the British nor the French, now the key actors in the 
League system, would look to Geneva to provide the answer 
to the future stability of the European continent or to the 
security of France. Nor was it at all surprising that the first 
secretary-general of the League, Sir Eric Drummond, should 
take an exceedingly narrow view of what the League could 
do.5 

What was unexpected in 1920 was the degree to which the 
League came to be viewed as something more than an 
instrument used by the states and came to play a part in 
the later twenties in shaping the perceptions, values, and 
expectations of members and non-members alike. This 
development occurred despite the fact that members agreed 
that the expectations of the founders had to be modified and 
the obligations of collective security reconsidered. Diplomatic 
methods were equally affected, old and new coexisting in an 
uneasy relationship. The forms of international intercourse 
were expanded, and the range of options open to states 
operating on an expanded diplomatic stage was enlarged. 
Using the terminology of the theorists, the League became a 

4 G. Egerton, Great Britain and the Creation of the League of Nations (London, 1972), 
107-9, 159-60, 203. 

5 F. S. Northedge, The League of Nations, Its Life and Times: I!)20-I94'i (Leicester, 
1g86), 71. 
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subsystem within the wider international system affecting as 
well as reflecting its international environment. 

MEMBERSHIP AND ORGANIZATION 

What was the League of Nations? It was an institutionalized 
form of collective action by the sovereign states to maintain 
the peace. It was not an enlarged concert of powers meeting 
periodically. It was a voluntary association; states could join 
or leave. Implicit in its creation was the promise of univer-
sality, yet its original membership consisted of the victor 
states. From the start, there was a contradiction between the 
Treaty of Versailles, which ended a war, and the Covenant, 
an integral part of the Treaty, which proposed a new form of 
international co-operation. 

The League structure consisted of a Council, an Assembly, 
and a Secretariat (Articles 2 to 7); in 1921, a fourth organ 
was added, the Permanent Court of International Justice. 
The Council and Assembly enjoyed concurrent jurisdiction 
though the Council was given the central role in matters 
relating to the maintenance of peace and the settlement of 
disputes (Articles 11 to I 7). The Council was only a de-
liberative body; unlike the UN Security Council, it was not 
to initiate studies of breaches of the peace nor, as the French 
wanted, did it have forces to punish aggressors. It was to 
include all the Great Powers (the Allies and their associates), 
five in number though not actually named, and four non-
permanent members (later increased to nine) to be selected 
'from time to time' by the Assembly. The membership of the 
Council and the unanimity rule in both the League bodies 
were clear recognitions of the realities of the international 
state system. No sovereign state could be legally bound 
without its consent. In practice, as the rules of unanimity are 
potentially paralytic, the League found ways to expand the_ 
limited number of original, mainly procedural, exceptions. 

The founders wanted something more regular and per-
manent than the nineteenth-century concert. The Council 
came to meet some three or four times a year, the Assembly 
powers gathered annually (usually in September). This meant 
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that the Council became a 'cabinet' of the League while the 
Assembly evolved as a forum for public debate where the 
representatives of the small states as well as the great could 
be heard and world opinion mobilized. Representatives from 
the small powers, Bene• of Czechoslovakia, Joseph Bech of 
Luxemburg, Guiseppe Motta of Switzerland, Paul Hymans 
of Belgium, found a larger stage in Geneva than that afforded 
by their small and exposed states. By 1925, the meetings 
in Geneva became a permanent fixture in the diplomatic 
calender. Continuity was provided for by the creation of a 
secretariat with a small budget (the average annual cost of 
the League, the ILO, and the Permanent Court between 
1920 and 1946 was $5.5 million). Having first considered 
choosing a statesman from one of the smaller powers (both 
Venizelos and Masaryk were considered), it was decided to 
appoint Sir Eric Drummond, a British Foreign Office official 
with a limited conception of the Secretariat's function and a 
healthy respect for the importance of the Great Powers, 
whether members or not. Drummond's choice of senior 
officials reflected the political balance of the day. The new 
secretary-general's strength lay in his acceptance of the 
League's limited competence and his ability to work behind 
the scenes within this narrow framework. None the less, the 
first generation of League officials included individuals like 
William Rappard, the head of the Mandates section, who 
took a more positive view of the possible influence of the 
Secretariat and fought to establish a broader conception of 
the role of an international civil service. It was the more 
restricted and restrictive views of Drummond which pre-
vailed; his minimalist approach, according to his biographer, 
James Barros, was better suited to the times and ultimately 
more productive.6 By the time Drummond was to be re-
placed by Joseph Avenol in 1933, despite increasing political 
tension over the question of appointments, the Secretariat 
had built up a reservoir of expertise in a wide variety of fields 

6 J. Barros, Office without Power: Secretary-General Sir Eric Drummond 1919-1933 
(Oxford, 1979). See, too, Prof. Barros's contribution, 'The Role of Sir Eric 
Drummond', The League of Nations in Retrospect, 31-42, and J. Siotis, Essai sur le 
Secretariat international (Geneva, 1963), 61. 
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and had developed new techniques of investigation, con-
ciliation, reportage, and publicity. 

Despite Woodrow Wilson's scepticism, the Covenant drew 
the League into non-political areas of concern and co-
operation. Part XIII of the Treaty created the International 
Labour Organization, an autonomous body with its own 
unique 'tripartite' membership which under the dynamic 
leadership of Albert Thomas rivalled the League Secretariat 
in number and scale. 7 The mandate system (Article 22 of the 
Covenant) was administered through a League commission 
backed by a section of the Secretariat. The Minority Treaties 
became the responsibility of a three-member subcommittee 
of the Council and a special section of the Secretariat. Article 
24 placed all existing international bureaux, if they agreed, 
under the League's auspices, a provision not widely im-
plemented because of American participation in so many of 
these organizations. Article 25 specifically encouraged 
co-operation with the Red Cross. Contrary to what was 
expected, it was Article 23, outlining a series of general 
League concerns with the social and economic welfare of the 
member states and their inhabitants, which became the 
starting-point for an enormous proliferation of new agencies 
that went far beyond what was originally intended. These 
were even to include a small committee for intellectual co-
operation created in 1922, whose members paid their own 
fares to meetings. 

The very existence of the League and the development of 
the Secretariat meant that problems which could not be 
solved except by interstate action came to Geneva. The 
League's efforts to assist displaced persons and refugees, like 
its responsibilities for colonial peoples and the enforcement of 
the minorities clauses, were seen at the time as a way of 
promoting peace and security. But some of these humani-
tarian efforts, however restricted in their effects, involved the 
protection of individuals at a time when human as distinct 
from national rights had barely appeared on the inter-

7 For information see W. Galenson, The International Labour Organisation (Madison 
Wis., 1981). 
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national agenda and any reference to racial equality had 
been deliberately excluded. 

THE LEAGUE AND COLLECTIVE SECURITY 

The major concern of the founders was to develop a system 
for settling disputes and preserving the peace. Articles 10 to 
I 7 outlined the obligations of members, enumerated the rules 
for the settlement of disputes, and designated the sanctions 
to be taken against rule-breakers. Provisions had to be 
framed which would suit sovereign states of unequal strength 
with equal claims to independence. Even Article I o, 're-
specting' and 'preserving' the territorial integrity and 
political independence of all states, rightly seen by Woodrow 
Wilson as the most radical departure from traditional 
practice and much disliked by the British government, did 
not bind any member to take specific action but left it to the 
Council to advise how this obligation was to be fulfilled. Yet 
this inclusion not only became a key factor in the American 
rejection of the Covenant but injected a strong element of 
inflexibility into the new system, underwriting the status quo 
established by the Peace Treaty. Though it was based on 
wider concerns than maintaining the 1919 equilibrium or 
checking the Bolshevik tide, the Article underlined the role 
of the League as the defender of the Versailles -settlement. 
Article 19, purposely framed to give more flexibility to the 
system (for a collective security system is not in itself an 
attempt to perpetuate the existing state of affairs), was 
scarcely used and was not an appropriate method for dealing 
with change in a period of unusual fluidity in the inter-
national system. No way was found by which such changes 
could be promoted ( as both the Japanese and the Germans 
discovered) and in the 1930s the three main revisionist 
powers took what they wanted by force. 

Article 11 corresponded to the more limited British view of 
what an international body could achieve. Any war, or threat 
of war, was considered a matter of concern to the whole 
League and the League was to act as a commission of 
conciliation, taking any actions thought 'wise and effectual' 
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to safeguard the peace. Almost all the disputes considered by 
the League were brought under this loosely worded Article, 
which was better suited (more appropriate) to the techniques 
of problem-solving than collective security. 

The heart of the collective security system, defined here as 
a system in which any breach of the peace is considered to be 
of concern to all and an attack on one considered an attack 
on all ('all for one and one for all'), lay in Articles 12 to 17. 
States could resolve their differences through arbitration, 
judicial settlement by the Permanent Court of International 
Justice, or inquiry by the Council but war was neither 
outlawed nor excluded. Article 12 provided only that there 
should be a three-month delay after the arbital, judicial, or 
Council decision. Article 13, in a somewhat contradictory 
manner, set no time limit for the illegality of war against a 
state accepting an arbital or judicial settlement. Article 15 
stated that if the Council decision was not unanimous, 
the states, excluding the parties to the dispute, were free to 
act as they saw necessary for 'the maintenance of right and 
justice'. Disputes arising out of matters falling within the 
domestic jurisdiction of one of the parties were excluded from 
consideration. 

THE WEAKNESSES OF THE NEW SYSTEM 

The so-called 'gaps' in the Covenant stemmed from the 
realities of the international order; the efforts to fill them 
would expose the conflicting interests of the member states 
and the contradictions implicit in any collective security 
system. Article 16, which introduced the revolutionary 
concept of sanctions, again drew back from the logical con-
clusions of a collective security system. The article out-
lined the sanctions, an absolute and immediate economic, 
financial, and diplomatic boycott, that could be imposed on 
states resorting to war in disragard of the Covenant. If this 
deterrent failed, the Council could 'recommend' to states 
what military forces members should contribute to protect 
the Covenant. The founders were careful not to create a 
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superstate nor to establish any form of supranational auth-
ority. The states remained the final source of all authority. 

The contradictions in the system are obvious. Intended to 
prevent states from going to war, the final sanction was the 
threat of force. There was, and continues to be, a debate 
whether the founders of the League believed its ultimate 
authority rested on the mobilization of world opinion, 
assumed to be pacific and peace-loving, or on the application 
of sanctions. There were contradictory statements from both 
Woodrow Wilson and Lord Robert Cecil; Wilson's critics 
have accused him either of ignoring or conceding too much 
to the realities of power.8 It seems highly likely that the 
president hoped that the commitment to sanctions would 
obviate the need to use them and that the threat of economic 
sanctions, alone, would be sufficient to deter states from 
aggression. Article 16 reflected the experience of the recent 
war when the blockade weapon had been used to such good 
effect. Article 1 7 went even further in extending customary 
international practice by bringing under League rules non-
members states who committed an act of illegal war. 

There was, of course, no way to guarantee that states 
would fufill their responsibilities and enforce sanctions. Nor 
could any state be forced to join in collective action. Yet the 
system depended on the assumption that states would be 
deterred from illegal war because they knew sanctions would 
be applied. If the system was to work, states would have to 
sacrifice their freedom of action; they would not make this 
sacrifice unless certain that the system would work. The 
circularity of the argument exposes one of the fundamental 
weaknesses of all collective security systems, which no 
amendment can eradicate. 

States do accept restrictions on their sovereignty. Alliances 
curtail future independence of action. As the political 
environment changes, states redefine their needs. In our own 
period, governments have pooled their resources to deter a 
perceived threat even to the point of sharing control over 
their own weapons or depending on the weapons of others for 
their defence. But these are all partial security systems 

8 Claude, Power, 95-106; Egerton, Great Britain and the Creation, 89, 166, 203. 
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depending on an outside threat. A collective security struc-
ture is an inclusive and internalized system; each state 
represents a possible threat to peace and each is subject to 
sanctions. As soon becomes evident, the burden on strong 
states is necessarily heavier than on weak ones and the 
definition of national interest alters accordingly though the 
obligations on all are theoretically the same. 

The gap between these normative rules and the realities 
of international behaviour were recognized from the start. 
States tried either to discourage the 'legalistic' arrangements 
for collective security as distinct from more voluntary com-
mitments or to tighten the system by filling in the 'gaps'. 
After two years, Article 10 was the subject of so many inter-
pretive resolutions that its meaning and importance were 
totally obscured. Given the American absence from the 
League, neither the British (who would have dropped the 
Article to secure American participation) nor the Dominions 
were happy about this guarantee. At the first meeting of the 
Assembly in 1920, the Canadian representative unsuccess-
fully proposed its elimination; in 1923, an interpretive 
resolution underlining the right of each state to decide how 
far it was bound to employ its military forces to fufill its 
obligations was defeated by one vote but served the Canadian 
purpose. There was a similar assault on the automatic col-
lective action outlined in Article 16, resulting in the recom-
mendation of 'rules of guidance' in 192 1. These rules were 
not adopted because of a French veto (though subsequently 
invoked by the French during the Ethiopian crisis), but won 
general acceptance. Sanctions were not to be applied imme-
diately and completely but gradually and the Council alone 
could discuss their application. 

The British and French looked outside the League for 
ways to secure and preserve the peace. During these early 
years, economic reconstruction was seen as the path to 
recovery and the reparations question dominated inter-Allied 
conferences. Lloyd George preferred 'summit diplomacy' 
to. the infant, untried, and impotent League. In his most 
imaginative gesture to restore British and European pros-
perity, the Genoa Conference, the League was purposely 
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circumvented and the Secretariat used only for technical 
assistance.9 The French, with the collapse of the Anglo-
American guarantee, turned first to the British for that 
ever elusive alliance and then to independent action before 
being forced to accept an Anglo-American solution to the 
reparations issue. It is true that simultaneously with these 
actions outside the League, the French also played the 
Geneva card. This was a way of buttressing French security, 
which still depended on British support. 

The question of disarmament provided the opportunity for 
those who wished to strengthen the League as a guarantor 
of European security. Having failed to achieve a direct 
limitation on armaments, the Third Assembly in 1922 
unanimously adopted Resolution 14, which linked the reduc-
tion of armaments with satisfactory guarantees of security 
and shifted the focus of League attention from disarmament 
to security. In a combined Anglo-French Draft Treaty of 
Mutual Assistance, discussed in September 1923, neigh-
bouring states were encouraged to draw up contingency 
plans to assist potential victims of aggression to avoid sudden 
defeat. These would come into operation after approval 
by the Council and would be accompanied by a general 
guarantee system under which the Council would be given 
expanded powers to designate the aggressor and apply 
sanctions. 

The Draft Treaty qualified the general guarantee em-
bodied in Article 10 but considerably strengthened the 
Council's powers. It met with formidable opposition, not 
only from the new Labour government in Britain and its 
Dominion and Scandinavian supporters but also from non-
members such as the United States and the Soviet Union. 
The British were concerned with the increased power of the 
Council, which would make the League into an enforcement 
agency. The prime,minister, Ramsey MacDonald, despite his 
avowed internationalism, attacked the very concept of 
security guarantees, preferring instead to create 'an inter-
national public opinion that will bear the strain of feeling 

9 C. Fink, The Genoa Conference (Chapel Hill, NC, 1984-), 116-18, 256-7. 
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secure without any armaments behind it at all'. 10 Even those 
who favoured disarmament were concerned with the attempt 
to have the Council act within four days to set the whole 
machinery of collective security into motion and to decide on 
the armed forces to be committed by the member states. It 
could have made the league into that all-powerful body 
which the British had never wanted. 

Such was the momentum behind the French effort to 
enhance their own security and the wish of the small states 
for a disarmament security system that the subject could not 
be dropped. And the Labour government, kept in power by 
the Liberals, who were the most active and articulate force 
favouring the League, could hardly turn its face against their 
efforts. But above all, having checked the French in 1924 
over reparations, it was thought necessary to redress the 
newly created European equilibrium by meeting French fears 
of a revisionist Germany. This was the background to the 
Geneva Protocol for the Pacific Settlement of International 
Disputes; the word 'Protocol' was intended to indicate a 
gloss on the Covenant rather than a departure from it. 
A joint resolution by Ramsay MacDonald and Edouard 
Herriot, the Socialist premier of France, initiated the new 
scheme using arbitration as the key to the security and 
disarmament dilemma. The Protocol was intended to fill 
the 'gap in the Covenant' created by Articles 12 and 15. 
Members would accept the Optional Clause, binding 
themselves to refer all juridical disputes to the Permanent 
Court and to accept its rulings. All other disputes would be 
settled by the Council where, if no unanimous decision was 
reached, the matter would be referred automatically to 
arbitration and the award made binding. Sanctions would be 
applicable to every resort to war or preparations for war 
during Council deliberations or arbitral proceedings. The 
sanctions clauses were to be made stronger through pro-
visional planning. 

This tightening up of the Covenant as a general security 

10 Hansard, House of Commons Debate, vol. clxvii, col. 87, quoted in D. 
Carlton, 'Disarmament with Guarantees: Lord Cecil, 1922-1927', Disarmament and 
Arms Control, 3 (1965), 143-64 (146). 
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guarantee (matters falling within the state's domestic 
jurisdiction were still excluded) left the ultimate power of 
enforcing sanctions to the states. But the Protocol could not 
get around the fundamental problems which were the 
reasons for the original 'gaps' in the Covenant. At best, the 
Protocol could provide a correction of the juridical weakness 
of the Covenant. For a collective security system to work, all 
its members must be sure that the system will work; no 
strengthening of the League system could have provided that 
assurance, least of all to the British who, apart from the 
French, would be the main security suppliers. Even in a 
more limited security system this assurance is essential, but 
as it is a way of dealing with a concrete threat, it is easier to 
build in checks to reassure alliance members. 

In the British view, the Protocol, in the absence of the 
United States, would have placed an intolerable burden on 
Britain's fleet, adding unnecessarily to her military commit-
ments in areas in which she had no primary interests. It was 
not one which the British would, could, or needed to accept 
given their already over-extended security role. The question 
of British power in the 1920s remains open but in 1924, the 
British veto was critical. Given his later description of the 
Protocol as 'harmless drug to soothe the nerves', it might 
have been thought that MacDonald would have accepted the 
new proposal. The evidence suggests the contrary. 1 Even 
Lord Robert Cecil pointed to the dangers of making the 
League a super-state given the American position and 
continuing hopes that she could be brought into the system. 
No government in the 1920s, whether Labour or Con-
servative, would have been willing to go to war to defend the 
peace. In the Conservative government elected on 29 
October 1924, the cabinet was overwhelminly opposed to the 
Protocol, the Foreign Office vehemently hostile, and the 
service chiefs alarmist about its interventionist implications. 
The foreign secretary's rejection was memorably phrased: 'A 
form of guarantee which is so general that we undertake 

11 J. R. MacDonald, 'Protocol and Pact', Labour Magazine, 111 ( 1925), 5, quoted 
in D. Carlton, MacDonald versus Henderson: The Foreign Policy of the Second Labour 
Government (London, 1970), 27. 
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exactly the same obligations in defence, shall I say of the 
Polish corridor (for which no British Government ever will or 
ever can risk the bones of a British grenadier) as we extend 
to those international arrangements or conditions on which, 
as our history shows, our national existence depends, is a 
guarantee so wide and so general that it carries no conviction 
what ever and gives no sense of security to those who are 
concerned in our action.' 12 

The question of French security which had led the British 
to the Geneva Protocol was settled in a different way at a 
minimal cost, by 'special arrangements' to meet 'special 
needs'. 13 It was only because the British cabinet refused to 
consider a defensive alliance with France that Chamberlain 
turned to the agreements which became the Locarno 
Treaties. 14 These regional agreements signed by Belgium, 
Britain, France, Germany, and Italy signalled the German 
acceptance of the 1919 frontiers with Belgium and France 
and were guaranteed .by Britain and Italy. Germany, France, 
and Belgium were pledged not to resort to war and to submit 
disputes to arbitration; guarantors were pledged to auto-
matic action in cases of 'flagrant' violations. Other violations 
would be considered by the League Council· and settled 
through League procedures. 

As is well known, the Locarno Treaties were hailed as the 
beginning of a new era and in so far as the immediate effect 
was to improve the international climate in Western Europe, 
they encouraged hopes that the role of the League would be 
enhanced and even that other states would make ·similar 
arrangements. Yet, in retrospect, the Treaties can be seen as 
a victory for traditional diplomacy. The agreements were 
negotiated outside the League and by their omissions left the 
way open for change along Germany's eastern frontiers. This 
regional approach to the security question may have been a 

12 Austen Chamberlain to Lord Crewe, 16 Feb. 1925 (dictated 14 Feb.), quoted 
in Carlton, 'Disarmament with Guarantees', 155-6. 

13 Cmd. 2368, Misc. No. 5 (1925), Austen Chamberlain's statement to the 
Council of the League of Nations, 12 Mar. 1925. 

14 For details, seeJ. Jacobsen, Locarno Diplomacy: Germany and the West 1925-1!)29 
(Princeton, NJ, 1972), 14-21; A. Orde, Great Britain and International Securi91, 1!)20-26 
(London, 1978), 89-97; BL, D'Abernon Papers, Add MS 48926B, fos. 240-3, 
Austen Chamberlain to Lord D'Abernon, 11 Sept. 1930. -
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more 'realistic' answer to the question of European security 
in 1925 but it represented a clear retreat from the concept of 
the 'indivisibility of peace' (Litvinov's phrase used in 1935) 
and even Continental security. There was, moreover, no 
military follow-up to Locarno nor could there have been one. 
This was welcomed in London, where the Conservative 
cabinet feared that a mutual guarantee might involve even 
greater obligations than the rejected defensive alliance with 
France. Admittedly, Stresemann seemed intent on revision 
without war; Germany was hardly in a position to challenge 
the status quo after the Ruhr débâcle. 5 But German par-
ticipation was predicated on the assumption that further 
revision of the Versailles settlement would follow. In so far as 
the Treaty and the League were seen by the French as 
protection against further German aggression, both were 
losing their raison d'etre. The British, on the other hand, 
hoped that this seeming resolution of the Franco-German 
dispute would make it unlikely that the guarantee would 
have to be implemented. 

There was a considerable debate after Locarno whether 
regional pacts were compatible with the Covenant and 
conducive to the promotion of collective security.16 Article 
21, originally included to meet the American Senate's 
demand for recognition of the Monroe Doctrine, could be 
read in different ways. There had already been references to 
regional security arrangements in Resolution 15 and in the 
Treaty of Mutual Assistance and Geneva Protocol. The 
movement towards regionalism was now given a new im-
portance. The post-1925 League model treaties of non-
aggression and mutual assistance were largely inspired by 
the Locarno precedent. Briand's later effort to found a 
Federal European Union, a project designed only in part 

15 On Stresemann, see R. Gratwohl, 'Stresemann Revisited: Review Article', 
European Studies Review, 7 (1977), 341-52, and his book, Stresemann and the DNVP: 
Reconciliation or Revenge in German Foreign Policy, I924-I928 (Lawrence, Kan., 1980); P. 
Kruger, Die Ar.iflenpolitik du Republik von Weimar (Darmstadt, 1985), 269-301. For a 
more critical view, C. M. Kimmich, 'Germany and the League of Nations', The 
League of Nations in Retrospect, 118-127, Germany and the League of Nations (Chicago, 
1976), 200-5. 

16 C. Svolopoulos, 'La Securite regionale et la Societe des Nations', The League of 
Nations in Retrospect, 266-82. 
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to strengthen the European economy in the face of the 
American challenge, represented yet another unsuccessful 
approach to regional security. 17 For the most part, however, 
it was in the 1930s that regional pacts emerged: the Balkan 
Entente (1934), the Baltic Union (1934), and the Eastern 
Pact between Afghanistan, Iraq, Iran, and Turkey ( 193 7). 
The dates tell part of the story. It was the failure of the 
League security system which led to regional arrange-
ments of a limited and defensive kind without any outside 
guarantor. 

THE SECURITY ISSUE IN THE POST-LOCARNO 
PERIOD 

It rapidly became clear that once Germany joined the 
League, she would attempt to use her membership on the 
Council and Assembly to remove the remaining Treaty 
restraints on German independence and regain her posi-
tion as a great power. The German foreign minister, that 
supreme pragmatist, cultivated his ties with Chamberlain 
and Briand to advance his revisionist aims while his coun-
trymen played an active role in the Assembly courting the 
smaller states to make the League less of an 'instrument of 
the victorious Powers'. Stresemann's policy paid only modest 
dividends; the League's powers to check on German com-
pliance with the disarmament clauses were further limited 
and a Council decision led to the withdrawal of French 
troops from the Saar in 1927. The Germans moved cau-
tiously on the minorities question but Stresemann took the 
lead in the autumn of 1927 in burying a Polish proposal for a 
general non-aggression pact which pointed to a possible 
eastern Locarno. 18 Poland remained one of the key deter-
minants of the future disposition of power; her geographic 

17 R. W. Boyce, 'Britain's First "No" to Europe: Britain and the Briand Plan 
1929-30', European Studies Review, 10 (1980), 17-45. For a different view see the 
interesting unpublished Ph.D. thesis by R. T. White, 'Cordial Caution: British 
Policy towards the French Proposal for European Federal Union 1929-30 and the 
Commission of Enquiry for European Union 1930-1931' (Salford, 1981). 

18 Kimmich, 'Germany and the League of Nations', 120. 
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position alone made her position critical quite apart from her 
ambitious foreign policy aims. 19 She was the 'hinge' between 
the Western and Eastern security systems. The Germans 
were less interested in collective security than in disarma-
ment; when security issues were raised, they were judged in 
terms of Germany's revisionist ambitions. 

It is hardly surprising that the French should watch the 
German return to respectability with considerable concern. 
Even in the afterglow of Locarno, though Briand was willing 
to try the policy of conciliation, he sought to make the 
League 'an effective shield of French security'. When the 
disarmament talks were renewed, the premier again insisted 
that a strengthened security system remained the quid pro 
quo for any disarmament agreement. It was only for a brief 
period after 1925 that the roads to disarmament and security 
diverged.20 With the League disarmament talks stalled and 
neither France nor Britain wanting to be held responsible for 
their collapse, the security issue again came to the fore-
ground. While the two countries discussed the armaments 
issue bilaterally, the League Preparatory Commission 
created a committee of arbitration and security and came to 
consider a variety of 'Model Treaties' of mutual security and 
non-aggression pacts along Locarno lines. In the absence of 
the British, these were combined into a single General Act 
for the Pacific Settlement of International Disputes which, 
with a generous list of exceptions, provided for the settlement 
of all disputes, justiciable and non-justiciable, through 
arbitration and conciliation committees. Work on further 
efforts to supplement and strengthen the Covenant was 
encouraged by the conclusion of the Kellogg-Briand Pact, 
that pietistic agreement to renounce. war, welcomed despite a 
complete absence of any enforcement procedures and seen as 
a sign of an American return to world politics. It was not 
the form of American support Briand had sought and the 
British, at odds with Washington over the collapse of the 
Geneva naval talks, took a somewhat jaundiced view of the 

19 See R. Ahmann, Ch. 10 of this volume. 
20 PRO, FO 371/15704, W. 5316/4798, 'Historical Review of the Obligations of 

Great Britain in the Matter of Security', memo by Alexander Cadogan, 18 Mar. 
1931. 
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whole proceedings. But both signed, as did over sixty other 
nations. It did not escape notice that the Soviet Union was 
the first to ratify the pact and that ratification was followed 
by a new offer to Poland and Lithuania to put the pact into 
immediate effect. As far as security was concerned, the 
Treaty of Paris was little more than a moral platitude, yet it 
caught the public imagination.21 

There followed in the League committees a variety of 
security proposals: a draft model treaty for compulsory 
arbitration, covering political as well as judicial disputes 
from Nansen of Norway, a draft model treaty to strengthen 
the means of preventing war proposed by the Germans, 
French proposals for facilitating the work of the Council 
in an emergency (accepted as a 'valuable guide' without 
binding force), the Finnish suggestion for providing assist-
ance to victims of aggression. None but the last really found 
favour with the Conservative government in Britain and 
the Finnish proposal only found favour because Austen 
Chamberlain hoped it might replace the sanctionist ap-
proach of Article I 6. He was, of course, not alone in his 
dislike of that Article. The Germans had fought against 
unconditional membership in the League and had won, if not 
all the reservations sought, a qualifying annex to Article 16 
which left the door open to a neutrality agreement with 
the Soviet Union (Treaty of Berlin, 24 April 1926). The 
Germans remained alert to any return to the terms of the 
Geneva Protocol which might reinforce the status quo. It 
could be argued, too, that the French had fewer illusions in 
1929 than they had in 1925 about the positive· effects of 
Covenant revision. 

The victory of the Labour party in 1929, the appointment 
of Arthur Henderson as foreign secretary and the reappear-
ance of Lord Robert Cecil as adviser on League questions, 
encouraged false optimism. For the prime minister, Ramsay 
MacDonald, retained all his former doubts about binding 
commitments and sanctions. As a result, the Labour gov-
ernment sent out conflicting signals which, in the end, left 

21 For a useful summary, S. Marks, The Illusion of Peace: International Relations in 
Europe I9I8-I933 (London, 1976), 99- IOI. For details, see F. H. Ferrell, Peace in 
Their Time (New Haven, Conn., 1952). 
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it misunderstood and without any coherent policy. Arthur 
Henderson's efforts to provide the French with new guaran-
tees either directly through a Mediterranean agreement (the 
unsuccessful naval negotiations of 1930- 1) or indirectly via 
the League met with little success. The British did sign, after 
long debate and with reservations, the Optional Clause of 
the Permanent Court of International Justice accepting 
compulsory arbitration of justiciable disputes. Nineteen 
states had signed previous to British acceptance, forty-two 
followed her example. 22 

In 1929, the British had called attention to the need for 
amendments to Articles 12 and 15 in order to bring the 
Covenant into line with the Kellogg-Briand Pact. Efforts to 
eliminate any recourse to war revealed, once again, the 
opposed views of London and Paris on the security question. 
As the French tried to extend the concept of compulsory 
arbitration, the British retreated. The question- was left 
pending; Henderson told the Assembly in September 1930 
that Britain would accept changes in the Covenant only after 
a general disarmament treaty was concluded. 

It is true that Britain and the Dominions signed the 
General Act of Arbitration, Conciliation and Judicial Settle-
ment adhering to the arbitral principle, even for non-
justiciable disputes, with the same reservations that were 
applied to the Optional Clause. Henderson also expressed 
British support for providing financial assistance to states in 
danger · of aggression. Again, the convention, signed in 
October 1930, was linked to a comprehensive disarmament 
agreement, a concession to those who feared that even these 
modest proposals would enlarge Britain's League commit-
ments. The same qualifications were applied to the General 
Convention to Improve the Means of Preventing War. 
Meanwhile, fears that the disarmament discussions would 
collapse completely encouraged compromise and the Pre-
paratory Commission agreed on a final draft at its meeting at 
the end of 1930. 

22 D. Carlton's MacDonald versus Henderson remains the standard work on the 
foreign policy of the second Labour government. On the London Naval Conference, 
see C. Hall, Britain, America and Anns Control, 1921-37 (London, 1987), 88-115. 
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These piecemeal efforts, like the draft disarmament con-
vention, papered over the real divisions on the security 
question. The worsening international situation and the 
realization that a disarmament conference would have to be 
held forced governments to reconsider their positions. The 
French were still insistent that security must precede dis-
armament. Briand's policies of collaboration with Stresemann 
came under sharp attack in the Chamber of Deputies in mid-
November 1930. In the German elections of September 1930, 
all twenty-four competing parties placed treaty revision 
in the forefront. of their platforms. In London, Alexander 
Cadogan, the Foreign Office adviser on League affairs, 
argued that Britain should accept the Geneva Protocol to 
satisfy French security needs, thereby breaking the deadlock 
on all international fronts. He pointed to the steps already 
taken in the French direction between 1928 and 1930; if the 
British had offered 'spontaneously' in 1925 'what we have 
now been forced to give with not too good a grace, we might 
almost have secured a Disarmament Conference in that 
year'. 23 His suggestions were incorporated in a gloomy 
Foreign Office review of the world situation in November 
1931. 4 In considering that chain of problems which ex-
tended from the monetary crisis, through reparations and 
war debts, to the questions of disarmament and security, the 
Foreign Office located the real issue at stake, 'the question of 
the territorial status quo in Europe ( e.g. the Eastern Frontier 
question)' and the 'conflict between the maintenance or 
revision of the Peace Settlements'. The cabinet, in rejecting 
the Foreign Office argument for accepting the Protocol, 
restated its original brief that the League existed only to 
'promote friendly cooperation and reasoned harmony in the 
management of international affairs'. 25 

André Tardieu's opening speech before the Disarmament 
Conference of 5 February 1932 also returned to the earlier 
French demand that the League would need 'teeth' before 

23 'Historical Review', memo by Alexander Cadogan, 18 Mar. 1931. 
24 PRO, CAB 224/225, CP 301 (31), 26 Nov. 1931. 
25 PRO CAB 63/44, 'Some Notes on the Foreign Office Memorandum on 

Changing Conditions in Foreign Policy' (CP 301 (31) ), 5 Dec. 1931 quotation from 
White Paper of 1925 (p. 7). 
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the nations would limit their armaments. In retrospect, one 
cannot be at all confident that even acceptance of the Geneva 
Protocol would have provided the French with the security 
against Germany that they sought. After all, collective 
security was not a system aiming at the containment of any 
one enemy. There were politicians in France, and their 
number increased in the early thirties, who wished to 
abandon the League road altogether. 'All those League of 
Nations fancies-I'd soon put an end to them if I were in 
power,' Louis Barthou said; 'It's alliances that count.'26 

The French-German conflict and the opposing views 
of Britain and France on the security question were as 
weakening for collective security as they were for any pro-
gress on disarmament. There were, however, other contri-
buting factors to the eventual failure of the League. The 
small powers-and this is sometimes forgotten-were 
divided in their views on binding commitments and sanc-
tions. Some feared an involvement in the application of 
sanctions and insisted that special notice be taken of their 
vulnerabilities. Others, like Czechoslovakia and the Little 
Entente powers, supported the French position, though more 
anxious than their protector to arraign the powerful as well 
as the weak. Some, like Belgium, whose representatives took 
an active part in League affairs, were fully conscious that the 
League could not protect her security interests and sought 
that protection elsewhere. 

There were also those who remained outside the system, 
diminishing the possibility of using sanctions without 
incurring unacceptable risks and undermining their effec-
tiveness when actually invoked. Throughout the 1920s, the 
Soviet Union continued to see the League as a collection of 
capitalist states; it was only in the early thirties that at least 
one faction, led by Litvinov, saw the advantages of appearing 
at Geneva and seeking accommodation with Britain and 
France. The fact that some Anglo-French statesmen saw 
the League as a defensive system against Soviet revision-

26 Quoted from R. J. Young, 'Strategy arid Diplomacy in France, 1934--1939', 
Ph.D. thesis (London, 1969), in C. Thorne, The Limits of Foreign Policy: The West, the 
League and the Far Eastern Crisis of 1931-33 (London, 1972), 104-. 
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ism could only have confirmed the susp1c1ons of men like 
Chicherin and Molotov. The other giant, the United States, 
vacillated between non-recognition and co-operation where it 
suited American interests. Non-membership encouraged 
some American statesmen to think of the United States as 
the 'balancer' of the international system. Admittedly, if the 
United States had been a League member, she would have 
backed the British government's limited view of the League's 
proper role. None the less, her absence further weakened a 
basically flawed security structure. 

The rules of the new system were based on unrealizable 
assumptions about the behaviour of states and people; the 
League ultimately 'failed for the deeper reason that its basic 
conception is impracticable at any time'.27 But why did the 
statesmen of the inter-war period come to Geneva and use 
the League mechanisms even when the chances of success 
were negligible? If there was a 'myth' of collective security, 
the statesmen not only encouraged its spread but were 
among its victims. Though Austen Chamberlain might speak 
of 'your League' and Briand repeatedly demonstrate his 
awareness of power politics, neither could exclude the 
League from their calculations. Both Briand and Stresemann 
were repeatedly accused by their nationalists as placing too 
much confidence in Wilson's 'dream house'. Politicians 
(Simon and Eden) and officials (René Massigli, Alexander 
Cadogan) responded to the Geneva atmosphere (though 
some found it oppressive and febrile), changing 'mental 
maps' as they travelled between cities. Quite apart from any 
public pressures, whether from the smaller states or domestic 
constituencies ( even in Britain, public opinion often played 
only a marginal role and the importance of the League of 
Nations Union can be easily exaggerated), it was generally 
recognized that a new instrument had been fashioned which 
could be used for the reconciliation of opposing interests. 
Even experienced diplomats admitted that the balance of 
power mechanism had failed in 1914 and were lukewarm 
about its restoration. If the Service Français of the League 
of Nations, that semi-independent and semi-isolated de-

27 F. H. Hinsley, Power and the Pursuit of Peace (Cambridge, 1977), 321. 
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partment which became the League's defender against 
its detractors in the Quai d'Orsay, remained a umque 
establishment, almost all European foreign ministries 
organized League of Nations departments in recognition of 
the new importance of Geneva. 2 

THE LEAGUE AND THE SETTLEMENT OF DISPUTES 

Whatever the arguments about the Covenant, the weaker 
states saw the advantages of using the League for the settle-
ment of disputes. The Council, which carried the main 
responsibility for intervention, proceeded pragmatically, 
gradually expanding its conciliatory potential. Techniques 
were worked out for handling the Treaty responsibilities for 
the Saar and Danzig (Gdansk) and then for Upper Silesia 
when the victor powers were unable to find an acceptable 
solution. It may well be that, at first, the League was suc-
cessful because little was attempted; the Åland Islands and 
the Yugoslavian-Albanian border disputes were the 'small 
change' of international business. In time, flexible modes of 
procedure were developed; both the president of the Council 
and the secretary-general became involved in the resolution 
of conflicts. The commission of enquiry with its on the spot 
report and recommendations became an accepted technique; 
not untypical was the Memel Commission, consisting of a 
Dutchman, Swiss, and an American. 

There was no progression in the League's success rate. 
Much depended on the willingness of the disputants to seek 
(the enforcement mechanisms came into operation only after 
the offending power had resorted to war) and accept a 
peaceful solution and the interests of the major powers in 
finding such a solution. The limitations of the system were 
already apparent in the Corfu incident (1923) when first the 
French and then the British, in order to conciliate Mussolini, 
agreed to allow the Conference of Ambassadors to handle the 
Greek-Italian dispute, much to the fury of the impotent 

28 M. V aisse, Sicurite d'abord: la politiqllll fraru;aise en matiere de desarmement, 9 decembre 
r930-17 avril r934 (Paris, 1981), 41-5. 
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League Assembly. 29 The bypassing of the League was 
purposely obscured and the final verdict mixed; Italian 
troops were withdrawn and Mussolini did follow a more 
circumspect policy over Fiumi. But the check to the role of 
the League was clear. While it was not inevitable that major 
powers might escape lightly or would emerge triumphant in 
any conflict with smaller and weaker opponents, few could 
have ignored the danger signals. 

The successful settlement of the Bulgarian-Greek crisis in 
1925 served to confirm the League's role as peace-maker. 
James Barros, in his detailed study of the case, concludes 
that the institutionalization of collective action added little to 
the actual co-operation between the Great Powers which 
brought the dispute to its succesful end.30 But it was the 
Council which was seen to have been successful; the League 
was given the credit and the precedent set by Briand's rapid 
action as president of the Council was elaborated in the 
General Treaty of 1930. Despite a chequered record, the 
League, during the period 1925 to 1930, became identified 
with the settlement of disputes usually brought to its notice 
under Article 1 1 and handled through established, though 
flexible, modes of procedure. In all, the League considered 
66 cases either under the Covenant or under special treaties 
between member states. It failed to solve 11, transferred 20 
to ordinary channels, and successfully dealt with 35, in-
cluding four which involved actual hostilities (Albanian 
border (1921-4), Mosul (1924-6), Bulgarian-Greek 
(1925-6), Columbia-Peru over Leticia (1932-5) ). Con-
temporaries during the 1920s did not view this as a bad 
record; success encouraged further appeals for League 
action. 

MANCHURIA AND ETHIOPIA: CRITICAL FAILURES 

Even before the Manchurian crisis, there was concern about 
what the League would do if deterrence failed to deter. 

29 The most authoritative study remains J. Barros, The Corfu Incident of 1923: 
Mussolini and the League of Nations (Princeton, NJ, 1965). 

so J. Barros, The League of Nations and the Great Powers: The Greek-Bulgarian Incident, 
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Doubts about the efficacy of economic sanctions in the 
absence of the United States raised questions about the 
enforcement capabilities of the League. Would states act to 
deter aggression if the costs were too high or the risks too 
great? In the Manchurian case, these weaknesses of the 
League security system were exposed and magnified. China 
appealed under Article 1 1, having been dissuaded from using 
Article 15, which would have narrowed the Council's 
range of options in a highly ambivalent situation in which a 
Western-based and dominated League faced unusual dif-
ficulties. There was the question of the United States, outside 
the League, yet affected by and affecting its actions. British 
policy, settled in London, was not insensitive to the views 
of the member states in Geneva; the foreign secretary was 
genuinely concerned to protect and preserve the League's 
position if that could be accomplished without exposing 
Britain to unnecessary risk.31 In the end, however, national 
interests took precedence over League obligations. 

It took the League seventeen months to reach its con-
clusion; Ja pan was to be reprimanded but sanctions were not 
to be imposed. The failure to check Japan, despite the shared 
view of both great and small nations that sanctions were 
inappropriate, was seen as a terrible blow to the prestige of 
the League. It led to a pessimistic reappraisal of the whole 
concept behind Article 16; the difficulties implicit in a system 
of sanctions were exposed at a moment when the interna-
tional system was under intense pressure and the disarma-
ment conference was meeting in Geneva. Though it was not 
the Manchurian crisis but the Italian invasion of Ethiopia 
(the only case where Article 16 was actually put into oper-
ation) which spelled the end of the political role of the 
League, the sense of failure caused dismay among all the 
member states, including Germany. The failure of 1931-3 
did not cause the downfall of the League but underlined the 
limitations of its deterrence strategy.3 

By 1936, the Disarmament Conference had collapsed and 
Germany as well as Japan had left the League. The inter-

31 Thome, The Limits of Foreign Polil!J, 189-92, 213. 
32 Ibid. 109-12, 408. 
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national system was in disarray. In one sense, the collective 
security system worked in the Ethiopian crisis. The pro-
cedures of the League were put into practice; when the 
deterrent failed, economic sanctions were imposed though in 
a qualified and incomplete form. The system was used, in 
part, because of the pro-League sentiments of electorates (the 
British peace ballot of 1934) and the insistence of the smaller 
nations that Geneva take a leading role, but also because 
Britain and France had no clear substitute policy for 
Europe.33 Julian Amery wrote that Hoare told him: 'It was 
far too late to change the policy when he took office, that we 
had to see through the attempt to make the covenant work, 
that we might get out by the failure of others to support us, 
or alternatively, that Mussolini might find his difficulties too 
great for him, and under economic pressure come to terms 
soon after his war started, if not before. '34 Britain and France 
followed a dual policy towards Mussolini, contradictory in 
aims, and neither successful. Mussolini wanted a war and so 
the attempt at appeasement failed. The invasion and the 
invocation of Article 16, welcomed as a triumph for collective 
security, only revealed the weakness of the Geneva system 
and the divisions between Britain and France. The League 
failed to check Mussolini and was discredited; states.men now 
abandoned their use of its collective security machinery. 
Litvinov's subsequent efforts to revive the dead corpse came 
far too late. 

THE LEAGUE AND DISARMAMENT 

Collective security and disarmament are two sides of the 
same coin yet they are not integrally connected. A reduction 
or limitation of armaments can increase the sense of security 
among the states and make it easier to mobilize resources for 

33 G. W. Baer, Test Case: Italy, Ethiopia and the League of Nations (Stanford, Calif., 
1976) as well as his two articles, 'Leticia and Ethiopia before the League', The 
League of Nations in Retrospect, esp. 286; 'Sanctions and Security: The League of 
Nations and the Italian-Ethiopian War, 1935-36', Inurnational Organisation, 37 
(1f3), 165-80, esp. 167-9. 

4 L. S. Amery, My Political Life: The U,iforgiving Years, iii (London, 1955), 174. 
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collective action. Yet for the French disarmament reduced 
security, and lower force levels can still leave a heavy burden 
on the suppliers of security. The cause of disarmament and 
the cause of the League were not always the same; when it 
was realized that force might have to be used to restrain 
aggression, League supporters spoke of the power of inter-
national opinion instead. There is no question, however, that 
the League spent more time and more energy on the pursuit 
of disarmament than on any other question. 

Strangely enough, the British only took up the issues of 
German and general disarmament late in 1918 and then 
because of the public demand for the ending of conscription 
during an election campaign.35 The French were, from the 
start, active proponents of German disarmament but showed 
little interest in general disarmament. It was at President 
Wilson's insistence that Article 8, echoing the fourth of the 
Fourteen Points, was included in the Covenant and that the 
attempt to reduce armaments to the lowest point consistent 
with national safety and international obligations was begun 
almost as soon as the League was created. Though treated 
separately in the Versailles Treaty, the questions of German 
and general disarmament were already linked at the Peace 
Conference. The German disarmament terms were viewed as 
an unconditional obligation on the German government, 
yet in an official note from Clemenceau, the Germans were 
assured that the restrictions on Germany were the 'first 
steps towards the general reduction and limitation of 
armaments'. 36 There was an acknowledged 'moral duty' to 
proceed from one to the other. 

By 1925, though the Germans had not fully complied with 
the disarmament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles, they 
were, in the British view, effectively disarmed. Naturally, 
when Germany joined the League, her representatives 
demanded the implementation of the general disarmament 
promise. Germany could not return to full Great Power 
status until the Treaty restrictions on her military power 
were removed. As long as the French would not accept the 

35 L. S.Jaffe, The Decision to Disarm Germa'!')I (London, 1985), 83, 137-42, 155-64. 
36 Text cited in Northedge, The League of Nations, 114. 
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abrogation of the Versailles clauses, the Germans would 
work for general disarmament. 

The Covenant placed the responsibility of formulating 
plans for arms reduction on the Council assisted by . a 
permanent commission (Article 9). This Permanent Arms 
Commission, consisting of military experts, responded to 
the political difficulties of their task by concluding it was 
'premature' to take up the question. But the very first 
League Assembly, meeting in September 1920, demanded 
action and in 192 1 the Council created a new and broader 
body, the Temporary Mixed Commission, to consider the 
issue. The Esher draft of 1922, following the principles 
established in the successful Washington conference, was 
rejected as too simpliste. Quite apart from the heavy dis-
armament demands made on the French, reduction by fixed 
ratios would freeze the existing status quo, penalizing some 
of the smaller countries. Nor could the Washington Treaty 
principles be extended to the League naval powers; a 
League-sponsored meeting at Rome in February 1924 broke 
up without results. 

The disarmament debate lapsed while attention was 
focused on security. Neither the failure to strengthen the 
security system nor the more successful Locarno agreements, 
however, prevented the League from taking up again the 
'poisoned chalice of world disarmament'.3 Following an 
Assembly request in September 1925, the Council estab-
lished a Preparatory Commission with representatives of all 
states on the Council and six others. In 1926, Germany 
joined, then the Soviet Union and United States, and in 
March 1928, Turkey. 

The small states had taken the initiative. Locarno had left 
Germany's eastern neighbours at risk and the Treaty of 
Berlin increased their uneasiness. Irritated by the monopoly 
of power enjoyed by the Locarno threesome, the smaller 
powers were determined to have a major say in the question 
of disarmament. Neither the French nor the British, with 
certain individual exceptions, took up the cause with much 

37 Ibid. 117. 
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enthusiasm. 38 But once committed, statesmen found the talks 
difficult to stop. The French felt that with the erosion of the 
Versailles safeguards, it was only their already weakened 
army which acted as a final defence against a revived and 
aggressive Germany. The French service chiefs were hostile 
towards any change in the military status quo; the CSDN 
(Conseil Supérieur de la Défense Nationale), the key min-
isterial consultative body, was primarily concerned with the 
link between security and disarmament. The politicians were 
divided in their tactics, more often that not disguising their 
doubts by deferring to their military advisers. Herriot, 
Briand, and Paul-Boncour, whatever their differences, each 
insisted on the priority of security over disarmament. 39 

In London, the drive for a disarmament agreement was 
restricted to a few men, above all Lord Cecil, who with little 
official support often kept the British side of the negotiations 
going by sheer determination.40 The British claimed they 
were ,already dangerously disarmed (though this was due to 
financial reasons and not to any belief in disarmament). In 
fact, each of the services was desperately trying to increase 
its share of the diminished pie. Even within the limits of the 
Ten-Year Rule, neither the service chiefs nor their political 
heads would support the search for a general disarmament 
formula. The exceptions were rare; even the second Labour 
government divided on the issue. 

Yet the Commission, meeting for the first time in May 
1926, continued its labours for five years, urged on by a 
clamorous Assembly. There were interruptions and ad-

38 For a history of the British negotiations, I have consulted the unpublished 
Ph.D. thesis ofR. C. Richardson, 'The Conservative Government of 1924-1929 and 
the Disarmament Problem' (London, 1983). For information on the French policy, 
Vaisse, Sicuriti d'alford, is authoritative and indispensable. The most important 
exception on the British side is Lord Cecil. The case for Cecil put in articles by 
David Carlton, 'The Problem of Civil Aviation in British Air Disarmament Policy, 
1919-1934', The Royal United Services Institution journal (Nov. 1965), 307-16; 'The 
Anglo-French Compromise on Arms Limitation 1928', Journal of British Studies, 8 
(196g), 141-62; 'Disarmament with Guarantees'; 'Verification and Security 
Guarantees: Lessons from the Past', Preventing the Spread of Nuclear Weapons, ed. C. F. 
Barnaby (London, 1969), 127-43; 'Great Britain and the Coolidge Naval 
Disarmament Conference of 1927', Political Science Qµartert,,, 83 (Dec. 1968), 573-98. 

39 Vaisse, Sicuriti d'abord, 31-4. 
40 See the Carlton articles cited above in n. 38. 
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journments: Litvinov's proposal for the abolition of all 
weapons which almost all believed to be a move in the 
Bolshevik struggle against capitalism, President Coolidge's 
call for a new meeting of the five Washington Powers in 192 7 
which cut across the League efforts, direct negotiations 
between Paris and London leading to an abortive agreement 
in 1928, and the three-power London Naval Treaty of 1930. 
There was, too, the Kellogg-Briand Pact, mentioned earlier, 
which added to the confused view of the League which, after 
all, was not a pacifist organization but one ultimately de-
pending on the use of collective force to check aggression. 
Despite these detours and the fact that the real action often 
took place outside the League, two conflicting drafts (British 
and French) were presented in 1927, and, in a moment of 
desperation when everyone made compromises, another draft 
in 1929. Finally, after a long adjournment extending from 
May 1929 until November 1930, a final draft was adopted on 
5 December 1930 over Soviet and German objections. 

Given the lack of enthusiasm on the part of both the 
British and French governments and their subsequent dis-
agreements in the expert committees, the question may well 
be asked why the talks continued at all. Many commen-
tators, then and now, have argued that the quest for general 
disarmament was not only doomed but counter-productive. 
Indeed, Winston Churchill's zoo parable proved prophetic.41 

As nations argued over the distinctions between offensive 
and defensive weapons, mutual suspicions were fanned, 
differences were magnified, and by the time the World Dis-
armament Conference disbanded (it never actually came to a 
close) states had turned to rearmament. The distinction 
between the zoo and Geneva was that there was no zoo 
keeper nor cages to which the angry animals could be 
returned. 

The search for a disarmament formula continued because 
neither Britain nor France wished to shoulder the burden 
of failure. They avoided, when they could, making those 
essential political decisions without which no disarmament 

41 This fable was included in Churchill's speech at Epping, 25 Oct. 1928. It is 
found in M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, vol. v: 1922- 1939 {London, 1976), 305. 
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agreement can be reached. For such decisions would have 
revealed the fundamental futility of continuing negotiations. 
The conflict between German revisionism and French 
security and the continuing differences between London and 
Paris over security blocked any general disarmament con-
vention. As Maurice Vaisse has pointed out, politicians came 
and went; the professionals remained discussing technical 
points of great difficulty (measures of power are notoriously 
difficult and comparing like with unlike a frustrating ex-
perience at best) and complexity. There developed in 
Geneva, among the experts working in the specialized 
committees, a certain spirit of camaraderie and even an 
interest in finding acceptable compromises.42 In this sense, 
the talks created their own momentum and continued even 
while the basic issues remained unresolved. The politicians 
hid behind the technicians, finding in their difficulties a way 
out of their own dilemmas. 

Secondly, in the later 1920s, the times seemed ripe for a 
disarmament initiative. There were hopes, for instance, that 
the Americans would work more closely with the League. 
The example of the Washington Conference persisted and 
talks continued both outside and within the League for an 
extension of the Washington principles. The very fact that 
the major powers had reached agreement indicated that 
disarmament was a possible option; the assumption that one 
agreement would lead to another had not yet been shattered. 
Nor were sharp distinctions drawn between limited and 
general agreements despite· the French insistence on the 
indivisibility of security and the interdependence of all forms 
of armament. There were breakthroughs, usually the result 
of political initiatives. This was clear in the Anglo-French 
agreement of 1928, in Geneva in 1929, and again at the 
London Naval Conference of 11930. Faced with deadlock, 
compromises were reached, deals made, and exchanges 
negotiated. States retreated from entrenched positions; both 
the Americans and the British moved in the French direction 
over the -vexed issue of inspection despite long and deep 
opposition to compromise. The technical areas of disagree-

42 Vaisse, Slcuritl d'abord, 51-2. See also Ch. 9 in this volume, by Vaisse. 
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ment, when they were not fundamentally political, could be 
narrowed. When disputes could not be resolved, differing 
options were included while the question of numbers was left 
to the Disarmament Conference. · 

Thirdly, there was the role of financial factors, though 
no simple equation between the need to save money and 
support for disarmament can be drawn. There is no doubt 
that financial considerations were of key importance in the 
Washington Conference; in the Geneva Naval Conference 
where the admirals controlled the negotiations, the financial 
issue was ignored. For the most part, both the British and 
the French could insist that they had already disarmed ( the 
British to 'unacceptable levels') because of financial cuts 
and could not disarm further without endangering national 
security. In 1931, there was an 'arms freeze' following an 
Italian suggestion, acceptable (with reservations) to almost 
all nations because Treasuries had to cut expenditure. Yet 
the financial crisis did not diminish the German insistence 
on the principle of equality even though this would mean 
expenditure on equipment and men. 

The most important factors in driving the talks on were 
Germany's presence in the League and the German and 
Russian participation in the proceedings of the Preparatory 
Commission. Once Germany entered the League, as Cecil 
had warned, she would insist that the question of general 
disarmament be faced. By the time Bruning came to power, 
the effects of the financial-economic crisis and the rising 
strength of the nationalists intensified public demands for 
equality in arms. This posed an unanswerable dilemma 
for the British who, while wanting the French to agree in 
principle, did not, in fact, want the Germans to rearm. 
Consequently, the hopeless search for a formula that could 
not be found. The German quest for treaty revision meant 
that the disarmament issue would stay on the League 
agenda.43 Using Article 53 of the final version, the French 
were able to write into the draft disarmament convention a 
reaffirmation of Germany's continuing obligations under the 
Treaty of Versailles. The Franco-German confrontation 

43 Kimmich, 'Germany and the League of Nations', 121. 
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was only postponed as the Germans, though rejecting 
the convention, agreed to participate in the forthcoming 
conference. 

Nor were the Germans the only revisionist power de-
manding disarmament. The Soviets, once their quarrel with 
the Swiss was settled in 1927, played an active role in the 
Preparatory Commission. Litvinov's charges of duplicity and 
inaction were not easily answered while the recurring fear of 
a Soviet-German combination served to caution both 
France and Britain against dropping the disarmament cup, 
however unwilling either may have been to drink from it. 
The Soviets, like the Germans, rejected the final draft con-
vention but sent Litvinov to the Disarmament Conference.44 

How important was public opinion as a positive force? It is 
extremely difficult to provide clear answers. In Britain, it 
was possibly only in 1929, when, faced with an election 
campaign in the face of a fierce Anglo-American altercation, 
the Conservative government was forced to take a more 
positive line in public, if not in private. It does not seem to 
have been a major factor in the deliberations of the second 
Labour government. There was even less pressure on French 
ministers; the issue was not the subject of debate in the 
Chamber and there was no equivalent to the League of 
Nations Union. In 1931 when the League of the Rights of 
Man circulated a ballot in favour of disarmament, they 
secured not a million but only 109, 673 signatures.45 On the 
other hand, no British or French government wished to be 
seen as the cause for the breakdown of the disarmament 
talks. Maurice Vaisse quotes from Jean Monnet's memoirs, 
'La machine se bloque definitivement sur le probleme le plus 
brulant, le plus capable de mobiliser !'opinion, celui du 
desarmement.'46 When the talks were stalled, bilateral talks 
were begun or security problems raised to disguise the 

44 There is a still useful study originally published in Geneva in 1934 and 
reprinted in 1977: K. W. Davis, The Soviets at Geneva: The USSR and the League of 
Nations, 1919-1933 (Westport, Conn., 1977). I have also consulted, thanks to Dr 
Philip Towle, Robert W. Lambert, Soviet Disarmament Policy, 1922-1931 (US Arms 
Control and Disarma111_!;nt Agency; Washington, DC, 1964). · 

~5 See PRO, CAB 224/225, CP 301 (31), 26 Nov. 1931. 
46 Quoted from J. Monnet, Memoires (Paris, 1976), rno, in Vaisse, 'La SdN et le 

desarmement', The League of Nations in Retrospect, 259. 
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fundamental political impasse which prevented progress. 
The British, in particular, feared isolation at Geneva as well 
as an adverse reaction at home. 

By the time the Disarmament Conference actually met on 
21 February 1932, collective security was already under 
strain. The opening of the Conference had to be delayed 
while the Council considered the Manchurian crisis. In one 
room, the Manchurian issue was discussed; next door the 
disarmament negotiations were conducted. The failure in 
Manchuria, though certainly a blow to the prestige of the 
League, was possibly less damaging to the Geneva system 
than the collapse of the Disarmament Conference. For in 
the eyes of world opinion, this had become the key to the 
preservation of the peace. The 1931 Foreign Office memo-
randum summed up the situation: 'Failure of the Disar-
mament Conference would not only shatter all hope of 
American assistance. It would react on the position and 
authority of the League of Nations. It would leave France 
with no possible alternative to her military preponderance 
and her system of alliances. It would drive Germany to the 
edge of the abyss of despair .. .'47 Yet none of the political 
issues at stake had been decided before the Conference 
opened. At no point were the compromises made which 
would have allowed the fifty-nine states gathered at Geneva 
to begin their work with a hope of ultimate success. The 
draft convention was forgotten; each of the states went back 
to their first proposals. 

THE FUNCTIONAL APPROACH TO SECURITY 

The Washington system disintegrated and the World 
Disarmament Conference ended in failure. It was as a final 
resort that the League turned to the functional approach to 
peace. The Bruce Report, recommending the expansion of 

4-7 'Changing Conditions in British Foreign Policy, with reference to the 
Disarmament Conference, a possible Reparations Conference and other contingent 
problems', memo by Frank Ashton-Gwatkin and Orme Sargent, printed in J. 
Becker and K. Hildebrand (eds.), lntemationale Beziehungen in der Weltwirtscha.ftskrise 
1929-1933 (Munich, 1980), 31-8. 



The League of Nations 69 

the League's social and economic work and suggesting a new 
central committee to co-ordinate all the League's efforts, was 
published on 22 August 1939. The multitude of specialized 
agencies that developed during the 1920s corresponded to 
the increasing interdependence of the states. Problems were 
internationalized which had hitherto been dealt with by 
individual states. The Economic and Financial Committees, 
for instance, mobilized the advice of men drawn from busi-
ness and financial circles, in touch with their own govern-
ments yet with some sense of working for the League. At 
minimal cost, the League's role was expanded without 
increasing its authority or challenging the directing role of 
the major powers. Though individuals, groups, and even 
nations (the health measures in China, the provision of loans 
to Austria and Hungary, the settling of displaced persons) 
benefited from this international mobilization, the wider 
hopes of the functionalists proved illusory. Political priorities 
and national concerns continued to determine the dimen-
sions of intervention and the degree of effectiveness. The 
criss-crossing of interests across state lines in no way eroded 
the key importance of the state. There was little evidence 
that the expansion of internationalism and multilateralism 
contributed to the maintenance of peace. 

The League was judged a failure because war broke out in 
1939, less than two decades after its creation. Yet its system 
of security had been fashioned because the balance of power 
had failed to preserve peace. In both cases, these were 
mechanisms used by states as an alternative to war. The 
League was an 'adjunct' to the multi-state system, shaped 
and invoked by states in accordance with their domestic 
structures and interests and the existing state of international 
politics. The League had an influence on state behaviour but 
was rarely an independent actor. It provided an arena where 
the smaller states could be heard should the Great Powers 
care to listen. In some ways, the time was propitious for the 
introduction of collective security. There had been a terrible 
war discrediting the 'old diplomacy' and power was diffused 
among multiple states. On the other hand, the international 
scene was fluid and the equilibrium both within and outside 
Europe exceedingly fragile. The contrast with the bipolar 
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structure of the post-1945 period is marked, at least with 
regard to the European continent. This fragility and the 
speed of change placed a heavy burden on a League designed 
to operate within the confines of the Versailles settlement. 
Nor was its position improved by the absence of major states 
from the League structure. If collective security is in itself an 
ideal rather than a practical proposition, there were special 
difficulties in the post-1919 period which made advance 
problematical. It was inevitable that given the differing aims 
of the main actors, the search for security through the 
League should have been difficult, uneven, and ultimately 
unsuccessful. But the return to traditional diplomacy in the 
1930s also failed to prevent the outbreak of war. 

If it is remembered that each of these paths described 
above represents only a tactic, a method of handling inter-
state relations, then one can come to a more accurate 
judgement of the League's role. If one judges the League in 
terms of the intentions of its founders, this is a record of 
failure. Just enough was done to encourage false hopes and 
exaggerated expectations which proved highly dangerous to 
the preservation of the peace. If one applies more pragmatic 
tests, and views, the League in terms of the existing inter-
national situation, there is much to be learned from this 
short-lived experiment. If the latter course is followed, there 
is a good deal to be said for taking the League out of the 
dustbin of history. 
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European Peace Movements and 
Their Influence on Policy after 

the First World War 
KEITH ROBBINS 

The topic of my chapter is a desirable addition to any dis-
cussion of 'security' in Western Europe because its inclusion 
stresses the fact that decisions about 'war' and 'peace' were 
ceasing to be matters which any government could decide 
without some reference to public support. However, in so far 
as this chapter seeks to provide some general assessment of 
'influence', it is necessarily less precise than essays which 
address specific policy issues. It is also the case that it is by 
no means self-evident which organizations and ideologies 
may be embraced by the term 'European peace movements'. 
Even so, there is an interesting theme to be explored, though 
clear-cut conclusions are difficult to reach. 

THE CONCEPT OF A PEACE MOVEMENT IN 
EUROPE BEFORE 1914 

The notion of a 'peace movement' was not novel at the close 
of the First World War. Individuals have wrestled with 
issues of 'war' and 'peace' for centuries and their theories 
and activities need not be detailed here. 1 It was only at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century, however, that 'peace 
societies' emerged. The 'Society for Abolishing War' was 
founded in London in March 1816 and the better-known and 
more enduring London Peace Society started a few months 
later. The New York and the Massachusetts Peace Societies 

1 M. Ceadel, Thinking about War and Peace (Oxford, 1987); F. H. Hinsley, Power 
and the Pursuit of Peace (Cambridge, 1967). 
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had been formed a year earlier. It was axiomatic that the 
activities of these bodies should not be confined to one 
country. The 'friends of peace' had to be scattered over the 
world. Comparable groups emerged in the Netherlands and 
in Switzerland, in part deriving their inspiration from the 
'Anglo-Saxon' world. Missionary activity also played a large 
part in establishing societies in France and 'Germany'. 
The mid-nineteenth century saw the emergence of the 
international peace congresses, most notably at Brussels, 
Paris, and Frankfurt. A Dutch scholar has recently explored 
the manifold activities of individuals and organizations on a 
comprehensive scale.3 We cannot pursue these developments 
in any detail here but must attempt a summary of the 
position on the eve of 1914. 

A century of activity suggested that the abolition of war 
was not a straightforward task. Some early activists seem to 
have supposed that little more was needed to attain the goal 
of a world free of war than to declare that objective. They 
and their successors were to be disillusioned, sometimes 
bitterly so. Nevertheless, there continued to be a strong 
emphasis in peace societies upon the need to 'convert' 
opinion to the cause of peace: an emphasis which reflected 
the evangelical milieu in which the Anglo-Saxon societies 
emerged. Pamphlets, articles, and newspapers were the 
chosen instruments of propaganda. 

It had been early grasped that 'peace work' could not be 
confined within national boundaries. Almost by definition, it 
entailed the creation of transnational links and connections, 
as epitomized in the periodic peace congresses. But it was 
equally, if distastefully, apparent that peace societies were 
the product of particular national cultures and had to be 
organized within the framework of particular states. In time 
of internal and international peace such a coexistence raised 
no major problems in countries where freedom of political 

2 J. E. Cookson, The Friends of Peace: Anti-War Liberalism in England r793-r8r5 
(Cambridge, 1982). 

3 W. H. van der Linden, The International Peace Movement r8r5-r874 (Amsterdam, 
1987); S. E. Cooper, 'The Origins and Development of European Peace 
Movements: From Vienna to Frankfurt', in G. Heiss and H. Lutz (eds.), 
Friedensbewegungen: Bedingungen und Wirkungen (Munich, 1984), 75-95. 
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activity and of the press was guaranteed. Where there were 
limitations on freedom of expression the propaganda task 
was inevitably difficult. In time of war, however, the frailty 
of 'peace movements' was ruthlessly exposed. The gap 
between rhetoric and reality was evident in two central 
respects: first, peace societies frequently lost members when 
their own countries were engaged in hostilities and surviving 
members frequently found themselves the object of public 
hostility. We may note in passing, by way of illustration, the 
dilemmas of the peace societies in the United States during 
the Civil War and the unpopularity of John Bright in 
England during the Crimean War (which he opposed}.4 

Secondly, the peace congresses were, at best, only a first step 
in the direction of international co-operation. They did not 
lay the foundations for a coherent structural and organ-
izational opposition to war. There was no mechanism which 
could effectively mobilize men and women against war in a 
period of international tension. 

Beyond a general belief that war was undesirable and 
peace was preferable no single body of doctrine on the causes 
of war and the way in which it could be prevented had 
emerged in Europe or the United States.5 For many ad-
herents of the peace movement, objections to war were 
derived from or expressed in Christian principles. On the 
other hand, in France in particular, some writers were 
anxious to escape from what they regarded as the limitations 
of a Christian morality and root their objections in the firmer 
terrain of positivism. 6 Early twentieth-century followers of 
Norman Angell in Britain, however, stressed the economic 
unattractiveness of war as a means of resolving disputes. 7 

Peace was a topic of considerable public interest, as could be 
seen in such varied developments as the peace conferences at 
The Hague in 1899 and 1907, Andrew Carnegie's 'peace 

¼ K. G. Robbins,John Bright (London, 1979), 105-16. 
5 P. Brock, Pacifism in Europe to 1914 (Princeton, NJ, 1972). 
6 R. Chickering, Imperial Germany and a World at War (Princeton, NJ, 1975), has a 

section on developments in France, pp. 327-83. 
7 J. D. B. Miller, Norman Angell and the Futili91 of War (London, 1986), 25-52. 
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endowment', and the award of a Nobel Prize for Peace.8 

Some writers looked to an extension of the role of inter-
national law and arbitration procedures. Others looked to 
changes in the ways in which states conducted their relations 
with each other. Yet other groups were relatively indifferent 
to the various 'solutions' which might be canvassed and 
placed emphasis on the extent to which a commitment to 
peace represented a personal existential decision. Peace was 
an expression of individual faith rather than the achievement 
of particular policies. 

THE PEACE MOVEMENT AND THE FIRST 
WORLD WAR 

The 'peace movement' of 1914 was therefore an amalgam of 
ideas and ideologies only loosely linked individually and 
organizationally.9 It could not prevent the outbreak of war, 
though some activists tried desperately to maintain their 
personal links with their erstwhile associates and friends. It 
is unnecessary to develop in detail here the picture of the 
'patriotic' response to the great crisis as it emerged in the 
belligerent countries. The 'peace movement' was revealed to 
be powerless and individual national societies suffered losses 
of membership and, in some cases, simply ceased to exist, at 
least pro tempore. Prominent peace activists in some cases 
underwent spectacular conversions to the cause of war or 
saw little alternative open to them but to give reluctant 
support to the cause of their nation. · 

That generalization can hold, but even so it must be said 
that there remained some degree of differentiation in the 
position of peace societies within European countries. 

Since there was no conscription in Britain in 1914, peace 
society members could still refrain from volunteering to fight, 

8 L. L. Fabian, Andrew Carnegie's Peace Endowment (Washington, DC, 1985}; 
M. Neumann (ed.), Der Friedens-Nobelpreis von 1901 bis 1904 (Munich, 1987); J. 
Diilffer, Regeln gegen den Krieg? Die Haager Friedenskonftrer,zen von 1899 und 1907 in der 
internationalen Politik (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1981). 

9 K. G. Robbins, 'L'Ambiguite du mot "Paix" au Royaume-Uni, avant 1914', in 
J. Vandenrath (ed.}, 1914: Les Psychoses de guerre? (Rouen, 1g85). 
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despite the emotional pressures to do so. When conscription 
was introduced it was possible to gain exemption on the 
grounds of 'conscientious objection', though the grounds 
on which such an objection could be established and the 
procedures introduced for verifying its authenticity were 
and remain contentious. The number of such conscientious 
objectors was very small, though their rights were voci-
ferously supported by many who were not themselves of that 
persuasion. 1 Freedom of activity was restricted under the 
Defence of the Realm Act, but it was not eliminated. It was 
unpopular to advocate 'peace by negotiation' but it was not 
illegal. It was, however, illegal to seek to subvert the forces of 
the Crown from their loyalty, as Bertrand Russell was to 
find. Members of new societies like the Union of Democratic 
Control were often accused of being opposed to the war, but 
they asserted that their main concern was with the terms of a 
peace settlement. That was also the emphasis of bodies like 
the League of Nations Society and the League of Free 
Nations Association. How far these groups can be deemed to 
be part of a 'peace movement' is a matter of definition. The 
point was debated at the time and since. We may claim, 
however, that a kind of 'peace movement' continued during 
the war. 11 Its appeal was very limited and, even in the last 
two years of the struggle it never seriously hindered the 
ability of the Lloyd George government to sustain national 
unity in a fight to the finish. 

It is reasonable to contrast the position of the British 
'peace movement' with the situation of the peace societies of 
mainland Europe. Arguably, the British movement had a 
numerical appeal and status in public discussion over many 
decades which gave it a role unlike any of its counterparts 
elsewhere in Europe. It may be, as was often claimed in 
Germany in particular, that British pacifism was also the 
self-indulgent expression of insular security and a sated 
imperialism. Certainly, the peace movement in imperial 
Germany had to protect itself against the claim that it was 

10 T. C. Kennedy, The Hound of Conscience: A Hiswry of the No-Conscription 
Fellowship r9r4-r9r9 (Fayetteville, Ark., 1981). 

11 K. G. Robbins, The Abolition of War: The 'Peace Movement' in Britain, r9r4-r9r9 
(Cardiff, 1976). 
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ignoring the hypocrisy of the apparent British interest in 
peace. Neither in France nor in Germany did the peace 
societies have the kind of link with a governing party of the 
kind possessed by the British societies with at least sections 
of the Liberal Party before 1914. 

We must also tentatively locate the 'peace movements' 
within the social and political structures of the major 
European countries. Their paramount appeal had been in 
middle-class/bourgeois circles which had frequently seen 
themselves as contending against an atavistic aristocratic 
militarism. However, from the mid-nineteenth century 
onwards, this bourgeois 'pacifism' had been frequently 
denounced from within various Socialist traditions and 
perspectives as superficial and compromised. Political 
conflicts on other issues made it very difficult for 'bourgeois' 
and 'workers' to come to a common mind on the issue of 
'peace' and co-operate organizationally. However, that had 
been a less potent source of division in Britain than it was on 
the mainland of Europe. In any event, the Socialist Inter-
national had been as conspicuously unsuccessful in or-
ganizing itself internationally as any bourgeois bodies. 12 The 
implications of this combined failure for the future had still 
to be worked out. The advent of the Bolshevik revolution 
sharpened the debate on the Left about the extent to which 
only the abolition of capitalism could achieve the abolition 
of war. 

PEACE MOVEMENTS, THE PEACE SETTLEMENT, AND 
THE 1920s 

The return of 'peace' in 1918- 19 only partially resolved the 
tensions with the 'peace movement' which have been out-
lined. On the one hand, in a general sense it could be said 
that the war itself contributed to a major change in the 
underlying public attitudes towards war and peace. 13 The 

12 D. J. Newton, British Labour, European Socialists and the Struggle for Peace, 1889-
1914 {Oxford, 1985). 

13 J.-J. Becker, The Great War and the French People {Leamington Spa, 1985), 
326-33. 
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duration of the conflict and the scale of the casualties had 
both far exceeded the general expectation held in 1914. 
'Never again war' now had a resonnance, as a slogan, in a 
far wider circle than had existed prior to the conflict that had 
just ended. That does not mean that those who had fought 
and ·suffered necessarily believed that they had been wrong 
to fight. It did not necessarily mean that they would never 
fight again. But it did probably mean that there was a 
predisposition to suppose that governments and people 
would be prepared, in future, to go to very great lengths 
before they again allowed themselves to participate in any 
such struggle. 

In this generalized sense, the scope for 'peace movements' 
was at once much greater and much less. The hostility 
directed against pacifists by those who had fought did not 
disappear overnight, but in so far as there was a general 
consensus-in Britain at least-that the 1914- 18 war had 
been the 'War to end War' there was no need to wrangle 
over the past. In such a climate the need for a specific 'peace 
movement' which at least in part would be set against the 
prevailing values in society seemed superfluous. If no war is 
expected and no significant body of opinion 'wants' war then 
there is no need for a peace movement. Individuals and 
groups who had seen themselves in a prophetic role now 
believed that they could claim not to be lonely and marginal 
but expressing an inter-party societal conviction. However, 
that was not the only stream of opinion. Some pacifists-for 
example those who founded the No More War Movement-
took the view that British governments had not turned to 
peace in any fundamental sense but were merely pacific from 
passing expedience. The peace movement in post-war Britain 
was therefore both marginal and catholic, sectarian and 
comprehensive. It ranged from the enthusiasts for the 
League of Nations on the one hand, to those (a much smaller 
minority) who thought the League fundamentally flawed as 
an instrument for promoting international peace by its 
entanglement in ideas of 'sanctions' and 'collective security' 
which, to their minds, still moved in the thought-world of the 
'balance of power', a thought-world made obsolete by the 
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events of 1914.14 The Labour governments straddled these 
divisions and tried to reconcile their own somewhat diverse 
traditions with the new experience of political power. The 
tensions experienced in both governments by the prime 
minister, Ramsay MacDonald, epitomized a wider division 
of opinion. 15 

The British peace movement therefore remained somewhat 
distinctive. It had a public prominence which was not quite 
paralleled elsewhere in mainland Europe. The direct ex-
perience of war for British soldiers had been on the soil of 
other countries. The British Empire was still intact. Leaving 
aside the Irish question, the British state had not suffered 
loss nor desired gain of a territorial character in Europe. The 
British contribution to the 'peace settlement' had been at a 
distance and there was a pervasive unwillingness to accept 
responsibility for its detailed implementation and pre-
servation-by force if need be. 

We do not need to elaborate these points here nor to 
develop the ways in which both French and German 
attitudes and policies diverged from the British notion of 
what a peaceful Europe might be. The differences, however, 
necessarily made the scope of mainland peace movements 
also different. We might agree that both in Germany and 
France there was a widespread revulsion against the experi-
ence of the Great War, but it also coexisted alongside a still 
continuing sense of suspicion and potential conflict. The 
justice or injustice, the wisdom or unwisdom of the 'peace 
settlement' were still perceived to have direct implications for 
national survival or revival. Pacifists in Germany and France 
operated between these feelings with great difficulty. In 
Germany, peace societies in general welcomed the demise of 
the imperial regime and believed that the atmosphere of 
Weimar was more congenial to their beliefs and values. 16 

Even so, it was not easy to establish a clear position politically 

14 M. Ceadel, Pacifism in Britain 1914-1945: The Defining of a Faith (Oxford, 1980). 
15 K. G. Robbins, 'Labour Foreign Policy and International Socialism: 

MacDonald and the League of Nations', in E. Collotti (ed.), L'lntemavonale Operaia e 
Socialista tra le due gume (Milan, 1985), 105-34. 

16 K. Holl and W. Wette (eds.), Pazifismus in der Weimarer Republik (Paderbom, 
1981). 
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at a time when class and ideological tensions were still very 
apparent. Was there an obligation to try to uphold the 
Weimar system, even if there still remained suspicion of 
'revisionism' in foreign policy, or was it more honourable to 
be critical and detached from any system? It was not easy 
to tread a path in these circumstances which was both 
'national' and 'pacific'. Arguably, by the middle 1920s the 
'peace movement' had reached its highest point of influence, 
but it was still scarcely a 'mass movement' with clear ob-
jectives and support from diverse sections of German society. 
It wanted to protest against some aspects of the peace settle-
ment but not to allow itself to be manreuvred into associating 
itself with a revived militarism in a root and branch 
opposition to all its elements and, indeed, to peace itself. 

The position of French peace societies was not totally 
dissimilar vis-à-vis politics and society, though with pressures 
which sprang in this instance from 'victory' rather than 
'defeat'. In Germany pacifists had to be both for revision-if 
they were to attain any public standing-and yet against the 
excesses of revisionism. In France pacifists similarly had to 
claim both that the peace settlement was not the final answer 
to Europe's problems and that it did in a certain sense 
represent a kind of temporary peace. Franco-German ex-
changes between individuals and groups were arranged in an 
attempt to formulate a position which was 'non-national', 
but agreement was noteasy to accomplish. 17 In addition, the 
split on the Left between Socialists and Communists further 
exacerbated the difficulties of reaching a 'peace front' which 
might also reach out to bourgeois parties and organizations. 

In these circumstances it must be doubtful whether we can 
in any very helpful sense speak about a German 'peace 
movement' or a French 'peace movement' with an ideological 
unity and firm sense of political direction. We are dealing-
and in the case of Britain too-with an inchoate set of 
attitudes and beliefs coalescing only uneasily. The personal 
and organizational base for a genuinely transnational 
'European peace movement' in the 1920s simply did not 
exist. 

17 C. H. Pegg, The Evolution of the European Idea, 1914-1932 (London, 1g83). 
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Putting matters very bluntly, we may suggest that the 
events of the subsequent decade demonstrated how frail 
the notion of a national peace movement was, let alone the 
notion of a genuine transnational movement. 

PEACE MOVEMENT AND THE PROSPECT OF. WAR IN 
THE 1930s 

The deterioration in international relations in the 1930s had 
the effect of defining peace movements more clearly, but 
only in circumstances which confirmed their ineffectiveness. 
Internal developments within European states also made it 
almost impossible to talk meaningfully about a 'European' 
peace movement. After 1933, an organized peace movement 
ceased to exist in Germany. Pacifists went into exile or were 
imprisoned. One should not, of course, make a contrast 
between a flourishing late-Weimar peace movement and a 
collapse under National Socialism. Peace groups had become 
so fragmented that Karl Holl, their historian, writes of 
organized pacifism at this time as a quantité negligeahle. 18 

Events inside Germany, and their possible international 
implications, had paradoxical consequences for peace activity 
elsewhere. On the one hand, the prospect that there might 
again be a war stimulated pacifists to renewed public cam-
paigns for peace. They were assisted, both in Britain and 
France, by the 'second wave' of war literature-books by 
Gabriel Chevalier, André Therive, Robert Graves, Edmund 
Blunden, and many others. Films also presented a vivid 
reminder of the horrors of the Great War. On both sides of 
the Channel, a certain kind of anti-war sentiment seemed 
more potent than ever before. The generation that had 
fought did not want to live through that experience again 
and the youthful generation had no wish to be caught in the 
'war trap'. This sentiment was so pervasive that govern-
ments in London and Paris could not ignore it; indeed, their 
members often shared this feeling, at least in part. 

18 K. Holl, 'The Peace Movement in German Politics 1890- 1933', in A. Cosgrove 
andJ. I. McGuire (eds.), Parliament and Communi91 (Belfast, 1983). · 
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The strength of this kind of sentiment, however, should 
not be confused with the strength of the peace movement 
itself. Indeed, it could be said that it suffered as much as it 
gained from the apparent popularity of peace. In the first 
place, the prospect that there might again be war forced 
miscellaneous pacifists to think hard about how it might be 
avoided. This discussion brought into the open differences 
of opinion which had not previously surfaced. It became 
clear that the loose 'peace movement' was divided both on 
strategy and tactics. On the one hand, a body of opinion 
placed almost its entire faith in the League of Nations and in 
1935 organized a 'Peace Ballot' on its behalf. On the other 
hand, there was the emergence of the Peace Pledge Union 
whose members specifically pledged themselves never to 
support another war or take part in it. 

It is difficult to assess the overall impact of this public 
campaigning for peace. 19 Pacifists were most at home in 
the Labour Party and in the shattered Liberal Party. The 
'peace issue' was allegedly of great importance in certain 
by-elections. On the other hand, the National government 
comfortably retained its majority in the general election of 
1935. Even so, the assumption that the country was funda-
mentally hostile to the prospect of war may have restricted 
its freedom of manœuvre in the years that followed. The 
notion that the British people were not prepared to accept 
rearmament could be taken as testimony to the influence of 
the peace movement but I suggest it is too simple a con-
clusion. The government did have to take note of the 
opposition to war expressed by pacifists but equally it had 
good reasons of its own for not wishing to contemplate war 
except as a very last resort. Here we touch on the complex 
relationship between 'pacifism' and 'appeasement', which 
cannot be developed in this short summary. One other dif-
ficulty emerged. As they learnt more about the Nazi regime, 
some pacifists came to feel that a war against Germany could 
be justified and that there was something dishonourable 
about 'peace at any price' in the circumstances that pre-

19 R. Taylor and N. Young (eds.), Campaigns for Peace: British Peace Movements in 
the Twentieth Century (Manchester, 1g87). 
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vailed. If we analyse the feelings aroused by the Munich 
agreement of 1938, for example, it is not possible to say what 
'the peace movement' felt about the outcome. Individuals 
were torn in contrary directions.20 

We can see the same kind of ambiguity in France. Recent 
studies have thrown further light on the 'pacifism' of par-
ticular groups in French society at this time-peasants and 
schoolteachers, for example-and confirmed its strength and 
importance. Yet this sentiment had complex and diverse 
political linkages-on the Left, in the Centre, and on the 
Right. One kind of pacifism led to defeatism and ultimately, 
it could be argued, to national capitulation. Another kind of 
pacifism stressed the importance of 'fighting' Fascism.21 By 
the time we reach 1940 we can see the spectacle of indi-
viduals who had been active in the 'peace movement' feeling 
under an obligation to fight and individuals who had been 
scornful of the 'peace movement' now declining to do so. 
The Nazi-Soviet Pact further complicated the respone of 
the Left. 

In Britain the sequence of events between 1938 and 1940 
conspired to render irrelevant many of the positions adopted 
by the peace movement over the previous decade. By 1939 
most of those who conceived themselves to be in general 
sympathy with its objectives had nevertheless come to the 
conclusion that the issues at stake were of a different order 
from those allegedly at stake in 1914. A pacifist tradition 
survived into the war and the provision for conscientious 
objection was again available. However, such pacifists were 
frequently more humble in the expression of their beliefs in 
prevailing circumstances than their predecessors had been in 
the First World War. 

CONCLUSION 

We can assert, on the one hand, that in the first decade 
after 1919 national peace movements did to a limited extent 

20 K. G. Robbins, Appeasement (Oxford, 1988). 
21 M. Vaisse, 'Le Pacifisme Fran~is dans les annees trente', Relations 

internationales, 53 (1988), 37-52; R. Gombin, Les Socialistes et la guerre (Paris, 1970); 
R. Remond andJ. Bourdin (eds.), La France et Les Franfais en 1938-1939 (Paris, 1978). 
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succeed in articulating a public concern for peace that 
was novel in character and extent. On the other hand, the 
ideological and organizational frailty of the peace movements 
made them quite unable to prevent another war. It scarcely 
needs to be said that there was no fundamental consensus 
either about what 'peace' was or how it was best created 
or maintained, nationally or internationally. The cleavage 
between 'pragmatists' and 'absolutists', to put the matter 
very simply, was clearly apparent. 

Post-1945 European peace movements had to try to cope 
with this cleavage in circumstances in which they appeared 
to be somewhat discredited. Their pre-1939 'failure' was only 
too evident, not least to themselves, and it was not clear how 
the ideological and organizational defects could be remedied. 
Once again, a world war had been concluded with expres-
sions of optimism that it would be the last such global 
struggle. There was now a United Nations Organization 
about which it was possible to be enthusiastic. The use of the 
atomic bombs against Ja pan had revealed the potentially 
disastrous nature of a future conflict. Once again, it might be 
said that a peace movement as such was redundant. On the 
other hand, the cold war was a reality and some pacifists 
conceived it to be their duty to seek to bridge the gap 
between East and West-as, for example, in the Stockholm 
peace conferences. Yet their path was not clear. A powerful 
'lesson' had been drawn, in its Churchillian form, from the 
experience of the 1930s. War could have been avoided if 
only the British people had been willing to contemplate war 
earlier and take the necessary measures to prepare them-
selves for it. The influence of the peace movement had in fact 
been malign, though from the highest motives. It was vital 
not to make the same mistake again after 1945. Sadly, it was 
necessary, after all, to preserve peace by preparing for war. 
On the other hand, with the defeat of Fascism, it seemed 
clear that there was virtual unanimity amongst the publics of 
Western European countries that peace was infinitely to be 
preferred to war.22 It was only after 1957 that major peace 

22 P. van den Dungen (ed.), West European Pacifism and the Strategy for Peace 
(London, 1985). 
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movements began to emerge in Western European countries, 
many of them focusing specifically upon opposition to 
nuclear weapons. 23 In turn, old questions about the relation-
ship between peace and security, and between popular move-
ments and elected governments, again came to be asked.24 It 
was unfortunate, however, that those who asked the ques-
tions and those who attempted to answer them frequently 
showed little awareness of the fact that peace movements had 
a history which could fruitfully be studied. 

23 W. Kaltefleiter and R. Pfaltzgraff (eds.), The Peace Movements in Europe and the 
United States (London, 1985); R. Taylor, Against the Bomb; The British Peace Movement 
r958-r!J65 (Oxford, 1988). 

24 L. S. Wittner, 'Peace Movements and Foreign Policy: The Challenge to 
Diplomatic Historians', Diplomatic History, 11 (1987), 355-70; S. Wanlc (ed.), Doves 
and Diplomats: Foreign Offices and Peace Movements in Europe and America in the Twentieth 
Century (Westport, Conn., 1978). 
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Trade Union Ideas for a Peace 
and Security System in Europe 

ERWIN OBERLÄNDER 

Towards the end of the First World War, the great majority 
of members of the international labour movement were 
firmly resolved to fight for a peace which would make any 
repetition of the catastrophe of 1914 impossible. This marked 
the beginning of a new chapter in the history of the interna-
tional labour movement in which the international trade 
union movement played an important role. The part played 
by this movement has not so far received the notice it de-
serves. This applies especially to the inter-war period, and 
in particular to the years 1919 to 1923, after the Second 
International had collapsed and the International Federation 
of Trade Unions (IFTU) had become the most important 
voice of the labour movement in Western and Central 
Europe. The economic, social, and political principles 
which-from the trade union point of view-were con-
sidered to be indispensable conditions for a lasting peace will 
be discussed in this chapter. 

In 1914 the labour movement had failed to prevent the 
outbreak of war. 1 As a consequence the international 
solidarity of labour had been seriously impaired. How-
ever, as the war progressed, the non-revolutionary social-
ist labour movement-in the belligerent as well as the 
neutral countries-had developed a comprehensive peace 
programme.2 As early as 1917 the discussion of labour war 

1 On the role of the trade unions see e.g. I. Hennes, Gegen Imperialismus und Krieg, 
Gewerkschaften und II. Internationale 18/Jf)-1914 (Cologne, 1979); S. Milner, 'The 
International Labour Movement and the Limits of Internationalism: The 
International Secretariat of National Trade Union Centres, 1901-1913', International 
Review of Social History, 33 (1988), 1-24. 

2 On the trade union discussion of peace aims see C. Riegelmann, 'War-Time 
Trade-Union and Socialist Proposals', in J. T. Shotwell (ed.), The Origins of the 
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aims-especially in the Allied countries-had led to the 
adoption of four principles upon which the coming peace was 
to be based: international labour legislation, a society 
of nations on the basis of compulsory arbitration, general 
disarmament, and the abolition of secret diplomacy through 
parliamentary control of foreign policy. 3 Allied Socialists and 
trade unionists were determined to have a voice at the future 
Peace Conference. They consistently advanced two proposals 
designed to achieve this objective: that at least one of each 
nation's principal peace plenipotentiaries be a labour delegate 
and that an International Labour and Socialist Conference 
be held concurrently with the Peace Conference.4 

Obviously, the labour war aims anticipated President 
Wilson's Fourteen Points. Wilson's speech of 8 January 1918 
met with an immediate and favourable response from 
European labour leaders: 'In their judgement a Wilsonian 
peace was the essential precondition for the advance of 
democratic socialism throughout Europe.'5 The Conference 
of the Socialist and Trade Union Internationals in Berne in 
February 1919 marked the climax of the socialist homage to 
Wilson when William C. Bullitt, the American observer at 
the Conference, reported to Colonel House: 'The entire con-
ference showed an almost pathetic confidence in President 
Wilson. Speaker after speaker praised the President and 

International Labor Organization (2 vols., New York, 1934), i. 55-79; A. van der Slice, 
International Labor, Diplomacy, and Peace, 1914-1919 (Philadelphia, 1941); G. A. Ritter 
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Confederation Generale du Travail (CGT) and its secretary Leon Jouhaux see B. 
Georges and D. Tintant, Lion Jouhaux: Cinquante ans de syndicalisme, 2 vols., vol. i 
(Paris, 1962), 231-50. 

3 See e.g. Inter-Allied Labour and Socialist Conference, February 20th to 24th, 1918: 
Memorandum on War Aims (London, n.d. [1918)). 

4 A. J. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of Peacemaking: Containmmt and Counterreuolution 
at Versailles, 1918-1919 (London, 1968), 373-409 (375). The idea of the labour 
conference originated with the AFL; its 1914 Convention had authorized the 
Executive Council 'to call for a meeting of representatives of organized labor of the 
different nations to meet at the same time and place [as the General Peace 
Congress], to the end that suggestions may be made and such action taken as shall 
be helpful in restoring fraternal relations, protecting the interests of the toilers and 
thereby assisting in laying foundations for a more lasting peace ... '. See Report of the 
Proceedings of the Thirty-Fourth Annual Convention of the American Federation of Labor, held 
at Philadelphia, November 9 to 21, 1914 (Washington, DC, 1914), 28g-90. 

5 Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy, 378. 



Trade Union Ideas for Peace and Security 89 

insisted that the masses of Europe must stand behind him in 
his fight for the League of Nations.'6 The left-wing socialist 
Charles Rappoport saw it from a different angle, when he 
reported on the Conference: 'The Berne Conference was 
the first at which Marx was absent with his watchword 
"Workers of the world unite!" None dared say: "Wilsonians 
of the world unite" But that may yet happen, for Marx is 
henceforth replaced by Wilson.'7 

But although the Paris Peace Conference was kept fully 
informed as to the nature and content of labour's demands 
adopted in Berne, 8 these demands were barely fulfilled, as 
well shall see presently. The French Socialist paper, Le 
Journal du peuple, voiced the widespread disappointment felt 
about the peace 'which for contempt of public weal, in-
difference towards the future and violence beats the treaties 
of Tilsit, Frankfort, Bucharest and Brest Litovsk'.9 However, 
labour's fight for a just and lasting peace did not end with 
the ratification of the Treaty of Versailles. 

In the following years, the lead was taken by the IFTU, 
which had emerged from the war as the strongest and most 
powerful international labour movement in Europe. It had 
been reconstituted in Amsterdam as early as July 1919.10 

There were various reasons for this sudden rise. First, the 
trade unions were much less affected than the socialist parties 
had been by the breakdown of the Second International and 
by Lenin's alternative of reform or revolution. Secondly, 
since 1918 the advance in trade union organization and 
power had been unprecedented: the total membership of the 

6 Quotation from ibid. 400. 
1 The Workers Dreadnought, 29 Mar. 1919; quotation from van der Slice, 

International Lt,,bor, 252. 
8 'Programm fur die internationale Arbeitsgesetzgebung an die Friedenskonferenz 

in Paris und Resolution zum Volkerbund', Protokoll der lnternationalen Gewerkschafts-
Konferen;; vom5. bis 9. Februar 1919 im Volkshaus in Bern (Berne, 1919), 27-31. See also 
van der Slice, International Labor, 343-75. 

9 Le Journal du Peuple, 1 June 1919; quotation from van der Slice, International 
Labor, 257. 

10 On the history of the IFTU see F. Kalicka, Mitdzynarodowa Federru;ja Zwigzkow 
Zawodolo/Ch: Mi1dzynarod6wka Amsterdamska 1919-1945 (Warsaw, 1978); L. L. Lorwin, 
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IFTU rose from 10 million in 1919 to 23 million in 1921. 
And thirdly, during the war many national trade union 
organizations had for the first time secured official recognition 
by their respective governments, and by industrialists. This 
strengthened their national role, as well as their conviction 
'that the working classes, having made such sacrifices during 
the war, are entitled to take part in securing a democratic 
world peace'. 11 In their opinion, this peace could only be 
lasting if three prerequisites were fulfilled: the passing of 
international social legislation, the establishment of a demo-
cratic League of Nations as a guarantee of disarmament and 
peaceful arbitration, and the common economic reconstruc-
tion of Europe. The demand for close economic co-operation 
between all European nations was the most striking aspect of 
all trade union ideas for a peace and security system m 
Europe after both the First and the Second World Wars. 

TRADE UNIONS AND EUROPEAN SECURITY 

1919-1939 

Social Legislation 
As early as February 1919, the delegates to the International 
Trade Union Conference in Berne unanimously agreed that 
social injustice was a permanent threat to world peace. 
This reinforced their conviction that until such time as the 
capitalist system was completely abolished, the evils of 
this system could be 'considerably mitigated both by the 
resistance of organised workers and by the intervention of the 
state'. Therefore the Berne Conference adopted a detailed 
programme for labour legislation, ranging from the eight-
hour day and minimum wages to freedom of association and 
insurance against unemployment. This programme was to be 
'inserted into the Treaty of Peace as an International Labour 
Charter'. Its implementation was designed to bring about 
the 'adjustment of national differences' at the higher levels of 
the most advanced industrial countries and to enable the 

11 Memorandum on War Aims, 16. 
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worker everywhere 'to fulfil his duties as a citizen under 
modern democracy'. 12 

The Conference called for the creation of an International 
Labour Office to implement this programme. It was to be 
located within the League of Nations, and based on an 
'International Labour Parliament', where representatives of 
the workers and delegates from the member states would 
draft labour legislation with the force of national law. In fact 
this turned out to be the only labour proposal which had any 
substantial impact on the Versailles Peace Treaty. Part XIII 
of this treaty provided for the establishment of the Interna-
tional Labour Organization. Although the labour clauses of 
the Peace Treaty and the structure of the ILO fell far short 
of the trade unionists' expectations, the first Congress of the 
IFTU in July I g I g resolved to participate in the work of the 
new international institution under the condition that the 
representatives of the trade union movements of all coun-
tries, including former enemy countries, should be admitted 
to the first International Labour Conference in Washington. 13 

No state could be compelled to accept or ratify the 
Recommendations and Draft Conventions, agreed upon by 
the annual International Labour Conferences, where each 
member state was represented by four delegates, two from 
the government, one from the employers, and one from 
labour. 'The weakness of the Labour Office', Jan Oudegeest, 
.secretary of the IFTU, stated in 1922, 'is due to the con-
stitutional weakness of the League of Nations; the League of 
Nations in not vested with international sovereignty. The bold 
concept "League of Nations law dispenses with National Law" 
which might have made the International Labour Office the 

12 'Programm fur die internationale Arbeitsgesetzgebung an die 
Friedenskonferenz in Paris'. A slightly different English version in Shotwell, The 
Origins, vol. ii, document 39, pp. 336-40. This Programme was based on the 
Resolution of the International Labour Conference at Leeds, July 1916 ( trade unions 
from the Allied countries) and the Resolution of the International Conference of 
Trade Unions, Berne, Oct. 1917 (trade unions from the Central Powers and neutral 
countries); both Resolutions in Shotwell, The Origins, vol. ii, documents 4 and 6, pp. 
23-6 and 44-9. 

·13 Shotwell, The Origins, vol. ii, document 59, p. 447. For the correspondence of 
the IFTU on behalf of Germany and Austria see also 'Erster Tatigkeitsbericht des 
lnternationalen Gewerkschaftsbundes (Juli 1919-Dezember 1921)', Die 
lntemationale Gewerkschaftsbewegung, supplement 5 (Amsterdam, 1922), 27-30. 
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driving force in international legislation and which might 
have made the League of Nations a real power in interna-
tional political affairs, can only be realised when Capitalist 
Democracies are converted into real democracies in which 
social and economic life is also democratised.' 14 Neverthe-
less, in subsequent years union leaders regarded co-operation 
within the ILO as an important aspect of their international 
activity, 15 and it gained in importance as economic crisis and 
mass unemployment forced them on to the defensive in their 
confrontation with employers at national level. At all events, 
until 1939, they saw the ILO as the international organiza-
tion which paid the greatest possible regard to labour 
interests, and gave trade union claims the largest world-wide 
audience. 

The League of Nations 
The delegates at the International Trade Union Conference 
in Berne in February 1919 were agreed that the most im-
portant task for the planned League of Nations should be the 
maintenance of peace. However, in the resolution they sub-
mitted to the Peace Conference, they pointed out forcefully 
that the League of Nations would only be able to fulfil this 
task if it were vested with genuine 'legislative and judicial 
power'. In order to .keep the League of Nations 'free from the 
pressure of the various governments', the 0onference ex-
pressed its firm conviction, first 'that the legislative body of 
the League of Nations should be elected by the peoples 
themselves', and secondly that the activities of the League 
should not be confined to the political sphere, but that it 
should also be given economic functions. 16 

The League of Nations actually created by the Peace Con-
ference did not come anywhere near meeting these expec-
tations. In particular, it lacked a democratic structure. In 

14 J. Oudegeest, 'Labour's Policy', Tiu International Trade Union Movement (/TUM), 
2 (1922), 1-12 (p. 6). 

15 See the regular reports on the ILO activities of the IFTU and its affiliates in 
/TUM. 

16 'Resolution zum Volkerbund', Protokoll tier Internationalen Gewerkschaftskonferenz 
1919, 38; see also Resolution re League of Nations, in 'Report of the Proceedings of 
the International Trade Union Congress, Amsterdam, July 28th to August 2nd, 
1919', /TUM, supplement 2 (1921), 53. 
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the eyes of the IFTU it was not a league of nations, but 
just a league of a few particular governments. The IFTU 
affiliates believed that the prerequisites for a genuine league 
of nations were that all nations should belong to it, that the 
League's executive bodies should be elected and controlled 
by the nations themselves and not nominated by the govern-
ments, and finally that all states should forego a part of their 
sovereignty in favour of the international sovereignty of the 
League of Nations. Only thus, they felt, would the League of 
Nations be able to acquire the moral authority which was 
absolutely essential for all parties to feel obliged to present 
their disputes to it and to submit to its arbitration. 1 If the 
League of Nations were instead to remain dependent on the 
attitudes adopted by member states and their governments, 
the trade unionists feared that the consequences for the 
struggle for peace and disarmament would be serious. In 
order to forestall this they fought untiringly for democratic 
reform and an expansion of the rights of the League of 
Nations to create a genuinely 'supranational authority'. 

The IFTU energetically supported the League's peace and 
disarmament initiatives until 1939 while at the same time 
also engaging in the struggle to prevent future wars: 'The 
Congress of the International Federation of Trade Unions 
held in Rome on April 20th, 1922 ... declares that the fight 
against Militarism and War and for World Peace, based 
upon the fraternisation of the peoples, is one of the principal 
tasks of the Trade Union Movement .. .'. 18 In this context, 
we must mention the active co-operation between IFTU 
representatives within the League's Temporary Mixed 
Commission on the reduction in armaments. 1 Mention must 
also be made of the IFTU's intensive peace propaganda, 
climaxing in the International Peace Congress, held by the 
IFTU in The Hague in 1922, and the numerous campaigns 
organized in connection with the International Disarmament 

17 See e.g. Leonjouhaux's speech of 12 Dec. 1922, Report of the International Peace 
Congress, The Hague, December zoth to r5th, z922 (Amsterdam, n.d. [1923]), 162-4 
(163). 

18 Resolution re War and Militarism, in 'Report of the International Trade 
Union Congress, held in the Theatre Argentina, Rome, April 20th to 26th, 1922', 
/TUM, supplement JO (Amsterdam, 1923), 107. 

19 See e.g. L.Jouhaux, 'Our Fight for Disarmament', /TUM 4 (1924), 21-30. 
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Conference in 1932.20 In 1920 the international boycott 
measure was directed against the actions of the Horthy 
government in Hungary, and, in the same year, against the 
supply of arms to Poland in the Polish-Soviet War; the 
latter was, in fact, the first large-scale pacifist campaign in 
history.21 

However, the IFTU regarded an international general 
strike as the most important instrument available for pre-
venting a war. As early as 1922 the IFTU Congress declared 
'that it is the task of the organised workers to counteract all 
wars which may threaten to break out in future, with all the 
means at the disposal of the Labour Movement, and to 
prevent the actual outbreak of such wars by proclaiming and 
carrying out a General International Strike'. 2 Until the mid-
thirties at least, the threat of calling such a strike in the event 
of actual danger of war was regarded as the strongest 
weapon at the disposal of the international trade union 
movement, in its struggle to maintain peace. After the de-
struction of the German trade unions in 1933, however, this 
general strike concept was rarely promoted any longer. As 
there were no longer any trade unions in those countries 
regarded as aggressive, any international general strike 
would have been to the disadvantage of precisely those states 
threatened with war. 

The new attitude was clearly expressed as 'the narrowing 
down of the general question of an international general 
strike in the case of war to the more precise question of the 

20 P. Sipos, 'Der Internationale Gewerkschaftsbund und die Frage des Friedens 
1919- 1939', lntemationale Tagung der Historiker der Arbeiterbewegung 1g83 (Vienna, 
1985), 219-28. 

21 Die Aktionen des lnternationalen Gewerkschaftsbundes, in 'Erster 
Tatigkeitsbericht des Internationalen Gewerkschaftsbundes', 37-63; see also J. 
Oudegeest's attempt to explain the more or less 'defensive' policy of the IFTU with 
the deterioration of the economic situation of the workers in his article 'Hopes and 
Expectations for the Year 1924', /TUM 4 (1924), 1-7. 

22 Resolution re War and Militarism, 107. The idea of an international general 
strike had been discussed in advance by a Joint Conference of the Bureau of the 
IFTU, and representatives of the International Trade Secretariats of Transport 
Workers, Miners, and Metal Workers in Nov. 1921, 'considering that the 
prosecution of war is not possible without the proper functioning of Transport, 
Mines and the Metal Industry ... ', Resolutions of this Conference in /TUM 1 

(1921), 194-8. 
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attitude to be adopted towards the aggressor'.23 From 1935 
on, the IFTU no longer called for the use of the international 
general strike weapon, but for a clear declaration con-
demning any aggressor. In 1936, the Seventh IFTU Con-
gress reaffirmed 'that peace must be treated as indivisible, 
and that Fascism, and particularly the Fascist countries such 
as Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, etc., constitute a constant 
menace to peace and an ever present danger of war';24 and 
in May 1938, the IFTU's vice-president Léon Jouhaux, 
reporting to the General Council, again called special atten-
tion to the fact that 'the fight against fascism is the fight 
against war.'25 This also had a direct impact on the IFTU's 
disarmament campaign because appeals, made mainly 
together with the Socialist Labour International, for no 
further concessions to be made to the heavily armed dictator-
ships were incompatible with further calls for disarmament. 
The leaders of the IFTU were forced to concede in 1939 that 
while they had drawn the right conclusions from the events 
of 1914, these were not applicable to the very different situa-
tion prevailing at the end of the 1930s. 

Economic Co-operation 
As early as 1919, trade unionists had recognized the greatest 
shortcoming of the League of Nations as the fact that only a 
political community had been founded, and not an economic 
one. They were firmly convinced in 1919 that there was only 
one sure guarantee of peace, namely economic co-operation 
between all the nations of Europe-including Soviet Russia 
and Germany-under the leadership of the League of 
Nations. The first objective was to work together to recon-
struct economi_es after the devastations of war, but this co-
operation was also expected to lay the foundations for new 
relations between nations: 'This economic reconstruction ... 
will be of value only in so far as it will at last bring various 

23 Report to the Copenhagen meeting of the IFTU General Council in 1935, 
quotation from L. Jouhau~, 'The Fight against War, Reaction and Fascism', /TUM 
18 (1938), 63-5 (63). 

24 'Resolution on War, Disarmament and Fascism', /TUM 16 (1936), 49-50. 
25 Jouhaux, 'The Fight against War', 63. 
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nations together, uniting them in one common effort in 
order to dispel the hatred caused by the war and prevent 
fresh causes of conflict.'26 Time and again trade unionists 
denounced 'the pernicious results of economic nationalism'. 
As the consequences of the war were international, they said, 
they also had to be dealt with on an international scale. The 
IFTU also started from the same premiss in formulating 
its proposals for overcoming the economic depressions of 
1921-4 and 1929-33. In the light of this concept the prob-
lem of disarmament appeared inseparably linked to economic 
policy: disarmament was, on the one hand, the prerequisite 
for joint reconstruction-it was needed to release resources 
-and, on the other hand, a consequence of growing solidarity 
between nations as a result of a jointly attained state of 
prosperity. 

The success of this world-wide economic collaboration 
depended on certain conditions expressed at the IFTU's 
Special Congress held in London in 1920. Attention was 
focused on the international distribution of raw materials 
and the solution of financial problems. The Congress declared 
'that one of the most essential conditions of economic re-
storation is a just and fair distribution of the total available 
world supply of raw materials ... through an International 
Centre for Distribution of Raw Materials', which the League 
of Nations was to establish by an international agreement.27 

Here, too, the close link between the economy and dis-
armament was emphasized, as the control of raw materials 
would also include armaments control. 

The same Congress also called for the socialization of land, 
all important raw materials (coal, ore, salt, phosphate, etc.), 
and means of transport. This was to be achieved not by 
'mere transfer of industrial control to the capitalist state, but 
by active participation of the whole population in industrial 

26 Resolution re Economic Restoration of Europe, in 'Report of the International 
Trade Union Congress, 1922', 103-5 (105). 

27 'Resolution on the Distribution of Raw Materials', Report of the Special 
International Trades Union Congress, London, November 22nd to 27th, 1!}20 (London, 1921), 
4of. In July 1920, the International Miner's Congress had already 'unanimously 
decided to request the International Labour Office to organise, in addition to the 
Bureau for documentation and statistics, the distribution of the world's available 
coal supplies', ibid. 86. 
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and national control, exercised in conjunction with the appro-
priate Trade Unions'.28 Socialization was not declared a sine 
qua non for international economic collaboration, but was 
intended to facilitate it. To solve the financial problems the 
IFTU recommended comprehensive disarmament measures 
in order to free funds for reconstruction, the cancellation of 
all war debts, as well as the revision of reparations.29 These 
measures were to be supplemented by an international loan 
floated by the League of Nations, which was also to grant 
credit on a central basis, and to ensure that the funds were 
not used for military purposes. It was expressly emphasized 
that these measures could only be successful if taken as a 
whole.30 

The World Economic Conference in Genoa in 1922 
appeared to offer trade union leaders proof of the fact 
that 'after three years of a wrong policy on the parts of 
the Governments and complete economic anarchy it is 
now evident that economic nationalism has outlived its use-
fulness'. In addition, they could not see how the Genoa 
Conference was going to attempt to solve the economic 
problems while excluding the disarmament question: 'Dis-
armament, however, is a fundamental condition of economic 
reconstruction. If armies are to continue to exist and if 
reparation demands are to be enforced at the point of the 
bayonet the world will never have peace.' As no labour 
representatives had been invited to Genoa-'that in itself 
shows how considerably the balance has since [Washington 
Conference 1919] shifted in favour of reaction'-the IFTU 

28 'Resolution on Socialisation', ibid. 85-6. In comparison with the 'Resolution 
re Socialisation' of the 1919 IFTU Congress, the demands of 1920 were much more 
radical; one of the main reasons for this radicalization of the IFTU aims was the 
challenge by Communist tendencies within the trade union movements. See for this 
aspect E. Oberlander, 'Konflikt statt Solidaritiit: Internationaler 
Gewerkschaftsbund (1GB) und Rote Gewerkschaftsinternationale (RGI) 1919-
1939', in A. Loidt and J. Hiden (eds.), Contar:t or Isolation? Soviet-Western &lations in 
the lnterwar Period (Stockholm, 1991), 211-229. 

29 See also 'The Reparations Problem: Memorandum to the Assembly of the 
League of Nations by the IFTU', /TUM 3 (1923), 258-65. 

30 It is interesting to note that the AFL took the 'revolutionary policy' of the 1920 
IFTU Congress as a pretext for declining affiliation with the IFTU. See the letter 
from S. Gompers to J. Oudegeest, 5 Mar. 1921, Report of the Proceedings of the Forty 
First A1111Ual Convention of the AFojL, held at Denver, Colorado, June r3 to 25, r92r 
(Washington, DC, 1921), Bo-2. 
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organized a parallel conference in Genoa at which the prob-
lems of the world economy were also discussed, and the 1920 
proposals renewed and expanded to include a demand for 
the abolition of all protective tariffs. 31 The resolution 
adopted at the IFTU conference was, it is true, accepted at 
the World Economic Conference, but it was not given any 
further consideration. Nevertheless, the IFTU continued 
consistently to put these ideas-from 1927 they included the 
demand that the economic institutions connected with 
the League of Nations be developed into an International 
Economic Office32-to international institutions and national 
governments until 1932. In that year the global recession 
showed it that part measures were apparently no longer 
enough to save mankind from ruin and that only a complete 
reconstruction of the world economy would help. 33 

In 1932-3 the IFTU announced a new economic concept 
which it then submitted to the World Economic Conference 
in London. This concept was closely linked to the German 
trade unions' Wirtschaftsdemokratie model. 34 It contained 
a clear declaration in favour of a 'democratic planned 
economy' which, in view of the bankruptcy of economic 
liberalism, was praised as 'the modern order for the economy 
and society'. The past few years, it was argued, had already 
revealed a trend towards the creation of large, self-contained 
economic areas. The most important task now, therefore, 
was to 'organise Europe as one economic unit' in which the 
following planned economy measures, agreed on a voluntary 
basis, would be implemented: raw material controls, regulated 

31 Report of the International Trade Union Conference on Economic 
Reconstruction of Europe, held at Genoa on April 15th-17th, 1922, in 'Report of 
the International Trade Union Congress, 1922', 95-rn5. 

32 'Joint Manifesto of the IFTU and the LSI to the International Economic 
Conference', /TUM 7 (1927), 80-3 (83); The Economic Policy of the International 
Federation of Trade Unions (Amsterdam, 1929), 7f. 

33 See, e.g., L. Jouhaux, 'Appeal for an International Economic Conference: 
Speech Delivered at the General Assembly of the League of Nations (Sept. 1925)', 
/TUM 5 (1925), 243-9; Fighting World Economic Crisis and Unemployment: Pamphlet 
Embodying the Findings of the Joint Unemployment Committee of the IFTU and the LSI 
(Amsterdam, 1931). 

34 Protokoll der Verhandlungen des I 3. Kongresses der Gewerkschaften Deutschlands: 
Abgehalten in Hamburg vom3. bis 7. September z928 (Berlin, 1928), 170-224; see also H. 
Potthoff, Freie Gewerkschaften in Deutsch/and z9z8-z933 (Diisseldorf, 1987), 178-85. 
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production and distribution of goods, co-ordinated capital, 
credit, and currency policies supported by the creation of an 
international unit of currency and a world bank,.job creation 
and the establishment of an international labour exchange, 
as well as regulated price and monopoly controls to be 
exercised by an international monopoly office. All these 
measures were to be placed under the direction of an Interna-
tional Economic Office run by the League of Nations. It 
would have the support of National Economic Councils and 
a Court of International Economic Arbitration. All these 
institutions were to be subject to the strictest democratic 
controls, with the co-operation of the organized working 
class. The IFTU leaders realized 'that the replacement of the 
present economic system cannot take place all at once'. 
However, as it was no longer possible to find a solution by 
traditional means-the failure of the London Conference 
seemed to confirm this yet again-it was now the obligation 
of all responsible parties 'to promote the transition from 
capitalist economy to the collective links of an internationally 
organised planned global society'. 35 

These 'Demands for Economic Planning' were the IFTU's 
last large-scale attempt not only to face up to the challenge of 
the global recession, but also to eradicate the economic and 
social causes of Fascism and war once and for all. The 
extraordinary dimensions of the world economic recession 
were expected to underline the appeal to democratically 
elected governments and the League of Nations. However, 
despite the strenuous efforts of national trade union organ-
izations, governments adopted other approaches aimed at 
national self-sufficiency, in which, admittedly, state inter-
vention and planning elements, in line with the IFTU's 
'demands', did play a role. It would be interesting to examine 
whether the trade union concept was the cause or the conse-
quence of state measures taken in line with the ideas of J. M. 
Keynes, or the programme of the New Deal, to cure the 
crisis. 

35 'Memorandum of the IFTU for the International Monetary and Economic 
Conference, London', /TUM 13 (1933), 10-15; 'IFTU Demands for Economic 
Planning, adopted by the Sixth Ordinary International Trade Union Congress, 
Brussels 1933', /TUM 15 (1935), 4-15. 
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It is to the credit of the IFTU that, from 1919 to 1939, it 
constantly drew attention to the fact that peace and security 
in Europe and elsewhere could not be achieved without a 
European and world economic order. A European Economic 
Community, including all European states, was believed to 
offer the only solid foundation for a lasting peace. The IFTU 
was unable to gain acceptance for this view, something for 
which many reasons could be given. From the IFTU leaders' 
point of view, the main reason was the lack of unity within 
the international labour movement. The Second World War 
and, in particular, the coalition between the Western Powers 
and the Soviet Union greatly promoted efforts for unity: 
'This time, it was going to be different, once the war had 
been won. For one thing, there was an evergrowing convic-
tion that this time Labour should be welded into one single 
powerful organisation, regardless of political or religious 
differences. It was instinctively felt that the divisions between 
the Socialist, Communist, Christian and Independent 
movements in the years after World War I were partly, if not 
mainly, the cause of the failures of the ILO and the League 
of Nations.'36 

TRADE UNIONS AND EUROPEAN SECURITY 

1942-1950 

From this point of view, it was understandable that the trade 
unions' entire post-war planning was initially dominated by 
the question of how world trade union unity was to be 
achieved. Until this time there had never been any close co-
operation between the free trade unions organized in the 
IFTU, and Communist trade unions, especially the Soviet 
trade unions. 37 The latter had always been regarded as 
merely an instrument of the CPSU's dictatorship and a 
vehicle for Soviet foreign policy. The impact of the war 

36 Schevenels, Forty-Five Years, 301. 
37 There had been fruitless negotiations between the IFT_U and the Soviet trade 

unions in 1937; for the protocol see E. Oberlander, 'Die Moskauer Verhandlungen 
zwischen 1GB und Sowjetgewerks_chaften, November 1937', International Review of 
Social History, 25 (1980), 350-94. 
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allowed these fundamental differences to recede into the 
background, and smoothed the way for co-operation based 
on a relatively far-reaching consensus on questions of 
international politics. However, this basis proved too weak at 
the moment when, with the disintegration of the Anti-Hitler 
Coalition, the political consensus among the trade unions 
also disappeared and the differences in basic aims and 
-methods of trade unionism again came into irreconcilable 
conflict in 1948-9. 

Within a few months of Hitler's attack on the Soviet 
Union, the General Council of the British Trades Union 
Congress had decided in favour of the creation of a joint 
Anglo-Soviet Trade Union Committee. In 1941 the annual 
British Trades Union Congress explicitly emphasized that co-
operation with the Soviet trade unions was expected not only 
to strengthen the war effort, but also to advance international 
trade union unity.38 However, in December 1941, shortly 
after the USA entered the war, when the Anglo-Soviet Trade 
Union Committee invited the American Federation of Labor 
(AFL) and the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO) 
to join, the AFL strictly rejected contact of any kind with the 
Soviet trade unions; its leaders made a sharp distinction 
between support for the USSR as an ally, and collaboration 
with the 'Soviet Arbeitsfront' (George Meany). By contrast, 
the CIO, then the AFL's fiercest rival in all fields, was 
immediately ready to co-operate, especially in preparing for 
a new International.39 As the TUC was very sceptical about 
any new foundation-it would have preferred to recast the 
IFTU-there was especially close co-operation between the 
CIO and the Soviet trade unions, whose main concern was 
to strengthen the alliance with the Western Powers at the 
union level also. This finally led to the establishment of the 
World Federation of Trade Unions (WFTU) in October 
1945, which the CIO and the Soviet trade unions pushed 

38 Report of the 73rd Annual Trade Union Congress, Edinburgh 19,µ (London 1942), 
24~-

9 The AFL had joined the IFTU in 1937. Since the constitution of the IFTU did 
not permit the affiliation of more than one national trade union centre for each 
country, the CIO so far had had no part in the international trade union movement. 
The invitation of the Anglo-Soviet Trade Union Committee presented the CIO with 
an opportunity to play an international role. 
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through with the guarded support of the British TUC and 
against the fierce resistance of the AFL. 

The decisive difference between the post-war planning of 
the trade unions in the WFTU and in the AFL was thus a 
result of their different assessments of the Communist move-
ment led by the USSR. The AFL leaders were convinced 
that conflicts with the Communists would flare up as soon as 
the war was over, as the latter would leave no stone un-
turned in their efforts to bring the trade unions to be re-
established in the liberated countries under their control. 
The AFL therefore set up the Free Trade Union Committee 
in 1944 to prepare and implement the AFL's post-war 
policy, that is, to support the rebuilding of free trade unions 
and the repulsion of 'new totalitarian [i.e. Communist] ten-
dencies'.40 As early as 1944 the AFL leadership was thus 
quite officially propagating a policy of containment, which 
George F. Kennan did not formulate until 1946 and the 
Truman administration did not adopt until 1947. Un-
doubtedly for the most part the AFL's attitude isolated it 
in the international trade union movement at that time. 
However, it did not withdraw from the international stage as 
it had done between 1919 and 1937. Instead, with all the 
means at its disposal, it began to counteract the influence of 
the Communists on the trade union movement in Europe 
and elsewhere.41 This included launching incessant attacks 
against the 'Communist controlled Frankenstein',42 the 
WFTU. Thus a peace programme supported by all the trade 
unions of the world had proved unattainable. 

Post-War Planning: From the IFTU to the WFTU (1942-1945) 
Trade union discussions of the 'vital conditions for a 
decent post-war world and lasting peace'43 produced no 

40 J. P. Windmuller, American Labor and the International Labor Movement r940 to r953 
(Ithaca, NY, r.954); R. Radosh, American Labor and United States Foreign Policy (New 
York, 196g), 307-10. 

41 H. Lademacher et al. (eds.), Gewerkschaften im Ost-West-Ko,iflikt: Die Politik der 
American Federation of Labor im Europa der Nachkriegs;:.eit (Melsungen, 1982). 

42 Irving Brown in a report of 27 Nov. 1945. Quotation from Lademacher, 
Gewerkschaften (Footnote 41), 32. 

43 This was the title of an article by Walter Schevenels, general secretary of the 
IFTU and from 1943 editor of the joint Monthly Review of the IFTU and the 
International Trades Secretariats, Trade Union World (TUW) 1 (1943) no. 3, 2-4. 
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really new objectives. The IFTU repeated the demands 
which it had made unsuccessfully in its programmes of 
the 1920s, and especially the 1930s, while the WFTU was 
content to supplement the Conference resolutions by means 
of which Allied politicians were preparing the post-war order 
with the unions' traditional social demands. After their lack 
of success during the inter-war period, both organizations 
concentrated on how the international union movement could 
most effectively influence the shaping of the post-war order. 

In 1940 the IFTU had found a refuge in London, where, 
with the British TUC as the major partner, it had set up the 
Emergency International Trade Union Council (EITUC). 
The IFTU was still by far the most important international 
union organization in 1942, with a membership of 13 million. 
In September 1942 the EITUC set up a commission to draw 
up a new programme of social demands to be realized after 
the war. The fact that important demands made by the 
IFTU before the war had been incorporated into the Atlantic 
Charter, in particular in Article 5, which called for the 
'fullest collaboration between all nations in the economic 
field with the object of securing, for all, improved labour 
standards, economic advancement and social security',44 

seemed to offer new scope for the unions to achieve their 
objectives: 'If we can judge by the many declarations that 
have been made already by the world's most prominent 
statesmen, business men and scientific experts ... everybody 
is agreed that the reconstruction of the world after the 
war must be guided by two main principles: firstly, every-
thing must be planned, and secondly, international co-
operation must be organised.'45 

It was clear that the world needed 'some kind of interna-
tional machinery to settle peacefully, by mediation and 
arbitration, all political, territorial and economic disputes 
susceptible of leading to conflict'. Thus, in line with the 
IFTU's earlier criticism of the League of Nations, its draft 
programme of March 1944 advocated a 'World Organisation 

44 Joint Declaration by US and UK Governments, FRUS, 1941, i. 369-70. 
45 P. Tofahrn, 'The Next Step', TUW 1 (1943), 1, 3-4 (p. 3). Tofahrn was 

secretary of the International Transport Federation and co-editor of TUW. 
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of Nations with much greater constitutional powers than any 
similar organisation in the past has ever possessed ... In the 
High Assembly, for instance, the national parliaments ... 
must have direct and equitable representation besides the 
government delegates.'46 The IFTU unions were convinced, 
as they had been in the 1930s, that peace could only be 
secured if the political world organization were supplemented 
by economic co-operation between all states. Something like 
a World Board of Economic Control could be set up to 
achieve this.47 It could be drawn from the ILO, and its 
functions defined in accordance with the 1933 Demands for 
Economic Planning. 'Planning', however, was clearly dis-
tinguished from any kind of socialist planned economy: 'Let 
it be understood that our planning proposals do not originate 
from any dogmatic or mystic thinking.' While any 'policy of 
the balance of power' was to be laid to rest for good, regional 
federations of various states were to be encouraged: 'The 
ideal solution for the European continent would be, no 
doubt, an all-embracing federation of states, but it must be 
regretfully admitted that ... only after some years of peaceful 
relationship ... can Europe hope to set up its United States 
with success. '48 

Thus the claim that the economic and political unification 
of Europe was the best guarantee of a lasting peace was 
renewed. The way of achieving this was left open, but was 
the subject of intense debate. In March 1944 the TUC's 
General Council, for example, expected that the post-war 
atmosphere would be strongly anti-German. It therefore 
recommended, with obvious reference to the Paris Peace 
Conference of 1919, 'that following the conclusion of an 
armistice any consideration of peace terms should be de-
ferred for a period of at least five years, solely as a measure 
to enable the problems of peace to be looked at in an atmos-

46 International Federation of Trade Unions, Social and Eco,wmic Demands of the 
International T. U. Movementfor the Post-War World (London, 1944), 7, 16. 

47 P. Tofahrn, 'What is the Future of the ILO?', TUW 1 (1943), 7, 4-6 (6). At 
the same time the trade union leaders had to realize that the ILO so far had had no 
part in any of the various inter-Allied conferences and negotiations dealing with 
post-war problems. See e.g. W. Schevenels, 'International Labour Conference Long 
Overdue', TUW 1 (1943), II, 2-3. 

48 IFTU, Social and &o,wmic Demands, 8. 
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phere free from hatred and so afford the greater possibility of 
attaining a just and durable peace'.49 In April 1944 the 
secretary-general of the Fédération Générale du Travail 
Belgique, J. Rens, distinguished between Eastern Europe, 
where, as he euphemistically put it, 'we see several countries 
forming links with Soviet Russia, their great neighbour', and 
Western Europe, where 'Great Britain, France, the Grand 
Duchy of Luxemburg, Holland and Belgium ... would be in 
a position to create conditions for security and for a new step 
forward in economic and social affairs ... The ideal would 
be for the two efforts at continental organisation and co- 
ordination ... to meet one day to achieve democratic organ-
isation for Europe as a whole.'50 Looking back, we must 
admit that Rens was right about the trends, but he wildly 
overestimated the potential of the 'Eastern' economic system. 

In order to be able to influence Allied post-war planning, 
the IFTU in 1944 demanded direct representation 'in the 
preparatory commissions for post-war reconstruction set up 
by the Allied governments during the war or created by the 
General Armistice conference at the end of hostilities ... as 
well as in the Peace Conference when it is held'.51 Never-
theless, the unions could not help but see that although they 
had been called upon to boost the war effort at home, they 
had not so far been allowed to participate in post-war plan-
ning at international level. This realization encouraged the 
world union movement to try to present a united front. But 
as the Soviet unions and the CIO were not prepared-to join 
the IFTU, which included the AFL, the TUC resolved at the 
end of 1943 to send out invitations to a World Trade Union 
Conference, advisory and consultative in character, to be 
held in London in June 1944. However, preparations for the 
Allied landing in France meant that the Conference had to 
be postponed until February 1945, by which time it was 
widely believed that 'the principles and in some respect the 

49 'World Trade Union Conference. Provisional Agenda proposed by the General 
Council [of the TUC]', 14 Mar. 44 (TUC Filing Department (FD) Box 475, File 
No. 910.r), and 'Trades Union Congress, World Trade Union Conference. Notes on 
Agenda item 2-Peace Settlement' (TUC FD, Box 477, File 910.19). 

50 J. Rens, 'Regional Union of Western Europe?', TUW2 (1944), p. 5. 
51 IFTU, Social and Economic Demands, 16. 
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details of the peace settlement ... have already been worked 
out ... If the proposed conference of the full United Nations 
on the Dumbarton Oaks Conversations is held as 'intended 
and reaches agreement there will be little left for a formal 
Peace Conference to do about the future of the League of 
Nations and the organisation of World Peace.' As the bel-
ligerent parties were prepared to accept nothing less than 
unconditional surrender, there would be no call for nego-
tiations anyway. Everything therefore had to be done to 
ensure that the trade union movement was represented at the 
coming international conferences and commissions set up by 
the United Nations, either as an lnternatinal, or at least by 
the presence of a union representative in every national 
delegation.52 

The wish actively to participate in Allied post-war plan-
ning was also expressed in the discussions at the World 
Trade Union Conference held in London from 6 to 11 
February 1945. Two hundred delegates from 63 organiza-
tions represented approximately 50 million trade union 
members. In terms of the number of members represented, 
this was the largest gathering so far in the history of the 
labour movement. Some 27 million, or over half of the roughly 
50 million trade unionists represented, were in Soviet trade 
unions. However, it must be emphasized that in all the 
bodies of the Conference, and later in the WFTU, the Soviets 
were content with a total number of votes less than that 
of the TUC (7.5 million members) and CIO (6 million 
members) combined. The Soviet side must have been keen to 
achieve a common organization which, as far as the Soviet 
trade unions were concerned, was intended to 'maintain and 
strengthen in the post-war period the unity of action of the 
three leading powers-Great Britain, the Soviet Union and 
the United States, which have borne the brunt of the struggle 
against Hitlerite Germany'.53 

52 TUC, 'World Trade Union Conference. Notes on Agenda' (seen. 49), 3 and 
10; see also Sir Walter Citrine's speech at the World Trade Union Conference, 9 
Feb. 1945, Report on the World Trade Union Co,ifereru:e: Country Hall, London February 6th 
to r7tk, r945 (London, n.d. [1945]), 70-8 (73). 

53 'Proposals of the Soviet Trade Union Delegation at the World Trade Union 
Conference on the Question "The Trade Union Proposals for the Peace 
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The London Conference dealt in detail with four central 
problems: promoting the Allied war effort, the peace settle-
ment, economic reconstruction, and the establishment of a 
World Federation of Trade Unions. On the one hand, the 
Conference proudly announced: 'Organised Labour, with so 
great a part in winning the war, cannot leave to others-
however well-intentioned they may be-the sole responsibility 
of making the peace.'54 On the other hand, the Conference's 
high expectations of the United Nations, whose establish-
ment had been decided at Yalta, and the narrowing down of 
post-war planning to deciding the future of a defeated 
Germany and setting the level of German reparations, made 
it clear to what a large extent the new unanimity of the trade 
union movement depended on frictionless co-operation 
within the anti-Hitler coalition. The trade union movement 
thus faced severe restrictions in the declaration of objectives 
which might come into conflict with the aims of the United 
Nations.5 For example, its resolutions lacked a specific 
programme for Europe, whose formulation would inevitably 
have led to disagreements. Demands for international trade 
union participation on issues where it was clear that the 
crucial powers would act together, that is, on the future of 
Germany and the organization of the United Nations, were 
therefore pressed all the more forcefully. 

So that work could begin immediately, the London Con-
ference set up a Provisional Committee, which was to act as 

Settlement'" (12 Feb. 1945) (TUC FD, Box 477, File No. 9rn.19). In general, see 
M. Schwartz, 'Soviet Policy and the World Federation of Trade Unions, 1945-
1949', Ph.D. thesis (Columbia University, 1963). 

54 World Trade Union Conference (February 6-17, 1945), A Call to All the Peoples (n.p., 
n.d. [London, 1945]), 3. 

55 This is apparent from many speeches and the two main declarations of the 
Conference: 'Declaration on the Attitude to the Peace Settlement as Amended by 
Conference' and 'Declaration on Post-War Reconstruction and Immediate Trade 
Union Demands as Amended by Conference', Report on the World Trade Union 
Coriference, 236-44; see also the critical review of Walter Schevenels in TUW 3 
(1945), nos. 1-2, 2-4, p. 3: 'As for the declaration on post-war reconstruction and 
immediate trade union demands, it must be said with all respect for the good 
intentions of the World Conference that it is merely an enumeration of problems 
with only vague indications as to how to solve them.' He pointed to the IFTU draft 
programme of 1944 and added: 'the Conference could have done much better had 
not from the outset some of the .big partners been so allergic to any contribution 
coming from the IFTU .' 
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the interim authority for the World Trade Union Conference, 
and to prepare a draft constitution for the proposed World 
Trade Union Federation. The draft statutes, which were 
ready by the summer of 1945, announced that the main 
objective of the WFTU was 'the establishment of a World 
Order in which all the resources of the world will be utilized 
for the benefit of all its peoples, the vast majority of whom 
are workers by hand and brain ... '. This extremely general 
wording had clearly been chosen in order to avoid giving any 
cause for controverst between partners of such different ideo-
logical orientation.5 On 25 September 1945 another World 
Trade Union Conference began in Paris, and on 3 October it 
founded the WFTU. Only the AFL and the Christian trade 
unions did not join. 57 

Post-War Policy: From the WFTU to the ICFTU (1945-1950) 
The delegates to the World Trade Union Conference in 
London were convinced that the occupying powers would be 
administering Germany for decades to come. They therefore 
called upon these powers to co-operate with the international 
trade union movement as closely as possible in all matters. 
From 1946 to 1948 in Germany the WFTU devoted itself to 
the Potsdam Agreement, to making united trade unions the 
vehicle of democratization, and to encouraging the trend 
towards nationalizing industries and mineral resources. 
These aims undoubtedly coincided with the expectations 
of the majority of German trade unionists. To assist the 
German trade unions, the WFTU sent two delegations to 
Germany (February 1946 and February 1947),5 and in-

56 'Draft Constitution of World Federation of Trade Unions', Report of the World 
Trade Union Conference and Congress, September 25 to October 8, 1945 in Paris (n.p., n.d. 
[Paris, 1946]), 252-69 (252). 

57 See ibid. 
58 As early as Feb. 1946, a WFTU delegation, made up of its president, Sir 

Walter Citrine, and almost the entire executive, visited Germany's four zones to 
conduct negotiations with union leaders and the occupying authorities. In its 
detailed report, the delegation came to the conclusion that the implementation of 
the decisions taken at Potsdam had begun, but that de-Nazification was progressing 
much too slowly. The delegates expressed their satisfaction about the extent of the 
reconstruction of trade unions already achieved, particularly praising the fact that 
everything was going in accordance with democratic rules. See Report of the 
Commission of the WFTU to Investigate Conditions in Gennany, Presented to the Executive 
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itiated the lnterzonal Conferences (November 1946 to 
August 1948), which aimed to unify all German trade 
unions. This again provoked the stubborn resistance of the 
AFL, which sought to ward off all attempts to unify with the 
Communist trade unions in the Soviet Occupation Zone. On 
the other hand, the WFTU did not succeed in sending a 
WFTU delegate to the Allied Control Council. 

Between 1945 and 1947, however, the WFTU's main ob-
jective was to get itself established in the United Nations, 
which, it was generally assumed, would exercise a crucial 
influence in the post-war period. The London Conference 
had already considered it vitally important for the trade 
union movement to be closely and continuously connected 
with the activities of the United Nations: 'On behalf of the 
Trade Union Movement, this World Conference therefore 
urges that provision shall be made for effective Trade Union 
representation in the Assembly of the International Organ-
isation and that qualified and responsible representatives of 
the Trade Union Movement shall be associated with both 
the Security Council and the Social and Economic Council. '59 

In the Steering Committee of the San Francisco Conference, 
the Soviet foreign minister, Molotov, proposed inviting the 
World Trade Union Conference in an advisory capacity, but 
the majority, under the leadership of Britain and the USA, 
rejected this proposal on the grounds that the World Trade 
Union Conference, as a non-governmental agency, was not 
entitled to official recognition or participation in the San 

Bureau •.. {Session of June 17-25 1946 in Moscow) (n.p., n.d.). A second large WFTU 
delegation travelled through Germany in Feb. 1947. In the course of this, the first 
differences of opinion occurred among its members in their evaluation of the 
organization of trade unions in the Soviet occupation zone. Nevertheless, the 
delegation recommended the admission of the German trade unions to the WFTU 
as soon as the unification of the German unions had been achieved. See Report of 
Actiuiv, of the WFTU Presented fry the General Secretary of the WFTU w the General Council 
at Prague,June 9th-14'h 1947 (n.p., n.d.), 73-92. The General Council requested the 
military authorities 'to avoid all steps which may endanger the unity of the German 
trade unions' and decided to establish a Liaison Bureau of the WFTU in Germany; 
see Resolutions Adopted fry the W.F.T.U. General Council at Prague.June 9th to 14th, 1947 
(Paris, 1947), 20-2. 

59 'Declaration on the Attitude to the Peace Settlement', 239. 
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Francisco deliberations.60 Representation in a consultative 
capacity was offered only within the Economic and Social 
Council. 

This led the WFTU Congress, which had been formed on 
3 October 1945, to issue a strong protest. It directed the 
Executive Committee 'to continue to work for the satisfaction 
of the demands made by the London Conference for rep-
resentation in the General Assembly in a consultative 
capacity, and for full representation with the right to vote, on 
the Social and Economic Council'.61 But the United Nations' 
Conference in London in January 1946 confirmed the San 
Francisco Conference's decision, stating that there could be 
no question of granting any organization representation with 
the right to vote in the various UN organs. The WFTU 
Executive Committee, however, continued its campaign for 
full membership of the Social and Economic Council. Step 
by step, it managed to wrest one concession after another 
from the UN, thereby improving its status: first the right 
to participate in all meetings of the Social and Economic 
Council, then the right to put proposals on the agenda, and 
finally the right to speak on all points of the agenda.62 But 
delight at these successes was mitigated somewhat by 
the fact that other organizations, such as the AFL and the 
International Co-operative Alliance, were given the same 
status. The WFTU was not, however, able to further its real 
social and economic aims within the framework of the UN's 
various sub-organizations. One reason for this was that the 
UN itself did not, in fact, become the crucial force in the 
post-war period that the international trade union move-
ment had expected in 1945. And from 1947 on, there was 
increasing estrangement between East and West, not only in 
the UN, but also in the WFTU. 

In this context, the Marshall Plan (European Recovery 

60 See the Report of Sidney Hillman to the World Trade Union Conference and 
Congress, 78-85; see also 'WFTU and UNO-Deputation to Prime Minister. 
Notes on the history of the matter for the guidance of the deputation', TUC FD, 
File 921.1. 

61 'Resolution on Representation of World Labour in International Bodies and 
Organizations', Report of the World Trade Union Conference and Congress 271-3 (p. 272). 

62 'Relations of the WFTU with the United Nations Organisation (UNO) and 
the specialised Inter-governmental Agencies', Report of Activi!JI of the WFTU, 2I-61. 
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Program, ERP), announced on 5June 1947, proved to be the 
biggest challenge to the international trade union movement, 
and the WFTU in particular. The Marshall Plan was based 
on a concept-economic recovery as the foundation of 
political unification, peace, and security-which the IFTU 
had advocated specifically for Europe since the 1930s, and 
which the WFTU had adopted in 1945, without explicit 
reference to Europe. From the point of view of purely unionist 
aims, one would therefore have expected a positive reaction. 
The fact that this was not the case, but that, on the contrary, 
discussion of the Marshall Plan very quickly turned the 
latent opposition between Communists and non-Communists 
in the WFTU into open conflict, can be attributed to the 
attitude of the Great Powers and clearly showed the extent to 
which the existence of the WFTU depended on the con-
figurations of international politics. 

The American government had always seen the attitude of 
European labour as crucial to the success of the Marshall 
Plan. As soon as it became apparent that the Soviet side 
wanted the WFTU to move into the vanguard of the anti-
Marshall Plan campaign, in other words, that it wanted to 
commit the WFTU to the direction of USSR foreign policy, 
the American and British governments began to encourage 
the unions in their respective countries more strongly to 
accept the Marshall Plan and to break with the Com-
munists.63 As the WFTU's Executive Committee, in which 
the pro-Communist faction, consisting of representatives of 
the Soviet, Chinese, Italian, and Central American unions, 
commanded a majority, rejected any discussion of the 
American proposals, union representatives from eleven of the 
sixteen ERP countries met in London in March 1948 to 
support the Marshall Plan and discuss union initiatives 
within its framework. The ERP Trade Union Advisory 

63 On the breakup of the WFTU see e.g. H. Lademacher et al., 'Der 
Weltgewerkschaftsbund im Spannungsfeld des Ost-West-Konflikts', Archiv for 
So(.ialgeschichte, 18 (1978), u9-21s; P. Weiler, 'The United States, International 
Labor and the Cold War', Diplomatic History, 5 (1981), 1-22; A. Carew, 'The 
Schism Within the World Federation of Trade Unions: Government and Trade 
Union Diplomacy', International Review of Social History, 29 (1984), 297-355; id., 
Labour Under the Marshall Plan (Manchester, 1g87), 70-80. 
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Committee was founded in order to co-ordinate contact with 
each other and with the governments involved.64 Represen-
tatives from the AFL, who had backed the Marshall Plan 
from the start and saw the imminent split in the WFTU as 
vindicating their fundamental rejection of any co-operation 
with Communist unions, also took part in this meeting. The 
core of those unions which, after the disintegration of the 
WFTU in January 1949, founded the International Con-
federation of Free Trade Unions (ICFTU) on 7 December 
1949, grew out of the associations in the ERP countries. The 
ICFTU's programme revealed a direct link with the IFTU. 

This was especially clear in Western Europe. True to the 
economic basis of their ideas of peace and security, the trade 
unions now became champions of the economic and political 
integration of Western Europe, even if it was repeatedly 
necessary to overcome the reservations of individual national 
unions. The ICFTU's European members made a steady 
contribution to establishing the first European institutions, 
for example, the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC), founded in 1950: 'These efforts ... were less spec-
tacular, but no less important, than those of the federalist 
organisations: without them it would not have been possible 
for the idea of European integration to take firm root in 
European politics.'65 As early as 1950, at the third con-
ference of the ERP trade unions, Léon Jouhaux, a veteran 
of the international trade union movement since the First 
World War, secretary-general of the French CGT-FO 
(Confédération Générale du Travail-Force Ouvrier), and 
vice-president of the ICFTU, called for a transition from the 
economic to the political integration of Western Europe: 'I 
believe that a meeting like the present one ... must result in 
a definite and unambiguous decision: that we all are going to 
work for the constitution of European unity ... Well! We 

64 European Recovery Programme: Report of the International Trade Union Conference held 
at Transport House London, March 9 and 10, 191/1 (London, 194,8). 

65 W. Loth, 'The World Federation of Trade Unions and the International 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions', W. Lipgens and W. Loth (eds.), Documents on 
the History of the European Integration, iv (Berlin 1991). For the German trade unions 
see also E.-D. Kopper, Gewerkschaften und AujJenpolitik: Die Stellung der westdeutschen 
Gewerkschaften <,11r wirtschaftlichen und militiirischen Integration der Bundersrep,,.blik in die 
Europiiische Gemeinschaft und in die NATO (Frankfurt, 1982). 
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must give satisfaction to our British friends, concerning their 
reservations because I don't believe that we can make Europe 
without England, no more than we can without Germany. 
We must have England. We must have Germany. We must 
have all European countries to constitute Europe. We are the 
only people who can proclaim this truth, because we are 
not bound by nationalist considerations and we place the 
International Organisation above the Nation. This is our 
mission, and we must fulfil it. '66 The success of the European 
Economic Community and European Community has 
proved him right. 

Today it seems no more than a matter of time before this 
concept, which sees economic co-operation as the basis of a 
peace order, also comes into force between Eastern and 
Western Europe. 

66 Report on Third International Trade Union Conference ef the ERP, Rome, q-20 April 
1950 (Paris, n.d.), 91-3. Quotation from Loth, Documents, Doc. 138. 
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Security before Disarmament, or 
Hegemony? The French Alliance 

Policy 1917- 1927 
KALERVO HOVI 

Given the present state of knowledge, and of methodological 
developments in the field of international relations, it seems 
to me clear that the primary objective of French foreign 
policy after the First World War was to ensure security, 
rather than to pursue hegemony as such. The answer to the 
main question posed in the title of this chapter, in other 
words, is 'security before disarmament'. 

The issue of security, however-for France as for other 
countries-was a highly complex one. Up to the 1950s 
French foreign policy was interpreted as a policy based on 
the use of power against Germany. Convincing evidence of 
this has been found in the French policy of sanctions in the 
Rhineland and on the Ruhr. 1 But there has also been evidence 
incompatible with this view: sources from German archives 
for example, demonstrating a conciliatory attitude on the 
part of the French and an interest in economic co-operation 
with Germany.2 

Since the 1950s, the interpretation of French foreign policy 
has been influenced by the doctrine of forces profondes, de-
veloped by Pierre Renouvin. Although this theory has been 
further developed and has become more sophisticated, it has 
not qualitatively changed as, for instance, the debate at the 
Stuttgart World Congress of Historians showed. On the 

1 P. Wentzke, Rkeinkampf (Berlin, 1925); id., Rukrkampf: Einbruch und Abwehr im 
rheinischwesifalischen lndustriegebiet (2 vols., Berlin, 1930-2); W. M. Jordan, Great 
Britain, France, and the German Qpestion r9r9-r939 (London, 1939). 

2 Lersner to Auswiiriges Arnt, 31 July 1919, PAAA, Abteilung 1A, Weltkrieg 31, 
Geheirn, fo. 2; Lersner to Auswiirtiges Arnt, 7 Aug. 1919, ibid., fo. 10. 
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contrary: it would seem that the concept of 'mentality'as an 
explanatory structure in the history of international relations 
has not yet been fully exploited. 3 The new view emphasized 
the fundamental weakness of France compared to Germany. 
After the defeat of 1870-1, France fell further and further 
behind the new major power on her eastern border, es-
pecially in demographic and economic development. This 
was a shock to the security of a country which earlier had 
been invulnerable to conquest except by the joint efforts of 
the other major nations. Even the alliance with the Great 
Powers and their victory in the First World War were not 
enough to do away with France's deep sense of weakness 
alongside Germany. 4 This view helps us better to understand 
the conciliatory aspects of French foreign policy, but it is not 
without its own contradictions, including those relating to 
the French use of force. 

With the opening up of the French archives, the findings 
and conclusions of a number of historians have led to a new 
overall interpretation, which deals relatively effectively with 
the problems which so far have bedevilled attempts to ex-
plain French foreign policy. These historians include on the 
one hand the French scholars Jacques Bariety, Denise 
Artaud, and Georges Soutou, and on the other in particular 
the Americans Walter A. McDougall and Marc Trachtenberg. 
According to this reinterpretation, the French believed that 
British and US support for France would continue even after 
the war. This would ensure Allied economic support for post-
war reconstruction and would guarantee France's security 
for the future. The US, however, was not prepared to con-
tinue providing such assistance. On the contrary: she refused 
new loans to France after the Armistice, and demanded 
repayment of earlier ones. In this situation, a new and sur-
prising solution began to take shape in French government 
circles: co-operation with Germany. This approach too, if 

3 Cf. ·comite International des Sciences Historiques, XVI' Congres International des 
Sciences Historiques, Stuttgart, 25 Aug.- 1 Sept. 1985, vol. iii ed. A Nitschke 
(Stuttgart, 1g85). 

4 P. Renouvin, 'Le XIX• siecle, vol. 2, De 1871 a 1914' and id., 'Les crises de 
xx· siecle, vol. 1, De 1914 a 1929', id. (ed.), Histoire des relations intemationales, viand 
vii (Paris, 1955 and 1957), esp. 15-18, 157-8, 233-7. 
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successful, would ensure French security, and at the same 
time would guarantee continued economic well-being by 
harnessing Germany as the driving force of the French 
economy. Co-operation between French iron and German 
coal seemed to offer a firm foundation for such a project. 
This approach would also have been advantageous in psy-
chological terms. French self-esteem had been wounded by 
French collaboration with its Anglo-American allies, in that 
France knew that she had come out of the war victorious 
only through the support of these allies. The proposed new 
relationship, with Germany, would mean that France no 
longer needed to heed her former dependence on Britain and 
the US. 

There were, however, several serious problems inherent in 
this approach. These problems, too, were to a large extent 
ones of mentality. In order to bring French public opinion, 
and the supporters of a Great Power policy, into sympathy 
with the (proposed) alliance with Germany, France would 
have to take the lead in the new partnership. In addition, of 
course, the Germans too would have to be persuaded to 
accept the new idea; a difficult if not impossible undertaking 
in the prevailing post-war atmosphere. Even the iron-ore of 
Lorraine, considered France's most important asset in the 
new approach, did not help. Thus the only cards remaining 
to the French were the Versailles Treaty, their own resources, 
and the tattered remains of their system of alliances. 5 

This, roughly, is the new general interpretation which so 
far seems to account best for French foreign policy in the 
early 1920s. A number of German historians have also 
inclined towards this point of view in recent publications.6 

5 J. Bariety, Les Relations franco-al/emandes apres la premiere guerre 11111ndiale. 10 
novembre 1918-1ojanvier 1925. De {'execution a la nigociation (Paris, 1977); D. Artaud, La 
Reconstruction de {'Europe 1917-1929 (2 vols., Paris, 1978); G. Soutou, several articles, 
e.g. 'Les Mines de Silesie. et la rivalite franco-allemande 1920-1923; arme 
economique ou bonne affaire?', Relations intemationales, 1 (1974), 135-54; W. A. 
McDougall, France's Rhineland Diplom(l(!J, 1914-1924: The Last Bid for a Balance of 
Power in Europe (Princeton, NJ, 1978); M. Trachtenberg, Reparation in World Politics: 
France and European Diploffl(l(iJ 1916-1923 (New York, 1 g8o). 

6 G. Steinmeyer, Die Grundlagen der fran;;,osischen Deutschlandpolitik 1917-1919 
(Stuttgart, 1979); H. Kohler, Novemberrevolution und Frankreich: die fran;;.osische 
Deutschlandpolitik 1918-1919 (Diisseldorf, 198o); C. A. Wurm, Die fran;;,osische 
Sicherheitspolitik in .der Phase der U11111rientierung 1924-1926 (Frankfurt, 1979); H. 
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PROBLEMS OF THE FRENCH POLICY OF ALLIANCES: 
THE THREAT OF BOLSHEVISM 

In the most recent historical research, my own special 
field, France's East European policy in general and, more 
specifically, her East Central European alliance policy, has 
received little attention. In the historical writing of the 1960s, 
the ideological aspect of French East European policy was 
customarily stressed, and the French policy of alliances was 
interpreted as one of a 'cordon sanitaire', that is, an attempt 
to prevent the expansion of Bolshevism from Soviet Russia 
into Western Europe.7 Among more recent writers dealing 
with French interventionist policy and with relations be-
tween France and Soviet Russia more generally, Anne 
Hogenhuis-Seliverstoff and Michael J. Carley have continued 
to take this approach to the question.8 

Bolshevism was a real problem for French foreign policy 
and the French foreign affairs administration devoted con-
siderable attention to it during 1917-19, and to some extent 
also in 1920. While examining the French documents which 
had newly become available, I became aware that Germany 
herself posed a sufficiently difficult problem for the French. 
The threat of Bolshevism, on the other hand, was almost 
always linked with the German question, as we see in the 
writings of those inclined towards the ideological interpre-
tation. This led me to conclude-among other things-that 
the essential point which influenced the French attitude 
towards Bolshevism was that it seemed to benefit and 
strengthen Germany. The worst nightmare of those re-
sponsible for French foreign policy in the final stages of the 
war and after the Armistice was that Germany and Soviet 
Russia would conclude an alliance, allowing Germany to rise 

Hagspiel, Verstiindigung ;:.wischm Deutschland und Frankreich: die deutsch-fr~iisische 
AujJenpolitik der ;:.wanziger Jahre im innenpolitischen Krii..fteftld beider Lii.nder (Bonn, 1987). 

7 B. E. Stein, Die 'Russische Frage' auf ckr Pariser Friecknsko,iferenz r9r9-r920, trans. 
E. Ehlers (Leipzig, 1953); J. M. Thompson, Russia, Bolshevism and the Versailles Peace 
(Princeton, NJ, 1966); A. J. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy of Peacemaking: Containment 
and Counterrevolution at Versailles r9r8-r9r9 (New York, 1968). 

8 A. Hogenhuis-Seliverstoff, Les Relationsftanco-sovietiques r9r7-r924 (Paris, 1981); 
M. Jabara Carley, Revolution and Intervention: The French Government and the Russian 
Civil War r9r7-r9r9 (Kingston, 1983). 
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from the ashes of her defeat more powerful than ever, and 
shake off the provisions of the Versailles Treaty which were, 
in fact, almost the only guarantee of political and economic 
security that France had. If French policy towards Eastern 
Europe is viewed in this light, many of the contradictions 
inherent in the ideological interpretation are resolved. 9 

During the last years of the First World War, France 
maintained a de facto alliance with the organizations each 
representing the Poles, the Czechs and Slovaks, and the 
Yugoslavs. France actually had a formal treaty of alliance 
with Romania, although this had become somewhat prob-
lematic because of the separate peace concluded by Romania. 
As a practical -consequence of the overall East European 
policy I have already outlined, the French considered it 
important to maintain this protective bulwark of alliances, 
and were prepared to react if it threatened to break down 
under the pressure of Soviet expansion into the west. The 
main focus, however, was on the problem of Germany. From 
the autumn of 1920 onward, Soviet Russia receded into the 
background in French foreign policy, and the most important 
demand on France's new East Central European allies was 
that they should support France against Germany. This 
focus is clearly visible in the Franco-Polish treaty of 1921, in 
which any possible threat from Germany entailed automatic 
and precisely defined mutual assistance. With respect to 
Soviet Russia, on the other hand, the treaty provided that 
in case of war France would 'take care of' Germany and 
would help the Poles to protect themselves on their eastern 
border. 10 One year later, France prevented Poland from 
forming an alliance with Finland, in order to prevent Polish 
attention being distracted from Germany's direction. 11 By 

9 K. Hovi, Cordon sanitaire or barriere de l'est? The Emergence of the New French Eastern 
European Alliance Polig 1917-1919 (Turku, 1975); id., Alliances de revers: Stabili;;ation of 
France's Alliance Policies in East Central Europe 1919-1921 (Turku, 1984-). 

10 The text of the secret military agreement was published for the first time by K. 
Mazurowa, 'Przymierze polsko-francuskie z roku 1921', Nqjnows;:.e D;:.ieje Polski, 9 
(Warsaw, 1967); cf. the reconstruction by P. S. Wandycz, France and Her Eastern 
Allies: French-C;:.echoslovak-Polish Relations from the Paris Peace Conference to Locarno 
(Minneapolis, 1962), 394--5. 

11 K. Hovi, lnteressensphiiren im Baltikum: Finnland in Rahmen der Ostpolitik Polens 
1919-1922 (Helsinki, 1984-), 161-3. 
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1924, the treaty of alliance with Czechoslovakia had nothing 
to do with Soviet Russia. The logical conclusion of this line 
of development was reached in the Treaty of Alliance and 
Friendship between France and Romania in 1926, in the 
codicil to which France demanded guarantees that Romania 
would not under any circumstances provoke a war with the 
Soviet Union. In France's otherwise identical treaty with 
Yugoslavia, in 1927, there was no need to mention the Soviet 
Union specifically at all. 12 

In the case of Poland and Czechoslovakia the Locamo 
border guarantee agreement of 1925 also mentions only 
Germany. The temporary and indirect significance of the 
problem of Bolshevism is finally confirmed when we recall 
that France concluded a non-aggression pact with the Soviet 
Union in 1932 and a treaty of alliance in 1935. 

FLUCTUATIONS IN INTENSITY OF THE FRENCH 
POLICY OF ALLIANCES 

Taking the French policy of alliances as a whole, we can 
distinguish either two or three periods of intensive alliance-
building. All of these coincide with those periods in which 
French foreign policy laid the greatest stress on indepen-
dence. The first of these occurred in 1920- 1, when Alexandre 
Millerand, first as prime minister and later as president, 
strove to detach France from her dependence on Britain. 
This policy involved on the one hand holding the door open 
to economic co-operation with Germany, on the other the 
effort to retain as many as possible of the advantages con-
ferred by the Versailles Peace Treaty. This same period also 
saw France conclude a military treaty with Belgium in 
September 1920, and a political and military treaty with 

12 'Traite franco-roumain', 10 June 1926, Archives du Ministere des Affaires 
Etrangeres (AMAE), Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Roumanie, fo. 64; 'Traite franco-
yougoslave', II Nov. 1927, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Yougoslavie, vol. 
71. For the Franco-Czechoslovak Treaty see Wandyez, Frame, 292-31I, 398-9, 

. P. C. Hartmann, 'Ein Aspekt der franzosisch-tschechoslowakischen Beziehungen 
von 1919 bis 1938: der Vertrag von 1924; in K. Bos! (ed.), Gleichgewicht-Revision-
Restauration: die A,iflenpolitik der Ersten Tschechoslowakischen Republik im Europasystem tier 
Pariser Vorortvertriige (Munich 1976). 



Security before Disarmament, or Hegemony? 121 

Poland in September 1921. The latter treaty was further 
supplemented by a commercial agreement, although this did 
not come into effect until the summer of 1922. 

The second stage of intensive alliance-building activity 
coincided with the occupation of the Ruhr in 1923-4. It 
was at this time, in January 1924, that France at last suc-
ceeded in concluding an alliance with Czechoslovakia, 
something which she had long been working towards. Since 
Czechoslovakia was a member of the Little Entente, together 
with Romania and Yugoslavia, it was advantageous for 
France to enter into formal alliance with these countries as 
well. The preparation of these treaties began in January and 
March 1924 and continued into the autumn of 1925.13 

Subsequently, the completed draft treaties were put 'on ice' 
until after the Locarno Pact in 1926 and 1927. 

These shifts of activity in French alliance policy can also 
be seen in the light of British policy. The heyday of French 
alliance coincided with periods of reserve in Franco-British 
relations. When Britain was ready to consider French prob-
lems of security in 1921-2 and 1924-5, the French govern-
ment was not active in building its alliance system in East 
Central Europe. 

CHANGES IN FRENCH ALLIANCE POLICY 

In the mid-192os the nature of French alliance policy 
changed. The treaty with Czechoslovakia, and the projected 
alliances with Romania and Yugoslavia, took a more re-
stricted form, avoiding the automatic nature of military 
agreements. Political co-operation was stressed. France was 
collecting a 'homologous' group in East Central Europe, or, 
in Aristide Briand's words, France wanted to regard and 
treat Poland and the Little Entente as a single barrier. 14 

13 Peretti, Note 'Conversation du Ministre de Yougo-Slavie avec M. de Peretti', 
28Jan. 1924, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Yougoslavie, vol. 69; 'Visite du 
Ministre de Roumanie A. M. de Peretti', 14 Mar. 1924, Briand to Herbette, 15 
Sept. 1925, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Roumanie, fo. 64; see also n. 17 
below. 

l4- Briand, 'Note about the discussion with Diamandy', 27 Apr. 1925, AMAE, 
Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Roumanie, fo. 64, cf. Wurm, Sidierheitspolitik, 64-7. 
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Nevertheless, even the new alliance policy left the door 
open for every contingency. The treaties of alliance and 
friendship were all accompanied by a secret exchange of 
letters concerning co-operation between the general staffs of 
the countries involved. 5 

Georges-Henri Soutou has argued strongly that the change 
in alliance policy was a result of the change in governmental 
orientation after the elections of May 1924. 16 The rightist 
Bloc National of 1919 supported a firm policy, while the 
Cartel des Gauches of 1924 was more inclined towards a 
conciliatory policy. The government of Edouard Herriot 
actually postponed the treaty drafts with Romania and 
Yugoslavia.17 But the change had begun before the elections 
of May 1924. 

One of the roots of this change lay in the Czechoslovakian 
government's resistance to the binding military agreement of 
1923-4. The French had to accept a more general political 
treaty with a complementary exchange of letters, which, in 
the Czechoslovak case confirmed the existing co-operation 
between the French and Czechoslovak general staffs. 

The second cause was the border conflict between Romania 
and the Soviet Union. The Romanian government tried to 
commit France to the defence ofBessarabia. France, however, 
had no intention of getting involved in the border problems 
of Eastern Europe. From the very beginning France resisted 
Romanian attempts and explicitly excluded this possibility 
from her treaty with Romania. 18 

15 See P. Wandycz, 'L'Alliance franco-tehecoslovaque de 1924: un echange de 
lettres Poincare-Benes', Revue d'histoire diplomatique, 98 (1984), 328-33; E. Campus, 
'Le Caractere europeen des traites bilateraux conclus par la Roumanie dans la 
decade 1920-1930', Revue rounaire d'histoire (1973), 1074-7; V. Vinaver,Jugoslavija i 
Francuska iQneotu dva svetska rata: da Li je Jugoslavija bila francuski 'satelit' (Belgrade, 
198;), 122. 

1 G.-H. Soutou, 'L'Alliance franco-polonaise (1925-1933) ou comment s'en 
debarrasser?', Revue d'histoire diplomatique (1g81), 296-303. 

17 Herriot to Manneville, 28 June 1924, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, 
Roumanie, fo. 64, Herriot to Billy, 16 Sept. 1924, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-
1929, Yougoslavie, fo. 69. 

18 Laroche, 'Note pour Monsieur le President du Conseil', 26 Mar. 1924; Peretti, 
Note 'Visite du Ministre de Roumanie a M. de Peretti', 27 Mar. 1924; Laroche, 
'Note', 28 Mar. 1924, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Roumanie, fo. 64; cf. 
Campus, 'Caractere', 1074-7; see also n. 12 above. 
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This less binding form of alliance, which still guaranteed 
French interests in every contingency, fitted in with the 
general change in French domestic policy, but it had foreign 
causes of its own too. 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FRENCH 
ALLIANCE POLICY 

In recent historical wntmg, the French policy of alliances 
has received little attention. Until very recently, only the 
bilateral relationship between France and Poland had been 
studied in any detail. 19 Jon Jacobson explicitly mentions this 
aspect as of little importance: 'Most obviously, they [the 
French] did not succeed in organizing the opponents of 
German expansion for the containment of German power.'20 

It is true that her alliances with the small and medium-sized 
nations of East Central Europe were not of primary import-
ance for France as instruments of security and economic 
policy. An alliance with Britain, and possibly one with the 
United States, were in the long term seen as the most 
desirable solution. These alliances, however, like the idea of 
direct co-operation with Germany, were not possible before 
Locarno, and even after the Locarno Pact the implemen-
tation of these agreements did not entirely satisfy French 
aspirations. Second priority, I suggest, was an alliance with 
Belgium and possibly with Italy. Alliances with the new or 
resurrected states of East Central Europe were only third in 
the scale of priorities. Finally, fourth on the agenda was the 

19 In addition to Wandycz, France, and Hovi, Cordon sanitaire; id., Alliances (cf. 
n. 9); see esp. K. Lundgreen-Nielsen, Tu Polish Problem at the Paris Peace Conference: 
A Study of the Great Powers and the Poles, 1918-1919 (Odense, 1979); J. Kukulka, 
Franqa a Polska po traktacie wersalskim 1919-1922 (Warsaw, 1970); J. Cialowicz, 
Polsko-francuski sojusz:. wojskowy 1921-1939 (Warsaw, 1970); Z. Wroniak, Polska-Francja 
1!)26-1932 (Poznaii, 1971); J. Laptos, Fancuska opinia publicz:,na wobec spraw polskich w 
latach 1919-1925 (Wroclaw, 1983). After the completing of this chapter the long-
awaited book by P. S. Wandycz came out, The Twilight of French Eastern Alliances 
1!)26-1!)36: French-Czechoslovak-Polish Relations from Locarno to the Remilitariz:,ation of the 
Rhineland (Princeton, NJ, 1988). 

20 J. Jacobson, 'Strategies of French Foreign Policy after World War l',Journal <if 
Modern History, 1 (1983), 79. 
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vague notion of a possible alliance with a new Russia which 
might also include the Baltic nations. 

When this suggested order of priority is taken into account, 
the significance of the French system of alliances with regard 
to the overall political situation no longer seems quite so 
minor. First of all, Belgium was of great importance for 
France. Belgium was directly involved in France's anti-
German defence, and helped to ease France's military com-
mitments in the Rhineland, which otherwise would have 
been overwhelming. Belgium also gave France moral 
support, by participating in her sanctions during 1920-3. In 
addition, the relationship with Belgium was economically 
advantageous for France. Belgium was the third largest of 
her 'normal' trading partners, and the balance of trade 
slightly favoured France.21 For all these reasons, France 
demanded Belgium as an equal partner in the border 
guarantee negotiations at Locarno. 

Similarly, the significance of the East Central European 
allies was greater than Jacobson suggests. Although Poland 
was suffering from the consequences of the long years of 
partition and was economically weak, her 300,000-strong 
army was a factor which Germany was forced to take seriously 
long into the 193os.22 At the time of the Ruhr occupation, 
France's alliance with Poland allowed France to rely on 
Polish support in case a more extensive conflict with Germany 
broke out. A plan for a joint offensive against Germany was 
similarly being drafted with Czechoslovakia and provided for 
possible co-operation with Yugoslavia.23 These negotiations 
subsequently led to the alliance treaty between France and 
Czechoslovakia in 1924 as well as to the conclusion of 
alliances with the other Little Entente countries. 

There was political advantage to be derived from France's 
eastern allies as well. When France-along with Belgium-

21 A. Sauvy, Histoire iconomique de la France entre Les deux guerres, i. De /'armistice a la 
devaluation de la livre (Paris, 1965), 4,85-90. 

22 See H. v. Riekhoff, German-Polish Relations, 1918-1933 (Baltimore, 1971), 14-, 
20; J. Krasuski, 'Grundlagen der deutsch-polnischen Beziehungen in der Periode 
zwischen dem I. Weltkrieg und der Weltwirtschaftskrise', Die deutsch-Jwlnischen 
Beziehungen 1919-1932, Schriftenreihe des Georg-Eckert-lnstituts fiir intemationale 
Schulbuchforschung, vol. 22. (Brunswick, 1985), 11-17. 

23 Wandycz, France, 280-1; Wurm, Sicherheitspolitik, 31-2, 38-9. 
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was threatened with total isolation as a consequence of the 
Ruhr action, Poland and Czechoslovakia hastened to express 
their approval of French policy. In the League of Nations 
too, Poland and the nations of the Little Entente gave their 
support to France's position on the question of disarmament, 
and contributed to the acceptance of the idea of 'security 
before disarmament' in the League Assembly of 1923.24 

France's eastern allies seemed to hold out the promise of 
considerable economic advantages for France, and the 
French government tried to make use of the country's pri-
vileged political position to obtain them. This attempt, 
however, soon failed, largely as a result of France's inability 
to respond to the economic needs of her allies, and of the 
unwillingness of French business to enter upon projects 
which did not lead to direct, short-term profits. Furthermore, 
France's economy struggled in the financial crisis of 1924-6. 
For these reasons, East Central Europe did not become the 
economic powerhouse it had been intended to, and France 
resigned herself to following her notorious policy of 'poor 
man's imperialism'.25 

In the light of current scholarship, France's true attitude 
towards her eastern allies during the Locarno negotiations of 
1925 presents a problem. On the one hand, we know that 
France abandoned her original aim of guaranteeing the 
arbitration treaties between Germany and her eastern 
neighbours. On the other hand, it is also known that the 
French were highly persistent in their efforts. As a last 
solution they modified the text of the Locarno Pact and gave 
Poland and Czechoslovakia their own unilateral border 
guarantees.26 Aristide Briand felt that he had not given 
in on any substantial question.27 The significance of these 

24 Wcndycz, France, 292-5; F. S. Northedge, The League of Nations: Its Life and 
Times 1!)20-1!}46 (Leicester, 1986), 118-19. 

25 See G. Soutou, 'L'lmperialisrne du pauvre: la Politique economique du 
gouvemernent fran~ais en Europe Centrale et Orientale de 1918 a 1929. Essai 
d'interpretation', Relations intemationales, 7 (1976), 219-39. 

26 Berthelot to Laroche, 7 Oct. 1925, Berthelot to Laroche, 10 Oct. 1925, Briand 
to Laroche, 13 Oct. 1925, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, Grande Bretagne, fo. 
84; A. Orde, Great Britain and International Securiry 1!}20-1!}26 (London, 1978), 134-5; 
Soutou, 'L'Alliance', 302-3. 

27 Briand to Laroche, 12 and 13 Oct. 1925, AMAE, Serie Z Europe 1918-1929, 
Grande Bretagne, fo. 84. 
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solutions was not necessarily as trivial as has been suggested 
in historical writing. In any case, after Locarno France 
expanded her system of politically oriented alliances in order 
to embrace Romania and Yugoslavia as well. 

Within the framework of total French policy, her system of 
alliances was a logical and important element, helping to 
ensure economic, political, military, and psychological 
security for the country. 



7 
British Security and Disarmament 

Policy in Europe in the 1920s 
PHILIP TOWLE 

Even before the Treaty of Versailles was signed, it was clear 
that the greatest post-war problem in Europe would continue 
to be the military and political relationship between France 
and Germany. Many in Britain would have liked to avoid 
the issue altogether and concentrate on imperial questions 
and most British power was deployed not in Europe but, as 
it had been traditionally, in the Empire. However the tension 
in British policy which · often appeared most obvious to 
Europeans was not between the pro-European group and the 
Imperialists, rather it was between those who hoped to solve 
international problems by general disarmament measures 
negotiated through the newly established League of Nations 
and those who wanted to improve Franco-German relations 
by regional agreements and by political concessions. 

On the one side was the handful of League enthusiasts, 
such as Lord Robert Cecil and Philip Noel-Baker within 
governments, and the League of Nations Union and other 
'idealists' outside. On the other side were the officials in the 
Foreign Office and the Service ministries. Many ministers, 
including Austen Chamberlain1 who was foreign secretary 
for much of the period, agreed that logically the officials had 
the best of the argument. But they also believed that Britain 
was committed by Treaty and by public opinion to support 
the League. Similarly successive prime ministers from Lloyd 

I am grateful to the Master, Scholars, and Fellows of Churchill College in the 
University of Cambridge for permission to use their archives. I am also most 
grateful to the Honourable Francis Noel-Baker for permission to quote from the 
Noel-Baker Papers, to Lord Esher for permission to quote from the Esher Papers, 
and to Sir Colville Barclay for permission to quote from the Vansittart Papers. 

1 D. Dutton, Austen Chamberlain: Gentleman in Politics (Bolton, 1985). 
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George to Stanley Baldwin felt a vague commitment to dis-
armament and this was one reason why they gave Cecil a 
place in the cabinet and allowed the doctrinal divisions in 
British policy to continue. Another was perhaps that cabinets 
were distracted by political issues at home and in the Empire 
and failed to give European issues the attention they needed. 
Thus they permitted the tensions in British policy which 
produced frequent changes of policy and accusations of bad 
faith. 

VERSAILLES AND THE LEAGUE 

The dichotomy in British policy resulted from the Treaty of 
Versailles and the League Covenant. When the post-war 
international settlement was being discussed by the British 
cabinet in 1916, Cecil had wanted to introduce a commit-
ment to disarmament into the draft provisions. Cecil was 
then under-secretary in the Foreign Office and minister re-
sponsible for the blockade. But his enthusiasm for dis-
armament was temporarily deflated by Eyre Crowe, the 
assistant under-secretary in the Foreign Office.2 Crowe had 
been secretary to the British delegation at the abortive 
Second Hague Peace Conference in 1907 and he had also 
watched the frustrating and futile negotiations between 
Britain and Germany on naval arms control. He was thus 
well aware of the difficulty of negotiating either general or 
bilateral disarmament agreements. However, Cecil was by 
no means convinced and, in any case, the question of dis-
armament was resurrected by General Smuts and by 
President Wilson. 

It was Wilson who inserted the commitment to general 
disarmament down to 'the lowest point consistent with 
national safety and the enforcement by common action of 
international law' into Article 8 of the Covenant.3 On 16 
June 1919 Georges Clemenceau assured the Germans on 
behalf of the Allies that their own, compulsory disarmament 

2 Viscount Cecil, A Great Experiment: An Autobiograp!/y (London, 1941), 61. 
3 Ibid., 73f. 
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was only the precedent for general disarmament measures. 
Indeed it was explicitly stated in the Treaties that the dis-
armament of the defeated powers was 'to render possible the 
conclusion of a general limitation of the armaments of all 
nations'. These utterly disastrous commitments to general 
disarmament bedevilled.the League of Nations thoughout the 
1920s. It would have been far better for the League to ignore 
the issue and to concentrate on political and economic ques-
tions. But it was not to be. In fairness to those involved, it 
must be said that they were responding to the idealistic 
atmosphere of the time. Even Eyre Crowe helped-albeit 
reluctantly-to draft a Covenant for the League which 
would, if it had ever been accepted, have compelled states to 
use force against an aggressor. This would have involved a 
stronger commitment than the Geneva Protocol of 1925 
which Crowe was to reject with contempt.4 

A particularly unfortunate aspect of the loose drafting 
provided by Wilson was that the commitment to dis-
armament could never be satisfied and it could be used as a 
'stick' with which the Germans could beat the British and 
French governments for their failure to comply. Yet Britain 
was effectively disarmed as a land power in the 1920s. Even 
though they concentrated most of their efforts on imperial 
defence, the British had barely the power to carry this out 
effectively and this helps to explain why it was the 'hawks' in 
the various cabinets-Churchill, Amery, and Birkenhead-
who favoured disengagement from Europe. Knowing more 
about strategy than many of their colleagues, they appreciated 
the limits of British power. In 1919 the British managed only 
with difficulty to repress an uprising in Mesopotamia and 
they seriously considered abandoning all their newly ac-
quired territories in the Middle East. Only the ability of the 
RAF to maintain order cheaply in Iraq, Aden, and elsewhere, 
together with the policy of indirect rule through native elites, 
prevented the Empire contracting very much faster than it 
did. On many occasions in the inter-war period, when there 

4 Churchill College Archives, Vansittart Papers, 'Review of the Obligations of 
Great Britain in the Matter of Security', A. Cadogan, 8 Mar. 1931, VNST 11/2/6. 
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was trouble in British territories, it had to be repressed by 
sailors landed from warships because troops were lacking.5 

Britain kept troops in Germany in the early 1920s to help 
the French enforce the peace treaties. However, these forces 
were very tightly stretched. When trouble broke out in 
Silesia in 1921, the British garrison in Cologne had to 
be stripped of its remaining four battalions. The British 
representative on the spot protested, 'it amounts to a con-
fession that we have no troops to spare to replace four weak 
battalions should the services of the latter be required 
elsewhere' .6 Such deficiencies explain why the Service 
ministries regarded both the League's disarmament efforts 
and attempts to expand British commitments with such 
suspicion. As Britain was already too weak, they felt that no 
concessions could be made for the sake of multilateral dis-
armament and justifiably feared that the pro-disarmament 
atmosphere would make it more difficult to wring money for 
defen.ce out of governments. At the end of the decade the 
chiefs of staff informed the Committee of Imperial Defence 
very clearly that 'the CID should be under no misappre-
hensions so far as the Defence Forces are concerned. They 
are not in a state of readiness to fulfil a guarantee' of military 
assistance to other countries. 7 

THE WASHINGTON CONFERENCE 

Hopes for disarmament were also aroused by the success of 
the Washington Conference in 1921-2 in limiting the forces 
of the great naval powers. Ironically the Conference was 
disliked by internationalists, like Noel-Baker, because they 
feared it would detract from the League itself.8 The naval 
treaties agreed at Washington were closely linked with 

5 A. Clayton, The British Empire as a Super Power r9r9-r939 (Basingstoke, 1986), 
498 and 515. 

6 DBFP, ser. 1, vol. xvi, no. 785, p. 884, Mr Robertson, Earl Curzon, May 19:21. 
7 Vansittart Papers, 'Imperial Defence Policy' paper by the Chiefs of Staff 

Sub-Committee of the CID,July 1930, VNST 1/2/5. 
8 Churchill College Archives, Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR/4/459, letter to H. D. 

Robertson. See also NBKR/444, Noel-Baker to the secretary-general, 6 Oct. 1921. 
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political agreements reached on China and the Pacific and 
facilitated by the fact that it was potentially the strongest 
power-the USA-which made the greatest concessions. 
The revisionist power-Japan-was browbeaten into 
accepting force levels inferior to the British and Americans. 
Smarting under this, it was not surprising that a Japanese 
representative warned in 1927 that the damage done by 
enforced disarmament 'would be much greater than that 
incurred by allowing ... freedom of armaments to continue'.9 

At Washington the Japanese, who were building up their 
forces rapidly, raised the question of basing reductions on 
security needs rather than existing levels but the British and 
Americans pointed out, quite rightly, that their own needs 
were incomparably greater than Japan's. 10 The naval 
agreement was to work for about ten years but it exacerbated 
the nationalist feelings which were already growing in Ja pan 
and may have done more harm than good. 11 

THE PAC AND TMC 

In the mean time the League had established two bodies to 
deal with disarmament. The League Council set up the 
Permanent Advisory Commission (PAC) on 19 May 1920 to 
meet the provisions in Article 9 of the Covenant. It was 
composed of official military representatives of members of 
the Council. However, the first report of the PAC saw little 
hope of immediate disarmament measures beyond what the 
various powers had carried out at the end of the war. Thus 
disarmament enthusiasts, led by Christian Lange of the 
Inter-Parliamentary Union and Robert Cecil, decided that 
the PAC would only be 'useful as an instrument by which 
France and England [ would] ... delay disarmament'. 12 They 
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persuaded the League's first Assembly in December 1920 to 
call on the Council to set up a Temporary Mixed Com-
mission (TMC) to expedite disarmament. This was not 
composed of official representatives ( although they were 
chosen by governments) but of those 'possessing the requisite 
competence in political, economic and social matters' .13 

Amongst those appointed at one time or another was Lord 
Esher, the éminence grise of British strategists, and later Cecil 
himself. 

Esher had originally been sceptical about the League but 
he had gradually come round to feeling that it might do some 
good. He was also not unaffected by the general revulsion 
against war and by his personal fears that another war would 
be fought by aircraft dropping gases directly on enemy 
peoples. 14 When he joined the Committee in 1922 he found 
that it had been asked by the Assembly to produce a draft 
treaty on disarmament and had done nothing. Thus he 
turned to the dissident soldier, Major-General Frederick 
Maurice, and together they produced a draft treaty which 
would bring the principles established at Washington to bear 
on force levels in Europe and thus fulfil President Wilson's 
ill-advised pledges on disarmament. 15 Esher submitted his 
draft to French ministers in February 1922. 

The Esher Proposal 
The Esher proposal took as the basic unit of military and air 
forces 30,000 men of all ranks. Thus the land and air forces 
of the European states would have been restricted to the 
following units: 
Belgium 2 
Czechoslovakia 3 
Denmark 2 

6 France 
Great Britain 
Greece 

4 
3 

Norway 
Poland 
Portugal 
Romania 
Spain 
Sweden 

2 

4 

3 
3 
2 

13 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4,X/65, Report of the TMC, 8Jan. 1924. 
14 Churchill College Archives, Esher Papers, ESHR/7/53, letters to Noll, 22 Feb. 

1920, 19 Oct. 1920, and 25Jan. 1922. 
15 Ibid., Esher to Noll, 13 Feb. 1922. 
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Italy 4 Switzerland 2 
Netherlands 3 'Yugoslavia' 3 
Germany would have retained the 100,000-man force laid 
down in the Treaties but Esher did not try to limit reserves, 
armaments, or forces maintained in colonies by the other 
powers but not permitted to Germany. 16 On the face ofit the 
Esher-Maurice proposal was purely arbitrary and the other 
members of the TMC argued that all the factors he had 
ignored would have to be brought into any agreement. 17 The 
virtue of the Esher proposal was in fact that it left so much 
unsaid, just as the Washington Treaty had done, but the 
other members of the TMC were too limited or contrary to 
see this. Esher felt that it was possible to go beyond his 
proposals and that armaments could be limited by budgetary 
restrictions; however, the inclusion of the other factors would 
only undermine prospects for a treaty. 18 France was adamant 
throughout the period that she would not limit reserves and 
the British and Americans had to revert to the Esher policy 
of ignoring reserves in April 1929 to try to achieve some 
progress in the negotiations. The exclusion of colonial forces 
also gave Britain and France a hidden advantage, making 
the draft more palatable to them and helping to offset 
Germany's immense industrial and demographic strength. 19 

Could the plan have worked for a few years and taken 
League attention away from the disturbing issue of dis-
armament? The chief of the League's section on dis-
armament, Salvador de Madariaga, argued later, 'the impulse 
that brushed it aside somewhat curtly was political. Lord 
Esher's plan was too exclusively directed towards the limi-
tation of land forces to the neglect of sea armaments.'20 

Madariaga may have heard grumbling about the emphasis 
in the plan on land forces but the complaint hardly seems 
very substantial in view of the recent success at Washington. 

16 Rappard, The Qpest, 356-7. 
17 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR/4/44, report by the TMC and NBKR 4X/68, 

League document CTA 139, p. 4. 
18 Esher Papers, ESHR/21/!9, copy of National Review article. 
19 For Germany's recovery see P. Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers 

(London, 1988), 299. 
20 S. de Madariaga, Disarmament (New York, 1929), 103. 
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Lord Parmoor, minister responsible for League affairs and 
for disarmament in the first Labour government, believed 
that politics and the difficulty of finding a unit of comparison 
sank the treaty, whilst Lord Cecil did not think the Esher 
plan even worth recalling in his description of the period. 21 

Esher's own assessment was naturally different. He be-
lieved that he had won the -French round; indeed at the end 
of February 1922 he had written, 'some of the French are 
nibbling ... , there is a IO to I chance that the French will 
adopt our plan as their own'.22 He felt that Poincare, 
Viviani, and Millerand were all sympathetic when he dis-
cussed the project with them and that the Italians could 
have been persuaded to accept it. 23 But he told the prime 
minister, Ramsay MacDonald, in August 1924, 'when Lord 
Cecil was co-opted on to the Commission he was so keen 
about adopting a different procedure, i.e. a preliminary 
Treaty of Guarantees; he was so actively combatant on this 
point, and his influence with the Commission was so great, 
that I readily but somewhat regretfully gave way, and with-
drew my scheme until he had threshed out his. Under the 
circumstances and unbacked by the War Office and the 
Government, as I was, I retired from the Commission.'24 

After talking to the French leaders, Esher had wanted simply 
to present the plan to the League Assembly in 1922 and to 
digest the replies to a questionnaire which the League had 
sent to governments asking them to lay down their military 
needs. But, partly because of Cecil's pressure, this policy had 
been abandoned and Esher withdrew from the TMC in 
August. 25 He was, after all, 70 years old whilst Cecil was 
twelve years younger and thus much better fitted to argue his 
case. MacDonald was sympathetic to Esher's predicament: 'I 
have always regarded your scheme, so far as I have been 
able to master it, as a possible basis for agreement, and I 

21 Cecil, Great Experiment, 132f. 
22 Esher Papers, ESHR/7/53,-·Esher to Noll, 28 Feb. 1922. 
23 Ibid., Esher to Noll, 1 Mar. 1922, 3 Mar. 1922, and I Apr. 1922. But see also 

Monnet's attitude in Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR/4X 68, Noel-Baker note 3 Feb. 
1923. 

24 Esher to MacDonald, 25 Aug. 1924, Journals and Letters of Reginald Viscount 
Esker, v. 1916-1930 (London, 1938). 

25 Esher Papers, ESHR/9/7, CTA 162, Geneva, 19 Aug. 1922. 
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have never regarded the objections that were raised to it as 
being deadly.'26 

Certainly the plan would have demanded French sacrifices. 
At this period France had about 687,000 men under arms of 
whom 353,000 were in her colonies and the balance in 
Europe. Under the Esher plan France would have had only 
180,000 not 334,000 men in Europe.27 General Maurice 
might argue 'my proposal ... by reducing French forces by 
one half still leaves France the chief military power', but the 
French would have had to move forces to the colonies or to 
demobilize them.28 Yet they felt that their forces were not too 
great considering the great burden they had to bear; as they 
told the League in answer to its questionnaire, they had to 
take account of the 'terrible wave of violence which breaks 
out almost daily' in Germany and the threats to the Versailles 
system.29 Esher may therefore have been deluding himself 
when he said that he had won Paris round, although it is just 
possible that there was 'a window of opportunity' and that 
the French would have accepted some ratio, though perhaps 
altering the terms laid down by Esher and Maurice. 

Such an agreement could only have been temporary since 
the Germans would not have accepted a Franco-German 
ratio of 6 to 3.3 armed men in Europe indefinitely any more 
than Japan accepted her limitation in the naval area to 
three-fifths of the British and American fleets. Nevertheless, 
acceptance of the Esher plan might, for a few years, have 
turned attention away from the vexed question of the corre-
lation of forces in Europe. The Esher proposal was the most 
realistic British paper on land disarmament in the inter-war 
years. Nor is that very surprising; Esher was the only British 
strategist of such distinction who applied his mind to the 
problem at the League. He knew what was possible and 
what was advantageous. But the moment, if it ever existed, 
was lost. 

26 Ibid., ESHR/5/60, MacDonald to Esher, 24 Aug. 1924. 
27 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4X/72, League of Nations Enquiry into National 

Peace Time Armaments A 20 1923 IX, 30 Aug. 1923. 
28 Ibid., NBKR/4/462, F. Maurice to R. Cecil, 2 Jan. 1922. 
29 Ibid., NBKR 4X/39, Report of the TMC, 7 Sept. 1922, A 31 C 631. 
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The Rome Naval Conference 
British efforts to persuade naval powers which were not rep-
resented at Washington to reduce their forces, as the great 
naval powers had done, were equally unsuccessful. The idea 
was advanced by Rear-Admiral Segrave in July 1922 and 
subsequently a conference of experts was summoned to 
Rome to discuss the question. From the beginning the pro-
ceedings bordered on farce. The conference would have been 
held in London but for the fact that the British government 
did not want any Soviet representatives in their capital. 
When the experts actually met, the Uruguayan represen-
tative said he could not speak at all and the Argentine said 
he was only an observer. Most of the smaller naval powers, 
including Spain, Brazil, Argentina, and the USSR, totally 
rejected the idea of freezing and then reducing their naval 
forces. 30 The French then introduced the idea of basing 
reductions on 'strategic needs' and the conference dissolved 
into chaos since the needs were so contradictory and various. 
When Drummond, the secretary-general, subsequently 
asked governments whether they thought that a follow-up 
session might be helpful, the American government replied 
demurely, 'there was at the Rome meeting a want of accord 
and a diversity of views which would seem to make it un-
desirable for the government of the United States to make 
any suggestions'. 3 

Mutual Assistance 
Meanwhile, from July 1922 onwards, Lord Robert Cecil and 
Colonel Requin, his French opposite number, had been 
trying to solve French security fears by pushing for a treaty 
which would have obliged all parties to come to the aid of 
any of their number which were subject to aggression. This 
was the origin of the Draft Treaty of Mutual Assistance and 
of the Geneva Protocol. The TMC and other League bodies 
laboured long and hard over these ideas, though Esher saw 
from the beginning that they were vacuous and Cecil later 
complained that, 'following their usual attitude towards the 

30 Ibid., NBKR 4,X/68. 
31 Ibid. 
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League, the War Department declined to give any technical 
help'. 32 Later he was to deny that the proposals would have 
increased Britain's strategic obligations, as British ministers 
maintained they would have done, and to insist that, had 
they been accepted, the Manchurian and Abyssinian crises 
would never have occurred.33 

Ironically, considering the British origins of the Draft 
Treaty and his own background, it was Ramsay MacDonald, 
prime minister in Britain's first Labour government, who 
helped to deliver the coup de grâce to the proposal. In July 
1924 Britain's reply to the League on the subject was pub-
lished.34 It pointed out that the draft contained no definition 
of aggression and so it would be very difficult to decide when 
the Treaty would come into operation. This criticism was 
doubly ironic because the TMC had wanted to insert a 
definition and this had been rejected by the PAC, which 
contained official British representatives. The PAC had 
argued that neither mobilization nor crossing a state frontier 
were clear signs of aggression as the TMC had thought. The 
first was sometimes difficult to define, whilst a small de-
fensively minded state might have to stage a pre-emptive 
strike across a frontier if it was to have any chance of de-
feating a major aggressor.35 The British reply also pointed 
out the long delay which would occur before any help could 
reach a victim unless prearranged plans had been made. Yet 
such pre-planning was ruled out from the start by the 
PAC. Finally 'if the obligations created by the Treaty be 
scrupulously carried out, they will involve an increase rather 
than a decrease in British armaments'. This was the crux of 
London's objections as it already lacked the power to carry 
out all of its existing obligations effectively. 

MacDonald's reply was bitterly attacked by League sup-
porters. The Weekly Westminster headlined the issue 'Crabbing 
the League' and accused the government of destroying 'the 

32 Cecil, Great Experiment, 152; for the League's efforts see Noel-Baker Papers, 
NBKR 4,X/65, A 35 1923 IX, part r. 

33 Cecil, Great Experiment, 158. · 
34 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4,X/69, Report of the TMC A 35 1923 IX. 
35 Ibid., NBKR 4,X/66, letter from MacDonald, 5 July 1924-, and MacDonald's 

speech to the Assembly, 6 Sept. 1924-. 
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one general guarantee treaty put forward by any competent 
body ... four years work of the League of Nations goes by 
the board' .36 The only explanation that the journal could 
conceive was that MacDonald was himself hopelessly over-
worked and had left the issue to Lord Parmoor, who had 
taken against the treaty. The Nation and Athenaeum was 
equally horrified: 'Mr MacDonald could have chosen no 
more inappropriate moment to declare his disbelief in the 
Treaty of Mutual Assistance in which France has always 
seen the hope of attaining the security she demands ... The 
only explanation ... is that Mr MacDonald has fallen be-
tween the ... Foreign Office officials on the one hand and the 
unintelligent pacifism of Lord Parmoor on the other'. 37 Cecil 
seems to have accepted this explanation as he claimed later 
that 'Lord Parmoor thought that peace could always be 
preserved without the use of force' and that this was the 
basis of his opposition to the draft treaty. 38 In fact, however, 
MacDonald himself was adamant that he would never sign 
such an agreement. He told Esher in August 1924, 'I think 
the Treaty of Mutual Assistance is unsound in its fundamen-
tal conception. It is one of those things that merely cloak the 
facts under formulas. If we accepted it we really would not 
know where we stood from year to year and sometimes, 
indeed, from day to day and I hope I am much too cautious 
to commit my country to that kind of obligation.'39 

In fact the internationalists were deluding themselves that 
other governments were more enthusiastic than Britain and 
subsequent histories have often repeated this mistake. The 
USA replied that her constitution prevented her from co-
operating in any way. The Soviet government said it 'rejects 
any plan for an international organisation which implies the 
possibility of measures of constraint being exercised by any 
international authority whatsoever against a participating 
state' .40 In any case aggressors could not be identified; who, 
the Soviets asked, was the aggressor in 1904, (he tsarist 

36 Copy ibid., NBKR/4/484, 26July 1924. 
37 Copy ibid. 
38 Cecil, Great Experiment, 158. 
39 Esher Papers, ESHR/5/60, MacDonald to Esher, 24 Aug. 1924. 
40 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4-X/66, Soviet reply of 12 July 1924. 
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government with its plans for taking over Manchuria or the 
Japanese government whose torpedo boats launched the 
initial attack against Port Arthur? Similarly the German 
government added, 'the question of who is the aggressor in 
war-just like the question who is responsible for a war-
cannot, as a rule, be assumed according to the immediate 
and superficial features of the case'. The French government 
itself was initially dismissive although the Treaty had been 
specifically designed to give it reassurance and Colonel 
Requin had been as responsible for the treaty as Cecil. In the 
French view the Covenant was already a treaty of guarantee. 
Moreover, even if the Treaty came into force, 'it must be 
admitted that, in the event of aggression', the promise of 
assistance would be very slight and would certainly not 
warrant reductions in existing force levels.41 

Nevertheless, despite this rebuff, the League continued to 
work along similar lines and thus produced the Geneva 
Protocol. This differed from the Draft Treaty primarily in 
putting more emphasis on arbitration and in defining the 
aggressor as a state which rejected this. Again the British 
government objected. In the discussions within the Foreign 
Office Crowe was very critical both of the Protocol and 
of those, including the Foreign Office's legal adviser, who 
had been involved in its drafting. 'The authors of the 
Geneva Protocol must be credited with the belief', he wrote 
sardonically, that 'international disputes, including such 
momentous decisions and stirring up such depths of national 
feeling as would render nugatory any effort the League could 
make to compose them ... could be readily adjudicated by 
the fiat of a set of arbitrators not chosen or even agreed to by 
the parties.'42 

Consequently on 12 March 1925 Austen Chamberlain told 
the League that the Conservatives (now back in power) 
sympathized with the motives behind the Protocol but could 
not sign it. Once again Chamberlain stressed British objec-

41 Ibid., French reply of 19 Aug. 1924 and German reply of 24 July 1924. 
42 Vansittart Papers, VNST 11/2/5, Note by Sir Eyre Crowe, 'The Geneva 

Protocol', 17 Nov. 1924-. There was a widespread public belief that Arthur Balfour 
was responsible for the government's attitude; see S. H. Wickham, Vital Peace: 
A Stu<!J, of Risks (London, 1939), 156. 
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tions to increasing its commitments, though there were other 
technical objections to the Protocol. Articles 7 and 8, which 
restricted states from going to war, would handicap a victim 
more than an aggressor since the latter would ignore them. 
Article 15 appeared to freeze existing frontiers indefinitely, 
whilst there should be provisions for peaceful change. 
Furthermore the problem of deciding who the aggressor was 
had not. been solved. In any case those who were sceptical of 
the League were not worried by weaknesses in the Covenant; 
'what they doubt is whether, when it comes to the point, the 
Covenant will be kept'.43 

DIVISIONS IN BRITISH POLICY 

Why was British policy so uncoordinated that governments 
finally rejected proposals for which Britons on the TMC had 
been largely responsible? There were linked organizational 
and theoretical reasons. In his early days at the League Cecil 
was not a British representative as he had resigned from the 
government at the end of the war over proposals to dis-
establish the Church of Wales. He was a South African 
delegate to the first Assembly and he claimed later that 'his 
presence at Geneva representing a Dominion was not 
agreeable to the official mind' in London.44 Later he became 
a member of the TMC. The government must have won-
dered whether this would work because they asked Esher if 
he had any objections to Cecil joining him. To his later 
regret Esher replied that he would welcome Cecil's help.45· 
Even when Cecil became a cabinet minister in 1923 with 
responsibility for League affairs, he and his ideas were never 
fully accepted by the Foreign Office. The foreign secretary, 
Lord Curzon, refused to allow Cecil a room in the same 
building and Austen Chamberlain continued this same 
policy later. Cecil thought this was because Chamberlain 
knew little at the time about the League 'and was inclined to 

43 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4"/39, Council Debates on the Protocol for the 
Pacific Settlement of International Disputes. 

44 Cecil, Great Experiment, 109. 
45 Esher Papers, ESHR/7/53, Esher to Noll, 23 Mar. 1922. 
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accept the advice on the subject of the more reactionary 
officials in the Foreign Office'. Indeed it was not until Cecil 
became a minister in the 1929 Labour government that a 
foreign secretary, Henderson, allowed him a room in the 
building despite the objections of the officials. Consequently 
Cecil regarded Henderson as the best foreign secretary in 
the period, whilst of the officials he wrote drily, 'all were 
competent and some were helpful'.47 

The conflict between idealists and realists became from 
time to time extremely bitter. In July 1923 when one of 
Cecil's associates went to talk to the Foreign Office about 
who should replace Esher on the TMC, Villiers, the official 
who spoke to him, talked 'in an exceedingly unpleasant 
manner about' Cecil. He advised Cecil not to propose 
anyone without government approval but added that Cecil 
'would probably do it anyhow'.48 In other words Cecil's 
ideas and his freedom were deeply resented. Thus British 
policy remained divided; as Salvador de Madariaga put it, 
'as for England no one knew what England thought ... Lord 
Cecil least of all. It was obvious that British military, naval 
and air experts felt no enthusiasm for Lord Cecil's ideas ... 
the point, and one which if more adequately felt at the time 
would have saved many a disappointment, is that Lord Cecil 
was an international personality out of touch with his own 
country and perhaps particularly with his own party.'49 

In January 1924 Cecil wrote a memorandum calling for 
greater co-ordination between government departments and 
between Geneva and London on League matters. Perhaps 
because of this memorandum Parmoor, the incoming Labour 
minister, summoned the officials responsible to a meeting on 
27 February 1924. Crowe, now permanent under-secretary at 
the Foreign Office, told the meeting that 'so far as he under-
stood the situation there was no possibility of any lack 
of cooperation [between government departments] under 

46 Cecil, Great Experiment, 146 and 163. For Lloyd George's support for 
disarmament see Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR/4/462, Noel-Baker to Drummond, 
3 May 1922. 

41 Cecil, Great Experiment, 201. 
48 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4X/68, letter to Cecil, 2 and 3 July 1923. 
49 Madariaga, Disarmament, 113. See also id., Morning without Noon: Memoirs 

(Farnborough, 1974), 36 passim. 
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existing arrangements'.50 He was, however, critical of the 
idea of having British people at Geneva who were not under 
London's control and of the way the League Council could 
introduce matters which were not on the agenda. Sir John 
Anderson from the Home Office agreed that difficulties arose 
not from disagreements between departments but from lack 
of co-operation between London and Geneva. The Service 
departments were somewhat happier with existing arrange-
ments since they had officers in Geneva serving on .the 
PAC. Parmoor himself said he wanted to move away from 
'amateur methods and get work done by representatives 
who were associated as much as possible with the various 
departments involved'.51 Presumably this was a reference to 
Cecil himself and to Esher, though Philip Noel-Baker passed 
the minutes to Cecil soon afterwards. 52 The British system 
through these years was much closer to the current American 
practice of having a delegate to the UN who is a public 
personality in his own right and who does not always 
dance to Washington's tune. For Britain and the USA the 
experiment has been equally calamitous. 

REGIONAL VERSUS GENERAL DISARMAMENT 

There was also a deep theoretical division between Cecil and 
the officials. In 1927 Cecil went to Geneva with a draft 
disarmament convention drawn up by a committee of which 
he was chairman. The draft, Cecil said, was a compromise 
'between the views of the fighting services and those who ... 
believed that an international agreement for the reduction 
and limitation of armaments was essential for the safety of 
European civilization'. 53 At that time R. H. Campbell, a 
senior member of the department responsible for League 
work, commented, 'personally I hold and have always held 
the view that a general disarmament conference is unlikely to 

50 Noel-Baker Papers, NBKR 4X/69, 'Minutes of a meeting of representatives of 
Government Departments', held in the Privy Council offices, 27 Feb. 1924. 

51 Ibid. cit. 
52 Ibid. cit, note by Noel-Baker, 1 Mar. 1924. 
53 Cecil, Great Experiment, l 83. 
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result in the conclusion of any but so emasculated a conven-
tion as to be of no practical value'. 54 Mr Broadmeed of the 
same department asked what would happen if an agreement 
were negotiated and any power breached it: 'will we go to 
war to enforce a disarmament convention?'55 The current 
difficulties with German evasions of the disarmament clauses 
of the Treaty of Versailles were no doubt very much at the 
front of his mind. 

Cadogan, the head of the department, argued for some 
time that Britain was bound to persevere with the dis-
armament process. However, after the League's Preparatory 
Commission on Disarmament (the successor of the PAC and 
TMC) became deadlocked in 1927, Cadogan maintained 
that it should not meet again until there was some hope of 
agreement. In his view the 25-member Preparatory Com-
mission should never have been summoned until the security 
problem had been solved as the French demanded. Cadogan 
admitted that some progress had been made at the Locarno 
conference in 1925, thereby improving security on Germany's 
western frontier. Yet without more far-reaching agreements 
elsewhere there was no possibility of general disarmament. 
Cadogan then proceeded to take the discussions at the 
Preparatory Commission apart piece by piece: 'the practical 
result of the Committee's labours, so far as they have gone, is 
very slight and, I submit, of doubtful value.' Indeed he felt 
that the discussions actually exacerbated relations between 
states and thus 'the tone ... became somewhat unusually 
acrimonious'.56 The only argument in favour of negotiations 
rested on the commitments in the treaties and the Covenant. 
Cadogan believed _that German demands to see these 
promises fulfilled would have to be looked at one day but he 
wanted this day to be delayed as long as possible. 

Cecil replied to Cadogan's memorandum by arguing that 
Britain and the League were indeed committed to the 
negotiations. He also believed that more had been achieved 
at Geneva than Cadogan admitted. Austen Chamberlain 
bestrode both positions. 'I am not attracted by schemes so 
vast as that of general (i.e. universal) disarmament for they 

54 DBFP, ser. ,a, iii. 23. 55 Ibid. 299. 56 Ibid. 312. 
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are never realised and to my mind divert attention from 
more modest but more practical proposals', he wrote. 'But 
the decision has been taken to proceed on the larger lines 
and we must continue to do our best to get the best possible 
result from it. I hold the German contention that German 
disarmament must be applied to France unreasonable 
and impracticable.'57 Cecil completely disagreed with the 
Cadogan-Chamberlain view that limited agreements were 
easier to negotiate than general ones. As he told the third 
meeting of the League's Assembly, 'if you have a fully effec-
tive reduction of armaments it must be general, that is 
obvious, you cannot have a partial reduction because it 
would leave the countries which reduce their armaments at 
the mercy of those who did not reduce their armaments. It 
must be general.'58 He repeated this line in the Preparatory 
Commission and it was left to the American representative to 
express Chamberlain's view that 'the conditions prevailing in 
different regions of the world are so varied ... that construc-
tive achievement in the matter of the limitation of land 
armament appears to lie in the conclusion of regional agree-
ments rather than in an effort to work out a general plan ... 
applicable to the whole world'.59 What is odd is that 
Chamberlain should have allowed Cecil to pursue a line so 
contrary to his own (and the Foreign Office's) belief. Major-
General A. C. Temperley, the British military representative 
on the Commission, concluded that Chamberlain 'may well 
have thought it best not to interfere with what would ob-
viously be an extremely thorny and difficult subject' .60 

BRITAIN AND FRANCE 

If internally the great division in British policy was between 
the internationalists and the regionalists, the idealists and the 

57 Ibid. For German views see Rappard, The Quest, 370; Cecil, Great Experiment, 
123. 

58 Cecil, Great Experiment, 313. 
59 Rappard, The Qpest, 385. 
60 Maj.-Gen. A. C. Temperley, The Whispering Gallery of Europe (London, 1939), 
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realists, externally British security policy in Europe in the 
1920s is usually and rightly contrasted with the French. 
The French looked at the disarmament of Germany, the 
possibility of a general reduction of armaments, and the 
question of alliances from a strategic perspective. They be-
lieved that Germany would never willingly accept the Treaty 
of Versailles and thus that the only way of preserving the 
status quo was to maintain their own strength vis-a-vis the 
defeated powers. The unspoken premiss, since Germany 
would not accept this situation indefinitely, was that she 
would be forced to do so. Cecil's answer to German protests 
and French concerns was to push on with general dis-
armament measures and security guarantees. However, since 
general disarmament measures were likely to reduce French 
predominance in Europe, this was bound to set Britain and 
France apart. 

Most British government officials agreed that the French 
were right in strategic terms but they looked at the treatment 
of Germany and the question of reduced armaments in 
Europe from the political point of view. As they no longer 
had the power and perhaps the desire to keep Germany 
weak, they supported political measures to reduce tensions 
and reconcile the Germans with the status quo. Once 
Germany had largely been disarmed, they preferred to placate 
German opinion by ignoring infringements of the dis-
armament provisions of the Treaty of Versailles. They knew 
throughout that the Germans were breaching the provisions 
of the treaty, but they felt that the breaches were not great 
enough to make Germany a threat. Both the political and the 
strategic points of view were logical within their own terms of 
reference; however, the British Foreign Office view depended 
upon the assumption that Germany could be appeased, the 
French view implied that it could not. 

There was no difference between British and French views 
of Germany's potential power. Both recognized that she 
remained potentially the dominant European power. As the 
British air attache in Berlin put it in 1929, Germany had 'an 
industry of high technical efficiency capable of rapid ex-
pansion in an emergency to an aircraft production con-
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siderably beyond that of any country .except the USA'.61 But 
the French answer to this problem was almost the opposite of 
the British: 'thinking Frenchmen ask themselves how the 
safety of France from the possibility of this impending 
menace is to be secured, and to these the first and easiest 
suggestion is the crippling of Germany so that she may not 
be able to lift her head again for at least a generation and a 
half. Any reduction of Germany's debt for reparation is 
therefore bitterly resented as an act of treachery to France 
and as an alleviation of the position of servitude in which 
they wish Germany to be permanently placed, although 
many realise that it is impossible to hope that the German 
people will, as the years go by, continue to allow themselves 
to be heavily taxed to pay off debts to the Allies contracted 
before many of them were born. '62 

British officials, politicians, and serving officers were 
agreed that Germany could not be kept disarmed indefinitely 
against her wishes. As Harold Nicolson wrote from Berlin, 'I 
doubt whether the mind of man could conceive a system 
under which, ten years after a war, a country like Germany 
could remain absolutely tied hand and foot' .6 He went on to 
dismiss the French fears of creeping German rearmament 
and to point out that in fifteen years the Allies might actually 
want to see a strong Germany, presumably to protect them 
against the USSR. In any case, as the British air attache in 
Berlin pointed out in November 1929, only by keeping forces 
inside Germany could Berlin be forced to abide by the 
Treaty. In the mean time, from the British point of view, the 
central point was not that the Germans were cheating, which 
was unquestioned, but that they had not built up their forces 
surreptitiously to a level which would threaten the rest of 
Europe. The British approach was pragmatic and political, 
the French approach was logical and strategic. 64 

British policies often seemed from Paris to be pro-German, 
yet this was not their intention. As Austen Chamberlain put 

61 DBFP, ser. 1a, iii. 194. 
62 DBFP, ser. 1, xvi. 687. 
63 DBFP, ser. 1a, v. 255. 
64 Winston Churchill saw the point most clearly, see M. Gilbert, Winston 

Churchill, v (London, 1976), 452. 
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it, 'no doubt we helped the Germans out of the waste but we 
did not do it from charity; we did it because it was sound 
policy and common sense'.65 Nevertheless there were times 
when Austen Chamberlain, Robert Cecil, and others con-
cluded that whatever concessions they made to Germany, 
Berlin would only ask for more; 'notwithstanding all that has 
been done to alleviate her difficulties since Locamo she con-
tinues to parade her grievances and now [according to the 
German press] ... were the Allies to accede to German 
wishes for the earlier evacuation of the occupied zones the 
Allies were doing no more than was required of them, 
and even after the evacuation Germany would owe them no 
gratitude. The question might well be asked, as Crowe asked 
it in 1906, what conceivable purpose could be served by 
endeavouring, as the Allied powers undoubtedly had done 
since Locarno, in meeting German wishes since whatever 
was done the purpose of placing our relations with Germany 
on a footing of real friendship and confidence never seemed 
to be achieved so far as German public opinion was con-
cemed'. 66 Had they been able to read Chamberlain's 
meditations, the Quai d'Orsay would no doubt have simply 
regarded it as example of British naïvity to expect anything 
else. Yet recent studies of Stresemann and his policies have 
suggested that reconciliation was not entirely a forlorn 
hope.67 If we accept these claims then we must accept that 
British policies were not as ill-advised as they appear when 
seen through the glass of the Nazi years. 

Technical military reasons, as well as different approaches 
towards Germany, served almost invariably to put Britain 
and France on opposite sides whenever disarmament was 
discussed. France gave more trouble to Britain at the 
Washington Conference in 1921-2 than almost any other 
power, particularly with her opposition to the prohibition of 
submarines and limitations on aircraft. 68 Relations were only 

65 DBFP, ser. 1a, v. 219. 
66 Ibid. 266. See also Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 126, and Dutton, Austen 

Chamberlain, 24 7 and 264. 
67 H. L. Bretton, Stresemann and the Revision of Versailles (Stanford, Calif., 1953); 

R. P. Grathwol, Stresemann and the DNVP, Reconciliation or Revenge in German Foreign 
Polili)I 1924-1928 (Lawrence, Kan., 1980). 

68 These Eveniful Years (New York, 1924), 559. 
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kept on a reasonable basis by the good sense and humour of 
the leader of the British delegation, Arthur Balfour. In the 
League the British and French tended to take opposite sides, 
as was made clear once again by the submission of clashing 
disarmament conventions by Cecil and the French delegate, 
Paul-Boncour, in 1927. The British had no tradition of 
conscription and argued that any disarmament measure 
must limit the vast armies of reserves which conscription 
built up. Briand and others explained over and over again 
the impossibility of abandoning French Revolutionary 
tradition in this respect.69 The British wanted every category 
of warships limited separately, the French wanted overall 
tonnage limitations; the British generally opposed limitations 
on numbers of sailors and airmen and preferred to limit 
maritime and air forces by equipment, the French advocated 
limitation by numbers; the RAF wanted limitations only on 
front-line and not training aircraft, the French disagreed. 
Above all the French tried to avoid reducing their forces 
towards the German level either by delaying matters and 
calling for unattainable guarantees from others powers or by 
arguing that, taking industrial and demographic strength 
into account, Germany and France were already roughly 
equal. 70 On many of the technical issues the French had 
logic and the other members of the Committee on their side 
and Cecil exchanged a bitter series of telegrams with London 
on the various questions. 'The First Lord of the Admiralty 
throughout has adopted an attitude of what may be called 
"malevolent neutrality" towards the whole of our proceedings 
here', he wrote. On another occasion Cecil demanded 
arguments in defence of the British position which made at 
least some sense to foreign delegates. 71 

These were, however, essentially irrelevancies, as the 
Foreign Office knew. They might cause temporary Anglo-
French frictions and make Britain look stupid or un-
cooperative but they were not central. The real issue was 
Franco-German relations and how they could be improved, 

69 DBFP, ser. 1a, ii. 570. See also Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 61 and 63. 
70 Temperley,. Whispering Gallery, 51. See also Viviani's views in Noel-Baker 

Paf.ers, NBKR/ 4/ 46. 
1 Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 70; Cecil, Great Experiment, 187 and 359. 
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whilst a secondary issue was Italian revisionism.72 British 
leaders were far from blind to the problem of French security, 
indeed they said themselves that its solution was central to 
achieving a satisfactory European peace. For example, in a 
much-publicized speech in March 1925 Lord Grey em-
phasized that France would never disarm without greater 
security, and Austen Chamberlain quoted his speech with 
approval to the Imperial Conference in 1926. Chamberlain's 
solution was the Locarno Conference of October 1925, which 
he claimed had 'changed the face of Europe and ... all 
problems ... wear a new and more hopeful aspect since that 
fateful conference brought its labours to a successful con-
clusion'.73 However, the Foreign Office recognized that 
Locarno was only a beginning, and the detente would have to 
be deepened and extended to other areas since in Cadogan's 
words 'disarmament cannot be imposed arbitrarily; it must 
follow automatically-as it certainly would follow-from a 
real sense of security'. 74 The logic once again was that dis-
armament should be pushed to one side until political 
questions were settled. 

LEAGUE PRESSURE FOR DISARMAMENT 

Why did the League continue to press for disarmament when 
so little progress was made? Most of the pressure came from 
small states; it was after all the three Scandinavian countries 
which put disarmament on the agenda of the first League 
Assembly in 1920. Such states would gain relatively from 
disarmament of the Great Powers and for the first time they 
were given, in the League, an opportunity to make their 
voice heard on all international issues. Secondly there were 
the continued implicit and explicit threats from Germany 
that it would rearm if no progress was made. However the 
problem was that, in trying to meet such demands, Cecil and 
others simply gave the Germans more encouragement. 

72 Vansittart Papers, VNST u/2/6, 'Memorandum respecting Franco-Italian 
relations', 18 Jan. 1930. ) 

73 DBFP, ser. 1a, ii. 912 and 922. 
74 Ibid. iv. 424. 



P. TOWLE 

Thirdly there were many like Austen Chamberlain who 
erroneously thought that the negotiations might help to heal 
Europe's wounds and that, since the League was committed 
to disarmament, Britain should do what she could to im-
prove the prospects for such measures. The cynics, like 
Cadogan and Winston Churchill, might argue that nego-
tiations could actually exacerbate relations but their voices 
were ignored. 

Finally there were in Britain and many other countries 
people who believed that disarmament was the best way of 
avoiding a repetition of the horrors of the trenches. In Cecil's 
words 'saying that armaments do not lead to war ... is very 
much like saying that alcohol does not lead to drunkenness 
... without alcohol there would be no drunkenness and 
without armaments there would be no war'. 75 It seemed a 
peculiar metaphor to use in order to encourage faith in 
disarmament so soon after the prohibition of alcohol had 
failed in the USA. However, Cecil's hopes were shared by 
many writers and publicists who, like Major K. A. Bratt 
or John Wheeler-Bennett, dedicated their books to him. 
Wheeler-Bennett was one of the founders of the Royal ln-
stitu te of International Affairs and later a distinguished 
historian, Bratt was one of the most prolific writers on air 
power. 76 Support for disarmament and for the League of 
Nations was so widespread that British governments felt it 
could not be ignored. 

It is worth comparing land disarmament in Europe 
with the arrangements on naval armaments and on political 
questions in the Pacific which were made in Washington in 
1921-2. At Washington the USA was clearly the strongest 
potential power and Britain was the status quo power on the 
defensive.Ja pan was revisionist but not as strong as the USA 
or Britain in the 1920s. In Europe Germany occupied the 
American position as potentially the strongest power though 
in other respects she was very different, as the vanquished 

75 Rappard, The Quest, 346; Cecil, Great Experiment, 184. 
76 Major K. A. Bratt, That Next War? (London, 1930); J. Wheeler-Bennett, 

Information on the Reduction <if Armaments (London, 1925); id., Disarmament and Security 
Since Locarno (London, 1932). 
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rather than the victor; France occupied Britain's position as 
the old status quo power and Italy occupied the position of 
Japan. It is curious that Britain loomed so large in the 
discussions on European security because British land power 
in Europe was no greater than French power in the Pacific. 
But, as the First World War had shown, Britain was a 
potential European power, like the USA and indeed Germany 
in the 1920s, so her power rested on her potentiality and her 
imperial and naval strength. 

At Washington it was the USA which offered conces-
sions which, in their country's financially weakened position, 
British politicians were only too happy to accept. In Europe 
Germany was forced to disarm. Strategically in the short 
term France gained more from Versailles than Britain 
gained from Washington because Versailles enshrined her 
dominance, whilst Washington marked the end of British 
naval superiority. But in the long run the Versailles Treaty 
was equally unsatisfactory politically because neither treaty 
could contain revisionism. In fact disarmament and arms 
limitation treaties self-evidently provide no answers to 
the problems presented by revisionist states. The only way 
revisionists-for as long as they remain such-can be pre-
vented from overthrowing the status quo is by assembling 
superior force to dissuade them, as the French knew only too 
well. A balance of power is a recipe for disaster and self-
evidently revisionists will not agree to treaties which enshrine 
their military inferiority. On the other hand the British were 
justified on the political level in trying to produce a political 
compromise. What was really needed was an Anglo-French 
agreement to retain the best of both approaches, to maintain 
French military superiority whilst appeasing Germany in 
other ways. 

Many of the participants in the League's negotiations later 
wrote their accounts of the proceedings. Some are brilliant, 
amusing, and disillusioned. Others remain dry and un-
bending. 77 Major-General Temperley concluded that the 
only hope lay in budgetary limitations since limitations on 

77 See esp. P. Noel-Baker, The Arms Race; A Programme for World Disarmament 
{London, 1958). 
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forces would never be accepted and verified. 78 Salvador de 
Madariaga came to agree with British officials that dis-
armament negotiations were an illusion. Political agreements 
were the key to everything: once they had come disarmament 
would follow automatically.79 In retrospect it is clearthat the 
disarmament negotiations were one of the most poisonous of 
the inheritances left by Wilson to the League. It would have 
been far better to ignore armaments until political recon-
ciliation had taken place. Nevertheless, the League's dis-
cussions were more like a seminar than a negotiating process 
and the experience was not completely wasted in the long 
run since some blind alleys were identified and avoided 
later. No subsequent negotiations have become embroiled in 
finding security guarantees or in trying to assess the 'real' 
power of a state and its military 'needs'. 

CONCLUSION 

Why was British policy on disarmament and security so 
inchoate in the 19i20s? The basis of the problem was that the 
conceptual and organizational gap between the idealists and 
the pragmatists-between Cecil and his supporters on one 
side and the Foreign Office on the other-was never closed, 
and ministers' efforts to bridge the two positions were in-
effective. Why did Curzon, Chamberlain, and MacDonald 
allow Cecil to represent Britain if they disagreed with many 
of his views? As far as Curzon and Chamberlain were con-
cerned, Cecil was forced upon them by successive prime 
ministers. The various prime ministers were responding to 
public opinion and their own ill-thought-out feeling that they 
should support the League and disarmament. Governments 
were, in any case, distracted from European issues by 
nationalist movements in the Empire and social unrest at 
home. They were only very slowly coming to grips with 
multilateral diplomacy of the League type and to a changed 
world in which public opinion was far more important than 

78 Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 68, but he also felt that 'we began in fact at the 
wrong end; it was international relations that needed disarming first', 275. 

79 Madariaga, Disarmament, 339 passim. 
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it had been before 1914. Thus they did not have the grip over 
representatives in Geneva which they were to have sub-
sequently. Finally, relations between officials and ministers 
were changing rapidly. In the nineteenth century officials 
tended to be merely 'clerks'; after 1945 they occupied a very 
powerful position in policy-making. The 1920s were an 
intermediate period when their relationship with ministers 
was still ill-defined. 

Officials and ministers were lumbered with the com-
mitment to general disarmament in the Covenant and the 
Peace Treaties. If ministers had realized quickly enough how 
damaging this was to be and how much excuse it was to give 
to German rearmament, perhaps they would have seen that 
the only answer was to negotiate a treaty on the lines of the 
Esher draft and then to announce that the clauses had been 
fulfilled. The more the issue was discussed, the more French 
fears and German resentments were exposed and the more 
questions which should not have been addressed in public 
forums were brought out into the open. Europe needed a 
long respite under French military domination whilst 
German grievances were gradually redressed. The whole of 
the League's efforts over security and disarmament worked 
in precisely the opposite direction. Hence the hostility to the 
League of the officials and Service ministries and the un-
resolved dichotomy in British policy. 
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Economic Interdependence and 
Economic Protectionism: From 

the Conference of Genoa (1922) to 
the Conference of London ( 1933) 

SIDNEY POLLARD 

While the post-war settlement rested on large:-scale changes 
in the political sphere-dismemberment of the Habsburg 
Empire, reduction of the Russian Empire, territorial gains of 
the victors at the expense of the losers-it visualized, in the 
economic sphere, largely a return to the conditions obtaining 
before 1914. Criticism from the Left there might be that it 
had been 'capitalism', or the 'imperialism' based on it, which 
had caused the war, yet those making the decisions in the 
conferences and agreements of the 1920s seemed to wish for 
nothing better than to return to the stability of the pre-war 
international economic framework. 

The subject of this chapter is the development of inter-
national economic relations which emerged from that settle-
ment. The tone of the literature about it is bound to be one 
of failure. The present chapter cannot escape this conclusion 
either, yet it should be noted at the outset, so that it is not 
entirely lost from sight, that the extent of the failure can 
easily be exaggerated. The First World War, it is true, had 
wrought immense damage. Between fifty and sixty million 
people had been killed, half of them in Russia. Even in 1920, 
industrial production in the main Continental belligerent 
countries was still 30 per cent below the pre-war level. 
According to one calculation, had the war not occurred, then 
on pre-war showing the level of output reached by Europe 
in fact in 1929, would have been reached in 192 1 -which 
indicates a loss of eight years of growth. 1 

1 D. H. Aldcroft, The European Economy 1914-1970 (London, 1978), 21. 
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TABLE 1. World production, and changes in GDP in sixteen 
countries, 1913-1929 

1913 
1921 
1922 
1923 
1924 
1925 
1926 
1927 
1928 
1929 

World production 
(excl. USSR) index 

Manufactures Food 

100 

85.5 
104.8 
109·9 
I 16.3 
125.4 
129.9 
138.9 
144.4 
154.8 

100 

96 
104 
108 
107 
113 
I I 2 

117 
122 
121 

Changes in GDP from 
preceding year, 16 
advanced countries 
(%) 

3.5 
-0.1 

6.5 
5.0 
5.2 
4.1 
3.4 
3.0 
3. I 
4.3 

Sources: W. A. Lewis, 'World Production, Prices and Trade, 1870-1960', Manchester 
School, 20 (1952), 105-38 (107); A. Maddison, Phases of Capitalist Development 
(Oxford 1982), 86. 

Nevertheless, it was a period of rapid technical progress 
and rising output, in which the leading industrial countries 
had a major share (Table 1). New goods, among them motor 
cars and buses, the radio, the widespread application of 
electricity, the cinema, and shorter working hours expanded 
the opportunities and experiences of all classes. At the same 
time, newly won democratic rights ensured a more even 
distribution of incomes, ranging from the land reforms in the 
East2 to welfare legislation, safety legislation, and enlarged 
legal rights and powers for trade unions in the West. 

Bearing this background in mind, the attempt by statesmen 
and others to return to a (perhaps idealized) pre-war world 

2 Land reforms were effective only where owners were of different nationality, as 
in Romania and Latvia or among German and Hungarian owners in 
Czechoslovakia. Otherwise they were largely a dead letter. Altogether some 11% of 
the land was redistributed in 12 countries. Aldcroft, European Economy, 26f.; H. 
Seton-Watson, Eastern Europe Between the Wars 1918-1941 (Cambridge, 1945), 77-9. 
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in economic terms was bound to fail on two counts: it failed 
to take account of changes in economic reality, and it failed 
to allow for the political changes. 

In the war years, the inability of the European belligerents 
to keep up their industrial exports to the overseas world had 
forced the latter to learn to supply their own manufactures, 
or to draw them from the USA or other extra-European 
sources. At the same time, their primary products also found 
ready markets in war-torn Europe. When the European 
output recovered in the 1920s, a huge potential for over-
production was created, especially in agricultural products 
grown both in Europe and overseas, such as wheat or sugar.3 

It came to a head in 1928-9 when large stocks contributed 
to the collapse of prices (as shown in Table 2), which hit 
in particular the agrarian producers in Eastern Europe. 
Some industries, artificially stimulated in wartime, such as 
shipbuilding and munitions, were also left with a potential 
for overproduction which added to economic instability after 
the war. 

More importantly, the basis of the pre-war world economic 
equilibrium had been disturbed beyond recall. That equilib-
rium had rested on capital exports from industrial Europe to 
develop primary production and exports overseas, leading to 
an exchange of manufactures against primary products, the 
whole balanced on the London capital and financial market 
embedded in a free-trade British economy willing to accept 
freely in payment what the world had to offer. It was now 
disrupted in at least three ways. 

First, instead of one centre, there were now two, or possibly 
three-New York and Paris as well as London-over which 
the world's financial transactions were channelled. This 
alone made tht kind of instantaneous adjustment as it had 
been known before the war virtually impossible. Moreover, 
New York and Paris refused to recognize any international 
responsibilities: they remained protectionist and acted in the 
interests of their own countries, thus frequently aggravating, 

3 e.g. A. Reithinger, Das wirtschaftliche Gesicht Europas (Stuttgart, 1936), 130; 
Carnegie Stiftung und lnternationale Handelskammer, Weltwirtschaftlicher 
Wiederaufoau (Paris, 1937), u9-21. 
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TABLE 2. World prices (in gold) and terms of trade (index) 

Prices Terms of trade 

Primary Manufactures Lewis Spraos 
products 

1913 IOO 100 IOO 100 

1921 131.2 186 7o.5 65 
1922 122.2 161 75.9 76 
1923 142.2 157 90.6 87 
1924 141.4 153 92·4 88 
1925 149.0 159 93.7 98 
1926 142.2 156 91.2 91 

1927 135.8 146 93.o 93 
1928 132 148 89.2 93 
1929 126.2 142 88.9 91 
1930 104.6 133 78.6 72 
1931 78.2 l l l 7o.5 64 
1932 58.6 go 65.1 60 
1933 53·2 80 66.5 61 

Sources: Lewis, 'World Production', 118; J. Spraos, 'The Statistical Debate on the 
Net Barter Terms of Trade between Primary Commodities and Manufactures', 
Economic journal, go (1980), 107-28 (p. 111). 

instead of ameliorating, international disequilibria.4 Their 
gold hoarding in the worst years of the Depression is the 
best-known example. 

Secondly, while much of the international capital flow 
before 1914 went into productive enterprises such as rail-
ways, power stations, plantations, and mines, which yielded 
a surplus out of which the loans could be serviced and 
ultimately repaid, 5 much of the post-war capital flow was for 
the purpose of short-term adjustment, or indeed to finance 

4 S. A. Schuker, American 'Reparations' to Germany, 1919-33: Implications for the 
Third-World Debt Crisis (Princeton Studies in International Finance, 61; Princeton, 
NJ, 1988), 82; C. P. Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (Berkeley, 
Calif. 1973); M. Kahler, The Politics of International Debt (Ithaca, NY, 1986), 17. 

5 Carnegie Stiftung, Wiederaujbau, 78f.; J. M. Keynes, 'Great Britain's Foreign 
Investments', New Quarter{), (Feb. 1910); id., Collected Works (London, 1971), XIV. 
44-59. 
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reparations. Nothing was created out of which to pay the 
interest and amortization, and the accumulated debt burden 
served to aggravate the financial disturbances. 

Thirdly, the 'natural' specialization between agrarian and 
industrial countries was increasingly thwarted by protection 
against the complementary imports in both. 

Among the political changes which made a simple return 
to the golden pre-war age impossible were, first, the bound-
ary alterations themselves. The number of customs areas in 
Europe had increased from 20 to 27, the length of boundaries 
in Central Europe from 13,000km to 19,000km, and for 
Europe as a whole, they had been lengthened by 20,oookm.6 

The new frontiers disturbed economic connections built up 
over the centuries, tore apart railway networks, and need-
lessly duplicated factories and plants just across borders. 
Some countries were created that were hardly 'viable' with-
out at least a lengthy period of adjustment: Austria, Hungary, 
perhaps also Czechoslovakia or Yugoslavia. All suffered from 
unbalanced budgets, 7 which led in turn to capital flight and 
neo-mercantilist policies. 

The very insecurity of the successor states, and espec-
ially that of the agrarian countries created in the east and 
south-east of Europe, made them aggressively nationalist, 
protectionist, and unwilling to contemplate any form of 
economic interdependence. Imports were hampered by 
tariffs and regulations, luxury imports were in some cases 
prohibited altogether. But as prices were kept down artifici-
ally by price controls, exports also were obstructed for fear 
that they could be sold at too low a price, the so-called 
'currency dumping'. The Porto Rosa Protocol of 1921 signed 
by the Central European Countries, by which they under-
took to abstain from import and export prohibitions, was 
never ratified.8 

More important, the needs of war had taught governments 
that economies could be manipulated to a far greater extent 
than had been believed before. The old-established, widely 

6 W. Ropke, Die internationale Handelspolitik nach dem Kriege (Jena, 1923), 8. 
7 W. Ashworth, A Short History of the International Economy (London, 1952), 187. 
8 Ropke, Handelspolitik, r6f.; W. A. Lewis, Economic Survey 1919-1939 (London, 

1965), 21. 
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held notion that the pre-war gold standard had been 
automatic and beyond the reach of politicians has turned out 
to be a myth,9 but governments, and interest-groups within 
countries, were certainly not willing after the war to bear the 
discomforts of deflationary adjustments of a pre-war kind, 
should they become necessary. Wages, it was discovered, 
had become 'sticky' downwards; welfare provisions created 
huge budget deficits in depressions which tied the hands of 
governments; above all, the gold value of currencies, it had 
been discovered, could be changed at will. 10 The story of the 
attempt of politicians to cope with the post-war economy on 
an international basis is therefore the story of the attempt 
to recapture a system which had changed below the sur-
face almost beyond recognition. In due course this was 
recognized, but generally too partially and too late. 

There were two major subjects of international economic 
negotiation and debate: currency questions, and protection-
ism. The belief that the gold standard or its equivalent was 
necessary for international economic stability was well-nigh 
universal in the post-war years. True, after the USA had 
returned to it in 1919, only the United Kingdom and the 
neutrals in Europe contemplated returning to it at the pre-
war parity. Others, when they returned to it in the course of 
the 1920s, chose different new parities or, in the case of those 
which had suffered a hyperinflation, did so on the basis of 
their new currencies. The reasons for choosing particular 
parities were not always clear and they have remained 
controversial. France settled at - 20 per cent below the pre-
war par, Italy at -25 per cent, and Belgium at - 14.3 per 
cent. France, having returned, de facto, in 1926 at too low a 
parity, became a menace to others; Great Britain returned at 
too high a parity in 1925 and became a menace to herself. 
In general, where the parity chosen induced an inflow of 

9 J. Foreman-Peck, A History of the World Economy: International Economic Relations 
Since 1850 (Brighton, 1983), 179; A. J. Bloomfield, Monetary Policy under the 
International Gold Standard 1880-1914 (New York, 1959); C. A. E. Goodhart, The 
Business of Banking 1891-1914 (London, 1972), chs. 14 and 15; M. de Cecco, Money 
and Empire: The International Gold Standard, 1890-1914 (Oxford, 1974), 17. 

10 League of Nations (Economic, Financial and Transit Department), International 
Currency Experience: Lessons of the Inter-War Period (League of Nations, Geneva, 1944), 
II3. 
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gold, there were boom conditions and a tendency to full 
employment; where the gold flowed out, as in Britain and 
Germany, full prosperity was never reached. 11 

At Genoa in 1922 the alternative of a gold-exchange 
standard was recommended for the weaker economies, which 
were helped by international loans to stabilize on that basis 
in the following years-not unlike the rather shaky 'gold 
standard' maintained by Russia and Austria-Hungary before 
1914. By 1925, twenty-four central banks in Europe held 27 
per cent of their reserves in foreign exchange, and this rose 
to 42 per cent by 1928, compared with only 12 per cent 
in 1913. 12 The practice greatly increased the burden of 
responsibility on the monetary authorities whose currency 
was used as reserve, especially on London with its very 
limited gold holdings, and added to the instability of the 
age. Other attempts at Genoa to reduce obstructions to 
international trade remained without effect. By that time, the 
economic and financial problems had become 'politicized ... 
thereby rendering them more difficult to resolve' .13 

Before they reached stability, several countries, including 
Germany, Austria, Hungary, and Poland (not to mention 
Soviet Russia), had to go through the searing experience of 
hyperinflation and total collapse of the currency. Austria 
was helped by a loan under the supervision of the League 
of Nations lasting from 1922 to 1926, and· Hungary was 
similarly helped in 1924-6. Stabilization loans were also 
granted to Italy, Belgium, Poland, and, under the Dawes 
plan, Germany. 14 The Bank of England, which was very 
active in organizing these loans, hoped thereby also to 
strengthen the righteous hands of the central banks against 
the profligate practices of politicians. 15 

11 I. M. Drummond, The Gold Standard and the International Monetary System IgoD-
I939 (London, 1987), 3s; A. Cairncross and B. Eichengreen, Sterling in Decline: The 
Devaluations of I93I, I949 and I!fi7 (Oxford, 1983), 36-8; Aldcroft, European Economy, 
65; League of Nations, Currenry Experience, 115-17. 

12 Aldcroft, European Economy, 7of.; League of Nations, Currenry Experience, 27-9. 
13 D. P. Silverman, Reconstructing Europe after the Great War (Cambridge, Mass., 

1982), 269. 
14 League of Nations, Ten Years of World Co-operation (Geneva, 1930), 183-90. 
15 R. W. D. Boyce, British Capitalism at the Crossroads I9I9-I932: A Stut[y in Politics, 

Economics and International Relations ( Cambridge, I 987), 40 f. 
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In Germany, the unbalanced budget-a major root of the 
inflation which was endemic in all of continental Europe 
after the war-was aggravated by reparations payments and 
the determination of the German government to show that 
they could not be afforded. Defiant failure to pay them in 
December 1922 led to the occupation of the Ruhr district by 
France and Belgium in January 1923, and the total collapse 
of the mark. The ultimate effects of the hyperinflation of 1923 
in Germany are still controversial. Whatever damage it did, 
or gains it brought, to the economy as a whole-the 'gains' 
including losses to foreign holders of perhaps 16 milliard gold 
marks to the benefit of Germany16-it certainly effected a 
massive redistribution of property within the country. In 
September 1923 Germany recognized her reparations obliga-
tion, and this permitted not only the restoration of the mark 
on a new basis, but also a less onerous settlement based on 
the Dawes proposals, agreed to at a conference in London 
in July-August 1924. These envisaged annual payments 
rising from I billion marks at once to 2.5 billion marks in 
1928-9 and thereafter, and were helped on their way by 
an immediate international loan of 800 million marks. In 
the following years the German economy was able to make 
the Dawes payments without much difficulty, the foreign 
exchange being provided indirectly by a stream of American 
lending to German companies and local authorities which, in 
total, greatly exceeded the sums paid over by Germany, 
as shown in Table 3. Altogether, in 1924-30, Germany 
borrowed 28 billion marks abroad, of which 10.3 billion were 
paid out in reparations. The total gross capital inflow into 
Germany amounted to an 'astounding' 5.3 per cent of 
national income over the entire period from 1919 to 1931. 17 

German reparations were only one, though a major, 
component of a complex of obligations arising out of the war, 
consisting in part of reparations, payable also by other 
vanquished nations, and in part of inter-Allied debts. The 
loans made to Russia during the war had to be considered as 
lost, but the other Allies recognized their obligations to the 

16 Schuker, Reparations, 112. 
17 Ibid. 10; D. H. Aldcroft, From Versailles to Wall Street 1919-1929 (London, 1977), 

85. 
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TABLE 3. German reparations, in-payments, and national income, 
1925-1930 

Reparations US lending to Reparations as % 
out-payments Germany German net national 
( milliard gold (milliard gold income at factor cost 
marks) marks) 

1925 0.884 1.294 1.5 
1926 1.108 1.739 1.9 
1927 1·379 1.3 15 1.9 
1928 1.815 1.722 2.3 
1929 2.149 0.124 2.7 
1930 0.861 0.701 1.2 

Source: Shuker, Reparations, 25. 

leading lenders, France, Britain, and the USA. While France 
and Britain had sums due to them from the other Allies as 
well as claims on reparations, all owed large net sums to the 
USA. All told, war debts totalled $26.5 billion. Britain owed 
$4.7 billion to the USA, but was owed in turn $11.1 billion, 
making a net surplus of $6.4 billion (reducing to $3.9 billion 
if the Russian debt is discounted). France owed $7 billion 
and was owed $3.5 billion, making a net deficit of $-3.5 
billion ($-4.4 billion, if the Russian debt is discounted). 
Other nations owed smaller sums. 18 Repeated attempts to 
cancel some of these obligations against each other foundered 
on the refusal of the ultimate creditor government, that of the 
USA, to contemplate cancellation; instead, a set of circular 
payments was set in motion in which American loans to 
Germany and other European countries balanced the inward 
payments to the USA. In the course of the years 1923-6 the 
burdens on the European debtors to the USA were, however, 
reduced by lower interest rates: lta!y ultimately was charged 
only 0.5 per cent together with generous repayment terms. 19 

18 These figures may be compared with the equivalent of $12.5 billion 
reparations imposed on Germany. Silverman, Reconstructing Europe, 145f.; Aldcroft, 
Versailles to Wall Street, 92 f. 

19 Ashworth, Short History, 193. 
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TABLE 4. Growth in GDP in some major countries, 1921-1929 
(index 1913 = 100) 

Belgium France Germany Italy Netherlands Sweden UK USA 

1921 94·1 80.5 87.5 98.0 122.7 105-9 87.1 I I 2. I 
1925 I 12.2 109·4 103.0 I 19.6 142.8 130.4 103.2 141.2 
1926 I 16.0 I 10.7 105.9 120.6 146.2 138.7 99.4 150.4 
1927 120.3 109·4 I16.5 I 17.6 154.2 144·9 107.4 151.9 
1928 126.6 115.7 121.6 126.5 158.5 145-3 108.7 153.6 
1929 125.5 125.8 12 I. I 130.4 166.5 156.5 II 1.9 163.0 

Source: Maddison, Phases, 174-5. 

By 1925-6, therefore, some stability had been established 
in the field of currency and international indebtedness. 
Pre-war output had been reached in Europe as a whole, 
and rapid economic growth took place in several countries 
thereafter to 1929. World trade expanded by 20 per cent in 
volume, even if only by 5.5 per cent in value, in 1925-9. All 
seemed to have got over the immediate ill-effects of the war 
(see Table 4). 

Attention could now be turned to the liberalization of 
trade. The League of Nations had made this a particular 
object of its interest, and most of the negotiations took place 
under its aegis. By 1925, average tariff rates had settled 
down at approximately the pre-war level. Some were up 
(notably Spain, up by + 11 per cent, Switzerland ( +4 per 
cent), Belgium (+2 per cent), and the countries of the British 
Empire and the successor states to the Habsburg Empire); a 
similar number was down (France -6 per cent, USA -4 per 
cent, Sweden -3 per cent, Denmark -3 per cent).20 

A widely attended semi-official Tariff Conference in May 
1927 seemed to offer much hope. In all, 194 delegates from 
50 countries, including the USA and USSR, attended. 
There was talk of a European Federation to match the 
United States, and plans were made to end 'artificial' trade 
restrictions and go forward with 'economic disarmament'. 
Britain had taken the initiative, as the only major free-trade 
country, and it seemed for a time that her notion of spread-

20 Lewis, Economic Survey, 48. 
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ing liberalization by extending the application of the most-
favoured-nation clause had found widespread acceptance. 

However, the resolutions reached at this conference did 
not bind governments, and when the official conference, 
convened in Geneva in October of that year, considered 
them, progress became much less easy. As always, par-
ticularist interests of individual countries got in the way, 
but there emerged also one more general problem. Whereas 
the United Kingdom (and mutatis mutandis the United 
States) tended to think of liberalization in terms of general 
reductions in tariff rates, especially via the most-favoured-
nation clause, continental Europe tended to think in terms 
of bilateral specially tailored concessions.21 Numerous 
breakdowns in negotiations occurred over this divergence, 
quite apart from the genuine clashes of interest. 

The upshot of the Geneva Conference was, besides a 
Franco-German commercial treaty, an agreement by twenty-
eight of the thirty-five countries to ban quantitative restric-
tions, which were recognized to be more harmful to trade 
than were tariffs. 22 In May 1928 the League of Nations 
Consultative Committee expressed cautious optimism about 
the progress so far achieved, tariffs had stopped rising, and 
an agreement was indeed signed to come into effect on r 
January 1930 for five years. 23 However, each country made 
its own concessions dependent on simultaneous concessions 
by others, and all waited for the end of the German-Polish 
trade war which had been going on since 1925. By the end of 
1929 not enough nations had ratified the agreement, and 
only a short-lived makeshift instrument remained. 

Meanwhile, a speculative boom in the USA in 1928 had 
kept her wonted capital supply from Europe, and Germany 
was once more threatening to default on her reparations. The 
so-called Young Plan of 1929 reduced her burden further, 
while attempting to ease the transfer payments by means of 
the newly formed Bank for International Settlements. The 

21 Boyce, British Capitalism, 13 1; S. H. Bailey, 'Reciprocity and the Most-
Favoured National Clause', Economica, 13 (1933), 428-56. 

22 Bailey, 'Reciprocity', 433; A. Forstmann, Der Kampf um den internationalen Handel 
(Berlin, 1935), 233. 

23 League of Nations, Ten Years, 204. 
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annual figure would now be 2,050 million marks, and the 
Hague Conference of August 1929 reordered the share-out 
among the former Allies.2 

In the following month, a last effort was made by the 
League of Nations to remove obstacles to trade by a two-year 
tariff truce, proposed by Britain and widely accepted. A 
Preliminary Conference for Concerted Economic Action was 
held in Geneva in February 1930 and the Second Tariff 
Truce Conference met there in November, but by then 
there was no chance of progress.25 On the contrary, the 
world economic depression, with its massive increase in 
unemployment and its drastic decline in output and in 
prices, turned opinion sharply in the direction of ·neo-
mercantilism. Tariffs and restrictions went up, and trade 
declined much faster than output. (see Tables 5 and 6.) In 
any case, the Hawley-Smoot tariff of 1930 enacted by the 
USA, which was then running an enormous payments surplus, 
made any concessions by other countries unthinkable. 

The much-disputed causes of the Great Depression cannot 
be considered here. It is, however, relevant to note that the 
action of each country to reduce the impact on its own 
economy, at no matter what cost to others, certainly served 
to aggravate it. Since no country could force its exports on to 
others, the only way open to it to improve its payments 
balance and thus its home employment was to restrict 
imports. A downward spiral of trade was the result. The 
agrarian exporters of Eastern Europe were particularly hard 
hit by the collapse of food prices. 26 

Meanwhile, failures in the industrial sphere were spilling 
over into the financial. In the USA, where banks were small, 
bank failures soon ran into thousands. In Austria it was the 
Kreditanstalt, much the largest institution, holding about 
two-thirds of the country's credit, which failed in May 1931. 
Total collapse was staved off by foreign aid and by the 

24 Schuker, Reparations, 48; Boyce, British Capitalism, 188-210. 
25 Boyce, British Capitalism, 235 f., 269. 
26 Aldcroft, European Economy, 109, 113-5; W. Riipke, International Economic 

Disintegration (London, 1942), 24, 61 f.; Reithinger, Gesicht Europas, 31; Lewis, 
Economic Survry, 59; Carnegie Stiftung, Wiederaujbau, 45, 53, 75, 121-30; League of 
Nations, Currency Experience, 192-6. 
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TABLE 5. GDP and exports, major countries, 1929-1933, index 

GDP Volume of exports 

France Germany UK USA France Germany UK USA 

1929 100 100 IOO IOO IOO IOO IOO IOO 

1930 97.o 98.6 99.3 90.4 89.8 94.8 82.0 82.4 
1931 93.o 91.1 94·2 83.5 76.2 86.2 62.4 66.9 
1932 89.0 84.2 94.9 72.0 58.5 59.5 62.4 51.5 
1933 93.o 89.5 97.7 70.6 59.9 55.8 64.0 52.2 

Source: Based on Maddison, Phases, 174-5, 250-1. 

TAB LE 6. Percentage change in industrial 
production and GDP, 1929-1932 

Industrial GDP 
production 

Austria -34.3 -22.5 
Belgium -27.1 -7.1 
Denmark -5.6 4.0 
France -25.6 -11.0 
Germany -40.8 - 15.7 
Italy -22.7 -6.1 
Netherlands -9.8 -8.2 
Spain -11.6 -8.o 
Sweden -11.8 -8.9 
United Kingdom -11.4 -5.8 
Czechoslovakia -26.5a -18.2a 
Hungary -19.2 -11.5 
Poland -37.o n.a. 
Yugoslavia n.a. -11.9 
USA -44.7 -28.0 

a 1929-35. 
Source: Aldcroft, European Economy, 81. 

government in effect taking over the bank's liabilities, but the 
panic thereupon spread to Germany. A major institution, 
the Danatbank, went down and it became clear that the whole 
of the German banking system was in danger. Financial 



170 s. POLLARD 

collapse on a world scale was staved off by the Hoover 
moratorium on international payments, which was to last for 
a year, but equilibrium was not restored thereby. Since 
much of the world's gold had fled, in panic, to New York 
and Paris, London now appeared as the weak link in the 
international chain. A run on the pound began and in 
September 1931 Great Britain went off gold. 

With this move, which was followed rapidly by the intro-
duction of protection and imperial preference by Britain 
in 1932, an era in world economic relations came to an 
end. Numerous other currencies followed the pound, which 
quickly depreciated by about a third, and others also came 
off gold at different rates of depreciation. 27 Only the dollar 
and the franc bloc essentially remained on gold. The effect 
was that currencies themselves now became deliberately part 
of the armoury of countries to control international trade. 
Devaluations and depreciations could be used, like tariffs, to 
reduce imports, as well as stimulating exports, while at the 
same time a whole set of restrictions, ranging from quotas 
and veterinary regulations to sheer administrative chicanery, 
could be used to keep out foreign goods.28 

In the summer of 1932 the Hoover moratorium was com-
ing to an end, but there seemed to be no chance of resuming 
reparation or debt payments. The European countries met in 
Lausanne in June to agree to final lump-sum payments and 
cancellations, but their plans came to naught over the 
American refusal to consider such a proposal. Negotiations 
went on until 1933, but in fact virtually nothing more was 
paid, and the obligations sank into oblivion. 29 

Various regional customs union proposals mooted in the 
depth of the Depression, such as one for the Danubian area 
and another for the Benelux countries, foundered on the veto 
of one or other of the Great Powers. At Stresa in September 
1932 an attempt to help the Danubian states to balance 

27 Drummond, Gold Standard, 40-3; League of Nations, Currency Experience, 33, 40, 
5of., 124. 

28 D. Abel, A History of British Tariffi {Lonon, 1945); B. J. Eichengreen, Sterling 
and the Tariff, 1929-32 (Princeton Studies in International Finance, 48; Princeton, 
NJ, 1981); Schuker, Reparations, 7. 

29 Lewis, Economic Survry, 67; Drummond, Gold Standard, 49. 
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their budgets and ease trade similarly ended in failure. 30 

Dependent as they were on unsaleable agricultural exports, 
the countries of Eastern Europe were to turn to bilateral 
treaties and fall easily under the spell of the German economy 
later in the 1930s. 

The leading nations met once more in the summer of 1933 
at the World Economic Conference, held in London on the 
invitation of the League of Nations. Germany had by that 
time come under the control of the National Socialists, and 
Japanese aggression was destroying the stability of the Far 
East. Whatever hope there might have been of meeting the 
challenge of the Great Depression jointly was destroyed 
by Roosevelt's decision to come off gold, so as not to be 
hampered in his efforts to deal with the worst effects of the 
economic collapse in his own country. The Americans, it 
turned out, were acting as selfishly as every other country. 
But with this act, the last prop of a world economic order, a 
major currency tied firmly to gold, appeared to have been 
knocked away.31 

Yet the failures of 1933 did not lead to further decline, but 
to recovery. Output, employment, even trade began to pick 
up. Central banks learnt to stabilize their currencies even 
without gold, to live with floating exchange rates, and, after 
1936 when the franc bloc had also come off gold, to engage in 
a certain amount of co-operation, and to undertake not to 
change the major exchange rates of currencies without prior 
notice. Economically, the worst was over; it was on the 
political plane that the world was to slide into disaster. 

30 Ashworth, Short History, 212. 
31 Drummond, Gold Standard, 49. 
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Security and 
Disarmament: Problems 
in the Development of 

the Disarmament Debates 
1919- 1934 

MAURICE V AÏSSE 

There is no doubt that the greatest of all the hopes raised by 
the creation and existence of the League of Nations was to 
reduce the burden of national armaments and put an end 
to the arms race, which was blamed for starting the Great 
War. Rightly or wrongly, arms reduction was regarded not 
only as a test of the League's success, but indeed the very 
purpose of its existence. 1 But the League failed. Disarmament 
carried out 'on the job' during the 1920s had no validity 
under the terms of the League. These arms reductions were 
decided by each country with full sovereignty, but were not 
covered by any general disarmament plan, nor were they 
subject to international supervision. There was some success 
with naval disarmament at the Washington and London 
Conferences, but only because it was by far the easiest to 
implement and supervise. The three major naval powers 
agreed amongst themselves to put an end to a ruinous arms 
race, consolidating their naval supremacy while reducing 
their expenditure. Most importantly, naval disarmament was 
not undertaken under the auspices of the League. It was 
not only that the League failed; the hoped-for disarmament 
turned into rearmament and led to the Second World War. 

1 F. Walters, A History of the League of Nations (London, 1960), 500. 
2 R. Cecil, A Great Experiment: An Autobiography (London, 1941 ), 184. 
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This chapter attempts to explain why disarmament failed 
under the League of Nations. 

It failed because the League was an imperfect instrument for achiev-
ing disarmament. Born of a compromise between opposing 
trends, it was linked to peace treaties, the observance of 
which required the maintenance of the status quo, i.e. the 
coexistence of armed and disarmed states. Between drafts 
and texts the League lost effectiveness and disarmament lost 
its resolutory force. 

Clemenceau pushed through a non-restrictive security 
concept, contrary to the Wilson Plan. But it was an entirely 
different matter when it came to organizing security. The 
Léon Bourgeois project for controlled disarmament, with an 
international force to penalize violations, met with hostility 
from the Anglo-Saxons, who also rejected control.4 The Pact 
was an unprecedented effort to organize peace, but its failing 
was its excessive vagueness, typified by Article 8, the dis-
armament charter. Membership of the Pact meant recognizing 
that the maintenance of peace required arms reductions. 
Although the Pact did not question the legitimacy of arms, it 
limited the right to maintain an army, which existed only for 
clearly defined purposes: safeguarding security or fulfilling 
international obligations. States had to be allowed to keep 
armed forces so that they could fulfil their commitments. 
Thus the Pact ruled out total disarmament and limited itself 
to the imposition of arms reductions. It was very vague 
about arms levels, because of the difficulty of determining 
'the minimum compatible with national security'. Article 
8 also defined the role of the Council: it could not force 
members to make arms reductions, but merely prepared 

3 The limited context of this study precludes exhaustive detail. Sources are the 
study by Walters, A History of the League of Nations, the memoirs of those involved, 
and my Ph.D. thesis, Seatrite d'abord: La Politique franfaise en matiere de desarmement 
entre les deux gue"es, (Paris, 1981). 

4 This explains Leon Bourgeois's solemn speech at the Plenary Session on 28 
Apr. 1919: 'Our greatest fear for the international institution is that it might one 
day appear ineffectual and powerless.' M. Vaisse, 'La Societe des Nations et le 
desarmement', UN Library and Graduate Institute of International Studies 
General, The League of Nations in Retrospect, (Berlin, 1983), 245-65 (p. 245). 



Security and Disarmament 

plans for submission to the governments, which they were at 
liberty to either accept or reject. 

The Pact encouraged arms reductions in order to equalize 
the military status of victors and vanquished, and was linked 
to the treaties, particularly the Treaty of Versailles, of which 
Part V limited the German army to 100,000 men and stipu-
lated how it was to be organized, to the last detail.5 But under 
the terms of the preamble to Part V, German disarmament 
was intended to serve as a model and a prelude to general 
disarmament.6 Clemenceau's concession to the Wilsonian 
ideal was purely formal, as it made disarmament of the 
other powers conditional upon the fulfilment of Germany's 
commitments; moreover it was dangerous because it intro-
duced an additional inaccuracy into the Pact which was to 
be a source of conflict for years to come. 7 

Under the Pact (Article 9), the Council established a 
Permanent Consultative Commission of which the members-
officers appointed by their governments-were responsible 
for preparing the arms reduction plans provided for in Article 
8. At the request of the Assembly, the third Commission of 
which was dealing actively with disarmament, the Council 
established the Temporary Mixed Commission (TMC), 
consisting mainly of civilians. A disarmament section was 
created within the Secretariat.8 The new institutions born of 
the Pact were slow to get off the ground. This was the 
'theoretical and sentimental phase', at a time when peace 
was proving more precarious than had been expected.9 

5 Professional army with voluntary recruitment; long service (12 years), 
conscription abolished, fortifications dismantled, navy reduced, aviation prohibited, 
equipment limited (heavy artillery less than 105 mm.). 

6 'In order to allow for preparation for general arms limitation by all the nations, 
Germany undertakes .. .'. 

7 W. M. Jordan, Great Britain, France and the German Problem, 1918-1939: A Study of 
Anglo-French Relations in the Making and Maintenance of the Versailles Settlement (London, 
1943), 135· 

8 C[ S. de Madariaga, Disarmament (London, 1929); id., Morning without Noon 
(Farnborough, 1974); Archives de la Societe des Nations, Geneve (ASdN), Souvenirs 
de Thanassis Aghnides, compiled by J. Siotis, Oral History Program, Columbia 
University, League of Nations Archives. 

9 Article by W. Martin in journal de Geneve, 23 Sep. 1926, quoted in William 
Martin, un grandjournaliste ii Geneve (Geneva, 1970), 119. 
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Disarmament failed because the League was not universal: at the 
start it included neither Germany, the USSR, nor the United 
States of America. The absence of the 'great military states' 
was the first Assembly's excuse for postponing any serious 
examination of disarmament, but the impact was far more 
harmful than that. The American Senate's refusal to ratify 
the Treaty of Versailles weakened the League morally, 
because one of the main protagonists was abstaining; it also 
reduced its material importance: how could it be an effective 
instrument on a world scale without the co-operation of 
the United States?10 How could one conceive of a dis-
armament plan without American participation?11 Above all, 
it removed France's security guarantee, which Wilson and 
Lloyd George had given Clemenceau in return for French 
renunciation of the formation of a Rhine state. Because of 
the Anglo-Saxon defection, France was in the paradoxical 
situation of a victor afraid of the vanquished. Without 
Anglo-American help, France made any disarmament 
conditional upon obtaining security guarantees. 

Right from the outset American responsibility was very 
great. According to Madariaga, having promoted and then 
abandoned the League made the United States 'the blackest 
obstacle on the path towards disarmament'. 12 During the 
1920s American policy weakened the League's total efforts, 
by taking initiatives through the Washington and Coolidge 
Conferences. So the relative success of the Washington 
Conference was made possible by the country that had made 
disarmament impossible through the League. This was par-
ticularly true of the Coolidge Conference, held in Geneva, 13 

which seemed an incongruous venue while the Preparatory 

10 Letter from Drummond to Sweetser, 25 Nov. 1921, quoted by T. Deibel, Le 
Secretariat de la SDN et l'internationalisme amiricain (Geneva, 1970), 13. 

11 'Reservation Ten, exempting the United States from the disarmament 
measures taken by the League of Nations in the event of war or the threat of 
intervention ... would make any attempt at disarmament by the League a mockery 
and a farce.' Fosdick Memorandum, Hudson, Sweetser, 7 Nov. 1919. Deibel, Le 
Secretariat, 24. 

12 Madariaga, Disarmament, 255; id., Morning without Noon, go. 
13 H. Wilson (Diplomat between Wars (London, 1941), 215) took this as a sign of 

co-operation between the US and the League, unlike Madariaga (Morning without 
Noon, 87-90). 
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Disarmament Commission (PDC) discussions were in 
progress. 14 Protected by two oceans and with nothing to fear 
from their neighbours, the Americans refused to consider 
France's need for security and failed to understand military 
expenditure by the debtor states. 15 As a naval power they 
tended to see large naval units as harmless toys. 1 They were 
very sensitive, and refused any control over their arms. 17 

Even when they were not obstructing disarmament, the 
Americans could (through blindness or one-upmanship) 
harm the very cause they wanted to champion. 

As for the Soviet Union, she was regarded by the Western 
European countries as a threat and a factor of instability 
which in themselves justified remaining armed. Moreover 
since the Gênes Conference, but especially from 1927 to 
1932, the Soviet Union stood as the champion of total dis-
armament, and adopted an attitude of one-upmanship that 
harmed the efforts of the League. Its charter on disarmament 
mentioned only arms reduction, implying that a minimum 
level of arms should be maintained for co-operating in 
military sanctions. It was symptomatic that it was through 
the Disarmament Conference that the Soviet Union was 
persuaded to become increasingly involved in the work of the 
League, and finally to join. Despite the absence of certain 
major powers, the League would have been able to act had it 
not been paralysed by Anglo-French disagreement. 

Now the whole debate on disarmament during the 1920s can be 
summarized in the confrontation between Great Britain and France. 
'One wanted to disarm first ... The other wanted to pacify 
first.' 18 The initial discussions revealed the link between 
arms reduction and a mutual assistance system. This was the 
origin of Resolution XIV adopted by the Third Assembly on 
27 September 1922. Disarmament was made conditional 

14 'An orchestra is playing Beethoven's Ninth Symphony, under the direction of 
an experienced conductor; another less experienced conductor turns up between two 
of the movements and suggests that the five principal executants retire in order to 
perform a Bach quintet', in Madariaga, Disarmament, 191. 

15 Wilson, Diplomat between Wars, 269, 273. 
16 Ibid. 268. 
17 Cecil, Great Experiment, 213. 
18 Article by W. Martin, in journal de Geneve, 4 Sep. 1924, quoted in: William 

Martin, 104. 
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upon mutual assistance, and this was the backbone of the 
collective security system. It served as the basis for preparing 
a mutual assistance treaty, which led to a confrontation 
between the plans of R. Cecil and Colonel Requin. 19 The 
guarantee pact, a combination of the two plans, was presented 
at the Fourth Assembly, against a delicate background: 
Germany was forced to give way in the Ruhr, which had 
been occupied by French troops since January 1923. Great 
Britain and the Dominions were reticent, to say the least.20 

The failure of the mutual assistance treaty was a brutal 
shock for the League. But the coincidence of Edouard 
Herriot in power in France and Ramsay MacDonald in 
England seemed to augur an era of success for collective 
security, at a time when the London agreements (August 
1924) marked a turning-point in post-war diplomacy.21 

MacDonald suggested using arbitration to break the vicious 
circle of security and disarmament. Herriot agreed and 
announced the famous trilogy: Arbitration, Security, 
Disarmament. The Anglo-French resolution, used as the 
basis for preparing the. Protocol for the Peaceful Settlement 
of International Disputes, was unanimously adopted on 
2 October 1924. This Protocol established a system of 
international arbitration for the peaceful settlement of any 
disputes which might arise between the states. The system 
provided, in great detail, for the interdependence of security 
and arms reduction. Although adopted with great enthusi-
asm, the Protocol remained a dead letter.22 In November 
1924 MacDonald's Labour government was replaced by the 
Conservatives, who decided to postpone signature.23 

Austen Chamberlain gave the project the coup de grâce in a 
statement to the League's Council on 12 March 1925. In the 
same year the position was clearly set out in the Treaty of 

19 E. Requin, D'une guerre a l'autre 1919-1938-Souvenirs (Paris, 1949), 65-8. 
20 M. Howard, The Continental Commitment: The Dilemma <if British Defence Policy in 

the Era efthe Two World Wars (London, 1971). 
21 J. Bariety, Les Relations franco-allemandes apres la premiere guerre mondiale: 10 

novembre 1918-10 janvier 1925: de !'execution a la negociation (Paris, 1977), 505-732. 
22 It was signed by only 14 members, including France. 
2_3 In fact London's reluctance was clear even before the change of government. 

D. Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald (London, 1977), 353-5. 
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Locarno, which kept to the spirit of the Protocol:24 France 
saw the Locarno Pact as the start of organized security, but 
for England it was 'completion, requiring no further detail' .25 

Once again the disarmament project was sent back to the 
drawing board by the League, which in December 1925 
entrusted it to a Preparatory Disarmament Commission 
(PDC), open to representatives of both League members and 
non-member countries such as the United States and the 
USSR. At a time of real ditente in international relations, 
propitious to bilateral and multilateral agreements (Kellogg-
Briand Pact), the PDC took four years to prepare a draft 
agreement on disarmament. Although there were some 
technical difficulties, the main factor paralysing the PDC 
was the Anglo-French disagreement. This was clear in the 
draft agreements prepared by Cecil and Paul-Boncour and 
presented to the third session (21 March-26 April 1927). 
Cecil's draft argued in favour of a separate arms study, 
personnel restrictions in peacetime, limitations on each 
category of naval vessel, restricting the numbers of airborne 
armaments, and a vague formula for supervision. The Paul-
Boncour plan, on the other hand, stressed the inter-
dependence of arms, and the link between security and 
disarmament. It recommended that it be organized in 
advance, and set out the details of military assistance. 
The British did not want this. They supported economic 
sanctions, mandatory under Article 16 of the Pact, as suf-
ficient to discourage or put an end to aggression. The Pact 
recommended the limitation of expenditure on naval and 
airborne arms, under the control of a commission. The split 
was so deep that compromise seemed impossible. The most 
serious differences of opinion were over trained reserves, 26 

mobilization stocks, the limitation of military expenditure, 
international arms control, and naval armaments. This dif-

24 See on this subject J. Jacobson, Locamo Diplomacy, Gennany and the West 1925-
1929 (Princeton, NJ, 1972). 

25 Letter from Paul-Boncour to Briand, 10 Dec. 1925, Service historique de 
l'Armee [French Armed Forces Historical Department] 7 N 3559-1. 

26 Requin, D'une guerre a l'autre, 98: 'The mere mention of "trained reserves" in 
the discussion was enough to instantly wake England ... and the United States, 
ready to attack.' 
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ference, regarding both the sociological interpretation of 
arms and the method of disarmament, 27 concealed a far 
deeper division on the maintenance of peace in the Europe of 
Versailles. The British felt that arms were the direct cause of 
war. By reducing arms one reduced the number of men in 
combat state; by directly limiting the equipment of war, 
one removed the possibility of war occurring, delayed its 
outbreak, prevented its prolongation. From disarmament 
came security. The French felt it was insecurity that created 
the need for defence and arms. To disarm was to deprive 
the peaceful nations of arms with which to deter potential 
aggressors. 

The contrast between the British and French positions on 
disarmament arose from a fundamental difference in attitude 
on security. Once the enemy had disappeared, and with 
the German fleet annihilated, Great Britain, sheltered 
on her island, could not understand what she saw as the 
Continental states' obsessive need for security. Unlike the 
French, who felt insecure, the British felt their security was 
assured by victory and applied pressure in favour of dis-
armament. Certainly British disarmament was the expression 
of an economic need, but it was also carried out in full 
knowledge of the facts. In the Imperial Defence Committee 
at the beginning of the 1920s the political leaders warned 
the head of the armed forces that they were unwilling to 
anticipate any major conflict for the next ten years. 28 As a 
result, the British army demobilized rapidly, systematically 
reducing its numbers, and the Air Force neglected its equip-
ment; as for the Royal Navy, it accepted parity with the 
American navy under the Washington agreements, and a 
general limitation during the London agreements. 

In actual fact the divergence of views between France and 
Great Britain on disarmament hid a far deeper disagreement 
on maintaining peace in the Europe of Versailles. 9 If the 

27 See W. M. Jordan's classic work on this Anglo-French debate, Great Britain, 
France and the German Problem, and D. Carlton, 'The Anglo-French Compromise on 
Arms Limitation 1928', Journal of British Studies, 8 ( 1969), 151-62; id., 
'Disarmament with Guarantees: Lord Cecil, 1922-1927', Disarmament and Arms 
Control, 3 ( 1965), 143-64. 

28 R. Shay, British Rearmament in the Thirties: Politics and Profit (Princeton, NJ, 
1977), 22; Howard, Continental Commitment, 70. 

29 Jordan, Great Britain, France and the German Problem, 169. 
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Treaty was to be implemented, peace must be ensured by 
sanctions and by force. But should one advocate revision? 
Disarmament to end the inequality of military status in 
Europe was a priority objective. Furthermore, the pacifism of 
British public opinion, which was hostile to involvement on 
the Continent in order to perpetuate an unjust territorial 
settlement, reflected the British statesmen's concern not to 
subscribe to any constrictive commitment30 and not to be the 
policemen of the League. 31 The most common criticism 
of British policy was not having been able to make the 
adequate gesture at the appropriate time. Robert Cecil was 
not alone in deploring this.32 Later, Aghnides asked Eden: 
'Why are you not doing anything? Because if you do nothing, 
there will be no disarmament, that is clear, it will not 
happen.'33 Failing an Anglo-French agreement, the PDC 
had to adjourn in 1927, having recorded the results of the 
first reading of the draft agreement. Not until 1929 did 
the convergence of British, French, and American opinion 
allow the PDC to achieve a draft agreement (November-
December 1930). 

The draft agreement bears witness both to the seriousness 
of the PDC as an undertaking and to its difficulties. The 
PDC did not restrict itself to theories or generalities. Every-
thing was provided for, but nothing was finalized, and 
indeed the draft agreement contained no figures at all. The 
PDC was content to draw up a framework. It was up to the 
Conference to do the essential work, i.e. first to adopt or 
reject all or part of the framework, and also to set figures for 
both personnel and equipment. It was a draft agreement 
for limitation, rather than reduction. The most daring 
disarmament measures had been painstakingly pared down 
to modest arms promotion proposals. Instead of leading 
to disarmament, the draft agreement froze existing arms. 
Although it was a success for France, which had managed to 
prevent the limitation of trained reserves and direct limits on 

30 Howard, Continental Commitment, 74-95. 
31 'As you know very well, we have never believed very strongly in the League as 

a policeman'. Letter from Sargent to Campbell, 22 Jan. 1933, DBFP, 2nd ser. 16 
vols. (1929-38), vol. iv (London, 1947), no. 196. 

32 Cecil, Great Experiment, 229, 238. 
33 ASdN, Souvenirs de Thanassis Aghnides. 
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equipment, the draft was fiercely contested by the disarmed 
powers, which criticized its hypocrisy and refused to sign a 
text perpetuating their military inferiority.34 Anglo-French 
complicity was short-lived: Great Britain accused France of 
failing to adhere to Part III of the London naval treaty, 
adopted the attitude of an arbiter, and refused any further 
commitment at the Disarmament Conference. Anglo-French 
discord then became worse than ever and finally led France 
to side with appeasement. 

Disarmament failed because there were forces in the principal 
countries hostile to disarmament, for a number of different reasons. 35 

In his latest book, Philip Noel-Baker tries to explain the 
failure of the disarmament conference by blaming the 
hawks. 36 He claims that the negotiations failed 'because men 
in positions of authority or influence have wanted them to 
fail, and have striven successfully to make them do so'.37 

Before the hawks, Noel-Baker had drawn attention to the 
role of the arms dealers. 38 Despite the polemic nature of 
such assertions, the use of journalistic qualifications, and the 
historical errors,39 it should be remembered that Philip Noël-
Baker highlighted the major obstacles to disarmament. It 
cannot be denied that certain people (with vested interests) 
did try to damage the disarmament negotiations.40 But while 

3"' Article 53 upheld the provisions of previous treaties limiting the arms of 
certain powers. 

35 Passing through Paris, Stimson saw the interference between foreign and 
domestic policy: 'Over here nobody is thinking about anything except the domestic 
side of it', June 1932, quoted from the Stimson Diary by E. Morison, Turmoil and 
Tradition, a Study of tl,,e Life and Times of Henry Stimson (Boston, 1g60), 4-10-14-. 

36 P. Noel-Baker, The First World Disarmament Confere,u;e 1932-1933, and Wfv, It 
Failed (London, 1979). 

37 Ibid, p. xiii. 
38 P. Noel-Baker, The Private Manufacture of Arms (London, 1936). 
39 Examples: Noel-Baker (First World, 86-7) extols the virtues of the Hoover 

plan: 'if it had come into force, Germany would have remained totally disarmed in 
fulfilment of the Treaty of Versailles'. When one realizes the extent of clandestine 
rearmament in Germany, Noel-Baker's illusions become clear. He maintains that it 
was the arms dealers who arranged for Lebrun, as ·a candidate for the Forges 
Committee, to be elected instead of Briand (First World, 63). But Lebrun was not a 
candidate for the Forges Committee and it was Paul Doumer who beat Briand. A 
case of trying too hard to prove a point! 

40 Josef Becker quotes Treviranus, the minister who was approached by one of 
the heads of the Skoda company. He apparently suggested, on Schneider's behalf, 
that if his company were awarded 50% of the arms contracts, the military 
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the role of the arms dealers is difficult to prove, there is 
abundant proof of the part played by the general staffs. 

To entrust disarmament to the military was to court 
failure. Not because they are incapable of abolishing their 
own working tools, but because the very purpose of their 
existence is to guarantee the security of their country.41 Now 
there have always been military experts in Geneva. Let us 
start with the Consultative Commission:42 it used to be made 
up of officers whose profession was to do what their superiors 
told them, i.e. nothing, and if possible prevent anyone else 
from doing anything either.43 Moreover on 25 February 
192 1 the Council, at the express request of the Assembly, 
established another commission to examine the general 
aspects of disarmament in connection with collective 
security. This was the Temporary Mixed Commission, which 
was largely open to civilians. Nevertheless the military were 
continuing to intervene within each country; the preparation 
of negotiations was left in the sole charge of the general 
staffs, who defined their country's policy and issued strict 
instructions. The Coolidge Conference is a perfect example of 
this.44 Wilson saw it at the London naval conference.45 

The military also took part in the negotiations. The British 
Admiralty had such an influence on British governments that 
Cecil resigned.46 The French general staff brought its full 
weight to bear in order to avoid arms reductions, especially 
in equipment. In the middle of a discussion in Geneva, 
General Gamelin intervened to remind Tardieu that France 
could not agree to any reduction in its arms. General 
Weygand was firmly opposed to the Paul-Boncour plan. 

The all-powerful position of the experts had drawbacks for 

restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles would be lifted to allow Germany to have an 
army equal to 80% of the French army. See La France et l'Allemagne 1932-1936 (Paris, 
1980), 24 n. 26. 

41 Madariaga, Disarmament, 79. 
42 The CPC, set up on 17 May 1920 to comply with the provisions of the Pact 

(Article 9), consisted of military experts answerable only to their own governments. 
43 Cecil, Great Experiment, 78-9; Madariaga, Morning without Noon, 23-5. 
44 'The American delegation was dominated by the Navy Board at Washington', 

in letter from Sweetser to Noel-Baker, quoted by Noel-Baker, First World, 32. 
45 Wilson, Diplomat between Wars, 248. 
46 Cecil, Great Experiment, 358-63. 
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the operation of democracy in a democratic system.47 'The 
officials should be, as the Americans say, always on tap and 
never on top.'48 During conversations in December 1932, 
Herriot, pressed by MacDonald to decide on the possibility 
of a Franco-Italian naval agreement, replied that he needed 
advice from the naval minister and his experts.49 MacDonald 
retorted, 'it is a mistake to look to experts for decisions; you 
have to ask their advice but take the decisions yourself.' 
But seeking expert advice is sometimes an excuse used 
by politicians to avoid or bury a question. 'Whenever the 
delegates were faced with an insoluble problem or wanted 
to stall for time, they appointed a committee of experts, 
whom they then criticised for failing to resolve the problem.' 
Basically, experts are sometimes the scapegoats when the 
scepticism of politicians has led to an impasse. Robert Cecil 
found this to be the case in England. 50 In France, Genevan 
diplomacy was a long way from achieving unanimity. But a 
man like Briand was sceptical about disarmament. 

Disarmament failed because the Disarmament Conference was con-
vened too late, under inauspicious circumstances, and with inadequate 
diplomatic preparation. The basic political problem was still 
Franco-German antagonism. Germany's demand for the 
Versailles system to be reviewed was set against France's 
desire to maintain the status quo. At a time of economic 
crisis,51 when the Europe of 1919 was being challenged by 
the dynamics of international relations, France and her allies 
were clinging to the political stabilization of the Continent. 
In military terms this necessitated an inequality of arms 
between France and Germany, which had the advantage of 
a larger population and a greater potential for war. The 
French general staff felt that once the Rhineland had been 
evacuated, France's security was no longer based on an 
inequality of arms between France and Germany, the need 

47 E. H. Carr, The Twenty Years' Crisis: An Introduction to the Study of International 
Relations (London, 1939), 18. 

48 Cecil, Great Experiment, 95-6. 
49 Conversation in Dec. 1932, Documents diplomatiques fra11fais (DDF), series 1 

(1932-5), vol. ii (Paris, 1967), no. 68. 
5° Cecil, Great Experiment. 
51 See J. Becker and K. Hildebrand (eds.), lnternationale Beziehungen in der 

Weltwirtschaftskrise 1929-1933 (Munich, 1980). 
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for which was reaffirmed in the memorandum of 15 July 
1931. 

Under Briining, negotiated revision of the Versailles 
system was still the 'leitmotiv' of German diplomacy, the 
objective being to have reparations cancelled and to achieve 
equal rights.5 What was in fact involved was the trans-
formation of the Reichswehr and the substitution of a new 
agreement for Part V of the Treaty of Versailles. 

A whole year passed before the Disarmament Conference 
began. But the time was not used to resolve the political 
problems, indeed they worsened during the 'terrible year'. 
The Austro-German customs plan and the Hoover mora-
torium set France against Germany, while Great Britain was 
suffering a serious internal crisis. The circumstances in 
which the Conference was held were far from favourable, but 
it coincided ( deliberately or by chance?) with a pause in 
the arms race in 1931, 1932, and 1933.53 In naval terms 
disarmament was real, if only partial. In the army there 
had been considerable arms reductions since the war. The 
large armies Britain and America had created to fight in 
France had been demobilized. The French army itself, 
having undergone substantial reductions in manpower and 
service time during the 1920s, and given its careless atti-
tude to equipment and its defensive mentality, was hardly a 
threatening military force. 

The general trend in 1931 and 1932 was to apply the 
brakes to arms expenditure. Although the six Great Powers, 
which alone accounted for 75 per cent of world expenditure, 
had made slight cuts (of around 2.5 per cent), the smaller 
nations had reduced their expenditure more considerably: by 
14 per cent between 1930 and 1932. At a time when the 
general trend was downwards, there was a real chance of 
success if the Great Powers could reach agreement. Certainly 
the pause in the arms race in 1931-2 was not entirely due to 
the Disarmament Conference. The fact that the world was in 
the throes of a serious economic crisis must have been a 
major factor. The reduction of military expenditure was a 

52 H. Bruning, Memoires (Paris, 1974), 309-12. 
53 For statistics and graph see the League ef Nations Statistics Yearbooks and the 

work by N. Sloutzki, The World's Annament Race 1919-1939 (Geneva, 1941). 
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panacea for financial problems. So it cannot be said that the 
Conference was ill-timed.54 

There were other, far less encouraging signs. Democracy, 
which had seemed to emerge stronger from the First World 
War, now appeared to be in decline: dictatorships were being 
established in Italy and Ja pan; democracy was under threat 
in Germany. And the conflict between Ja pan and China, 
which started in the autumn of 1931, was a particularly bad 
omen for a disarmament conference. Following the attacks in 
the Mukden region in the summer of 1931, the Japanese 
army, which had been guarding the railways, took control of 
the whole of Manchuria; in January 1932 they occupied 
Shanghai and in March 1932 they instigated the creation 
of a new state. Faced with this coup, disguised as a police 
operation, the League and the member states demonstrated 
their impotence. It is true that, right from the start, the 
League demanded the evacuation of the occupied territories 
and the co-operation of all the powers, including the United 
States; the stakes were very clear.55 If the collective security 
system could end Japanese aggression, thereby proving its 
effectiveness, the League's authority would be considerably 
strengthened.56 But although the stakes were so high, 
nothing came of the deliberations in the League's Assembly 
and Council. 57 The Great Powers were reluctant to stand up 

54 In fact, the economic crisis was questionable: it could have brought about a 
reduction in national defence expenditure. The effect was short-lived. Rearmament 
won the day. 

55 Joseph Avenol: 'It shook the League to its very foundations .. .'; and he clearly 
identifies where the danger lay: 'Ja pan's tactics could inspire or delude the fool-
hardy.' In this reply Sir Eric Drummond assessed the potential threats from the 
Sino-Japanese conflict: 'If the League fails in this matter, not only is the value of 
the peace-making clauses of the convenant destroyed ... but also the success of the 
Disarmament Conference is seriously endangered since if no security is afforded by 
the covenant and other international conditions, each country can rightly say that 
she is bound to depend on her armed forces.' (Letters dated 5 and 6 Nov. 1931. 
Avenol-Drummond correspondence, vol. 35, Archives Diplomatiques, Paris (AD), 
Avenol Papers.) 

56 'In future no government would dare run the economic risks of a war of 
aggession and henceforth, assured of collective support in the event of danger, the 
states were more accommodating on the question of disarmament.' J. Schwoebel, 
L 'Angleterre et la sicuriti collective (Paris, 1938), 222. 

57 J. Paul-Boncour, Entre deux guerres: souvenirs sur la Ill"'" Republique, ii. Les 
Lendemains de la victoire, 1919-1934 (Paris, 1946), 201. 
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to Japan58 and risk their authority in a remote conflict, 
at a time when economy was the key word.59 This was 
collective security's first failure. It was especially serious 
because it happened just before and during the Disarmament 
Conference, when the war in China was having awkward 
repercussions in Geneva. 'I do not imagine that at a distance 
you can possibly sense the extraordinary interplay back and 
forth between one set of meetings seeking almost hopelessly 
to stop the march of war in the East and the set of meetings 
seeking almost equally helplessly to bring the nations into a 
mood to reduce their armaments.'60 

Questions of manpower and dispositions were also 
involved. The roles of the Secretariat, of Avenol,61 and 
of Henderson62 were in doubt. Henderson was appointed 
president while he was still foreign secretary. In February 
1932 he no longer held any office at all and his authority 
suffered. Although admired for his kindness and frankness, 
he was in delicate health, neither spoke nor understood 
French, and his disagreements with Ramsay MacDonald 
were notorious.63 The League's Secretariat and the Swiss 
authorities did everything to ensure that the arrangements 
for the Conference were propitious, but some people regretted 

58 C. Thorne, The Limits of Foreign Policy; The West, the League and the Far Eastern 
Crisis of 1931-1933 (London, 1972). 

59 It was on this occasion that the British cabinet decided to suspend the rule of 
peace for JO years. But all rearmament was suspended. 'The services had won the 
right to plan but not to spend', Shay, British Rearmament, 24. 

60 Letter from Sweetser to Hornbeck, 24 Mar. 1932, quoted by Thorne, Limits of 
Foreign Policy, 32 1. 

61 'The League's secretariat did everything in its power to assist in the most 
monstrous abortion in history ... Concealing misunderstanding between the 
delegations, ignoring their reluctance, their shillyshallying, was tantamount to 
following a policy of illusion', in L. Weiss, Memoires d'une Europienne 2 vols. (Paris, 
1968), ii. 216. 

62 J. Barros (Betrayal from Within: Joseph Avenol, Secretary General of the League of 
Nations 1933-1940 (New Haven, Conn., 1969)), after Aghnides questioned the role 
played by Joseph Avenol, was judged to be too inactive and too soft when faced 
with outside pressure. J. Monnet (Memoires (Paris, 1976), JOO) also criticizes Avenol 
for lack of imagination and courage. 

63 Madariaga, Morning without Noon, 24; Maj.-Gen. A. C. Temperley, The 
Whispering Gallery of Europe (London, 1938), 281. 
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the fevered,64 artificial,65 and stultifying66 atmosphere in 
Geneva.67 

There was an overwhelming expert and military presence 
for a conference with mainly political implications. The 
experts had two advantages over the politicians: they were 
competent and they were there. Because of their electoral 
and parliamentary commitments, the politicians could rarely 
stay for long, and often changed.68 1932 was a particularly 
busy year in this respect.69 This repeated electoral jousting 
had a considerable impact: it kept the politicians away 
from Geneva during the election periods, influenced the 
debates, and encouraged speculation. 70 Added to this was 
Germany's announcement that she could not resume repara-
tion payments; this really meant that she simply wanted 
them cancelled. The announcement, made under ambiguous 
circumstances, threw serious doubts upon Germany's 
trustworthiness. 71 International relations were so strained 
that the adjournment of the Disarmament Conference was 
considered. But nobody dared to suggest it. The Conference 
then unfolded like a Greek tragedy, the only difference being 
that there was no deus ex machina at the Geneva conference. 72 

Disarmament failed because the Disarmament Conference was 
turning into a trial of strength between France and Germany. At the 

64 Lord Templewood, Nine Troubled Years (London, 1954), 123. 
65 . Col. J. Beck, Dernier rapport: Politique polonaise, 1926-1939 (N eufchatel, 1951), 

258. 
66 Letter from Tardieu to Laval, 9 Feb. 1932, AD, Tardieu Papers, 643. 
67 Although it was defended by Paul-Boncour (Entre deux guerres, 166) and 

Temperley (Whispering Gallery, 233). 
68 Four French delegates succeeded one another: Tardieu, Paul-Boncour, 

Herriot, and Barthou. Anthony Eden gradually replaced Sir John Simon. Neurath 
succeeded Bruning. 

69 Survey ,if International Affairs 1932 (issued under the auspices of the Royal 
Institute of International Affairs; London, 1933). Legislative elections were held in 
Albania, Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Japan, Romania, 
and the US. Presidential elections were also planned in Ecuador, Germany, 
Nicaragua, Panama, and the US. In Germany alone, from 2 Feb. 1932 to 5 Mar. 
1933, there were three general elections and two rounds of presidential elections, not 
to mention numerous elections in the Lander. 

70 Briiniilg, Memoires, 353 f. 
71 Cf. N. Waites (ed.), Troubled Neighbours: Franco-British Relations in the XXth 

Century (London, 1971), I 56 ff. 
72 See ASdN, Souvenirs d'Aghnides. 
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conference on arms reduction and limitation, 73 which opened 
on 2 February 1932, the balance of forces in Europe was 
at stake. France, regarded as the greatest military power, 
appeared to be first in the firing line. Germany, officially 
disarmed, had everything to gain. If the other powers 
disarmed, she would gain from the levelling of arms. If 
the victors refused to lay down the instruments of victory, 
Gerrriany would have the right to demand arms. Right from 
the outset the fate of the conference hung on the outcome of 
the duel between France and Germany. Faced with the 
German demand for equality, France countered by accusing 
Germany of rearming secretly, and used this as an argument 
for refusing to disarm unless there was an additional security 
guarantee. France also gave the impression of being an 
obstacle to disarmament: 'Whenever we [Henderson and 
Aghnides] wanted to make a little progress, we were much 
frowned upon by a certain delegation (you can guess which), 
that was against disarmament; the pressure was constant 
and painful.'74 Right at the outset the first French delegate, 
André Tardieu, presented a plan aimed at indefinitely 
postponing any concession of equal rights to Germany and 
placing the responsibility for failure on the powers refusing 
increases in security guarantees. Tardieu suggested placing 
civilian transport aircraft, bomber aircraft, and certain land 
and naval equipment at the disposal of the League; he also 
proposed the creation of an international force, and security 
guarantees. The only thing that was retained from the 
Tardieu plan was the principle of qualitative disarmament, 
which pleased Germany and had obvious humanitarian and 
financial advantages. On 20 April the principle of qualitative 
disarmament was adopted by the General Commission, and 
was to be studied by expert committees responsible for 
identifying the most specifically offensive arms. 75 The 
episode turned into a farce. The discussions served mainly to 
demonstrate the skill of the experts and national egotism. 
Each Great Power enthusiastically proposed the aboli-

73 It comprised 60 states, including 8 which were not members of the League. Cf. 
Henderson report, ASdN, Conf. Doc. D-171(1), p. 147. 

74 ASdN, Souvenirs de Thanassis Aghnides; Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 276-7. 
75 Resolution of22 Apr. 1932. ASdN Con[ Doc. D/C.G.28(2). 
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tion of arms it did not possess, and m which its rival had 
undisputed superiority. 

At the end of April there were private discussions in 
Bessinges with the secretary of state, Stimson, and the 
British prime minister, MacDonald, in the hope of achieving 
a political solution, but to no avail. 76 Chancellor Bruning 
asked the other parties in the discussions for Part V of the 
Treaty of Versailles to be transferred into the future dis-
armament agreement, and for Germany to be allowed to 
amend certain articles. 77 Tardieu declined the invitation to 
Bessinges, on the pretext oflaryngitis; it may not have been a 
purely diplomatic illness, 78 but it was particularly opportune. 
How could Tardieu have agreed to the transformation of the 
Reichswehr on the eve of a general election?79 According 
to Temperley, 'agreement would have meant peace for 
a generation' .80 The reality was entirely different. The 
arrangement was ambiguous. Neither the Americans nor the 
British were willing to offer further security guarantees. And 
the Germans were awaiting the result of negotiations before 
implementing the rearmament that had been so carefully 
concealed by collaboration between the politicians and the 
military.81 It was precisely in April 1932 that the German 
command approved preparations for the Umbau plan. 

On 22 June 1932, while a conference was being held in 
Lausanne to discuss reparations and, in practical terms, 
terminate their payment by Germany, which was pleading 
bankruptcy, the American president, in an impromptu 
manner, launched a Draconian plan based on a distinction 
between defensive. and offensive forces. 82 Although these 

76 Morison, Turmoil and Tradition, 403-23. 
77 Reduction in service time, the right for Germany to manufacture munitions, 

and the possession of heavy defensive arms. 
78 E. Bennett, German Rearmament and the West (Princeton, NJ, 1979), 150. 
79 F. le Grix, Vingtjours chez Hitler: tableaux d'une revolution (Paris, 1933), 84. 
80 Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 200-4. 
81 H. W. Gatske, Stresemann and the Rearmament of Germa'!Y (Baltimore, 1954), 92, 

104; Bruning, ·Memoirs, 387-8; Bennett, German Rearmament, 53 f.; M. Geyer, 'Das 
zweite Riistungsprogram 1930-1934', Revue internationale d'histoire militaire, 33 (1975), 
315-40. 

82 ASdN Conf. Doc. 126. The plan proposed a 1/3 reduction in world arms, the 
abolition of tanks, chemical warfare, mobile heavy artillery, and bomber aircraft; a 
1/3 reduction in the number and tonnage of battleships and submarines; and a 1/3 
reduction in aircraft carriers, cruisers, and destroyers. 
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concrete proposals seemed to give 'fresh momentum'83 to the 
conference, the Hoover plan still failed to resolve the security 
problem. It appeared to be primarily an election gimmick, 84 

a spectacular gesture 'straight out of Alice in Wonderland'. 
The Hoover plan confused the situation, as it was acceptable 
to neither France nor Great Britain. The provisos made its 
immediate, practical application impossible; which was 
why the idea of synthesizing the points of agreement into a 
general resolution won the day. 

On 23 July 1932 the Bene• resolution was approved by 
forty-one votes to two (Germany and the USSR), with eight 
abstentions. However, not only did it fail to settle anything, 
it highlighted the problem of equal rights, because the 
German delegation had made it known that it could not 
continue to participate in the conference unless equality was 
recognized. On 7 November 1932 the Reichswehr decided to 
act and to apply the Umbau plan from I April 1933 onwards; 
the Reichswehr was to be tripled and a campaign army of 
twenty-one modern divisions was to be set up by I April 
1938. 5 

Worried about German rearmament and the threat from 
Hitler,86 the Herriot government refused to entertain a 
German demand for bilateral negotiations, and proposed 
that Germany should be satisfied within the framework of a 
global settlement. The Herriot-Paul-Boncour plan was 
based on the Hoover plan, and consisted of a reduction 
in offensive forces, with the stress on a flexible security 
organization, thus allowing the United States and Great 
Britain to be only partly involved.87 The continental 
European states, linked by a mutual assistance pact, could 
reduce their armed forces to militia, with reductions in 
manpower service times.88 Regarding Germany the 

83 Henderson report, ASdN Conf. Doc. Dr71(1). 
84 Daily bulletin of Temps, 24June 1932. 
85 Bennett, German Rearmament, 256( 
86 Speech by General von Schleicher (26July); in the German elections of3r July 

the Nazis increased their seats from 107 to 230. 
87 All the states were to mobilize against a war undertaken in violation of the 

Kellogg-Briand pact. The member states of the League were to fulfil their 
commitments under Article 16 of the pact. 

88 Their arms would be limited. They were to keep specialist units with powerful 
equipment at the League's disposal. 
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prov1s1ons of the constructive plan were equivocal. On 
the one hand they put Germany on an equal footing with the 
other European nations by making the Continental armed 
forces uniform: this was equal rights. On the other hand, 
they put Germany to the test by forcing her to sacrifice 
the Reichswehr: this was the manceuvre that was to reveal 
Germany's desire for rearmament. On 17 November 1932 
the United Kingdom presented a series of proposals also 
designed to satisfy Germany, provided that no rearmament 
was involved. Above all the Foreign Office redoubled its 
diplomatic efforts to persuade Germany to return to the 
Conference. 89

Meeting in Geneva from 3 to 12 December 1932, the 
representatives of the United States, the United Kingdom, 
France, Germany, and ltaly agreed that one of the principles 
of the Disarmament Conference should be to grant Germany 
equal rights within a security system. This agreement 
allowed Germany to return to the Conference, but it was 
ambiguous. What would the security system be? Were equal 
rights a starting-point or the ultimate goal? Moreover there 
was no positive contribution on disarmament.9° Finally, the 
agreement of 1 1 December 1932 was regarded as opening the 
door to revision of the treaties.91

When the Conference resumed on 2 February 1933, Hitler 
had become chancellor, and war was in the air again almost 
everywhere: in the Far East and South America, but also 
in Europe. Japan, which had succeeded in separating 
Manchuria from China, rejected the Lytton report and on 27 
March 1933 announced her intention to leave the League.92

The Chaco conflict degenerated into war between Paraguay 
and Bolivia. On several occasions the tension between 
Germany and Poland, and between France and Germany, 
aroused fears of a preventive war. In Germany, Hitler 

89 Bennett, German Rearmament, 220-30.
90 Norman Davis had tried very hard to give the world 'a Christmas present' in 

the form of a preliminary agreement. But in vain. 
91 This was outlined by Eliza Campus's paper, 'La Petite Entente et la securite 

collective', at the Poznan colloquium, Nov. 1973. 
92 Nevertheless Japan remained a member of the Disarmament Conference, but

one may weil wonder what she was doing there, since the Japanese government 
thought it necessary to rearm. 
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pursued the Weimar Republic's revisionist policy against the 
Treaty of Versailles with even greater vigour93 and gave the 
Reichswehr full latitude to rearm.94 He had a profound 
aversion to the League and expected no good to come of 
the negotiations. But he also needed time to strengthen 
Germany. This is why he did not break off straight away. 
'The Geneva negotiations were a ballet designed to conceal 
what was going on behind the scenes, i.e. the Umbau of the 
Reichswehr'.95 The success of this German subterfuge owed 
a great deal to Italian complicity and British appeasement.96 

The General Commission quickly reached an impasse in 
its examination of the French constructive plan. Germany 
and Italy rejected the mutual assistance treaty. The failure of 
the constructive plan was complete. From then on, nobody 
expected the negotiations to succeed. The discussions be-
tween Paul-Boncour and Massigli on the one hand, and 
Nadolny on the other, turned into a volley of argument and 
counter-argument intended to embarrass the opponent in 
the eyes of international opinion.97 Germany, with her 
increasingly radical political regime (the burning of the 
Reichstag on 27 February, elections on 5 March, emergency 
powers, anti-Semitic persecution), was losing ground: several 
countries announced their support for a rigorous security 
organization. The deadlock was so complete that the British 
delegation, at the initiative of 'Captain' Eden, prepared a 
draft agreement aimed at synthesizing all the proposals.98 

The British prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, came in 
person to present the plan, which was deliberately modest in 
its objectives and balanced in its provision.99 Planned for a 

93 K. Hildebrand, 'La Politique frarn;aise d'Hitler jusqu'en 1936', La France et 
l'Allemagne 1932-19,36 (Paris, 1980), 339-72. 

94 Bennett, Germrjn Rearmament, 338. 
95 G. Catellan, Le Riarmement clandestin du Ill' Reich vu par le Deuxieme Bureau de 

l'Etat major franfais (Paris, 1954), 514. 
96 See J. Petersen, Hitler-Mussolini: die Entstehung der Achse Berlin-Rom 1933-19J6 

(Tiibingen, 1973); M. Cowling, The Impact of Hitler: British Politics and British Policy 
1933-1940 (Chicago, 1977). 

97 Cf. S. Nadolny, Abriistungsdiplomatie 1932-1933: Deutsch/and auf der Genfer 
Abriistungskonferenz von Weimar zu Hitler (Munich, 1978), 264-70. 

98 Temperley, Whispering Gallery, 234; Marquand, Ramsay MacDonald, 752; A. 
Eden, Facing the Dictators (London, 1962), 45. 

99 ASdN, Conf. Doc. D-157. 



1 94 M. VAÏSSE 

duration of five years, the first stage included the establish-
ment of international control, a Permanent Disarmament 
Commission, and a consultative procedure as a security 
guarantee. It adopted the system whereby the armies of 
continental Europe were to be made uniform, and it set 
figures for manpower and limits on equipment. 100 Under 
the British plan Germany was allowed to have an army 
of 200,000 men and a certain amount of arms. Despite 
French101 and German reluctance, on 27 March 1933 the 
General Commission unanimously adopted 102 the draft 
agreement as a basis for discussion, but reserved the right to 
amend the plan during detailed examination, which had 
been postponed for a month because of the Four Power Pact 
plan launched by Mussolini. The conference was once again 
under threat and the Mussolini project clearly proposed to 
replace the Disarmament Conference and the League by a 
'Directoire' of the four great European powers: Italy, Great 
Britain, Germany, and France. Under Article 3 Germany 
would be allowed to achieve equality by degrees, if the 
Disarmament Conference failed. The strength of feeling 
displayed by the countries of the Little Entente and Poland, 
in the face of this openly revisionist agreement, caused 
France to make profound changes to the project and render 
it almost entirely harmless. 103 Nevertheless, for a month all 
diplomatic attention was directed away from Geneva. 

The first reading of the British draft agreement, which 
lasted from 30 April to 8 June 1933, was marked initially by 
a phase of growing tension, unit! mid-May, when filibuster-
ing by the German delegation caused the tension to become 
acute. The situation was defused by two speeches. On 
16 May President Roosevelt addressed the chiefs of staff 
represented at the Geneva Conference and at the Economic 
Conference in London. Approving the MacDonald plan, he 

100 For example, during the convention the number of aircraft was to be reduced 
to 500 for the UK, France, Italy,Japan, the USSR, and the US. But the US did not 
have any aircraft on I Jan. 1933 and so had to maintain the status quo until the end 
of the commission. 

101 The French navy was particularly hostile to the MacDonald plan. 
102 By 42 votes in favour, with the USSR, Germany, and Austria abstaining. 
103 M. V aisse, 'La Mission de J ouvenel a Rome', Italia e Francia del 1919 al 1939 

(Milan, 1983), 85-99. 
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entreated them not to increase their arms and proposed a 
solemn non-aggression pact. On 1 7 May Chancellor Hitler 
appeared as chief of staff addressing the world, rather than a 
gang leader haranguing his troops, 104 and gave an excellent 
impression of Germany disarmed and good-willed. He 
accepted the MacDonald plan as a basis of discussion. 
In fact this was a tactical manœuvre aimed at offloading 
responsibility for failure on to Germany's adversaries. 10 

Thereafter, the first reading proceeded smoothly. Finally, on 
8 June 1933, the General Commission accepted the British 
plan as the basis for the future disarmament agreement, 
subject to future amendments. The new session of the 
General Commission ended abruptly because of the failure 
of the London Economic Conference, which also weighed 
heavily on the climate of international co-operation and 
had repercussions on the development of the disarmament 
question. 106 On 29 June the General Commission decided to 
adjourn until 16 October 1933, and authorized Henderson, 
the chairman, to continue negotiations to resolve the out-
standing problems. 

Although those in power still shared illusions about 
Hitler's pacifism, 107 and although appeasement was in 
any case already fairly widespread, the new role accorded 
to control was justified by concern about German rearma-
ment. In discussions between Britain, France, and America 
Uune-September 1933), the French government proposed 
and obtained acceptance for a major amendment to the 
British plan: increasing the application period from five 
to eight years, separated into two phases. In the first phase 
the Continental armies would be transformed into short-
service armies, and an adequate system of control would 

104 A picturesque expression used by Gordon, American charge d'affaires in 
Berlin, in telegram 2421, 20 May 1933, from Gordon to Cordell Hull, FRUS, 1933, 
i. (Washington, DC), 159-64. 

105 'The most important document is the minutes of the cabinet meeting of 12 
May 1933, ADAP, ser. C, (1933-7), 4 vols. (Gottingen, 1971-5), vol. i (Gottingen, 
1971), no. 266; cf. also C. Kimmich, Germany and the League of Nations (Chicago, 
1976), I 79· 

106 Beck, Dernier Rapport, 48. 
107 ASdN, Souvenirs Thanassis Aghnides; conversation between Paul-Boncour and 

Henderson, 19 Sep. 1933, AD, League of Nations II, 882. 
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be implemented through the Permanent Disarmament 
Commission; during the second phase there would be pro-
gress on disarmament proper. Even the Italian government 
rallied behind these proposals during bilateral Franco-
Italian discussions. At a meeting of the Bureau on 14 
October 1933, Sir John Simon gave an account of the 
agreement, stressing the fact that an agreement including 
immediate rearmament would be unacceptable. 

Faced with a united front and the need to accept control, 
the Hitler government was not content simply to reject 
amendment of the British project and refuse responsibility 
for the failure of the powerfully armed states. It announced 
its decision to quit the Conference and the League. 108 

German propaganda succeeded in camouflaging this, Hitler's 
first diplomatic coup. 109 With a veritable 'peace offensive', it 
split the common front, neutralized France with offers of 
direct negotiation, and paralysed the Conference. The 
General Commission, worried by the German decision and 
by the disunity amongst the other powers, postponed its 
work and left the Bureau to continue with the development 
of the draft agreement. In fact the Conference was being put 
on ice, and the door was now open for parallel diplomatic 
negotiations from November 1933 to April 1934. 

These negotiations took the form of an exchange of notes 
between Germany, France, Great Britain, and Italy, through 
their ambassadors. It was the re-emergence of traditional 
diplomacy. Geneva was now one of the topics on the agenda, 
rather than the centre of attention. Moreover disarmament 
had ended up by casting doubt on the role of the League. 
The Germans did in fact want to negotiate, but outside 
Geneva; the French agreed to discussions, provided they 
facilitated an agreement, to be concluded in Geneva. Between 
these diametrically opposed positions, the British and the 
Italians also expressed their own wishes about the role of 

108 Bennett, German Rearmament, 470; G. Weinberg, The Foreign Policy of Hitler's 
Germany, i. Diplomatic Revolution in Europe 1933-19:]6 (Chicago, 1976), 165; Kimmich, 
Germany and the League of Nations, 187; M. Geyer, 'Militii.r, Riistung und 
Au8enpolitik', in M. Funke (ed.), Hitler, Deutsch/and und die Miichte (Diisseldorf, 
1976), l 75-92. 

109 Edward Bennett, in this context, talked about the first of the 'Saturday 
surprises', German Rearmament, 486. 
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Geneva and the League, with the result that the question of 
disarmament was overshadowed by the question of whether 
European problems would be resolved by the League, or 
outside it. After four months of discussions, the Great Powers 
were further apart than ever. Germany was becoming 
increasingly demanding, taking advantage of appeasement 
by Great Britain and Italy. Great Britain allowed Germany 
to have a level of rearmament roughly equivalent to what she 
herself was demanding ( except in terms of air power), and 
wanted France disarmed, although she did propose that the 
question of guarantees should be reconsidered. To this end 
Great Britain pressed the new French government, under 
President Gaston Doumergue, to say whether, if an agree-
ment on performance guarantees were to be reached, it 
would accept the British memorandum of 29 January 1934, 
amended following Eden's vist to Berlin, as the basis for an 
agreement. In this case, what would be the precise nature of 
the performance guarantees that the French govenment was 
proposing? After much hesitation, the French government, in 
a memorandum dated 1 7 April 1934, stressed that the 
German government had proclaimed its wish to pursue 
rearmament, thus making further negotiation impossible. 
Under these circumstances France's duty was to provide for 
her own security, which she did not, however, separate from 
the security of the other powers. She also expressed the view 
that the Conference should resume. 

At the General Commission meeting that opened on 24 
May there was total deadlock, but nobody wanted to take 
the initiative of suggesting an adjournment, for fear of 
appearing responsible for the failure of the Conference. 
Above all, disarmament was no longer fashionable, and 
rearmament was the order of the day everywhere. Hence the 
stress placed on the security organization by the chairman, 
Henderson, and the delegations from France, the Soviet 
Union, Turkey, and the Little Entente. Other delegations 
such as Great Britain and Italy stressed a solution to the 
political problems, in particular Germany's return to 
Geneva. On 8 June, following the meetings of the Bureau 
and discussions between the delegations, the General 
Commission adopted a resolution inviting the Bureau to 
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resolve the problems still pending (including the return of 
Germany) and giving priority to certain questions to be 
entrusted to committees: security, guarantees, air power, and 
the manufacture and sale of arms. The Bureau was also to 
meet in November 1934 and then in May 1937, and various 
committees were to deal with particular problems. But the 
General Commission, i.e. the Disarmament Conference, had 
met for the last time. 

Disarmament failed, finally, because of the problems raised. One 
may wonder whether a conference with such an agenda, 
universal in terms both of the states represented and the 
scope of its concerns, was not overly ambitious. Perhaps this 
type of meeting actually facilitates obstruction. 'Each party 
comes armed to the teeth, ready to do battle. Difficulties are 
inflamed, antagonisms accentuated. The possibilities of 
understanding shrink.' 110 So much so that, helped by the 
press and public opinion, the purpose of negotiation becomes 
to place responsibility for failure on the adversary, rather 
than to succeed. 111 In its attack on the principles of national 
sovereignty, the League had a powerful opponent. Military 
power procures international prestige, and political clout. 
'The kernel of the problem of disarmament lies in the fact 
that armaments are instruments of power'. 112 From this 
point of view none of the Great Powers appeared willing to 
give up one inch of its national sovereignty113 and they were 
interested in the League only inasmuch as it served their own 
interests. 114 The Great Powers bear an overwhelming 
responsibility in this respect. 115 'The smaller powers were left 
to stand and watch as a chorus often inactive and dumb, 
while the big powers pow-wowed in secret over their guns, 
aircraft and navies'.11 The Four Nation Pact was a good 
example of this. 117 

110 W. d'Ormesson, 'Libres opinions', Le Temps, rnJune 1933, 
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Finally the question is whether the disarmament problem 
was not badly put. 'In fact, the problem of disarmament is 
not the problem of disarmament. It is really the problem of 
organization of the world community.' 118 Is arms reduction 
or limitation an achievable objective, unless a new state of 
mind is created in humanity?1 9 Is one not putting the cart 
before the horse in wanting to get rid of arms before attack-
ing the problem of security?120 Unless there is a solution to 
the security problem, disarmament activity is automatically 
transformed into armament activity. 121 This, unfortunately, 
was the fact that befell the Disarmament Conference, 
because at the final meetings of the General Commission the 
various states, one after another took rearmament measures. 

So one cannot blame the League of Nations for failing on 
disarmament. There were obstacles and difficulties of all 
kinds, too numerous to mention. It may be said, on the other 
hand, that the failure of disarmament brought considerable 
discredit upon the League. It lessened the standing of 
Geneva as an institution, because of the lack of interest on 
the part of some of its members, because of the demands by 
others for reform, and finally because of the damage to the 
corporate spirit. Although Japan did not leave the League 
because of disarmament, she clearly disagreed with the aim 
pursued. Germany, however, did leave the League because of 
the deadlock in the Disarmament Conference and declared 
that she wished to return only when she had been granted 
effective equality. As for Italy, the replacement of Grandi by 
Italo Balbo heralded a new phase in the strained relations 
between Italy and the League. Italy did nothing to hide her 
scorn for the Geneva institution and her Four Power Pact 
plan was directed openly against the League. After 14 
October 1933, Italy took up a stance as an observer, and at 

of physical power versus moral power and therefore the very reverse of the spirit of 
disarmament.' Ibid. 252. 
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the last meeting of the General Commission other countries 
followed suit, through resignation or despair. Italy took 
note of this and demanded that the League be reformed; 
this was symptomatic of the repercussions of the failure 
of disarmament on the League. Joseph Avenol, not lacking 
in perception, saw the danger. In a conversation with 
the American representatives in May 1934, he felt the 
Disarmament Conference was in total deadlock and con-
fessed his concern for the future of the League; public 
opinion viewed the fate of the League as being linked to the 
fate of the Disarmament Conference. The sooner the League 
was rid of this burden, the sooner it would demonstrate 
its vitality in other areas. 122 It was up to his predecessor 
to judge the influence of disarmament on the League: 
Jean Monnet, powerless to redress the situation, wrote: 
'The machinery became permanently jammed on the most 
burning issue, the issue most capable of mobilizing public 
opinion: disarmament'. 123 

What are the lessons to be learned from this affair? First 
that the disarmament problem was in fact the problem of 
appeasement of the world community. Arms reduction or 
limitation can be an objective only if there is a new state of 
mind. Secondly, that disarmament is not peace. On the 
contrary, it can lead to war. Finally, disarmament negotia-
tions have resumed since 1945 and we know that France 
has participated with a varying degree of enthusiasm. 
Beyond the vicissitudes of diplomatic life, France envisages 
disarmament only if her security is assured and if the fulfil-
ment of undertakings can be guaranteed by strict control. 
Moreover France has a nuclear deterrent, a considerable 
trump card in negotiations. This means she is able to take 
initiatives that were impossible when she did not have 
the army to back her policy. As early as 1933 Colonel de 
Gaulle clearly perceived the connection between defence 
requirements and the Utopia of disarmament: 'The idle 
dreams of politics hold fewer perils behind watchful arms'. 124 

122 Letter 16 May 1934, Wilson to Cordell Hull, FRUS, 1934, i. 63-5. 
123 Monnet, Memoires, 100. 
124 C. de Gaulle, Vers l'armie de metier (Paris, 1971), 52. 
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'Localization of Conflicts' or 
'Indivisibility of Peace': The German 
and the Soviet Approaches towards 
Collective Security and East Central 

Europe 1925-1939 
ROLF AHMANN 

'Whether to oppose Germany or Russia' has been called the 
main problem of British policy in the last 'hundred years', 
while German-Russian co-operation and the partition of 
Poland have been called the French trauma for 'a hundred 
years'. 1 In suggesting a continuity of British and French 
problems linked to Wilhelmine Germany and Russia from as 
early as the nineteenth century, these statements seem to 
disregard the changes that took place in these two countries 
and in Poland towards the end of the First World War and 
in the 1930s. 

The end of the First World War witnessed the emergence 
of a democratized Weimar Germany, a revolutionized Soviet 
Russia, and an independent Poland between them. Both 
Weimar Germany and Soviet Russia were at first outsiders 
in the Versailles and the League of Nations order, both had 
territorial conflicts with Poland, and their early understanding 
of Rapallo in 1922 seemed to revive the century-old problems 
for Britain and France. But the Locarno agreement in 1925 
which Britain and France came to with Weimar Germany 
restricted the German-Soviet partnership, led Weimar 
Germany into the League of Nations, and was regarded 

1 A. J. P. Taylor, The Trouble Makers: Dissent over Foreign Policy 1792-1939 (repr. 
London, 1964), 13; R. Bournazel, Rapa/lo, einfranziisisches Trauma (Cologne, 1976); 
Dumont's report of 14 Sept. 1934, PAAA, Vbd. Akten, Beziehungen zwischen 
Deutschland und Russland, vol. i. 
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by the British foreign secretary, Austen Chamberlain, as 'a 
turning point in the history of Europe'.2 

The Locarno Treaties, however, were mainly a Western 
security agreement. Apart from German arbitration treaties 
with Poland and Czechoslovakia a comparable Eastern 
Locarno was not achieved. Despite new attempts to conclude 
an Eastern security pact between 1933 and 1935, this gap in 
the organization of collective security3 in Europe remained. 
It became a crucial problem for Britain and France when, 
after having guaranteed Poland in March 1939, they tried 
unsuccessfully to obtain a security pact with the USSR 
to secure East Central Europe, and in particular Poland, 
against Nazi German aggression. Western-Soviet negotia-
tions came to an end when a German-Soviet non-aggression 
pact was concluded on 23-4 August 1939. It had a secret 
protocol, which divided East Central Europe into German 
and Soviet spheres of interest. This was followed by German 
aggression against Poland, which led the Western powers 
into war with Germany, and by the Soviet occupation of 
eastern Poland, Soviet aggession against Finland, and later 
the incorporation of the Baltic states into the Soviet Union. 

There can be no doubt about Hitler's long-standing ag-
gressive intention to gain Lebensraum (living space) in the 
East, or about Nazi Germany's responsibility for the Second 
World War. But the question remains: why and how was 
Hitler able to realize his ambitions to the extent that he did? 
Why was there no adequate security system for East Central 
Europe, and why did all the attempts to conclude an Eastern 
security pact between 1925 and 1939 fail? 

For different reasons both Weimar Germany and the 
Soviet Union had objected to an Eastern Locarno in 1925. 
But the second unsuccessful attempt to achieve an Eastern 
security pact between 1933 and 1935 came at a time which 

2 A. Chamberlain to d'Abernon, 17 Oct. 1925, DBFP, IA ser., vol. i (London, 
1966), no. 4, p. 20. 

3 For the historical background of the term 'collective security', which had been 
used since 1932 although its sense was already outlined in the articles of the 
League's covenant, see G. W. Egerton, 'Great Britain and the League of Nations', 
The League of Nations in Retrospect: Proceedings of the Symposium (United Nations 
Library, Geneva, Serial Publications, ser. E: Guides and Studies, 3; Berlin, 1983), 
95- 11 7 (95ff.). 
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witnessed major changes in German and Soviet policy 
towards collective security in Europe and East Central 
Europe. In 1933 Hitler and the National Socialists came to 
power in Germany. Nazi Germany left the Disarmament 
Conference and the League of Nations in October 1933, 
ended German-Soviet co-operation, and sought an under-
standing with Poland, which Weimar Germany had refused 
in 1925. After years of fundamental opposition to the 
Versailles and the League order, to British and French influ-
ence in East Central Europe, and to an Eastern Locarno, 
Soviet policy apparently underwent a 'complete volte-face'4 

from 1933 onwards. In May 1933 the Soviet Union expressed 
support for the status quo of Versailles, in December 1933 it 
expressed support for the League of Nations, and, together 
with France, devised a scheme for an Eastern security pact. 
The Soviet Union joined the League of Nations in September 
1934, and, at the end of the Eastern pact negotiations in 
1935, appeared to be the most ardent supporter of collective 
security in opposition to Nazi Germany. On the matter of 
the Eastern pact scheme Anthony Eden was confronted in 
March 1935, first by Hitler in Berlin and then by Stalin in 
Moscow, with what the Soviet commissar for foreign affairs, 
Litvinov, described as 'two distinct political doctrines' 
providing a choice between the 'security of aggression' and 
the 'security of peace-loving nations': the Nazi concept of 
'localization of conflicts' by means of bilateral pacts of non-
aggression and the Soviet doctrine of 'indivisibility of peace' 
on the basis of collective security assistance.5 

4 Comment by the German ambassador in Moscow, Nadolny, on 6 Jan. 1934, 
repeated in letter from the British ambassador in Moscow to Sir John Simon, 7 Jan. 
1934, DBFP, 2nd ser., vol. ii, no. 557, p. 634. 

5 Hitler's doctrine of 'localization of conflicts' by pacts of non-aggression was 
mentioned by him in his conversations with Sir John Simon and Anthony Eden on 
25 and 26 Mar. 1935. See ADAP, ser. C (1933-7), vol. iii, doc. 555, pp. 1022-57 
(1028 and 1032). He explained it in more detail in his speech on 21 May 1935. 
Stalin outlined the Soviet doctrine of 'indivisibility of peace', which was first 
mentioned by Maxim Litvinov in Jan. 1935, in his conversation with Eden on 29 
Mar. 1935. See DBFP, 2nd ser. (1929-38), 16 vols., (London, 19461T.) vol. xii, 
no. 669, p. 767; and Dokumenry vnesney politikii SSSR (DVP), ed. Foreign Ministry of 
the USSR, 21 vols. (Moscow, 1959-1977), vol. xviii (Moscow, 1973), doc. 148, 
pp. 246-250. Litvinov commented on both doctrines and the differences between 
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So;:.ialdemokratischen Partei Deutschlands (SOPADE), 1934-19,µ:,, newly ed. K. Behnken 
(Salzhausen, 1980), vol. ii (1935), no. 9, p. 1112. 
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Historians are still undecided about to what extent the 
Soviet shift towards collective security was genuine, and to 
what extent Hitler's policy in the first years was a continu-
ation of Wilhelmine ideas and aims, and the development of 
Weimar Germany's policy.6 This chapter will analyse the 
background to, and the meaning and impact of, the Nazi 
German and Soviet doctrines, and will try to highlight the 
international problems which lay behind the successive 
failures to achieve an Eastern security pact from 1925 to 
1939· 

THE BACKGROUND: PROBLEMS OF AN EASTERN 
SECURITY PACT 1925-1935 

According to the German ambassador in Moscow, Herbert 
von Dirksen, in 1932 East European politics were 'a tangle of 
zig-zagging paths, leading through thick undergrowth and 
interspersed with pitfalls'. 7 Attempts to come to a security 
arrangement for the new states in East Central Europe lying 
between Germany and Soviet Russia had so far failed for a 
variety of reasons. 

In addition to gaining territories from Germany under the 
Versailles Treaty, Poland, under Pilsudski, had embarked on 
an expansionist policy in 1920, proclaiming the aim 'that 
Poland should become the greatest military and cultural 
power in the East', 8 attacking Soviet Russia, and annexing 
Vilnius from Lithuania. Pilsudski's ambitions were directed 
towards territories which had been Polish in the eighteenth 
century, and created territorial conflicts not only with 
Germany and Soviet Russia but also with Lithuania and 
Czechoslovakia.9 From 1922 onwards these conflicts blocked 

6 For literature on these discussions see nn. 52, 110, and 111. 
7 Report by van Dirksen to the German Foreign Ministry, 28 Nov. 1932, PAAA, 

Botschaft Moskau, A3l-a, Nichtangriffspaktverhandlungen zwischen der Sowjetunion 
und Polen, vol. ii. 

8 Thus Pilsudski in a speech in Lublin in 1920, quoted from S. L. Sharp, Poland: 
White Eagle on a Red Field (Cambridge, Mass., 1953), 118. 

9 For an account of Pilsudski's aims see M. K. Dziewanowski, Joseph Pilsudski. A 
European Federalist 1918-1922 (Stanford, Calif., 1969). 
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attempts to achieve regional security arrangements between 
Poland, the Baltic states and Czechoslovakia. 

Political, military, and economic support from Britain and 
France, which had enabled Poland's expansion, had grown 
mainly out of French interests in Poland as a means of 
containing Germany, British interests in containing Soviet 
Russia, and the interests of both Western powers in gaining a 
larger share of the promising East Central European and 
Soviet economic market. These economic motives had gone 
or were declining in 1925, while that year also marked the 
end of the Versailles restrictions on German trade with 
Poland, which, despite a new tariff war, remained important 
for both. Czechoslovakia and the Baltic states had started to 
prosper as a result of advantages of location and industrial-
ization, but Poland was left with the repayment of loans, 
gained under hazardous conditions. Its industry was mainly 
in the hands of Western creditors who could not provide 
a market for Polish exports, so desperately needed if the 
debts were to be repaid. 10 And as far as Western political 
and military commitments were concerned, in 1925 Britain 
had retreated openly from her involvement in East Central 
Europe's trouble spot. She had come to regard Weimar 
Germany as a bulwark against Communism. 1 Under the 
terms of the new Franco-Polish treaty of 1926, France, 
Poland's ally, had to demonstrate that it was unable to 
defend Poland against the Soviet Union. It became increas-
ingly clear that France's own border and economic interests 
were of greater importance than Poland. In 1931-2 the 
Polish public accused France of financially exploiting Poland, 
and France seemed to have disowned Poland in its negotia-

10 See A. Teichova, 'Die Wirtschaftspolitik der kleinen Nationen in Mittel- und 
Osteuropa: Sachzwange und Handlungsspielraume in der Zwischenkriegszeit', in 
W. Fischer (ed.), Sachzwiinge und Handlungsspielriiume in der Wirtschafts- und Sozialpolitik 
der Zwischenkriegszeit (St. Katharinen, 1985), I16-41; T. Malecka, 'Die 
Auslandsanleihepolitik Polens: Ziele und Ergebnisse, 1918-1939', Ibid. 142-58; 
D. E. Kaiser, Economic Diplomacy and the Origins of the Second World War: Gennany, 
Britain, France and Eastern Europe 1930-1939 (Princeton, NJ, 1980). 

11 A. Orde, Great Britain and International Securi/)11920-1926 (London, 1978), 75ff.; 
M. Hinkkanen-Lievonen, British Trade and Enterprise in the Baltic States 1919-1925 
(Helsinki, 1984), 94, IIoff., 216f.; see also F. L. Carsten, Britain and the Weimar 
Republic: The British Documents (London, 1984); M.-L. Recker, England und der 
Donauraum 1919-1929: Probleme einer europiiischen Nachkriegsordnung (Stuttgart, 1976). 
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tions with the Soviet Union and Germany. 12 In the League 
of Nations, Poland's prestige, which had suffered a set-back 
when Weimar Germany became a member of the League's 
council, was further endangered by minority conflicts with 
most of its neighbours. 13 In 1931 Poland was as insecure as 
she had been at the time of the German-Soviet Treaty of 
Rapallo in 1922, and she had lost prestige compared with 
that time. 

Until 1932 neither Weimar Germany nor the Soviet Union 
would accept a security treaty with Poland which guaranteed 
the Polish borders. However, there were differences between 
Weimar Germany's policy and that of the USSR. They 
lay in the orientation of Weimar Germany's policy under 
Stresemann by international law and the League of Nations, 
and in the relative importance of Germany and the Soviet 
Union to Poland. Weimar's revisionism sprang from the 
public's perception of the Versailles Treaty as having been 
dictated. It was seen as offering a harsh contrast with US 
President Wilson's fourteen-point programme, which had 
been accepted towards the end of the First World War. In 
claiming the return of Danzig (Gdansk), the corridor, and 
East Upper Silesia, which had been given to Poland, the 
Weimar governments based their arguments on the right of 
self-determination as a principle of the League of Nations. 14 

12 R. Ahmann, Nichtangrijfspakte: Entwicklung und operative Nutzung in Europa 1922-
1939. Mit einem Ausblick auf die Renaissance des Nichtangrijfsvertrages nach 'dem Zweiten 
Weltkrieg (Baden-Baden, 1988), 203-12, 229-38, 459-69, 481-91, 512-16. A very 
good account of the development of Franco-Polish relations is given by P. S. 
Wandycz, The Twilight of French Eastern Alliances 1926-19J6: French-C;;echoslovak-
Polish Relations from Locamo to the Remilitarization of the Rhineland (Princeton, NJ, 
1988). See also Ch. 6, by Kalervo Hovi, in this volume. 

13 For a short account of the minority issues in East Central Europe see, apart 
from the literature mentioned so far, R. Pearson, National Minorities in Eastern Europe 
1848-1945 (London, 1983). 

14 P. Kruger, Die Aujlenpolitik der Republik von Weimar (Darmstadt, 1985); 
A. Hillgruber, '"Revisionismus": Kontinuitat und Wandel in der AuBenpolitik der 
Weimarer Republik', Historische Zeitschrift, 237 (1983), 597-621; C. M. Kimmich, 
'Germany and the League of Nations', The League of Nations in Retrospect, 118-27; id., 
Germany and the League of Nations (Chicago, 1976); M. M. Lee, 'The German 
Attempt to Reform the League: The Failure of German League of Nations Policy, 
1930-1932', Francia, 5 (1977), 473-90; id., 'Disarmament and Security: The 
German Security Proposals in the League of Nations 1926-1930. A Study in 
Revisionist Aims in an International Organization', Militiirgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, 
25 (1979), 33-45. 
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On other League principles such as disarmament, arbitra-
tion, economic co-operation, and the acceptance of inter-
national law, Weimar Germany was 'ideally suited' 15 to 
the League. The question of whether or not to join the 
League was not an ideological one for Weimar Germany. It 
was more a matter of whether the League's link with the 
Versailles Treaty meant that Germany would gain or lose on 
revisionist issues. 16 

This revisionist question was the common element behind 
the range of attitudes found in Germany on the issue of 
Eastern or Western orientation. After the Locarno agreements 
Stresemann rejected the idea of Germany automatically be-
coming a battlefield for French assistance to Poland against 
the USSR by keeping German neutrality as an option in the 
new German-Soviet treaty of Berlin. But he also rejected 
Soviet offers for a German-Soviet alliance against Poland, or 
a German-Soviet treaty with unrestricted neutrality, which 
would have allowed aggression to each of the partners and 
would have prevented Germany's entry into the League of 
Nations. He rejected an Eastern Locarno and a German non-
aggression pact with Poland on the grounds that this would 
imply a recognition of the German -Polish border and would 
prevent a future peaceful revision of that border in conjunc-
tion with the Western poweres. 17 When asked what Germany 
could offer in exchange for the revision of the German -

15 Kimmich, Germany and the League, 200. But Kimmich also states here: 
'Germany and the League of Nations were incompatible' (p. 201). He applies that 
to 'Wilhelmine traditions', the idealistic demand of a 'true' League, and German 
revisionism which 'damaged' the League and in which he views Stresemann's 
policy in the light of Fritz Fischer's judgement on Wilhelmine policy (pp. 201 ff.). 
Although his later article puts the emphasis more on Weimar Germany not coming 
to terms with the power structure of the League dominated by Britain and France 
(Kimmich, 'Germany and the League', 122-5), his view still lacks the comparison 
with the League policy of other states, as, for example, British policy on Art. 16, the 
League policy of 'revisionist' or expansionist powers like Poland, Hungary, and 
Italy which weakened the League before Germany entered it. See also Kriiger, Die 
Aufienpolitik. 

16 This is best demonstrated by B. W. von Biilow, Der Versailler Volkerbund 
(Berlin, 1923), and two publications for and against German membership in the 
League in summer 1925: 'Der Vi:ilkerbund. In- und auslandische Stimmen. Soll 
Deutschland eintreten?', Siiddeutsche Monatshefte, 22: 8 (June 1925), and Die 
Sicherheitifrage, dokumentarisches Material, ed. Regierungsrat K. Linnebach (Berlin, 
1925). 

17 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 255-70. 
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Polish border, the Weimar government pointed out in 1925-
7 that without active German economic and military support, 
Poland could achieve neither economic stability nor security 
against the Soviet Union. 18 What sounded like German 
nationalist arrogance acquired real substance between 1931 
and 1933. 

In 1925 Soviet opposition to the League of Nations, as the 
British ambassador in Germany, d'Abernon, discovered was 
still 'not transitory, but fundamental'. 19 As the only Socialist 
state, the Soviet Union felt threatened on all sides: by the 
so-called counter-revolutionary alliance of the League, by 
Britain and Japan, with whom confrontations were expected 
over the new Soviet policy in Asia, by Poland and the Baltic 
states, which were regarded as Britain's anti-Soviet spear-
heads in Europe, and by the French alliances in East Central 
Europe, which were regarded as an instrument of capitalist 
encirclement of the USSR. With Germany prepared to enter 
the League in 1925, which the Soviets saw as endangering 
the former German-Soviet neutralization of East Central 
Europe, the Soviet commissar for foreign affairs, Chicherin, 
argued that the USSR would need an agreement with Poland 
as any attack on the Soviet Union in Europe would have to 
go via Poland. 20 Stalin did not give up the ideologically 
based hope of a war between the capitalists which would 
promote world revolution and was repeatedly expected to 
come.21 He did not give up the Soviet claim to the territories 

18 H. Lippelt, '"Politische Sanierung": Zur deutschen Politik gegeniiber Polen· 
1925/26', Vierteljahresheftefiir Zeitgeschichte, 19 (1971), 323-73-

19 DBFP, IA ser., vol. i, no. 74, p. 114. K. W. Davis, The Soviets at Geneva: The 
USSR and the League ,if Nations r9r9-r933 (Geneva, 1934);]. M. Thompson, Bolshevism 
and the Versailles Peace (Princeton, NJ, 1966); A. J. Mayer, Politics and Diplomacy at 
Versailles r9r8-19r9: Containment and Countemvolution at Versailles r9r8-r9r9 (London, 
1967); A. E. Joffe, Vnefnaja Politika Sovetskogo Sojuza 1928-1932 (Moscow, 1968); 
G. Rosenfeld, Sowjetunion und Deutsch/and r922-1933 (Cologne, 1984); I. Plettenberg, 
'The Soviet Union and the League of Nations', The League ,if Nations in Retrospect, 
144-81 (146ff.); id., Die Sowjetunion im Viilkerbund r934 bis r939 (Cologne, 1987). 
Plettenberg gives a rather short account of Soviet policy towards the League before 
1933 which relies on selected official speeches and is in many aspects misleading; 
Ahmann, Nichtangri.ffspakte, 150-67. 

2° Chicherin's speech, 14 May 1925, Dokumenty i materiary po istorii sovetsko-polskieh 
otnosenij (Dokumenty i materia?Y), iv (Moscow, 1966), doc. 284, pp. 400-2, and Soviet 
Documents on Foreign Policy, selected and ed. J. Degras, ii (London, 1952), 33-44. 

21 In 1925, 1929-30, and 1933-4; see A. Fischer, 'Sowjetische AuBenpolitik 
in der Weltwirtschaftskrise 1929/30', in J. Becker and K. Hildebrand (eds.), 
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beyond the Curzon Line which had been occupied by Poland 
in 1920. 22 And without Soviet archive material we cannot 
discount German documents which reveal that the Soviets 
did not rule out a future Soviet attack on Poland until 
1931. 23 But Soviet security came first. Apart from trying to 
keep up the partnership with Germany, and building up the 
military and economic capabilities of Soviet defence, the 
third fundamental element in Soviet policy between 1925 and 
1933 was to offer bilateral pacts of non-aggression to all the 
USSR's European and Asiatic neighbours, especially Poland 
and the Baltic states, from 1925 onwards.24 Lenin had 
rejected the idea of such pacts, but the bilateral Soviet offers 
were correctly described by the N arkomindel in 1926 as 
'a new phenomenon in international practice', 25 for as the 
British foreign secretary, Austen Chamberlain, discovered, 
they had nothing in common with an Eastern Locarno 
security pact.26 In fact, the Soviet pact offers were meant 
to be an 'anti-Locarno'. In regulating the Soviet Union's 
political (neutrality), economic (anti-blockade), and ideologi-
cal (non-intervention, prohibition of anti-Soviet propaganda) 
relations with the capitalist world, they were an early ex-
pression of Stalin's theory of peaceful coexistence. Such 
treaties were offered, pursued, and concluded by the USSR 
until 1933. They were directed against the League of Nations, 
the French alliance with Poland, and efforts to achieve a 
broader Eastern Locarno system. Under the concept of 
establishing 'islands of pacification'27 the Soviet offers to 
Poland and the Baltic states aimed at neutralizing and 
isolating the treaty partners. At first they included an unre-
stricted neutrality obligation which allowed aggression 
against other states. 28 In Soviet negotiations with Poland 

Intemationale Beziehungen in der Weltwirtschaflskrise 1929-1933 (Munich, 1980), 65-83 
(67 ff.). 

22 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 251-4. 
23 Such statements were made in 1925, 1926, and 1931; see ibid. 
24 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 76- 149. 
25 DVP, ix. 642. 
26 See A. Chamberlain's comment in Apr. 1926, DBFP, IA ser., vol. i, doc. 449, 

p. 651. 
27 B. Stejn, 'Die Vertriige der Sowjetunion iiber Nichtangriff-und Neutralitiit', 

Europiiische Gespriiche, 10 (1932), 140-4 (142 f.). 
28 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 150-66, 203- 11. 
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the Soviet demand for an open neutrality obligation, which 
was rejected by Poland, was finally abandoned at the end 
of 1931 when Japanese aggression in Manchuria was an 
additional motive for the Soviets to reach an agreement with 
Poland. 29 As Maxim Litvinov pointed out to the German 
ambassador in November 1931, it was important for the 
Soviet government 'to tie down Poland to some extent in the 
present difficult situation by means of a bilateral treaty, 
especially given the well-known Japanese-Polish connec-
tions. ' 30 As will be shown later the Soviet reference to 'well-
known Japanese-Polish connections', which was repeated by 
the Soviets, was not 'ridiculous',3 1 as the Germans thought 
at that time. 

At the end of 1931 the Polish dictator Pilsudski explained 
to his favourite,Jozef Beck, who was to guide Polish policy in 
the following years, the outline of a new Polish foreign policy 
which would attempt to put more pressure on Lithuania and 
Czechoslovakia, and to become more independent of France 
and the League of Nations.32 Pilsudski still regarded the 
Soviet Union as Poland's enemy number one, while, despite 
the German-Polish tariff war, which had been going on since 
1925, Germany was still Poland's most important trading 
partner. The third element in Poland's new foreign policy 
was to conclude a non-aggression pact with the USSR (25 
July 1932), not least in order to have some backing for a 
policy of resisting German revisionism, which was becoming 
more offensive, and to force Germany to come to an agree-

29 Dirksen's notes on conversation with Litvinov, 5 Dec. 1931, PAAA, Botschaft 
Moskau, A3I-a, Nichtangriffspaktverhandlungen zwischen der Sowjetunion und 
Polen, vol. i. 

30 Dirksen's draft telegram about conversation with Litvinov, 20 Nov. 1931, 
PAAA, Botschaft Moskau, A3l-a, Nichtangriffspaktverhandlungen zwischen der 
Sowjetunion und Polen, vol. i. 

31 ADAP, ser. B, vol. xix, doc. 108, p. 248. See also report by von Moltke, the 
German minister in Warsaw, to the German Foreign Ministry, 5 Dec. 
1931, PAAA, Geheimakten 1920-1936, RuBiand Pol 4, Sicherheitspakt: 
Nichtangriffspaktverhandlungen mit Frankreich, Polen und anderen Staaten 
(Direktor), vol. i, and in contrast: report by von Dirksen from Moscow, 28 Nov. 
1932, PAAA, Botschaft Moskau, A3l-a, Nichtangriffspaktverhandlungen zwischen 
der Sowjetunion und Polen, vol. ii. 

32 H. Roos, Polen und Europa: Studien zur polnischen Aujlenpolitik 193h1939 
(Tiibingen, 1957), 27. For other Polish concepts of foreign policy, see J. Fary, 
Koncepcje Polskiej Polityki Zagranicznej 1918-1939 (Warsaw, 1981 ). 
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ment with Poland. Pilsudski regarded Hitler as non-Prussian, 
non-revisionist, anti-Soviet, orientated towards Italian 
Fascism-as Pilsudski's Poland was in some ways-and 
probably Poland's best chance for an understanding with 
Germany.33 

In 1933 Hitler also showed himself eager to come to an 
understanding with Poland, and German-Polish relations 
improved from May to October 1933.34 Following the 
announcement of Nazi Germany's withdrawal from the Dis-
armament Conference and the League of Nations on 14 
October 1933, new efforts for an Eastern security pact were 
undertaken. As Hitler had repeatedly expressed his readiness 
to conclude pacts of non-aggression, the French ambassador 
in Germany, François-Poncet, proposed that Nazi Germany 
should conclude pacts of non-aggression with Poland and 
Czechoslovakia within the framework of a new Eastern 
Locarno security arrangement. 35 At the same time the French 
foreign minister, Paul-Boncour, approached the Soviet 
government with the idea of a Franco-Soviet pact of assist-
ance in conjunction with Soviet entry into the League of 
Nations.36 The situation was particularly bad for Poland, 
which, after the German withdrawal from the the League of 
Nations, felt the lack of an Eastern Locarno more than 
before. Suspicious of whether France and Britain would in 
fact support Polish demands, Poland pressed for a direct 
German-Polish understanding. Hitler's renunciation of force 
in his conversation with the Polish minister, Lipski, on 15 

33 Roos, Polen und Europa, 59f.; F. Golczewski, 'Polen-Fehleinschiitzung 
machtpolitischer Intentionen infolge ideologischer Anniiherung', in id., E. Forndran, 
and D. Riesenberger (eds.), lnnen- und Auflenpolitik unter nationalsozialistischer 
Bedrohung: Determinanten intemationaler Beziehungen in historischen Fallstudien (Opladen, 
1977), 577-83; see esp. M. Wojciechowski, Die deutsch-polnischen Beziehungen 1933-
1938 (Leiden, 1971); J. Krasuski, Stosunki polsko-niemieckie 1919-1932 (Poznan, 1975); 
A. Korczynski and T. Swietochowski (eds.), Poland between Gennany and Russia 
1926-1939: The Theory of Two Enemies (New York, 1975). 

34 G. Wollstein, Vom Weimarer Revisionismus zu Hitler: Das deutsche Reich und die 
Groflmachte in der Anfangsphase der nationalsozialistischen Hemchaft in Deutschland (Bonn, 
1973); Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 279-322. 

35 ADAP, ser. C, vol. ii, docs. 58, 61, 62. 
36 For the Soviet-French negotiations, see J. Haslam, The Soviet Union and the 

Struggle for Collective Securiry in Europe 1933-1939 (London, 1984); W. E. Scott, Alliance 
against Hitler: The Origins of the Franco-Soviet Pact (Durham, 1962); see also Wandycz, 
The Twilight. 
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November 1933 was already seen by the Polish press as 
closing the 'main gap of Locarno'.37 Although the following 
German draft proposal of a German-Polish non-aggression 
pact did not fully satisfy Pilsudski's expectations, it was 
interpreted as a guarantee of the German-Polish border.38 
After short German-Polish negotiations in December and 
January, a German-Polish non-aggression pact was signed 
on 26 January 1934. It became the major obstacle to the 
realization of a broader Eastern pact scheme which was 
being devised at the same time in French-Soviet negotia-
tions.39 The ideas of the French foreign minister, Paul-
Boncour, and the Soviet proposal of December 1933 for a 
Franco-Soviet pact including Poland and the Little Entente, 
were officially denounced by both sides on the day the 
German-Polish pact was signed. The Quai d'Orsay declared 
that Paul-Boncour's ideas had been 'the result of error' ,40 

and Stalin declared in his speech at the Seventeenth Party 
Congress that the USSR was orientated neither towards 
Germany nor to Poland and France, and was merely con-
cerned with her own interests. Soviet proposals for a multi-
lateral pact guaranteeing the Baltic states were rejected by 
Poland in December 1933 and by Nazi Germany in March 
1934. But Franco-Soviet negotiations resumed towards the 
end of April 1934 and resulted in an Eastern pact draft 
scheme that was revised and officially presented to Nazi 
Germany by the British government on 12 July 1934.41 

The draft as presented to the Nazi government was con-
structed as if all problems of security which had remained 

3~ _Press report ~Y. the German ministry in Poland, Nov. 1933, PAAA, IV Po, 
Po!~tlk 2 Polen, Poht1sche Beziehungen Polens zu Deutschland, vol. xii. 

Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 338-42. 
39 Fo~. different bilatera! aspects of the Eastern Pact negotiations see Wandycz, 

The Twilight; Haslam, Soviet Union; D. S. McMurry, Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion 
1933-36 (Cologne, 1979); L. Radice, Prelude to Appeasement: East Central European 
Diplomacy in the Ear!, 1930s (New York, 1981); N. Rostow, Anglo-French Relations 
1934-J6 {London, 1984). For further literature on Soviet foreign policy see nn. 110 
and 111 below. 

40 Quoted from Haslam, Soviet Union, 34. 
41 See the arrangement of the documents 'which contain all the reports about the 

Eastern pact question we have so far received' by Meyer from the German Foreign 
Ministry on 17 July 1934, in the file PAAA, NachlaB von Kotze, 1/I-17, here no. IV 
Ru 3389. The major drafts of the pact scheme are printed in ADAP, ·ser. C, vol. iii, 
docs. 140 and 171. 
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after the Locarno Treaties of 1925 were to be solved at once. 
Nazi Germany was offered full equality in armaments, which 
she had demanded when leaving the Disarmament Con-
ference and the League of Nations, and the Soviet Union was 
to join the League of Nations. An Eastern security pact 
involving the USSR, Nazi Germany, Poland, Czechoslovakia, 
the Baltic states, and Finland was supplemented by a 
Franco-Soviet assistance treaty which could be extended to 
Nazi Germany, and the whole package was arranged in 
accordance with the rules and recommendations of the 
League of Nations.42 Thus collective security would have 
been perfect as far as treaties were concerned. 

The Soviet Union joined the League in September 1934, 
but the Eastern pact negotiations failed. The whole scheme 
ended in the conclusion of Soviet bilateral assistance treaties 
with Czechoslovakia and France in May 1935. But Soviet 
assistance to Czechoslovakia depended on French assistance. 
None of the treaty partners considered these treaties as of 
more than political value. They were criticized by Britain 
and Poland, and Hitler used the ratification of the Franco-
Soviet treaty in 1936 as a pretext for the remilitarization 
of the Rhineland which contravened the Locarno Order of 
1925.43 

There are many striking aspects of the negotiations in 
1934-35: 

1. Britain actively revised and promoted the Eastern pact 
scheme without participating in it. As the German foreign 
minister, von Neurath, commented on 17 July 1934: 'A 
power which refuses to have any part in the pact and which 
absolves itself from all obligations can hardly be taken 
seriously as the offical promotor and propagator of the new 
pact system.'44 

42 See above. 
43 See for Soviet-French relations, Haslam, Soviet Union; for Soviet-

Czechoslovakian relations see I. Pfaff, Die Sowjetunion und die Verteidigung der 
Tschechoslowakei 1934-1938: · Versuch der Revision einer Legende (forthcoming); 
for French-Czechoslovak-Polish relations see Wandycz, The Twilight. The 
Czechoslovakian government also showed in its negotiations with the 
Germans in Nov. 1936 that it was not convinced of the value of these pacts of 
assistance; see Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 440-6. 

44 Draft memorandum by von Neurath, 17 July 1934 no. IV Ru 3375, PAAA, 
NachlaB von Kotze, 1/I-17. 
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2. Although the idea behind the Eastern pact scheme was 
the containment of Nazi Germany, all participants in the 
negotiations wanted to include Nazi Germany, which did not 
want such a collective security pact at all. 

3. France and the Soviet Union, especially the latter, 
sought to include at least Poland, which had demanded an 
Eastern Locarno since 1925. Now, however, Poland not 
only rejected the Eastern pact scheme together with Nazi 
Germany in September 1934, but apparently also tried to 
persuade the Baltic states to reject it. 5 The Polish govern-
ment saw the involvement of the USSR in East Central 
Europe as dangerous, and therefore valued its non-aggression 
pact with Germany as allowing Poland a more independent 
foreign policy. 

4. French and Soviet policies vacillated between favouring 
the Eastern pact scheme and favouring a direct under-
standing with Nazi Germany. These shifts and ambiguities 
are ascribed by researchers to the death or murder of poli-
ticians at this time. The Nazi killing of Röhm and the SA 
(Sturmabteilung) leaders on 30 June 1934 is, for various 
reasons, believed to have prompted more vigorous attempts 
by the Soviet Union to include Germany.46 The murder of 
the Austrian chancellor Engelbert Dollfu8 on 25 July 1934 
by National Socialists is held to have initiated a stronger 
Soviet shift towards the Western powers and the League, and 
the changes in Comintern policy regarding the Popular Front 
tactic.47 The death of Hindenburg, the German president, 
on 2 August 1934, which gave Hitler control over the 
Reichswehr, is supposed to have changed the Soviet attitude 
again.48 The assassination, on 9 October 1934, of the French 
foreign minister, Jean Louis Barthou, a supporter of a pact 
with the Soviets, resulted in Pierre Laval, who favoured an 
understanding with Germany, taking office.49 The murder 
on I December 1934 of Sergei Mironovich Kirov, who 

45 McMurry, Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion, 195ff.; Haslam, Soviet Union, 36-43. 
46 Haslam (Soviet Union, 39f.) and McMurry (Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion, 198, 

464) come to the same result from a different angle. 
47 Haslam, Soviet Union, 53 f., and id., 'The Comintern and the Origins of the 

Pogular Front 1934-1935', Historical journal, 22 (1979), 673-91. 
McMurry, Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion, 198. 

49 Ibid. 238; Haslam, Soviet Union, 43. 
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had been Stalin's main opponent in the Politburo and a 
supporter of Soviet co-operation with the Western powers 
against Hitler, is believed to have sparked off new Soviet 
approaches to Germany, just as the death of the Polish 
dictator, Marshal Joseph Pilsudski, on 12 May 1935 revived 
Soviet hopes in Poland.50 

What all this reveals is a basic division of opinion in 
France, and a division of opinion, or uncertainty, on the side 
of the Soviet government. Both sides had already shown this 
uncertainty on the day the German-Polish non-aggression 
pact was signed. Until 1933 'the world had become ac-
customed to regarding German-Polish antagonism as a 
constant of international politics' .51 The conclusion of the 
German-Polish pact and the ensuing closer German-Polish 
co-operation was a major upset for the international system, 
especially for France and the USSR, which had to redefine 
their policies. Poland had been France's ally against Germany 
and the central element in German-Soviet co-operation. It 
was the centre-piece of any East Central European security 
arrangement and the essential strategic area in Europe for 
the Soviets, given the growing danger of a conflict with 
Japan in Asia. The German-Polish pact, which helped Nazi 
Germany to withdraw from the Disarmament Conference 
and the League of Nations and to prevent an Eastern pact, 
appears to have been the major background to the new Nazi 
German and Soviet doctrines of 'localization of conflicts' and 
'indivisibility of peace·.' 

'LOCALIZATION OF CONFLICTS': THE GE.RMAN 
POLICY OF PACTS OF NON-AGGRESSION 

r933-r939 
Some historians have seen the aims and ambitions of 
German industrialists and militarists in East Central Europe 

5° For the murder of Kirov see B. Pietrow, Stalinismus, Sicherheit und Offensive: Das 
Dritte Reich in der Konzeption der sowjetischen Aujlenpolitik 1933-1941 (Melsungen, 1983), 
46 f. For the new Soviet hopes in Poland after the death of Pilsudski, which lasted 
only until July 1935, when Poland's foreign minister, Beck, visited Berlin see 
McMurry, Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion, 281 f. 

51 Z. J. Gasiorowski, 'The German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact of 1934', Journal 
of Central European Affairs, 15 (1955), 3-29 (3). 
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as representing a continuity from Wilhelmine Germany, 
through the Weimar Republic, to Hitler. Separating objec-
tives and methods of policy, these historians see a line 
of development from Stresemann's policy of co-operative 
revision, to the offensive revisionism of the late Weimar 
Republic and Hitler's treaty-breaking weekend coups.52 

There has been nothing to indicate that Stresemann's policy 
was determined by the aims of Wilhelmine industrialists 
or militarists. 53 These groups became more dominant in 
German politics after 1929. After the failures of Weimar 
policy in Thoiry, and in the minority and the disarmament 
debates, Weimar Germany seemed to have lost all means for 
striking a deal with the Western powers, especially given the 
deline in her trade. 54 In the climate of world economic crises, 
Weimar Germany's democratic pluralism was restricted by 
authoritarian cabinets. But Hitler's policy differed funda-
mentally from theirs. The means and methods employed by 
Nazi Germany in pursuing her policy towards the League 
of Nations and East Central Europe gave even Hitler's so-
called 'traditional', short-term objectives a revolutionary 
impetus which, right from the start, clearly distinguished 
them from the more offensive revisionism of the late Weimar 
period. 

Hitler's early wish for an understanding with Pilsudski 

52 For an outline of the debates on the thesis of continuity in German foreign 
policy from Wilhelmine Germany to Hitler see M. M. Lee and W. Michalka, 
German Foreign Policy 1917-1933: Continui91 or Break? (Leamington Spa, 1987), and 
the review of this study by A. J. Crozier in International History Review, 12 ( 1990), 
169-72; E. Kolb, Die Weimarer Republik (Munich, 1984), 194-8; K. Hildebrand, Das 
Dritte Reich (3rd edn., Munich, 1987), 222-33; G. Schreiber, Hitler: lnterpretationen 
1923-1g83 (Darmstadt, 1984); J. Hiden and J. Farquharson, Explaining Hitler's 
Germany: Historians and the Third Reich (London, 1983). The orthodox Marxist 
position according to which the Nazi regime and Hitler were executing expansionist 
aims of German imperialistic capitalists and militarists can still be traced in 
D. Eichholtz and K. Paetzold (eds.), Der Weg in den Krieg: Studien zur Geschichte der 
Vorkriegvahre (1935IJ6 bis 1939) (East Berlin, 1989). 

53 See above n. 52 and P. Kriiger, Auftenpolitik, 225ff.; H. A. Turner, jun., 
'Continuity in German Foreign Policy? The Case ofStresemann', International History 
Review, 1 (1979), 509-21; R. Frommelt, Einigungsbestrebungen im Kalkul deutscher 
Wirtschaft und Politik 1925-1933 (Stuttgart, 1977), 98. 

54 See Kruger, Auftenpolitik, and F. Knipping, Deutsch/and, Frankreich und das Ende 
der Locamo-Ara 1928-1931: Studien zur intemationalen Politik in der Anfangsphase der 
Weltwirtschaftskrise (Munich, 1987). A very good account of long-term economic 
effects is H.James, The German Slump: Politics and Economics 1924-19:fi (Oxford, 1986). 
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and his decision to conclude a non-aggression pact with 
Poland, taken on 16 November 1933 against the advice of 
those diplomats in his Foreign Ministry who had also served 
the Weimar Republic, involved three revolutionary changes. 

First, Hitler cast aside the old legalistic arguments against 
a non-aggression pact with Poland as a guarantee for, or 
recognition of, the German-Polish border, which were still 
being put forward by the German Foreign Ministry.55 A 
new National Socialist doctrine of international law was 
created. It legitimized racist policy and aggressive expan-
sion, and established new rules about the validity or inval-
idity of treaties, and new tactics for the functional use of 
international obligations.56 The unusual form chosen for the 
German-Polish treaty, which was called a 'declaration', was 
intended to conceal the fact that while it contained no border 
recognition, it imposed an unrestricted neutrality obligation, 
which allowed aggression against other states. 57 In April 
1939 Hitler himself explained that the pact was also intended 
to put restraints on Polish alliances with other states.58 

Secondly, every element of German foreign policy which 
had so far been used to promote the revision of the German -
Polish border was transformed by a new policy directed 
against the League, against France, and against the Soviet 
Union into a means of binding Poland to Germany. Instead 
of putting economic pressure on Poland to concede a revision 
of the German-Polish border, Nazi Germany offered Poland 
economic concessions, even at the expense of German 
economic interests, in order to bind Poland politically to 
Germany.59 Instead of emphasizing minority conflicts with 

55 See Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 289-91, 300-2, and 3rn-15. 
56 This aspect has been disregarded by historians for some time, although it was 

an early instance of Nazi ideology being connected with Hitler's foreign policy. The 
first account was given by John H. Herz under the pseudonym Eduard Bristler 
(E. Bristler, Die Volkmechtslehre des Nationalso<,ialismus · (Zurich, 1938) ). A short 
summary is given in Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 396-400. See now D. Diner, 
'Rassistisches Volkerrecht: Elemente einer nationalsozialistischen Weltordnung', 
Vierteljahreshefte far Zeitgeschichte, 37 ( 1989), 23-56. 

57 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 310-22. 
58 ADAP, ser. D, vol. vi, doc. 276, p. 289. 
59 From July 1933 onwards Hitler, for political reasons, repeatedly decided to 

satisfy the economic wishes of the Polish government, sometimes even against the 
advice of his Foreign Ministry and at the expense of German economic interests. 
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Poland, Hitler approved of Poland's revocation in 1934 of the 
minority treaty protecting the rights of minorities. The Polish 
foreign minister, Beck, showed his gratitude for this by not 
protesting against Germany's announcement of conscription 
in 1935.60 The Reichswehr, which had co-operated with 
the Red Army against Poland, was now encouraged to 
co-operate with the Polish Army in order to bind Poland to 
Germany against the USSR.61 While Weimar Germany had 
vacillated between East and West, Nazi Germany displayed 
a 'neither/nor' attitude that aimed to isolate the Soviet 
Union and France. While Weimar Germany had pursued an 
ambiguous policy of securing peace and revision, shifting 
from co-operation to non-cooperation, Hitler pursued a pro-
gramme of expansion against the USSR and attempted to 
destroy co-operation between others. All this, as will be 
shown, emerged in Germany's policy in the Eastern pact 
debate. 

The third revolutionary element of Hitler's policy was a 
new policy of pacts of non-aggression, of which the German-
Polish pact was the first result. In line with Germany's 
perception of the former Soviet policy against the League, 
from 1933 onwards this policy was elaborated to aim at 
securing German aggression. 62 The thesis that the German -
Polish pact initiated a 'strategy of bilateral alliances that, 
within a few years, would destroy all attempts to secure 
peace collectively and isolate the opponents of the Reich'63 

See B. Puchert, 'Die deutsch-polnische Nichtangriffserkliirung und die 
AuBenwirtschaftspolitik des deutschen lmperialismus gegeniiber Polen bis 1939', 
Jahrbuchfar Geschichte der UdSSR und der volksdemokratischen Liinder Europas, 12 (1968), 
339-54 (344ff.); Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 481-92 and 512-17; ADAP, ser. C, 
vol. iii, doc. 487, pp. 900-2; ibid. iv, doc. 217, pp. 451-5; von Neurath to Hitler, 25 
July 1935, Bundesarchiv Koblenz (BA), R 43, II-1399. The economic side is 
highlighted by H.-E. Volkmann, 'Polen im wirtschaftlichen Kalkiil des Dritten 
Reiches 1933-1939', in W. Michalka (ed.), Der Zweite Weltkrieg. Ana(ysen, Grundzuge, 
Forschungsbilanz (Munich, 1989), 74-92. 

60 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 495-500. 
61 The Reichswehr began approaching the Polish army in 1935. See 

Wojciechowski, Deutsch-polnische Beziehungen, 252 f. However, the ideas behind this 
move go back to 1934. See ADAP, ser. C, vol. ii, doc. 335, pp. 621-3. 

62 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 270-3, 288-94, 310-22. Hitler's policy of pacts of 
non-aggression was in some respects even publicly related to the previous Soviet 
policy. See H. Rogge, Hitters Friedenspolitik und das Volkerrecht (Berlin, 1935), 71 f. 

63 K.-D. Bracher, Die deutsche Diktatur: Entstehung, Struktur, Folgen des 
Nationalsozialismus (5th edn., Cologne, 1976), 319, 329. 
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is, like a number of other historiographical statements64 

about the 'bilateralism' of Hitler's new policy, only partially 
true. There was neither a strategy of alliances, nor a policy of 
alliances, nor a simple 'bilateralism' -with the exception of 
the wish for treaties with Italy and Britain between 1933 and 
1938. Nearly all of Hitler's treaty offers until 1939 were offers 
of bilateral pacts of non-aggression.65 This may suggest that 
Nazi Germany's rise in Europe was due to factors other than 
powerful German alliances. 

In the two books he had written by 1928, Hitler had 
reflected upon the possibility of alliances with Britain and 
Italy. Even there, however, he had rejected defensive alli-
ances and suggested that the conclusion of offensive alliances 
should be limited to wartime, on the condition that Germany 
was a military power, which she was not in the first years 
after 1933.66 At the cabinet meeting (Ministerbesprechung) of 7 
April 1933 the German foreign minister, von Neurath, stated 
that Germany's weakness made it impossible for Germany to 
conclude alliances for the foreseeable future. 67 The anti-
Comintern pacts concluded in 1936 were regarded as pre-
alliances and, according to Ribbentrop, who followed von 
Neurath as foreign minister, Germany attained the capacity 
to conclude alliances for the first time in 1938. Until this 
stage had been achieved, Hitler's 'programme' had been 
to create 'combinations' which would restrict France and 
prevent conflicts with France, Poland, Czechoslovakia, and 
Britain. Before 1932 Hitler could hardly have known much 
about pacts of non-aggression, but the German Foreign 
Ministry's law department researched the Soviet policy of 
pacts of non-aggression more closely from the end of 1932 

64 Hitler's pacts of non-aggression are misinterpreted as alliances by J. C. Fest, 
Hitler: Eine Biographic (Frankfurt, 1973), 608; W. Michalka, Ribbentrop und die deutsche 
Weltpolitik 1933-1940: Auflenpolitische Konzeptionen und Entscheidungsprozesse im Dritten 
Reich (Munich, 1980), 60, 82 f., 88 f., 127; K. D. Erdmann, Deutschland unter der 
Herrschaft des Nationalsozialismus 1933-1939 (2nd edn., Stuttgart, 1981), 217. Others 
like S. Deng (Deutschlands Austritt aus dem Viilkerbund und Schachts 'Neuer Plan' 
(Frankfurt, 1986)) use the notion of Hitler's 'bilateralism' without specifying it. 

65 Ahmann, Nichtangriffipakte, 343-449. 
66 A. Hitler, Mein Kampf(7th edn., Munich, 1931), 697, 699ff., 705, 717f.; Hitters 

Zweites Buch: Ein Dokument aus demjahre 1928, introduction and commentary by G. L. 
Weinberg (Stuttgart, 1961), 112, 181, 217, 223. 

67 ADAP, ser. C, vol. i, doc. 142, p. 257. 
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onwards and provided him with information about it. 68 To 
propose bilateral pacts of non-aggression became Hitler's 
'favourite theme'69 after he had left the League of Nations 
and the Disarmament Conference. Initially the pact with 
Poland was intended to secure German rearmament and 
to establish a German-Polish link against the USSR. But 
during the Eastern pact debate it attained added significance 
as a practical example of the new doctrine of 'localization of 
conflicts; which Hitler articulated in March 1935 in the 
presence of the British foreign minister, Sir John Simon, and 
Anthony Eden and which he subsequently elaborated in a 
speech on 2 1 May 1935. 70 The significance of this policy in 
the Eastern pact negotiations was simply that Nazi Germany 
not only did not want to participate in an Eastern security 
pact, but also wanted to prevent the other participants from 
reaching an agreement about mutual assistance. From the 
outset Germany's declaration that she was ready to con-
clude bilateral pacts of non-aggression, but would reject any 
system of pacts including obligations of mutual assistance, 
was the bottom line of her position. Pacts of non-aggression 
and arbitration agreements in a form that was unacceptable 
to the Soviet Union made up the German counter-proposals 
that von Bülow outlined on 11 August 1934.71 The German 
rejection of the Eastern pact scheme was clear and was 
followed by Poland's rejection, but the optional offer of a 
multilateral pact of non-aggression was repeatedly left open 
by the Nazi government, so that Hitler could go on in-
fluencing the negotiations between the other participants. 72 

On 15January 1935 the German Embassy in London warned 
the Foreign Ministry in Berlin that such multilateral offers 
would only annoy the Poles. 73 Hitler nevertheless gave 

68 Seen. 62. 
69 P. Schmidt, Statist auf diplomatischer Biihne 1923-1945: Erlebnisse des 

Chefdolmetschers im Auswiirtigen Amt mit den Staatsmiinnem Europas (Bonn, 1954), 338. 
70 Seen. 5. 
71 PAAA, Biiro Staatssekretiir, AI, Aufzeichnungen St.S. betr. lnterne 

Dienstanweisungen, Stellungnahme zu Sachfragen, G. A. usw. vol. iii. 
72 Von Biilow to von Neurath, 31 Aug. 1934, PAAA, Biiro Staatssekretiir, 

Reichsminister. Schriftwechsel mit dem Herrn Reichsminister sowie Aufzeichnungen 
des Herrn Reichsministers, vol. v. 

73 Report of the German Embassy London, 15 Jan. 1935, 'Die intemationale 
politische Lage Deutschlands an der Jahreswende', BA-R 43 11, 1939. 
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Simon and Eden the impression that a German concession 
to a multilateral pact was obtainable. When Simon pointed 
this out at the Stresa conference, which condemned the 
introduction of conscription in Nazi Germany, Hitler told 
the Polish minister Lipski that he had to make this offer in 
order to avoid being marked as a disturber of the peace. 74 

Summing up on I July 1935, Köpke from the German 
Foreign Ministry pointed out that the German strategy in 
the Eastern pact negotiations had been to divert France from 
the idea of assistance mutuelle by the offer of a multilateral pact 
of non-aggression. If Germany were to withdraw this offer 
now, then the whole Eastern pact project would be dead. For 
her security France would need a multilateral pact including 
others. 75 Köpke recommended a German concession, Hitler, 
did not. 

The propaganda background to Hitler's doctrine of 'local-
ization of conflicts' was the exploitation of the British view 
that the escalation of conflict in the First World War had 
been the result of alliances. Even defensive alliances were 
attacked by German propaganda as a dangerous preparation 
for war. The German communique of 13 April 1935 was an 
elaboration of such arguments, showing how mutual assist-
ance treaties would lead to war, something which could 
only be prevented by bilateral pacts of non-aggression and 
neutrality. 76 

'Localization of conflicts' by bilateral pacts of non-

74 Lipski to Beck, 13 Apr. 1935, in Diplomat in Berlin 1933-39: Papers and Memoirs 
of Jo;:,ef Lipski, Ambassador of Poland, ed. W. Jedrzejewicz (New York, 1968), doc. 40, 
pp. 182-8. 

75 Memorandum by Kopke, 'Bemerkungen zur franzosischen Politik in der Frage 
des Ostpaktes', 1 July 1935, PAAA, Pol II, Politik 4 Ostpakt, Vorschlag eines 
Ostpaktes, vol. iii. For the background see Report by Frohwein, 16 July 1934, 
PAAA, II F Abr, Abr 43, Die Sicherheitsfrage, vol. ii, and Report by Kopke, 18 
July 1934, PAAA, Pol II, Politik 4 Ostpakt, Vorschlag eines Ostpaktes, vol. i. 

76 ADAP, ser. C, vol. iv, doc. 29, pp. 51-3. Hitler had used these arguments 
already in his conversation with Simon and Eden in Mar. 1935, ADAP, ser. C, vol. 
iii, doc. 555, pp. IQ3off. See also Edward Price Bell's interview with Hitler of IQ 
Apr. 1935, BA-R 43 II, 474. It was published in Britain in Literary Digest, 11 May 
1935, p. II, and previously announced by the Daitp Telegraph on IQ May 1935. 
See also notes by von Bulow about telephone conversation with the German 
ambassador in London, 30 July 19'35, PAAA, Buro Staatssekretiir, Aufzeichnungen 
St.S. betr. Inteme Dienstanweisungen, Stellungnahme zu Sachefragen, G.A. usw., 
vol. iii. 
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aggression was Hitler's strategy for breaking up the League 
of Nations and mutual defence assistance of other states until 
1939. It meant dividing peace in order to make war possible. 
In order to undermine alliances and multilateral security 
treaties and to dissolve the League of Nations, Hitler offered 
bilateral pacts of non-aggression every time Nazi Germany 
broke international security aggreements and in every 
European pact debate and all alliance negotiations until 
1939. The strategy which was successful in the Eastern pact 
debate was used again in the Danube pact debate and during 
the negotiations for a new Western security pact after Nazi 
Germany broke the Locarno agreements in 1936. Direct offers 
of bilateral pacts of non-aggression were made to Britain, 
France, Czechoslovakia, Austria, Belgium, Finland, Sweden, 
Norway, Denmark, Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia.77 In 
cases such as, for example, Lithuania and Czechoslovakia, 
Nazi Germany had first announced that this offer did not 
apply to them, in order to make them ask for it. In most cases 
these offers were enough to undermine the alliance negotia-
tions of other states. The conclusion of such pacts was made 
dependent on Germany's partner in these pacts meeting 
certain political, economic, and military conditions. In secret 
negotiations with Czechoslovakia in 1936-7 Nazi Germany 
demanded that Czechoslovakia break her alliance with 
France and her assistance pact with the Soviet Union. 
Denmark and others were asked to demonstrate their good-
will by first leaving the League. The pacts of non-aggression 
which Nazi Germany concluded in May and June 1939 with 
Denmark, Latvia, and Estonia were intended to provide 
certain strategic and economic advantages for Germany in 
line with Hitler's efforts to ensure the 'localization' of a 
German attack on Poland and to prevent Soviet and British 
interference.78 The dangerous implications of this Nazi 
strategy for collective security in Europe, and, in particular, 
for the security of the states of East Central Europe, was 
already perceived during the Eastern pact debate by the 

77 Seen. 65. 
78 R. Ahmann, 'The German Treaties with Estonia and Latvia of 7 June 1939: 

Bargaining Ploy or an Alternative for German-Soviet Understanding?', journal of 
Baltic Studies, 20 (1989), 337-64. 

79 SOPADE, ii (1935), no. 3, p. 394. 
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Soviet Union, as well as by the German Social Democrats. 
From their exile, they issued warnings in April and June 
1935 that the German pacts of non-aggression were in reality 
'pacts to reduce the risk of attack', 7 and that 'Hitler's real 
programme', concealed behind the slogan 'localization of 
conflicts', was a devious one: 'It turns Germany's neighbours 
into a German sphere of influence, into exposed buffer states. 
Brown-shirted despotism solemnly renounces aggression? 
But is aggression necessary given the conditions that its 
policy is already creating in Central Europe?'80 

In February 1935 the French ambassador in Germany, 
François-Poncet, acknowledged in conversation with Dumont 
that Nazi Germany probably had aggressive intentions 
towards the East. But, he added, he thought that the Nazis 
were deluding themselves if they believed 'that one could 
localize a war' .81 Only a year later, in 1936, France's western 
neighbour, Belgium, took refuge in neutrality while her 
foreign minister, Paul Spaak, demanded a clear definition of 
'undivided peace, mutual assistance and even collective 
security' .82 The success of Hitler's strategy highlights four 
problems of West European security in relation to Eastern 
security which remained current until 1938. 

First Poland derived an illusory sense of security from her 
pact with Nazi Germany and embarked on a Great Power 
policy which worked in Hitler's favour. The German-Polish 
pact had just been signed when, on 29 January 1934, 
Pildsudski explained to Laroche that the Franco-Polish 
alliance was now limited to the casusfoederis-that is, the case 
of a direct German attack on France.83 The Gazeta Polska, 
official organ of the Polish Foreign Ministry, summed up the 
new position from Poland's point of view, explaining that 'a 
new system has replaced the treaty relationships previously 

80 Ibid., no. 5, p. 636. 
81 Note by Dumont, 22 Feb. 1935, PAAA, Pol II, Politik 4 Ostpakt, Vorschlag 

eines Ostpaktes, vol. iii. 
82 Weltgeschichte der Gegenwart in Dokumenten, ed. M. Freund (vols. i and ii) and 

W. Frauendienst, (vols. iii-v), 5 vols, (Berlin, Essen, Leipzig, 1936-44), vol. v 
(1944), 1937-8, no. 22, P· 71. 

83 Gasiorowski, 'German-Polish', 27; Wojciechowski, Deutsch-polnischen 
Beziehungen, , 1 4. 
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prevailing in Eastern and Central Europe. Given that a new 
path has been embarked upon, the Franco-Polish alliance, 
which continues to exist, the Russo-German treaty of friend-
ship, which has been overtaken by recent events, and the 
League of Nations all take a back seat.'84 The French 
government attempted, unsuccessfully to play down the sig-
nificance of the German - Polish pact. Poland based her 
policy on its new understanding with Nazi Germany. In 
March 1935 Hitler led Sir John Simon to believe, concerning 
the background of the unrestricted neutrality obligation in 
the German - Polish pact which allowed German or Polish 
aggression against other states, that it had been agreed than 
even in the case of a German war with France, Poland would 
remain neutral.85 German military defence plans of 1935 
hardly took Poland into account, but concentrated almost 
exclusively on France. 86 Instead of protesting against the 
reintroduction of conscription in Germany in March 1935, as 
the Western powers expected, the Polish government showed 
understanding for Hitler's attitude and methods. A year 
later Hitler was able to base his decision to remilitarize the 
Rhineland on the Polish decision, taken as early as February 
1936, not to intervene in this case.87 As the French prime 
minister, Laval, discovered on 14 May 1935, Poland rejected 
anything that would disturb her newly established peace 
with Nazi Germany.88 Even the German ambassador in 
Poland was surprised how far Polish co-operation went.89 

It was enhanced by the Franco-Soviet assistance pact, but 

84 Note of the Truppenamt, 31 Jan. 1934, Institut fur Zeitgcschichte, Munich 
(IFZG), MA 273, National Archives of the US, Mic. no. T 78, roll no. 356, pp. 316, 
412. . 

85 ADAP, ser. C, vol. iii, doc. 555, pp. 1028 and 1047. 
86 Roos, Polen und Europa, 126; General Stiilpnagel's 'Notizen zur augenblicklichen 

militarischen Lage' (Notes on the present military situation) 11 Apr. 1935 took 
account of all enemy forces, but did not mention the Polish forces. W. Bernhardt, 
Die Aufriistung Hitters von 1934 bis 1939 und ihre militiirischen und politischen Kon;r_eptionen, 
Ph.D. thesis (Kiel, 1968), 41 f. See also C. Burdick, 'Die deutschen militarischen 
Planungen gegeniiber Frankreich 1933-38', Wehrwissenschaftliche Rundschau, 
6 (1956), 678-85; W. Deist et al. (eds.), Ursachen und Vorausset;r.ungen der deutschen 
Kriegspolitik (Stuttgart, 1979). 

87 Wojciechowski, Deutsch-polnische Be;r_iehungen, 263, 271, 293. 
88 ADAP, ser. C, vol. iv, doc. 88, p. 158. 
89 Report by th,e German ambassador in Poland, Moltke, 23 Sept. 1936, BA-R 43 

II, 1482. 
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also by the economic advantages Poland expected from 
German-Polish trade after the customs agreement of 1 
March 1934 and the German-Polish trade agreement of 
November 1935, which, for the first time in German-Polish 
trade relations, contained most-favoured-nation status. 
German-Polish trade became less advantageous for Poland 
in subsequent years because of German rearmament, but 
political co-coperation continued.90 

Goering's soundings on German-Polish co-operation 
against the Soviet Union during his visit to Poland in 
January-February 1935 have not yet been examined 
thoroughly enough. According to the few Polish sources 
which have so far been used by scholars, the Polish govern-
ment rejected German hints concerning an aggressive 
German-Polish alliance against the USSR. However, a 
German source containing Hitler's report to Blomberg about 
Goering's visit reveals that the Polish side had suggested an 
agreement stating that in case of future territorial changes in 
East Central Europe Poland would expand to the south in 
exchange for more German influence in the Baltic area.91 

It is impossible to verify or falsify this document without 
further evidence, but Poland neglected defence planning 
against Germany, while Polish-Czechoslovak relations 
deteriorated.92 In 1935 Poland began to exert pressure on 
Czechoslovakia and a year later on Lithuania.93 Poland's am-
bition to gain Teschen (Cieszyn, þÿTain) from Czechoslovakia 
and to gain a common border with Hungary gave Hitler 

90 Seen. 59. 
91 Ahmann, Nichtangriffipakte, 534. A publication of this document and its context 

is planned. See also Wandycz, The Twilight, 384[, and Wojciechowski, Deutsch-
polnische Beziehungen, 245 ff. 

92 For the reaction of the Czechoslovakian government to the conclusion of the 
German-Polish pact see report by the German minister in Prague, 3 Feb. 1934, 
PAAA, Geheimakten 1920-1936, Polen Pol 2 H, Abkommen mit Polen iiber den 
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substantial support against Czechoslovakia in 1938. 94 From 
1936 onwards the Polish authoritarian government demanded 
colonies, arguing that Poland was overpopulated and had 
to solve her 'Jewish problem'.95 She embarked on naval 
rearmament to become a naval power overseas, where, as 
General Sosnkowski announced in February 1939, Poland's 
youth were to 'play the role due to Poland'.96 Poland had 
isolated herself and in 1939 was politically and-despite 
the new military-industrial COP complex-also militarily 
unprepared for the German challenge.9 · 

Britain, even before she overestimated the extent of German 
rearmament (which could be seen as a military justification 
of her appeasement policy), was not prepared to make a 
commitment to the security of East Central Europe. As early 
as November 1933 the Foreign Office had had second 
thoughts about Hitler's offers of bilateral pacts of non-
aggression and the permanent under-secretary, Vansittart, 
warned about them in April 1934.98 However, in view of 
a possible Franco-Soviet pact and because of fear of a repeti-
tion of the developments which had led to the First World 
War, Britain made Hitler's offers negotiable and thereby 
effective. On IO May 1934 Simon asked Ribbentrop whether 
Germany would consider concluding a non-aggression pact 
with Belgium and whether she would consider making the 
same offer to France, in order to make a new British com-
mitment to Locarno unnecessary. The Nazi government 
took the initiative in negotiating a non-aggression pact with 

94 Roos, Polen und Europa, 349 ff.; Wojciechowski, Deutsch-polnische Beziehungen, 
437, 456 ff., 480, 491. 

95 Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 508-9, n. 1328. There is still a lack of research on 
Poland's colonial ambitions and demands. 

96 Ibid. 
97 See 'Ubersicht iiber den Stand der fremden Heere, Januar 1939' (Survey of the 

state of foreign armies), IFZG, MA 275, National Archives of the US, Records of 
Headquarter, German Army High Command, Mic. no. T 78, roll no. 361, film nos. 
323, 407-8. See M. Hauner, 'Die Rolle der Riistungsindustrie in Osteuropa 
und die Verteidigungsanstrengungen Polens bis 1939', in F. Forstmeier and 
H. E. Volkmann (eds.), Wirtschaft und Rustung am Vorabend des Zweiten Weltkrieges 
(Diisseldorf, 1975), 331-63; G. W. Strobel, 'Die Rolle der Riistungsindustrie 
in Polen vor Ausbruch des Zweiten Weltkrieges', ibid. 364-87, and id., 'Die 
Industrialisierung Polens am Vorabend des Zweiten Weltkrieges zwischen Innen-
und Wehrpolitik', Zeitschriftfiir Osiforschung, 24 (1975), 221-71. 

98 DBFP, 2nd ser., vol. vi, no. 83 and appendix III, pp. 980 f. 
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Belgium, but with the aim of undermining and dissolving the 
Locarno order. It broke off the negotiations in July 1934 
when it became obvious that it could not achieve this ob-
jective. 99 In order to avoid a Franco-Soviet pact the British 
government worked for the inclusion of Nazi Germany in 
the Eastern pact scheme, and negotiated Hitler's offers of 
bilateral and multilateral non-aggression pacts. Eden and 
Simon, who in 1935 tried to use Hitler's offers to get 
Germany back into the League of Nations, seemed not to 
understand that the German strategy was directed against 
the League. MacDonald's speech in the House of Commons 
on 2 May 1935 showed that he was still under the mistaken 
impression that the German offers could be combined with a 
Franco-Soviet assistance pact. 100 In fact, they were directed 
against it. Nazi Germany's offer of a naval treaty with 
Britain, first made on the basis of a non-aggression pact in 
November 1933, was accepted by Britain in 1935. Vansittart's 
point that Hitler would not thereby achieve his aim of driving 
'a wedge' 101 between Britain and France did not take 
account of the French point of view. As late as 8 March 
1936, after the German remilitarization of the Rhineland, 
Eden still saw Hitler's offers of pacts of non-aggression 
as among the treaties that were advantageous for Britain, 
'giving an immediate and more or less lasting relief from the 
present international tension ... in fact agreements in which 
the spirit rather than the letter was the essential element'. 102 

He advised negotiating on the basis of these German offers, 
while France, seeing that they would isolate her, had refused 
them. Britain and Poland rejected the French multilater.al 
security proposals on the grounds that they were too com-
plicated. They seemed to prefer the German ones because of 
their 'simplicity'. 103 Again Britain did not realize that these 

99 ADAP, ser. C, vol. ii, doc. 443 pp. 787-90, doc. 467, pp. 829-831. Further 
documents on these negotiations are in the files: PAAA, II F Abr, Abr 43, No. 3, 
Nichtangriffspakte Deutschlands, vol. iii, and ibid. Die Sicherheitsfrage, vol. ii. 

100 M. Beloff, The Foreign Policy of Soviet Russia 1929-1941, i {London, 1952), 154. 
101 Vansittart's answers are quoted in Sir Samuel Hoare's letter to Sir G. Clerk, 

19 June 1935, printed in 0. Hauser, England und das Dritte Reich, i {Stuttgart, 1972), 
doc. 16, pp. 282-3. 

102 DBFP, 2nd ser., vol. xvi, doc. 48, p. 64. 
103 Europiiische Politik 1933- 1938 im Spiegel der Prager Akten, ed. F. Berber {Essen, 

1942), nos. 65, 66; ADAP, ser. C, vol. iv, doc. 293, p. 435. 
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offers were not meant to be fulfilled; they were made merely 
to prevent others from coming to new security agreements. 
The British questionnaire of 1936 on how the German pact 
offers should be put into practice was never answered by 
Hitler. Hitler's propaganda about the danger of alliances was 
in line with the British fear of a new 1914. The German chief 
interpreter, Paul Schmidt, expressed his surprise when Lloyd 
George, speaking with Hitler about the First World War 
during his visit to the Obersalzberg in September 1936, said 
that alliances were dangerous and suggested that without 
them war could be 'localized'. According to Schmidt, Lloyd 
George, 'aware or unawares', 104 was echoing Hitler's favour-
ite theme. Britain's active promotion of German pacts of 
non-aggression with the Baltic states and Czechoslovakia in 
1937-8 was counter-productive. The Nazi policy neutralized 
strategic areas which Britain needed for effective resistance 
to Hitler in 1939. The British rediscovery of the strategic 
importance of the Baltic states in May 1939 came too late, as 
did their evocation of the spirit of collective security in order 
to create resistance in the Netherlands and Denmark at the 
beginning of the phoney war. 105 

Thirdly, the year 1935, which marked the end of the 
Eastern pact debate, also marked Italy's embarkation on an 
aggressive policy in Abyssinia, which dealt another blow to 
collective security. In the course of the Abyssinian crisis, 
Mussolini became a supporter ofHitler's policy of pacts of 
non-aggression. In January 1936 he himself suggested to 
the German ambassador that Germany should offer a non-
aggression pact to Austria, which would, in his opinion, 
make Austria a German 'satellite' 106 and destroy all machi-
nations concerning a multilateral Danube security pact. A 
year later he followed German advice and adopted the 
German strategy by concluding a bilateral non-aggresssion 
pact with Yugoslavia. This, in turn, was hailed by the Nazi 
government as signalling the end of the League of Nations, 

104 Schmidt, Statist, 338. 
105 Ahmann, 'The German Treaties with Estonia and Latvia'; R. Cole, 'The 

Other "Phoney War": British Propaganda in Neutral Europe, September-
December 1939',Journal of Contemporary History, 22 (1987). 455-79. 

106 E. Robertson, 'Zur Wiederbesetzung des Rheinlandes 1936: Dokumentation', 
Vierteijahresheftefar Zeitgeschichte, JO (1962), 178-205 (doc. 1, p. 189). 
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and 'the further advance of the idea of individual pacts as 
opposed to a collective system'. 107 

Fourthly, Britain and France remained suspicious of the 
apparent change in Soviet policy towards favouring the 
status quo, collective security, and mutual assistance. In 
1936, two years after the Soviet entry into the League of 
Nations, British diplomats suspected the Soviet Union of 
trying to achieve an understanding with Nazi Germany, 
while the USSR harboured a similar suspicion about Britain. 
According to a report by the Soviet ambassador in France, 
Potemkin, there was a widespread suspicion in France that 
the Soviet policy of collective security was intended to push 
the capitalist European states into war against each other. 108 

The meaning of the Soviet policy of collective security after 
1933 and of its doctrine of 'indivisibility of peace', put 
forward from 1935 onwards, becomes questionable against 
the background of Stalin's secret offer of a non-aggression 
pact to Hitler in 1935, when Hitler refused, 109 and of his 
conclusion of such a pact with Nazi Germany in 1939. 
Historiographical debates about the meaning and the impact 
of the Soviet policy of collective security from 1933 to 1939 
have been going on for decades, and have recently started in 
the USSR as well. 

'INDIVISIBILITY OF PEACE': THE MEANING AND 
IMPACT OF THE SOVIET POLICY OF COLLECTIVE 

SECURITY, 1933-1939 

Until 1988, Soviet historiography had presented the USSR 
as the only true supporter of collective security in Europe, 
and especially East Central Europe, after 1933. The con-
clusion of a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany in 
August 1939 was explained as the last resort available to 
Soviet policy in order to protect the USSR against Nazi 

107 ADAP, ser. C, vol. iv, doc. 297, p. 642. F~r the German influence on the 
Italian-Yugoslavian pact of non-aggression of 25 Mar. 1937, see documents in the 
file PAAA, Pol IV, Po 2-3, Italien, Politische Beziehungen zwischen Italien und 
J ugoslawien, vol. i. 

108 DVP, xix (Moscow, 1974), no. 105, p. 189-95. 
109 Ahmann, Nichtangri.ffspakte, 368 f. 
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German aggression. The Western powers, Britain and 
France, were criticized for not having supported the Soviet 
peace policy, but for having tried to direct German ag-
gression against the USSR. The existence of a secret protocol 
to the Nazi-Soviet pact dividing East Central Europe into 
German and Soviet spheres of interests was denied, and 
the copy on film of this protocol in the German Foreign 
Ministry archive was regarded as a Western fabrication. 
Those Western historians who took the announcements and 
speeches of the Soviet commissar for foreign affairs, Maxim 
Litvinov, at _face value, tended to accept this interpretation of 
events up to May 1939, when Litvinov was replaced by 
Molotov, or August 1939, when the Nazi-Soviet pact was 
concluded. They acknowledged the secret protocol to the 
pact as genuine, not least because many other documents of 
that time referred to it. 

Other Western historians interpreted the whole Soviet 
policy of collective security from 1933 to 1939 as a diabolical 
tactic by Stalin to further divisions between the capitalist 
states for ideological reasons, to lead Hitler to an under-
standing with the USSR, and to let him start a second 
'imperialist' war for the sake of promoting world revolution. 
Between these extremes there are a number of different 
interpretations, acknowledging the shift in Soviet policy in 
1933, as well as another shift in 1939, and debating the 
extent of the former and the exact timing of the latter. 110 

11° For the discussions see T. J. Uldricks, 'A. J. P. Taylor and the Russians', in 
G. Martel (ed.), The Origins of the Second World War Reconsidered: The A. J. P. Taylor 
Debate after Twenty-Five Years (London, 1986), 162-86; E. Oberlander (ed.), Hitler-
Stalin-Pakt 1939: Das Ende Ostmitteleuropas? (Frankfurt, 1989); R. Ahmann, 'Der 
Hitler-Stalin-Pakt: Eine Bewertung der lnterpretationen sowjetischer AuBenpolitik 
mit neuen Fragen und neuen Forschungen', in Michalka (ed.), Der Zweite Weltkrieg, 
93- 107; G. Roberts (The Unholy Alliance, Stalin's Pact with Hitler (London, 1989)) 
does not-as he claims-provide unknown Soviet documents and appears to be 
unfamiliar with German archival sources and German historiography. See also the 
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deutschen Diplomatie 1938-39 (Berlin, 1990)) by B. Bonwetsch in Das Parlament, 46/47 
(9-16 Nov. 1990), 15. A very good account and analysis is provided by D. C. Watt, 
How War Came: The Immediate Origins of the Second World War, 1938-39 (London, 
1989). For an evaluation of the filmed protocol and other documents in the German 
archives see H. Koenig, 'Das deutsch-sowjetische Vertragswerk von 1939 und seine 
geheimen Zusatzprotokolle', Osteuropa, 39 (1989), 413-58. "Niemand kann uns 
iiberftihren": der Sowjethistoriker Lew Besymenski iiber die Entdeckung der 
Geheimprotokolle zum Hitler-Stalin Pakt', Der Spiegel, 45: 3, 14 Jan. 1991, 
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While this chapter is being written, a new debate has started 
in Soviet historiography on Stalin's domestic and foreign 
policy. As far as Soviet foreign policy is concerned this 
debate has so far been limited to the years 1938-9. In has 
led to official acknowledgement of the existence of the secret 
protocol, as it is known in the West, and has resulted in 
historians like Arumae, þÿDaaiev, and Semirjaga writing 
articles which have turned the older Soviet interpretation of 
Soviet foreign policy in 1939 upside down. 111 While criticiz-
ing the reluctance of the Western powers to come to a 
mutual security agreement with the USSR, Arumäe has 
pointed out that these powers had reason to mistrust Stalin, 
that there was no acute danger of a German attack on 
the Soviet Union in 1939, that Stalin had a choice between 
an alliance with the Western powers and a pact with Hitler, 
and that his reason for choosing the German alternative was 
to increase the territory as well as the political and ideo-
logical influence of the Soviet Union at the expense of others. 

But we cannot evaluate the shift in Soviet policy in 1939 
without fully understanding the background to, and the 
meaning of,. the shift in Soviet policy from 1933 to 1935. It 
may be that the historical debate in Russia will soon analyse 
this too, and will provide us with long-awaited documents 
from Russian archives which will answer some of our 
questions. In the mean time, our task remains to find an 
interpretation which can explain what happened on the basis 
of as many documents as we can obtain from Western 
archives and Soviet publications. 

Most of the research on the shift in Soviet policy which 
occurred between 1933 and 1 935 reveals something which 
was, in fact, already known at the time and which increased 
Western suspicions. The shift in Soviet policy did not include 
a change in Soviet ideology, or in the USSR's ideological 
opposition to the League of Nations. 112 In January 1934 

111 V. Dasicev, 'Vostok-Zapad: Poisk novych otnosenij', Literaturnaja ga:(,eta, 18 
May 1988; H. Arumae, 'Esce raz o sovetsko-germanskom pakte o nenapadenii', 
Sovietskaja Estonija, 17 and 18 Aug. 1988, in an extended version in Rahva Hiiiil, 10 
Aug. 1988, in German translation in Oberlander, Hitler-Stalin-Pakt; M. Semirjaga, 
'23 avgusta 1939 goda-Sovetsko-germanskii dogovor o nenapadenii: byla Ii 
al'ternative?', Literaturnaja ga:(,eta, 5 Oct. 1988. See also n. 110. 

112 See n. 19 and T. A. Taracouzio, The Soviet Union and International Law (New 
York, 1935); W. Hartlieb, Das politische Vertragssystem der Sowjetunion 1920-1935 
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Kaganovich was still repeating Lenin's statement of 1920 
that to secure the only Socialist state, the revolution had to 
be spread and the capitalists had to be divided and set 
against each other. Even after the Soviet Union began to 
move towards the League of Nations, Molotov and others 
continued to oppose the League on ideological grounds. 113 

The USSR still rejected the principle of arbitration. It did 
not recognize the authority of the Hague Court. 114 Not until 
1935 did Korovin have to denounce his official theory that 
the USSR should respect international law only as far as 
it was useful for Soviet interests and only temporarily. 
E. B. Pasukanis's new theory, although more pragmatic, 
was hardly less revolutionary and Stalin took part in these 
theoretical discussions. 115 His promotion of Soviet patriotism 
from 1934 onwards was not a sign that the USSR had 
adopted the principle of the national state. Rather, it was 
a means of stabilizing Stalin's power, which had been chal-
lenged by Kirov and others in 1932-3. 116 

Historians have concentrated on the questions of whether 
Stalin or different factions were guiding Soviet policy in the 
mid to late 1930s and to what extent it was an ambiguous 
policy, shifting between attempts to revive the Soviet-
German understanding and attempts to co-operate with the 
Western powers against Nazi Germany. Without Soviet 
documents we cannot know when, and to what extent, Soviet 
policy was influenced by which of its actors. It seems more 
likely, however, that Stalin was sometimes undecided, than 
that Soviet policy after 1933-4 was conducted without his 
consent, or even against his wishes. If we assume that 
Stalin's interest from the years prior to 1933 did not change 
overnight, our major question must be: what changed in the 
international situation facing the USSR? Why did the Soviet 
perception that the League of Nations and collective security 
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assistance between capitalist states were a threat to the 
Soviet Union and her revolutionary principles change be-
tween 1933 and 1935? What was the meaning and the impact 
of the new Soviet doctrine of 'indivisibility of peace' which 
was put forward from 1935 onwards? 

Since 1925 partnership with Germany and the neutral-
ization of Poland and East Central Europe as a whole had 
been the main strategic objectives of a Soviet security policy 
that anticipated confrontations mainly with Britain and 
Japan. Most historians suggest that the Nazi threat to the 
USSR was the background to the changes which took place 
in Soviet foreign policy from 1933 onwards. Hitler's aims 
clearly revealed a new German threat to the USSR in 1933. 
But a German army of 100,000 men, which would have to 
cross Poland to attack a freshly rearmed Red Army, was 
in fact the smallest threat facing the USSR in 1933. It 
was certainly smaller than the threat to the USSR posed 
by Japanese forces in Asia at that time. Even during the 
Manchurian crisis of 1931-2, however, this threat had not 
induced the Soviet Union to join the League of Nations. In 
1933-4 and later the Soviets claimed that the USSR faced a 
German-Japanese threat. This claim is not taken seriously 
by historians because there is no evidence of close German-
] apanese co-operation against the USSR before the end of 
1935, and even a German-Japanese connection could hardly 
challenge the Soviet Union in Europe at that time without 
the co-operation of Poland. 117 As mentioned in the first part 
of this chapter, in 1931, during the Manchurian crisis, the 
Soviets claimed that Poland and Ja pan maintained a close 
connection directed against the USSR. This claim seems 
so far-fetched that neither then nor later was it seriously 
investigated. However, some documents have come to light 
which, together with new research being undertaken, may 
soon allow a new evaluation. As far as we can tell at present 
from Japanese sources, the Polish-Japanese connection 

117 While repeatedly demonstrating the Soviet fear of a German-Polish-
Japanese encirclement Haslam does not discover the background of this fear. 
(Haslam, Soviet Union, 26, 29, 31 ff.). He reserves Soviet-Japanese relations after 
1933 for discussion in another publication (pp. 41 and 250 n. 76). 
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started with the Polish-Soviet war in 1920.118 Initially 
limited to co-operation between the secret services of the 
two countries and directed against the USSR, it gained 
momentum in the late 1920s and early 1930s, although 
neither the French nor the Germans seemed to have been 
aware of this. German suspicions could have been aroused in 
1928 when the Japanese under-secretary at the League 
of Nations, Sugimura, informed them about future Polish 
political moves which they had not heard of. 119 During the 
early stages of the Franco-Soviet negotiations on the Eastern 
pact scheme in 1933, however, the German ambassador 
in Italy, Ulrich von Hassell, dismissed suggestions that a 
German-Polish-Japanese encirclement of the USSR could 
be the background to the shift in Soviet foreign policy. In his 
view no such combination existed. 120 When the French 
journalist, Jacques Bardoux, reported in Le Temps on 27 
January 1935 that during an inspection of a Polish army unit 
the Japanese military attache in Poland had referred to a 
recently concluded Polish-Japanese military treaty, neither 
the source nor the information were trusted. 121 Asked for 
further information, the German military attache in Poland 
could only confirm in his report on 12 February 1935 that 
the Polish and Japanese secret services were co-operating 
very closely against the USSR and shared the same building 
in Warsaw. 122 In 1938 the French ambassador to Germany, 
Coulondre, was surprised by the amount of information that 
his Polish colleague had from Tokyo. And he wrote later 

118 'From Recollections of General Yamawaki, Masataka, who for three and a 
half years from March 1919 onwards was on an official mission in Poland', Archive 
for Military History, Tokyo, Operative Plans of the Japanese Kwantung-Army 
against the Soviet Union, vol. 17, no. 35-17, l/2, Secret investigation by Nishihara, 
Yukio. The author is grateful to Prof. Hisashi Takahashi from the Military History 
Department of the Japanese National Institute for Defence Studies for supporting 
the author's investigation into Polish-Japanese relations and allowing him to see 
this document. A publication of this document and others is in preparation. 

119 Frohwein's 'note', 11 July 1928, Appendix to Vbd. 1864, PAAA, Vbd.-Akten, 
Beziehungen zwischen Deutschland und RuBland, vol. i. 

120 Hassell to the German Foreign Ministry, 28 Dec. 1933, additional telegram, 
PAAA, Vbd.-Akten, Beziehungen zwischen Deutschland und RuBland, vol. i. 

121 See report submitted by the German military attache in Warsaw, Gen. 
Schindler, 12 Feb. 1935, PAAA, Geheimakten, II FM 26, Militarattache Warschau, 
vol. i. 

122 See above. 
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that, although he did not know why, Poland had actually 
been 'Japan's spokesman in Europe'. 123 What has been 
confirmed so far is that co-operation between Polish and 
Japanese intelligence was extended to co-operation in 
Manchuria and that a Polish-Japanese military staff agree-
ment appears to have been concluded, although not much is 
known about it. 124 

The threat to the USSR of a German - Japanese or a 
German-Polish-Japanese combination became more real 
with the anti-Comintern pact negotiations after 1935. Before 
that date, however, such a threat could indeed have been 
perceived by the Soviet Union in the German - Polish 
rapprochement of 1933-4. This seems to have been the major 
background to the shifts in Soviet policy from 1933 onwards. 
As early as 1930 Roman Dmowski, the leader of the helpless 
National Democratic opposition to Pilsudski, had published 
articles expressing the fear that Pilsudski might wish to con-
clude a military alliance with Germany, 'in order to smash 
the Soviet republic into a number of smaller states by means 
of an interventionist war'. 125 This fear was expressed again 
during the rapprochement between Hitler and Pilsudski in 
1933.126 Disregarding any opinion which Pilsudski might 
have had on the subject, Hitler indeed expressed a wish for 
German-Polish co-operation against the USSR. He raised 
the topic for the first time with the Polish minister, Wysocki, 
as early as 2 May 1933.127 Eight days later Radek, the Soviet 

123 R. Coulondre, Von Moskau nach Berlin I9J6-39: Erinnerungen des franziisischen 
Botschafters (Bonn, 1950), 395. 
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'The Polish Connection', in G. Daniels and P. Lowe (eds.), Proceedings of the British 
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and the "Anti-Comintern" ',Journal of Contemporary History, 22 (1987), 333-72. The 
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PAAA, IV Po, Politik 2 Polen, Bd. 41, Politische Beziehungen Polens zu 
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expert on Poland, astounded the world with his article on 
Versailles, expounding a new Soviet attitude towards the 
status quo. 128 In July 1933, the Germans received, from 
several different sources, a translated sheet of decisions 
apparently taken by the Politburo on 30 June 1933. 129 

From what we know already about such 'Politburo-decisions' 
obtained by the German government between 1931 and 
193 7, they should be treated with great suspicion. 13 How-
ever, we cannot check them against Soviet archive material, 
and some of them, in particular this one, do in fact accord 
with what happened afterwards. According to this paper the 
Politburo, perceiving the possibility of a growing German-
] apanese threat to the USSR, had decided ( 1) to approach 
the USA and Britain more closely on the issue of the Japanese 
danger in order to gain support against Japan, and (2) to 
enlist the support of France and Poland against Germany, 
but to avoid 'any formal commitment' by the USSR. 131 

Soviet policy in the following months followed exactly this 
path. Radek visited Poland in July 1933 and, as Pilsudski 
later claimed, seemed to have gone so far as to offer him 
command of both armies. 132 In October 1933 Radek inter-
vened directly in the domestic Polish discussion about the 
possibility of a further Polish understanding with Nazi 
Germany. 133 In subsequent negotiations with France the 
Soviet government tried unsuccessfully to obtain French help 
against Japan. 134 At the same time, in December 1933, 

128 K. Radek, 'Revizija versalskogo dogovora' (The Revision of the Versailles 
Treaty), Pravda, IO May 1933. 

129 See App. 2 to the letter by Brnich from the German embassy in Vienna to 
Tippelskirch from the German Foreign Ministry, 27 July 1933. Tippelskirch replied 
to Broich on 31 July 1933: 'I should like to inform you that we, too, have received 
similar news.' Both letters are in PAAA, Geheimakten 1920-1936, Polen Pol 2, 
Politische Beziehungen Polens zu Deutschland, vol. xv. 

130 M. Reimann and I. Suetterlin, 'So"'.ietische "Politbiiro-Beschliisse" der Jahre 
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(1989), 196-261. See also the discussion between A. A. Koppers and M. Reimann 
in the same issue, pp. 263-70. The 'document' used here is not mentioned. 
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Soviet rapprochement with the USA at least achieved US 
recognition of the USSR. Franco-Soviet negotiations about 
an Eastern security pact, which had been interrupted by the 
conclusion of the German - Polish pact, were resumed after 
various Soviet attempts to come to an agreement with 
Poland or with Nazi Germany had not succeeded by March 
1934. On 21 April 1934, one day after the Franco-Soviet 
negotiations were resumed, Impress in Paris announced that 
the German-Polish pact contained a secret clause in which 
Poland had agreed to give back the corridor and allow the 
Germans to build an Autobahn through her territory to the 
Soviet border in exchange for gaining the Ukraine. 135 This 
information was partially wrong. There was no such clause 
in the German-Polish pact, but Nazi Germany was in fact 
already making plans to build an Autobahn and a railway 
through Poland. 136 When the Soviet government heard in 
February 1935 that Poland had been approached by Germany 
with the offer of an 'alliance' against the USSR, this must 
have confirmed its fears. 137 The Soviet Union tried to include 
Poland and/or Germany in the Eastern pact scheme, and 
Litvinov was instructed that this was essential. 138 Even the 
Soviet assistance treaties with Czechoslovakia and France, 
which resulted from the failure of the Eastern pact negotia-
tions, made military sense only as a security measure against 
German-Polish co-operation, as German and Polish terri-
tories separated Soviet borders from those of the USSR's 
alliance partners. The threat of a German-Polish-Japanese 
encirclement which the Soviet government seemed to have 
perceived since 1933 and which appeared to have been the 
background to its change of policy became even more likely 
in 1935. Following the rumours of a Polish-Japanese military 
agreement and German offers of an 'alliance' with Poland 
against the USSR, Poland after Pilsudski's death still rejected 
participation in an Eastern security pact. Hitler rejected the 
suggestion of a Soviet-German non-aggression pact, and 
Germany and Ja pan moved closer together. 

135 See copy of the news dated 30 Apr. 1934, in PAAA, Geheimakten 1920-1936, 
Polen Pol 2 H, vol. ii/ 1. 

136 Wojciechowski, Deutsch-polnische Be:dehungen, 202, 234, 373f., 547 n. 1, and 
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Under these circumstances the aim of the Soviet doctrine 
of 'indivisibility of peace' put forward since 1935 was to 
obtain Western help against this German-Polish-Japanese 
danger, or to stiffen Western resistance to Hitler. It did not 
mean that the Soviet Union intended to protect and defend 
collective security in Europe beyond these Soviet interests. 
Nor did it rule out Soviet efforts to achieve a bilateral under-
standing with Nazi Germany. While Stalin was advising 
Eden in March 1935 that Britain should break off economic 
relations with Nazi Germany, the Soviet government itself 
was trying to establish a political link with Berlin via better 
economic relations. 139 Stalin openly supported the French 
rearmament programme. The USSR worked hard to keep 
the Western front united against Fascism in the Spanish civil 
war, but although she protested against Western reluctance 
to stop Hitler, she herself avoided harsh protests in direct 
contacts with the German government. When asked to 
impose sanctions against Germany after the remilitarization 
of the Rhineland, the Soviet government refused on the 
grounds that this was a purely Western affair. 140 While 
appeasing Japan in 1935-7, the Soviet government increas-
ingly threatened the Baltic states, pointing out that their 
League membership and neutrality were not enough to 
support a Soviet doctrine of forward defence. 141 This policy, 
together with Stalin's brutal domestic purges of the Red 
Army command, the Party, and the administration, resulted 
in not only Britain and Poland, but also the Baltic states and 
even France and Czechoslovakia becoming highly suspicious 
of Soviet motives in pursuing collective security, and of the 
USSR's value as an alliance partner against Hitler. We do 
not know whether the Soviet government was really prepared 
to assist Czechoslovakia in 1938, 142 but given that Britain 

138 Haslam, Soviet Union, 43; McMurry, Deutsch/and und die Sowjetunion, 203ff., 245, 
281. 

139 Haslam, Soviet Union, 48f. 
140 Ibid. 97-8. 
141 R. Ahmann, 'Die baltischen Staaten zwischen Deutschland und der 

Sowjetunion 1933-1939: Neutralitat oder Allianz-zwei Wege zu ihrem 
Untergang?', in J. Hiden and A. Loit (eds.), Contact or Isolation? Soviet-Western 
Relations in the Interwar Period (Stockholm, 1991), 381-403. 

142 If we follow Ivan Pfaff's forthcoming book (Die Sowjetunion und die Verteidigung 
der Tschechoslowakei) it may be doubted. 



Soviet and German Approaches 239 

and France were following a policy of appeasement and that 
Poland was taking the side of Nazi Germany, the USSR 
could only have assisted Czechoslovakia by violating Polish 
territory and risking a war with Germany and Poland at a 
time of growing conflict with Japan, avoiding which appears 
to have been the main aim of Soviet policy until then. 

This is not the place for a detailed discussion of the 
various German and Soviet signals, initiatives, and contacts 
which took place between October 1938 and April 1939.143 

Not enough evidence has so far been available for historians 
to evaluate the meaning and significance of these signals and 
contacts for subsequent developments. In view of the policy 
pursued by Nazi Germany towards Poland and the Baltic 
states between October 1938 and April 1939 it may be 
doubted whether early German initiatives towards the 
USSR were more than a German petit jeu. 144 If Hitler spoke 
about an understanding with the Soviet Union at the end of 
March, as von Brauchitsch claimed, or at the beginning 
of April, as von Weizsacker later thought he remembered, 
Hitler was apparently expressing a theoretical option of 
putting down Poland but not a plan which he or Ribbentrop 
were already pursuing. Nevertheless, in contrast to her 
previous attitude, Nazi Germany's policy between October 
1938 and April 1939 seemed to offer new opportunities for 
the Soviet Union. However, the whole international situation 
had changed over that period. From the Soviet perspective, 
and in particular from Stalin's viewpoint, what had changed 
as far as the previous constellation of threats to the USSR is 
concerned? 

Against the background of Western appeasement of Hitler, 
the information that Richard Sorge in Tokyo and, unwit-
tingly, Rudolf von Scheliah at the German Embassy in 
Warsaw provided Stalin with after October 1938 (as far 
as we know about this from a Soviet publication of docu-
ments), 145 gives the following picture: Hitler was planning an 

143 See. Watt, How War Came, 115f., 229f. and Fleischhauer, Der Pakt. 
144 R. Ahmann, 'Nazi German Policy Towards the Baltic States on the Eve of 

the Second World War', The Baltic and the Outbreak of the Second World War, ed. 
J. Hiden and T. Lane (Cambridge, 1992), 50-73. 

145 See the reports in Soviet Peace Efforts on the Eve of World War II (September 
r938-August r939}, Documents and Records, ed. V. M. Falin and A. A. Gromyko (2 
vols., Moscow, 1973). 
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agreement with Poland on the Ukraine and wanted Poland 
to tolerate German troops marching through her territory 
to attack the Soviet Union. He also wanted to come to a 
military agreement, going beyond the Anti-Comintern Pact, 
with Japan against the Soviet Union. The information 
received by the USSR suggests that Poland and Ja pan were 
not uninterested in these proposals, but further German 
plans for the rest of Czechoslovakia, Lithuania, and Danzig 
violated Polish interests. In a Polish-Soviet communique of 
27 November 1938, the Polish government confirmed the 
continued existence of its non-aggression treaty with the 
Soviet Union, and Hitler's attempts to persuade the Polish 
government to accept his suggestions for a global solution 
( Globallosung) failed. German - Polish negotiations had already 
broken down when Stalin signalled the possibility of a 
German-Soviet understanding in his speech of 10 March 
1939. Hitler's repetition of his demands to Poland on 21 
March, one day before Lithuania was forced to conclude the 
Memel (Klaipeda) Treaty, was simply a final attempt at 
persuasion. Britain's guarantee of Poland, however vague, 
put an end to the prospect of benevolent British neutrality 
vis-a-vis German aggression. 

As Arumäe and other Soviet historians have pointed out in 
the recent Soviet debate on the Molotov-Ribbentrop pact, 
there was no acute danger of a German attack on the USSR 
or of the Western powers directing Nazi German aggression 
against the USSR in 1939. At that time Nazi Germany had 
neither the military strength, nor strategic opportunities, nor 
concrete military plans for an attack on the USSR. The focus 
of Nazi German aggressive plans was Poland, followed by 
France, and it was only his victories against them that gave 
Hitler the military capacities and opportunities to fulfil his 
long-term ambition to attack the USSR. 146 The Western 
powers, during their alliance negotiations with the USSR 
from spring 1939 onwards, were too hesitant, but their 
aim, especially that of Britain, was to avoid war altogether. 
During the negotiations they conceded more and more to the 
Soviets, still believing that the conclusion of a grand alliance 

146 See n. 111. 
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would be enough to deter Hitler. They felt unable to defend 
East Central Europe on the spot and to provide Poland 
with military help. 147 Britain and Poland, in particular, 
mistrusted Soviet ambitions in East Central Europe. It 
appears that the secret information about Soviet-Western 
negotiations, which the German Embassy in London received 
from an unknown source from April 1939 onwards, was 
delivered by the Soviets themselves. 148 

Although it might appear to be model-building, it seems 
clear that Soviet advances to Germany from April 1939 
onwards intensified to the extent that the danger of a 
German-Polish-Japanese encirclement decreased and a 
British understanding with Poland, and ultimately Ja pan, 
developed. 149 Litvinov's replacement by Molotov on 3 May 
followed Hitler's revocation of the German-Polish non-
aggression treaty in a speech on 28 April, which also showed, 
according to Soviet information, that difficulties had arisen 
in the German-Japanese negotiations, whose conclusion 
Hitler wanted to make public here, but could not. The Soviet 
Union now advanced against Japan and also displayed a 
new self-confidence in her negotiations with the West. British 
emissaries were surprised to discover that Molotov had 
previous knowledge of their instructions. It is more than 
likely that Stalin was informed about Anglo-Japanese talks. 
These excluded British support for the Soviet Union against 
Japan as well as Japanese support for Hitler's plan, which, 
as was becoming apparent, was to advance against the 
Western powers after having taken Poland. 150 The first 
Soviet offer of a non-aggression treaty to Germany was made 
on 15 June, exactly at the time when Japan indicated in 
Berlin that she was not ready for war. The Soviet suggestion 
demonstrates that the Soviet Union did not feel under press-

147 A.J. Prazmoswka, 'The Eastern Front and the British Guarantee to Poland of 
March 1939', European History Quarter{>,, 14 (1984), 183-209. 

148 D. C. Watt, 'Francis Herbert King: A Soviet Source in the Foreign Office', 
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149 See for the following outline R. Ahmann, 'Der Hitler-Stalin-Pakt: 
Nichtangriffs- und Angriffsvertrag?', in Oberlander, Hitler-Stalin-Pakt 1939, 26-42, 
33 ff., and id., 'Der Hitler-Stalin-Pak!: lnterpretationen', 104ff. 
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ure, but that she perceived three options, including the 
possibility of delaying negotiations with the West. This 
is, in fact, the course that was taken, as Molotov made 
new demands to the Western powers. At this early stage 
the Soviet Union already justified her preference for an 
understanding with Germany not only in terms of fear of 
Germany's aggressive intentions, but also by referring to 
revisionist interests vis-a-vis Romania. Like the British 
guarantee of Poland in March 1939, the declaration in the 
House of Commons on Anglo-] apanese negotiations on 24 
July 1939 had a dual significance for the German-Soviet 
rapprochement. Up to this point, Hitler and Ribbentrop had 
concentrated on disrupting the Soviet-Western negotiations. 
Now, for the first time, they were interested in coming to an 
understanding with the USSR, and through their mutual 
contacts the Soviets expressed a desire for Germany to 
influence Ja pan. In mid-August Stalin still had several 
options, including allowing the German-Soviet and Soviet-
Western negotiations to continue without interference, or 
delaying them. 151 The specific treaty negotiations show that 
it was Stalin, reducing his own negotiating options, who 
offered the Germans an unlimited neutrality obligation in 
the draft Soviet non-aggression treaty, something which 
Ribbentrop had not asked for in his hastily conveyed draft of 
18 August. 152 This made aggression vis-a-vis third parties 
possible for both treaty partners, and this Soviet draft was 
tied to the simultaneous signing of a special protocol on the 
delimitation of spheres of interest in East Central Europe, 
the possibility of which had been raised by Ribbentrop 
since the end of July. The situation in which this draft was 
presented-minutes after the German ambassador had been 
dismissed because of issues that had not been clarified and 
together with an authorization for Ribbentrop to travel to 
Moscow to sign the treaty-demonstrates that Stalin had 
given up the possibility of protracted negotiations. This 
made it possible for Hitler to wage war against Poland in 

151 They are outlined in Ahmann, 'Der Hitler-Stalin-Pakt: Nichtangriffs- und 
Angriffsvertrag', 3 7. 

152 For the background to and differences in the German and Soviet drafts see 
Ahmann, Nichtangriffspakte, 629-41. 
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the summer as planned, without fear of a Western-Soviet 
alliance and-after the conclusion of a Soviet-German econ-
omic treaty-without fear of a British blockade. Ribbentrop's 
suggestion that German-Soviet friendship should be em-
phasized in the preamble to the treaty was rejected by Stalin. 
Officially, the frontier treaty of 28 September was the first 
treaty that was also a 'treaty of friendship'. After the Western 
declarations of war on Germany and the end of Hitler's 
campaign in Poland, it would make sense to emphasize 
friendship, so that Germany could march on France without 
fear of a Soviet attack from the rear. 

There can be no doubt that Hitler still harboured his long-
standing aggressive intentions against the Soviet Union, 
but without the profits derived from a victory in Poland 
and France they were, in fact, not realizable in 1939. If 
Stalin's only intention in concluding the German-Soviet 
non-aggression treaty had been to keep the Soviet Union out 
of a war or to allow it to take place in a configuration 
that suited the Soviet Union, that is, as a war between the 
Western powers and Poland on one side and Nazi Germany 
on the other, then a simple non-aggression treaty such as 
Ribbentrop had suggested on 18 August would have sufficed. 
The continuing territorial and political agreements and 
measures in East Central Europe, and Soviet economic co-
operation with Germany, gave Hitler many more advantages 
while exposing the Soviet Union. In drawing upon the 
USSR's own raw materials and currency reserves, this 
German-Soviet co-operation went beyond Soviet security 
and economic interests. 153 Stalin's aim in thus strengthening 
Nazi Germany, which he believed to be weaker than the 
Western powers, could only be to decrease the capacity 
of the Western powers to re-establish the status quo in 
East Central Europe after their expected victory over Hitler. 
In the summer of 1940 Stalin explained to Cripps, the 
British ambassador, that the basis of the German-Soviet 
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non-aggression treaty was the common endeavour to sweep 
away the old balance that existed in Europe and which 
Britain and France had tried to uphold before the war. As far 
as Hitler's aims were concerned, Stalin had no illusions. He 
showed that he was convinced of the physical impossibility of 
such a German hegemony. 154 Stalin was deluded about the 
rationality of Hitler's policies, but in dealing with Churchill 
after the war he insisted on his goals in East Central Europe. 

Territorial-revisionist interests should not be overem-
phasized, but nor should the USSR's world revolutionary 
aims and the aim of securing the Soviet Union against acute 
danger in 1939 be overestimated. There was no acute danger 
in 1939 and even Stalin could only speculate about world 
revolutionary options in 1939. Stalin had stated on 26 
January 1934, when the German-Polish pact was signed, that 
Soviet policy was orientated only by its own interests. As 
Stalin's policy in 1939 showed once again, his concept of 
security was unilateral and hegemonial in its claims and its 
military doctrine of forward defence, and it combined ideo-
logical and strategic interests. East Central Europe was at 
the same time the strategic glacis for the military security of 
the Soviet Union, the bridgehead for the spread of revolution, 
and the object of territorial interests. These, to be sure, can 
be found in Soviet policy under Stalin in 1925 as well as in 
1939. The USSR's decision to sign the Hitler-Stalin pact 
was less pro-German than anti-British and anti-Polish, and it 
was supported by long-term interests at a time when the 
threat of a German-Polish-Japanese encirclement of the 
USSR, which had formed the background to the Soviet 
policy of collective security, had ceased. 

The impact of this Soviet policy was threefold. First, the 
ambiguous status of the Soviet Union as a potential, but 
at the same time suspicious, partner against Hitler divided 
public opinion in Britain and France and increased disagree-
ment about how best to cope with the Nazi danger. Secondly, 
the possibility of deterring Hitler from attacking Poland by 
means of a Soviet-Western alliance was undermined by 

154 J. W. Briigel, Stalin und Hitler: Pakt gegen Europa (Vienna, 1973), doc. 282, 
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the information which was delivered by the Soviets to the 
Germans, and by Soviet-Western disagreements. It was 
finally dissolved by the announcement of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop pact. Thirdly, Soviet policy after the German 
attack on Poland and the economic help it gave to Nazi 
Germany played some part in increasing Hitler's ability to 
attack France in 1940. 

CONCLUSION 

In his memorandum on 'Britain, France and Germany' 155 of 
3 February 1936, shortly after the failure of the second round 
of international attempts to achieve an Eastern security pact, 
the permanent under-secretary of the British Foreign Office, 
Sir Robert Vansittart, who can hardly be regarded as a 
Germanophile, acknowledged the failure of Western security 
policy. He stated that the Versailles system had broken down 
and that 'the brief day when it was possible to believe that 
in Central Europe German influence could be effectively 
countered by that of France, Italy or Britain is past'. He 
criticized France's inability to come to terms with Germany 
at an earlier time and the 'negative attitude' and inflexibility 
of Eastern states on border issues, and acknowledged the 
criticism made at home, that during fifteen years of uneasy 
status quo Britain had made 'no honest attempt' to revise the 
Versailles order. He realized that the change of Soviet policy 
did not mean a change in the Soviet Union's inclination 
to come to terms with Nazi Germany and that the Nazi 
doctrine oflocalization of conflicts might mean 'that Germany 
will choose her own time for asserting each of her claims and 
that Europe will be forced to deal with each one separately 
when Germany elects to raise it'. But his question 'do we or 
do we not want to bring Germany back into the concert of 
Europe?' and his recommendations-close co-operation be-
tween Britain, France, and Germany 'on a footing of complete 
equality', to accept German remilitarization of the Rhineland 

155 The sections of Vansittart's memo which are quoted here are printed in 
Hauser, England und das Dritte Reich, vol. i, no. 21, pp. 288-94. 



R. AHMANN 

and German economic hegemony in East Central Europe if 
Germany followed the League's principles-reflected a crucial 
misperception. Nazi Germany was seen even by Vansittart 
in terms of the Weimar Republic or even Wilhelmine 
Germany. Vansittart's assessment would have fitted the 
situation which had existed in 1925-6, when the Versailles 
order had already ended and the brief heyday of British and 
French economic and political influence in East Central 
Europe had come to an end. His recommendations in 1936 
were what Stresemann had expected in vain in 1926. 

It was a major problem in the second Eastern security 
pact negotiations that not only the USSR, but also Poland 
and Britain defined their national security policy not in terms 
of multilateral co-operation, but in relation to Germany, and 
did not acknowledge the interdependency of their policies 
towards a Germany which had changed fundamentally. The 
USSR which had ideologically challenged and politically 
undermined multilateral co-operation in East Central Europe 
in the 1920s, sought it in the 1930s only to the extent that, 
and for as long as, it seemed to be the only way to secure 
her own borders. Stalin appears not to have given up his 
ideological and expansionist ambitions, which in 1939 led 
him to the pact with Hitler. Pilsudski's Poland, which had 
undermined multilateral co-operation by creating territorial 
conflicts with most of her neighbours after the First World 
War, did so again in the 1930s by misjudging her own 
capacity to pursue an independent Great Power policy 
alongside Nazi Germany. Britain, whose non-commitment 
had left France in a deadlock with Germany in the 1920s, 
still did not commit herself to the security of East Central 
Europe or France in the 1930s. Without multilateral co-
operation in East Central Europe and in Western Europe, 
Germany, which had a structurally given economic hegemony 
in East Central Europe, gained the political hegemony of a 
central railway station between both areas. Stresemann's 
Weimar was a challenge to the Versailles order less because 
of her ambiguous policies, which apart from revisionism 
against Poland were in other aspects quite stabilizing in East 
Central Europe, 156 than because of her potential in a frag-

156 See J. Hiden, The Baltic States and Weimar Ostpolitik (London, 1987), 171-97, 
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mented Europe. The necessity of German self-restriction and 
co-operation was less and less apprehended in Weimar 
Germany. But it was Nazi Germany which even before she 
posed a real military threat exploited the potential of German 
power in a fragmented Europe by means that went far 
beyond the rejection of co-operation and for objectives that 
went far beyond the revision of the German-Polish border 
and the Versailles order. 

It appears that the main problem of British policy in the 
Eastern pact debates from 1925 to 1939 was not, as has been 
suggested, the question of 'whether to oppose Germany or 
Russia', but the question of how to co-operate with France, 
that is how to co-operate with France and Germany in the 
1920s and how to co-operate with France and the USSR in 
the 1930s. The main problem for France in these debates 
and negotiations cannot be described as German-Soviet co-
operation and partition of Poland. This was the aim neither 
of Stresemann's nor of Hitler's policy and was only the final 
and short-term result. The problem for France after not 
achieving an alliance with Britain was to rely on German-
Polish antagonism and to underestimate Pilsudski-Poland's 
ambitions and Polish-Soviet antagonism. 
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The Political and Strategic 
Significance of Advances in 

Armament Technology: 
Developments in Germany and 

the 'Strategy of Blitzkrieg' 
MANFRED MESSERSCHMIDT 

Germany's campaigns against Poland, Holland, Belgium, 
France, Yugoslavia, and Greece, as well as the attack on 
Russia, have been described as examples of Blitzkrieg. These 
wars seemed to follow a coherent strategic plan. We know 
today, however, that this was not in fact the case. Never-
theless, the Wehrmacht's successes during the first two years 
of the Second World War have led historians to speak of the 
strategy of Blitzkrieg, inspiring them to seek the reasons 
for and conditions of this rather complex phenomenon. 
Since Milward's and Eichholtz's works on Germany's war 
economy,1 it has been widely believed that Blitzkrieg was the 
result of economic shortcomings and wrong decisions in 
organizing Germany's economy and industry for wartime 
requirements. In effect the economic situation led to a 
concentration on Breitenriistung instead of Tiefenrüstung, that 
is, breadth of armament rather than depth of armament. 
Consequently the German forces could hope to win the war 
only by gaining a number of quick victories in succession, as 
the economy was geared to this kind of strategy. Early works 
like Klaus Hildebrand's Deutsche AujJenpolitik 1933-1945: 
Kalkiil oder Dogma?2 conferred upon this interpretation the 
status of a dogma by arguing that for Hitler Blitzkrieg was 

1 A. S. Milward, Die deutsche Kriegswirtschaft 1939-1945 (Stuttgart, 1969); D. 
Eichholtz, Geschichte der deutschen Kriegswirtschaft, i. 1939- 1941 (Berlin, 1969). 

2 Stuttgart, 1971. 
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the only possible kind of warfare, even against Poland.3 The 
course of the Second World War showed that Germany's 
Breitenriistung was successful on the Continent. Only the 
USSR and USA could stop the Wehrmacht, and only with 
regard to Russia did German hopes for a short war prove 
wrong. Such a hope never existed with respect to the USA, 
while Britain played a special role in Hitler's expectations. 
On the other hand, Hildebrand obviously believes that 
Germany's plans in 1938 to build a strong Atlantic fleet 
could have helped to realize Hitler's future policies against 
the USA, despite the fact that there were no plans for 
Tiefenrustung, which would have included the navy in 1938. 

The conclusions that have been drawn from the short-
comings of German economic preparations for war will not 
concern me here. New research suggests that Germany was 
endeavouring to prepare for a coming total war by organ-
izing her economic resources and manpower. 4 There was no 
question of keeping a kind of Blitzkriegsfriedenswirtschaft 
(a peacetime economy geared to a short war); what is 
obvious is the failure of the attempt to organize a total war 
economy. There is, of course, a relationship between the 
economy and arms production, and, therefore, no doubt 
exists that Germany would have produced more and better 
weapons on the basis of a more effective economy. This 
was no secret at the time. Taking into account the fact that 
Hitler did not wish to start a great war in 1939, that he 
believed he would have more time to prepare such a war 
after the defeat of Poland, German armaments between 1936 
and 1939 must be measured in terms of restricted goals and 
not of Hitler's ultimate aims. 

The impact of armament technology on Germany's 
policies and strategy must therefore be seen in connection 
with the question of whether it complied with or strengthened 
basic pre-war assumptions held by the political and military 
leaders. If arms technology offered any inducement to 
German strategic plans during the pre-war years it was 

3 Ibid. 89. 
4 R. J. Overy, '"Blitzkriegswirtschaft?" Finanzpolitik, Lebensstandard und 
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related to the Luftwaffe and the motorization of army 
units, especially the build-up of new Panzer divisions (tank 
divisions). 

THE PANZER FORCES 

Early experiences with tank units during manœuvres in 1935 
had had a decisive impact on the army's operational think-
ing. The second half of this year marked the transition from 
the hitherto unquestioned defensive strategy to what General 
von Fritsch called 'offensive defence'. The debate about 
strengthening the arrriy's offensive capability (Starkung der 
Angrif.fskraft des Heeres) began. Beck, chief of the general staff, 
was among the most fervent advocates of this idea. 

In addition to the three scheduled tank divisions he asked 
for extra tank brigades to be allocated to each of the twelve 
army corps. The idea was that besides assisting the infantry, 
the tank forces would be able to undertake far-reaching 
independent operations. Beck's Aujbauplan envisaged that 
forty-eight tank brigades would be ready in 1939.5 Moreover, 
Beck requested the creation of four motorized divisions to 
increase further the army's mobility. Thus the army was to 
become capable of launching long-distance operations. A 
timetable for the three years, from October 1936, contained 
the plan for the tank brigades shown in Table 1. 

This programme must be seen in the context of the general 
armaments plan of August 1936 that provided for a field 
army of 2.4 million soldiers and 44 divisions. The resources 
gained in Czechoslovakia and Austria greatly increased the 
army's strength in September 1939, permitting the formation 
of six tank divisions, four light infantry divisions, and four 
motorized infantry divisions. This, of course, represented a 
mobile force superior to that of other armies. The question is 
whether or not this superiority was based on technological 
advantages. That this was not the case is quite easily proven 

5 K.-J. Muller, General Ludwig Beck: Studien und Dokumente ::.ur politisch-militiirischen 
Vorstellungswelt und Tiitigkeit des Generalstabschefs des deutschen Heeres 1933-1938 
(Boppard, 1980), 469-77, doc. no. 37; 'Denkschrift iiber die Erhohung der 
Angrilfskraft des Heeres', 30 Dec. 1935, BA-MA, Ii H 662. 
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TAB LE 1. Timetable for the strengthening of tank brigades from 
October 1936 

Date Actual strength Additions Total 

1 Oct. 1936 12 4 16 
1 Oct. 1937 16 8 24 
1 Oct. 1938 24 12 36 
1 Oct. 1939 36 12 48 

by looking at the year 1937, when the German tank units 
had only tanks of types I and II at their disposal. Both types 
used a Carden-Lloyd chassis, Panzer I being equipped with 
two machine-guns, Panzer II with one machine-gun and one 
2-cm. gun. 

Beck called tank divisions of this quality 'die Waffen 
der guten Gelegenheit' (weapons for good opportunities).6 

That is, he believed that they could not force a break-
through against a strong enemy, but could take advan-
tage of successes already gained by infantry and artillery 
forces, to extend a break in the defences into a Durchbruch 
(breakthrough). 

This had some significance for the general staff's strategic 
plans, which saw France and Czechoslovakia as Germany's 
principal adversaries. It meant that the tank divisions of the 
1935-7 type would never be able to overrun the enemy 
fortifications. In Beck's view, Germany's strategy, further-
more, had to use the tactics of offensive defence. It was 
impossible to talk of Blitzkrieg. Apart from the military 
thinking that focused on the idea of a mobile warfare in-
tended to avoid a second war in the trenches, Blitzkrieg 
strategy simply did not exist. 

After 1937 technological developments did not really 
change the army's strategic problems. In view of Germany's 
disastrous lack of raw materials Beck told Blomberg in the 

6 Muller, General Ludwig Beck, 461, doc. no. 35, 'Nachtragliche Betrachtungen zu 
dem Einsatz des Panzerkorps in der Lage der Truppenamtsreise vom 13. 6. 1935', 
BA-MA, RH 2/v. 134. 
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middle of December 1937, that is, after Hitler's conference 
with the supreme commanders on 5 November 1937, that the 
army would not be ready for action during the winter of 
1938-9.7 General economic setbacks came in 1938. The new 
tanks that had gradually been introduced since 1938 were 
better equipped; Panzer III had a 3.7 cm. gun, Panzer Mark 
IV a 7.5cm. gun. But in 1938 only a few had been allocated. 

During the Czech crisis in 1938 Beck's strategic view 
obviously reflected his evaluation of the army's strength. In 
his 'Betrachtungen zur gegenwartigen militarpolitischen 
Lage Deutschlands' ('Reflections on the present military-
political situation of Germany')8 dated 5 May 1938, he 
once again stressed that Germany could not count on a 
fully prepared army in the near future. A war against 
Czechoslovakia would mean a long war with the Western 
powers-in his eyes, a war that Germany could not win. 
Beck does not seem even to have thought of a Blitzkrieg. 
This becomes satisfyingly clear in his 'Denkschrift für 
Brauchitsch' ('Memorandum for Brauchitsch') of 3 June 
1938,9 and in his comments on Hitler's statement of 28 May 
1938. 10 Both of these documents must be seen in the context 
of Beck's general views on the strategic danger represented 
by Czechoslovakia. He was convinced that Germany should 
eliminate this danger, but that this must be done carefully. 
This meant that any such move had to be prepared by a 
skilful foreign policy which would exclude a war with the 
Western democracies and which should be undertaken only 
after Germany had completed her armaments buildup, 
which, he believed, would not be before 1942. On this basis 
he had raised no objections to the new version of 'Fall Griin' 
( code name of German military plans for an attack on 
Czechoslovakia) of 21 December 1937. 11 But Hitler changed 
the timetable in the spring of 1938 because he believed the 

7 OKH [Oberkommando des Heeres], 14. Dec. 1937, BA-MA, Ill H 98/2. 
8 BA-MA, N 28/3. 
9 Ibid. 
10 'Bemerkungen zu den Ausftihrungen des Fiihrers am 28. 5. 1938' from 29 May 

1938, ibid. 
11 ADAP, Ser. D (1937-41), 3 vols. (Baden-Baden, 1950-70), vol. Vii, App. 3, 

pp. 547 ff. 
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general political situation was favourable for early action. 12 

The strategic aspect of his arguments was perhaps used only 
to give it additional momentum-but here lies the origin of 
the belief that surprise attack with tank forces and the air 
force would decide political issues and help to settle vital 
questions in Germany's favour. Swift action might compel 
the Western powers not to intervene. 

This became the crucial point in the differences between 
Hitler and the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW-German 
Army High Command) on the one hand and the general staff 
on the other. On 21 April 1938, Hitler and Keitel spoke of 
blitzartiges Handeln ('action of lightning speed') as the best 
solution. 13 But a strategic blow from the blue might stir up 
hostile feelings abroad. Hitler, therefore, said in the new 
political 'Fall Griin' directive of 30 May 1938 that he had 
irrevocably decided to destroy Czechoslovakia. 14 Hitler and 
Keitel assumed that the first four days were decisive. The 
attack should, therefore, be launched with the full force of 
the Wehrmacht, while all other borders were safeguarded by 
small forces. Strategic surprise was of the utmost importance. 

But it was precisely this precondition for success that the 
chief of the general staff doubted. Beck said bluntly in his 
memorandum of 29 May 1938 that the idea of a surprise 
invasion of Czechoslovakia by means of a motorized force 
was an illusion. Such a force did not exist. The army did 
not have operational experience with such a force, not to 
mention the problems posed by the Czech fortifications. He 
added that the operation of close air support was also 
untested. 

The general staff's 1938 war game, 15 planned to examine 
the possibilities of a strategic surprise, seemed to indicate 
that the Wehrmacht could gain quick successes against 
Czechoslovakia, and that Beck's pessimism was perhaps 

12 M. Messerschmidt, 'Aul3enpolitik und Kriegsvorbereitung', 
Militiirgeschichtliches ·Forschungsamt (ed.), Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite 
Weltkrieg, 6 vols., (Stuttgart, 1979-90); W. Deist, M. Messerschmidt, H.-E. 
Volkmann, W. Wette (eds.), Ursachen und Voraussetzungen der deutschen Kriegspolitik, 
(Stuttgart, 1979), 537-701 (641 ff.); Muller, General Ludwig Beck, 249 ff. 

13 Schmundt's notes of21 Apr. 1938, ADAP, ser. D, vol. ii, doc. 133, pp. 190-1. 
14 Ibid., pp. 281 ff. 
15 BA-MA, Wi/F 5. 1502, 77-99. 
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wrong. He was, of course, right when he said that in a war 
with the Western powers early successes would not decide 
the war. 

From the technological point of view much can be said in 
favour of Beck's opinion. The result of the war game was 
never put to the test. In fact, the Czech 35t tank was superior 
to the German types 1-111. Even in 1939-40 the Czech 
model was considered to be the most advanced of all types of 
its weight. 

The German armed forces had 3,200 tanks at the outbreak 
of war in 1939, 2,600 of which belonged to I and II, while 
nearly 20 per cent were Czech models of the 35 and 38t 
types. This means that in 1938 the number of type III tanks 
in the German army was rather small: thus it did not possess 
technological superiority. The origin of the belief in a quick 
campaign against Czechoslovakia was numerical superiority 
backed only by the experience that the Condor Legion had 
gained in Spain. 

But numbers alone did not offer strategic solutions of 
the kind needed. What was required was concentration of 
numbers, and units trained to operate as an effective body. It 
was Hitler who forced this plan upon Brauchitsch and 
Halder at the beginning of September 1938, when he ordered 
the concentration of the armoured forces with the Tenth 
Army. 16 Thus, for the first time, the Wehrmacht had or-
ganized a tank spearhead for the invasion of a neighbouring 
country. This, of course, affected German strategic thinking 
in the future. 

What added to the superiority of such a force was the way 
in which it was made an operational striking unit. Except 
for Panzer I, all other types of tank were equipped with 
radio receivers and transmitters, so that large armoured 
groups could' manœuvre easily according to operational 
requirements. 

16 Der Prozess gegen die Hauptkriegsverbrecher vor dem Internationalen 
Militiirgerichtshof in Niirnberg, 14. November 1945-4. Oktober 1946 (IMG), 42 
vols. (Niirnberg, 1947-9), vol. Jtxv (Nuremberg, 1947), 462-464; W .. Deist, Die 
Aufriistung der Wehrmacht', Das Deutsche Reich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, vol. i. Deist, 
Messerschmidt, Volkmann, Wette (eds.), Ursachen und Vorausset;:ungen der deutschen 
Kriegspolitik, 371-532 (525). 
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With regard to Poland, Germany's numerical superiority 
and technological advantages in motorization and air power 
were obvious. Nor did the Wehrmacht face a fortification 
system there comparable to the Czech model. In Poland, 
therefore, Hitler's and the OKW plans could be imple-
mented. But in the winter of 1939-40 it became obvious that 
the leading generals shared Beck's doubts concerning 
Hitler's demand for an attack on the West. They did not 
believe in a Blitzkrieg solution here, and it was only after 
Manstein's operational plan was adopted that they changed 
their minds. 

This plan was based on the effectiveness of the tank divi-
sions in conjunction with the Luftwaffe. It is important to 
understand the impact of the scale and quality of German 
armaments on strategy and politics. It was not technological 
superiority that counted-the German tanks were not better 
than the best French types. What counted was organization 
and the decision to take full advantage of the specific qualities 
of Panzer units and armoured infantry-speed and fire-
power-thus making surprise the norm. 

THE AIR FORCE 

The air force as the other arm of mobile warfare had to 
overcome problems similar to those of the Panzer forces. 
Before 1938 Germany had superiority in terms neither of 
numbers nor of quality. In its 1935-6 Wehrmachtsstudie the 
War Ministry did not define the air force as an instrument of 
strategic warfare. This study clearly allotted specific tasks to 
the air force, for instance, to destroy the French air force 
and its bases in a war with France, Czechoslovakia, and 
Lithuania. The first strike would be delivered against enemy 
airfields and army movements. The same procedure was to 
be followed against Czechoslovakia. The study did admit 
that the Luftwaffe was not yet ready to fulfil tasks of this 
kind. 17 

17 K.-H. Volker, Dokumente und Dokumentarfotos ;:,ur Geschichte der deutschen Luftwaffe: 
aus den Geheimakten des Reichswehrministeriums 1919-1933 und des Reichsluftfahrtmini-
steriums 1933-1939 (Stuttgart, 1968), 445 ff. 
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The question in 1938 was whether the Luftwaffe with its 
new aircraft, the Ju 87 and Ju 88, could stand up to the 
demands of a war with France, Czechoslovakia, and also 
Britain. In a situation report written in late August 1938, 
the general staff was not optimistic about this. It argued 
that the Luftwaffe was not ready to achieve victory by 
bombing the enemy's economic centres but would have to 
assist the army in gaining operational freedom. In case of 
war the air force could not wait until spring to launch 
massive attacks, because by then the balance of power with 
the Western powers would be unfavourable, indeed dis-
advantageous. Because of the weakness of the German 
bomber force, the Luftwaffe's concentrated power could only 
strike at the enemy's most sensitive points. Raids against 
Britain would be impractical if not impossible. What was 
necessary, the study argued, was an expansion of the terri-
tory controlled by Germany: the army would have to occupy 
Belgium and the Netherlands before any significant results 
could be achieved. 18 In late September 1938, General Hans 
Felmy, commander of the Second Air Force, warned Goering 
that a Vemichtungskrieg (war of annihilation) against England 
was impossible with the means currently at the Luftwaffe's 
disposal. 19 After Munich, Hitler had ordered the Luftwaffe 
to step up its armament and procurement programmes: 
but the so-called Konzentrierte-Flugzeugmuster-Programm ( 1 
November 1938) was an illusion.20 Admittedly, it reflected 
operational ambitions and calculations that give an im-
pression of what might have been realized had these dreams 
come true. The Luftwaffe aimed to use 58 bomber squadrons 
proposed in the programme as follows: 30 against Britain, 15 
against France, and 13 for naval assistance.21 

Given that rrance and Britain were strengthening their air 
forces, the Luftwaffe's optimistic report on the air situation 
in Europe of 2 May of 1939 must be interpreted as an 

18 IMG, 25. 381 -91. . 
19 K. A. Maier, 'Totaler Krieg und operativer Luftkrieg', Militiirgeschichtliches 

Forschungsamt (ed.), Das Deutsche &ich und der Zweite Weltkrieg, vol. ii, K. A. Maier, 
H. Rhode, B. Stegemann, H. Umbreit (eds.), Die Errichtung der Hegemonie auf /Um 
europiiischen Kontinent, (Stuttgart, 1979), 43-69 (59). 

20 Volker, Dokumente und Dokumentarfotos, no. 89. 
21 Maier, 'Totaler Krieg', 61. 
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extraordinarily weak basis for operational planning.22 The 
report argued that the Luftwaffe was ahead of the war 
preparations of all possible opponents and stronger than 
the French and British air defences. On one point, the 
Luftwaffe's general staff was right: only in the West could the 
Luftwaffe fully test its readiness, whereas in Poland it could 
operate simply according to the plan set out in the new draft 
of directives for employment in the East of May 1939, that is, 
by starting a war with sudden, powerful attacks to assist the 
army directly and indirectly. 23 

The Luftwaffe was not ready to undertake effective air 
operations against Britain because its squadrons were not 
trained to an adequate standard. A Second Air Force war 
game ( 10-13 May 1939) suggested that operations against 
Britain would entail great difficulties.24 General Hans Felmy 
argued that the present state of control within air units was 
simply not sufficient for a strategic bombing campaign. In 
general, this analysis was confirmed by further studies by the 
Fiihrungsabteilung des Generalstabs ( chief department of the 
general staff) on operational goals for the Luftwaffe in 
case of war against Britain in 1939 (22 May 1939).25 As 
a preparation for the war with Poland, an exercise (General-
stabsreise der Luftwaffe 1939, 9-13 June 1939) examined 
how to eliminate an enemy air force by surprise attacks. The 
Luftwaffe was able to do this at least in the case of Poland.26 

On the eve of war (5 August), Goering announced a 
production programme, concentrating primarily on aircraft 
of types He 177, Ju 88, and Bf 109. Only the Bf 109 proved 
adequate for the demands of the Second World War. The He 
177 and Me 210 were almost total failures. 27 Consequently, 
the Luftwaffe was not ready for an operational air war 
outside the narrow confines of Central Europe, especially in 
Britain. This was largely the result of shortcomings in 
equipment and training. One of the main problems was the 
lack of a satisfactory radio system. The III AV type did not 

22 BA-MA, RL 2/535. 
23 BA-MA, RL 2 11/2. 
24 BA-MA, RL 7/42, extract. 
25 Militiirgeschichtliches Forschungsamt Freiburg, Materialsammlung Greffrath. 
26 BA-MA, RL 7/29. 
27 Maier, 'Totaler Krieg', 67. 
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allow simultaneous tactical and navigational communication. 
This problem was solved with the introduction of the I AV 
type, beginning in 1 939. 

This allowed the Luftwaffe to prepare more effectively for 
close air support. Medium-range bombers and Stukas were 
adequate for these tasks ( especially in Central Europe). 
During the Wehrmacht's war games, strong air force units 
were assigned to support the army. It appears that the 
Luftwaffe agreed with the army general staff's assessment 
that direct support of the army could be critical in a future 
war. In June 1939, the Luftflotte 3 (a unit of the German air 
force) discussed basic questions concerning the manœuvring 
of motorized troops with the army's operational staff. The 
chief topic was using 'battle aircraft' to combat motorized 
enemy troops.28 The Fifth Air Division tackled the problem 
of concrete fortifications in co-operation with the army in 
August 1939. There are many other examples of training 
in close army support, while naval support was relatively 
neglected. Further directives in the summer of 1939 provided 
Stuka close support aircraft, Bf I 10s, and bombers for direct 
support. 29 Reflecting on the results of the army general staff 
exercise of 1939, Luftflotte 3 summed up the push towards 
operations air war. It suggested that attacking an enemy 
army could lead to an earlier victory than bombing enemy 
economic resources and armament industries.30 

The experience of the Condor Legion in Spain confirmed 
this approach. In 1939 it seemed clear that in order to get 
the most out of the Luftwaffe, it had to be used on the 
battlefield. The Condor Legion's commander, Wolfram von 
Richthofen, had developed the tactic of close air support and 
firmly advocated it. A post-action report from the Spanish 
Civil War concluded that the original idea of achieving 
a quick victory by strategic attacks did not live up to ex-
pectations. 31 Thus the Luftwaffe was pushed into supporting 

28 H. Boog, Die deutsche Luftwaffenfahrung, r935-r945: Fiihrungsprobleme, 
Spitzengliederung, Generalstabsausbildung (Stuttgart, 1982), 174. 

29 Draft, 1, June 1939, BA-MA, RL 7/168. 
30 'Fiihrungsabteilung Luftflotte 3', 17 May 1939, BA-MA, RL 7/158. 
31 'Lw Gruppenkdo. 3', no. 7179, appendices 1-4c, BA-MA, RL 7/57; Boog, 

Luftwaffenfahrung, I 76. 
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the army, and used its experience in preparing for the next 
war. 

By August 1939 the Luftwaffe had a diversified force 
suitable for campaigns on the European continent: 275 long-
distance reconnaissance aircraft (Do 17), 356 other recon-
naissance aircraft (He 45, He 46, Hs 126), 788 fighters (Me 
109, Ar 68) in 15 groups, 431 destroyers (Me 109, Me 110) 
in 10 groups, 181 bombers (He 111, Do 17, Ju 88) in 30 
groups, 361 dive bombers (Ju 87) in 9 groups, 39 close air 
support (Hs 123) in I group, and 488 transport aircraft (Ju 
52) in 11 groups. 

The German air force had achieved superiority over the 
French air force, but the German aircraft industry never 
really found an effective solution to its problems with aircraft 
engines. The year 1938 witnessed a fall-off in aircraft pro-
duction. By September 1939 only 18Ju 88 had been allocated 
to the units.32 These figures show that the Luftwaffe laid 
great importance on defensive power as well as on offensive 
power-much more than was envisaged in earlier pro-
grammes. This is an indication that vulnerability in the air 
was perceived. Nevertheless, this decision, together with the 
failure of strategic bomber production, did not hamper the 
Luftwaffe's suitability for the army's strategy. The Luftwaffe 
was primarily planned and organized as an instrument of 
offensive warfare on the battlefield. 33 Thus strategic air war 
remained a second-best option. 

CONCLUSION 

To some extent, the Luftwaffe's tactical-operational con-
ception was just the theory needed by the army, above all by 
the Panzer forces. The development of dive bombers made 
up for deficiencies in the target-finding systems used by 
horizontal bombers. 

All in all, in 1939 the Luftwaffe was ready to knock out 
the air arms of Continental powers except for Britain and 

32 Deist, Aufrustung, 490. 
33 Boog, Luftwaffenfiihrung, 137 ff. 
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Russia. It had in real terms no great technological advantage 
over France, and even in theory only a temporary one, while 
Britain was able to overtake Germany as early as 1940. But 
between 1939 and the summer of 1940 a gap opened up that 
Hitler used to his advantage. France had started fighter 
production too late, and was therefore able to produce only 
one-third of the German output. The French Morane 400 
fighter was inferior to the Bf 109. A more effective organ-
ization and distribution of the French air force might 
nevertheless have caused the Luftwaffe serious trouble, for 
France possessed about 3,300 modern planes at the time of 
Germany's attack.34 

The strategic gap enabled the Wehrmacht to develop what 
had been invented as a method of surprise attack on inferior 
powers into a Blitzkrieg strategy against France and Russia, 
an outcome of which the army high command was unaware 
even after the defeat of Poland. The main factor in this was 
not Germany's technological advantage but the organiza-
tional and operational consequences of technological devel-
opments and more modern military equipment. These were 
by no means achievements unique to Germany. 

Hitler's decision, however, could in fact only bridge the 
gap and even during the so-called Blitzkrieg there was little 
technological development. In the end Beck's pessimism was 
vindicated: Germany's 'advantages' proved to be mere self-
deception. 

34 R. A. Doughty, 'The French Armed Forces 1918-40', in A. R. Millett and W. 
Murray (eds.), Military Effictiueness, 3 vols. (Boston, 1988), ii. 39-69 (51). 
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The history of economic and political co-operation between 
the Oslo states-Sweden, Norway, Denmark, the Nether-
lands, Belgium, Luxemburg, and Finland-from 1930 to 
1940 is an almost forgotten subject. On closer consideration 
it reveals many different aspects which link up with im-
portant themes of the inter-war period. 1 Initially the econ-
omic aspect of the Oslo co-operation dominated; later the 
political aspect gained in significance. Apart from Belgium, 
Luxemburg, and Finland the Oslo Group consisted of 
countries which had worked together as neutrals during the 
First World War, and continued to do so after 1918 as the 
former neutral states. This gave the Group substance and 
guaranteed its continuity to a certain extent, but also proved 
to be something of a drawback when other countries wished 
to join the Group. 

The following periods can be discerned in the history of 
the Oslo Group. 

1. Convention of Oslo (1930). As a consequence of the 
Depression and with the failure of economic negotiations for 
a general tariff peace sponsored by the League of Nations, six 
smaller states signed an open convention condemning tariff 
barriers and a protocol calling for closer economic co-
operation in Oslo-hence 'Oslo states', the brainchild of 
J. L. Mowinckel, the Norwegian prime minister and foreign 
minister of that time. 

1 G. van Roon, Kleine landen in Crisistijd: van Oslostaten tot Benelux, 1930-1940 
(Amsterdam, 1985). Now in English, Small States in Years of Depression. The Oslo 
Alliance 1930-1940 (Assen, 1989). 
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2. Convention of Ouchy (1932). During the reparations 
conference of Lausanne, the Netherlands and the Belgian-
Luxemburg Economic Union signed a convention calling 
for the reduction of duties. After the fall of the pound the 
Scandinavian countries were disunited concerning this 
proposal, though Norway later suggested extending the Oslo 
co-operation. With a new Swedish government which was 
much more sympathetic to the Oslo co-operation, the Oslo 
states nevertheless stressed the importance of conventions 
like Ouchy during the World Economic and Monetary 
Conference in London. 

3. Political co-operation (1935-6). Parallel with economic 
co-operation political co-operation developed, especially 
stimulated by Sweden and Belgium. It resulted in common 
deliberations on actual political affairs in Geneva and con-
sultations between the governments of the Oslo states. The 
declaration of the so-called ex-neutrals on I July 1936 was 
inspired by the Oslo Group. 

4. Treaty of The Hague ( 1937). This treaty was based on 
an initiative of the Dutch prime minister, H. Colijn. With 
respect to its main provisions Belgium-Luxemburg and 
the Netherlands agreed to dispense with import restrictions, 
whilst in return, the Scandinavian countries promised not to 
increase their duties. 

5. Conference of Copenhagen (1938). The main purpose 
of this conference was to clarify the Oslo Group's attitude to 
the sanctions problem. The Oslo states declared sanctions to 
be non-compulsory and expressed the hope that the League 
would intensify its efforts to prevent international con-
flicts. With respect to the conflict between Germany and 
Czechoslovakia they chose to remain neutral. About this 
time both the United States and the Oslo states became 
increasingly interested in closer co-operation. 

6. Conference of Brussels (1939). At the invitation of the 
Belgian king the Oslo states made a joint appeal for peace in 
August 1939. In addition they set up a permanent staff in 
Brussels, and initiated several peace mediations. 

Supporting the economic activities of the League of 
Nations was the principal aim of the signatories to the 
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Convention of Oslo. When, however, Britain and other 
countries refused to join the Convention, economic co-
operation became an end in itself. Although the Oslo states 
formed an important configuration in terms of foreign trade,2 
their economies were not really complementary. None the 
less, different opportunities to expand economic co-operation 
were utilized, also in bilateral relations. Not only the gov-
ernments, but also political parties and employers' and 
employees' organizations showed interest in the Oslo co-
operation. To the outside world the main indications of the 
existence of the Oslo Group were the meetings of the foreign 
ministers of the Oslo states in Geneva and the deliberations 
of senior officials in different places in the Oslo countries. 

The close relations which existed between the Scandinavian 
countries and the Netherlands during the First World War 
continued in the 1920s. In retrospect these two periods can 
be seen as preliminary stages, leading to the co-operation of 
the Oslo states. For the smaller countries it was of great 
importance that a balance of power existed in Europe. These 
countries had felt threatened by German expansionism 
before and during the First World War, and after the war 
they feared that the balance was likely to swing in the other 
direction. These fears were reinforced by the attitude which 
the Enterite countries, particularly France, adopted towards 
Germany, which was also an important trading partner of 
the former neutrals. In his diary E. Heldring, a Dutch 
shipowner and banker, noted: 'It is impossible to discuss 
with the French ways of establishing a sound economic 
policy after the war. They no longer think of the interests of 
others; come what may, they want to ensure that Germany is 
crippled for good .. .'3 In May 1921 the Dutch head of the 
legal department of the League of Nations' Secretariat, J. A. 
van Hamel, wrote in a long letter to the Dutch foreign 
minister that he was optimistic about the potential of the 
League of Nations, but he warned that steps must be taken 
to ensure that it did not become 'an undertaking of the 
Great Powers'. In his opinion it was the task of the smaller 

2 Together the Oslo states accounted for 8.64 % of world trade. 
3 E. Heldring, Herinneringen en dagboek (1871-1954), ed. J. de Vries, 3 vols. 

(Utrecht, 1970), i. 284. 
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European powers to prevent this.4 It is possible that this 
letter reflected the views of the then secretary-general of the 
League, Sir E. Drummond, to whom van Hamel referred at 
the beginning of his letter. In retrospect the twenties were 
a period in which the smaller members of the League of 
Nations had the chance to play a larger role. 

Joining the League of Nations had represented a major 
turning-point for the Scandinavian countries and the 
Netherlands, all of which felt strongly about their own 
independence. Accepting the resolutions of the Hague Peace 
Conferences, they had always argued that an international 
organization should be established, but renouncing neutrality 
involved a sacrifice on their part. Therefore they observed 
the course of events in which the League became entangled, 
and the dominant role played by the Great Powers. The 
governments of these countries repeatedly expressed their 
dissatisfaction at their second-class status in the League. One 
consequence of this development was that they began to 
co-operate more closely in order to safeguard their own 
interests. 

For the Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, the 
issue of disarmament was closely bound up with the question 
of security and arbitration, which itself depended upon the 
authority wielded by the League of Nations, whose aim was 
to guarantee general security. The Danish politician, P. 
Munch, who later became foreign minister, gave a speech in 
Geneva on 12 September 1924, in which he argued cogently 
and forcefully that disarmament should be the corner-stone 
of the work of the League of Nations.5 Earlier, in November 
1920, Branting and Lange, the Swedish and Norwegian 
representatives on the sixth commission of the League, 
had proposed the establishment of a mixed commission to 
prepare a plan for general disarmament, recommending at 
the same time that the Secretariat of the League be extended 
to include a department for disarmament affairs.6 It is 

4 Letter of 28 Mar. 1921, Archief Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, The 
Hague, Collectie Van Karnebeek. 

5 S. Shepard Jones, The Scandinavian States and the League of Nations (Princeton, NJ, 
1939), 231. 

6 Ibid. 221. 
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indicative of the dominant role played by the major powers 
in those years that it was not the Geneva Protocol, drafted in 
the League of Nations, but the agreements concluded at 
Locarno which symbolized the lessening of international 
tension. 

In the second half of the 1 920s the League of Nations 
initiated a number of multilateral activities in the economic 
field. The economic conferences of 1927 were just the 
beginning. In mid-1928 almost thirty states signed an 
agreement which obliged them to abolish trade barriers in 
the field of imports and exports. In 1929 the Assembly of the 
League debated the recommendations of the 1927 economic 
conference, and Britain tabled a motion that tariffs should 
not be raised for a period of two years. The motion was 
passed 'in principle'. During the same Assembly, Briand, 
the French foreign minister, made his famous 'European' 
speech in which he advocated the creation of a 'United 
States of Europe'. The British and French proposals were the 
subject of much comment in the international press and led 
to intensive consultations between the governments. One 
result of these discussions was that various people also began 
to advocate regional co-operation. For instance, the Swedish 
economist, B. Ohlin, pleaded for a more gradual process in 
which smaller states would co-operate on a regional basis.8 

Similar opinions were expressed in the Netherlands.9 

Closer political co-operation between the Oslo states 
was achieved in 1935 and subsequently in response to the 
dangers of the international situation. Belgium and Sweden 
had shown interest in such co-operation from as early as 
1930. That is not to suggest that economic co-operation came 
to a halt. In January 1935 Sweden proposed that the former 
neutral countries should act together to persuade Germany 
to rejoin the League of Nations and the Disarmament 
Conference. Otherwise she feared that the conference would 
break down. 10 At the time of the conflict between Italy 
and Abyssinia the foreign ministers of the Scandinavian 

7 F. P. Walter, A History of the League of Nations (London, 1952), 427. 
8 Svenska Handelsbanken, Aug. 1929. 
9 Heldring, Herinneringen, iii. 1549. 
10 Shepard Jones, Scandinavian States, 236. 
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countries, this time including Finland, met on 28 and 29 
August 1935 in Oslo. 11 The Scandinavian peace organiza-
tions and League of Nations' organizations sent telegrams 
asking them to help maintain the authority of the League 
of Nations. Sandler informed his colleagues that he had 
received a letter from the Dutch foreign minister, A. C. D. 
de Graeff. In this letter De Graeff stated that he had followed 
developments in the conflict between Italy and Abyssinia 
with concern. He was afraid that the major powers would 
find a solution which conflicted with the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, and which would therefore damage the 
League's prestige. In his view, it was the duty of the smaller 
countries which still respected morality in international 
politics to prevent a solution of this kind. At the meeting of 
the foreign ministers of the Scandinavian countries Sandler 
described De Graeff's letter as a sign of hope. The sixteenth 
session of the Assembly of the League of Nations opened on 9 
September 1935. A few days earlier, De Graeff wrote to the 
Dutch envoy in Berlin: 'The day after tomorrow, I leave for 
Geneva, this year with a very heavy heart. In my view it is 
now a matter of life and death for the League of Nations.' 12 

Despite their affinity the Oslo states by no means followed 
the same policy at that time. While Sandler was critical of 
the lack of progress made by the League in ending the 
conflict, and De Graeff stated that the Netherlands would 
support the League and fulfil all of her obligations, the 
foreign ministers of Norway and Belgium, Koht and Van 
Zeeland, expressed the hope that a peaceful solution could 
still be found. From Geneva, Van Zeeland, who had been 
elected a deputy chairman of the Assembly, wrote that there 
was a general desire to be faithful to the Covenant of the 
League. 13 

On the day German troops entered the demilitarized zone 
of the Rhineland, Hitler sent a memorandum to the foreign 

11 'V. P. M. riirande iiverlaggningarna vid Nordiska Utrikesministermiitet in 
Oslo den 28-29 augusti 1935', Utrikes Department Stockholm (UDS), HP 20 D/4. 

12 De Graeff to Van Limburg Stirum, 5 Sept. 1935, Collectie De Graeff (in 
private possession). 

13 Note Secrete, 11 Sept. 1935, Kabinet van de Koning, Brussels (KKB), no. 
110/9-1 I. 



Neutrality and Security 

mm1sters of the Netherlands and of the signatories of the 
Locarno Treaty, announcing and explaining the German 
move. As far as the Oslo states were concerned, Belgium 
and Denmark were in a particularly difficult position. The 
German army was now at Belgium's eastern border. The 
Dutch envoy to Belgium wrote to De Graeff: 'The statement 
by the Fuhrer and the reoccupation of the Rhineland 
provided an excellent opportunity to settle with an onerous 
past. The king was more anxious than ever to free Belgium 
from ties with France and to seek closer links with the 
north. A policy of sensible independence was considered 
desirable.' 4 As a member of the Council of the League of 
Nations, Denmark also faced a difficult problem. The Danish 
foreign minister, Munch, decided to travel to Geneva via 
London in order to consult the British government. He took 
the view that the real reason for Germany's action lay in her 
domestic economic and political difficulties rather than in the 
Russo-French treaty. He told the Dutch envoy that he saw 
absolutely no reason to invoke Article 16 of the Covenant 
of the League calling for sanctions. 15 Nor did the Dutch 
government feel obliged to impose sanctions. In Luxemburg, 
too, developments in Germany were followed extremely 
closely. The prime minister and foreign minister, J. Bech, 
saw the anxiety created by the Russo-French treaty as the 
real reason for Germany's action and feared that France 
would retaliate, even to the extent of occupying Luxemburg. 
In an interview with a Paris newspaper he said that the 
preservation of the independence and neutrality of the Grand 
Duchy was in the interests of the whole of Europe: 'Our 
peace-loving small country', Bech said, 'lies at a crossroad 
within Europe. The Grand Duchy is obliged by virtue of its 
geographical position and the absence of military resources 
to pursue a resolute policy of neutrality.' 16 It is striking that 
the Oslo states, apart from Luxemburg, which declared her 
neutrality, reacted more strongly to the Italian invasion of 

14 Report Van Starkenborgh Stachouwer, 10 Mar. 1936, p. 2, Archief Ministerie 
van Buitenlandse Zaken, The Hague (BZ), KA, Pol. rapp., no. 146. 

15 Report 9 Mar. 1936, BZ, Gez. Kop. 
16 In a report by the American envoy to Luxemburg, 1 Apr. 1936, NA, SD, 

740.0011 Mutual Guarantee/664 Locarno. 
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Abyssinia than they did to the German reoccupation of the 
Rhineland. They seemed to be following Eden's example by 
seeking refuge in a rather passive attitude, which concealed 
feelings of anxiety and concern. The role which trade policy 
played in this is difficult to assess, but should by no means 
be underestimated. 

The Italian invasion of Abyssinia haunted the Dutch 
foreign minister De Graeff. He had expected Britain to 
adopt a tougher attitude towards Italy, and wrote to his 
envoy in Berlin: 'Britain has undeniably lost control of the 
situation and only when it had control did I feel at all 
secure'. 17 To allow an aggressor to go unpunished opened 
the way for subsequent acts of aggression, he argued. He felt 
it would be entirely wrong if the League of Nations, having 
called for a halt to Italian aggression, were to show no 
further interest. The danger existed that a peace would be 
forced on to Abyssinia 'by the authority of the League of 
Nations', which was strongly influenced by Italy's military 
success. This, he felt, would be completely at odds with the 
provisions of the Covenant of the League of Nations. 18 

Therefore the foreign ministers of the Netherlands and the 
Scandinavian countries met on g May 1936 in Geneva before 
the meeting of the Council of the League. 19 The question of 
renewing sanctions against Italy was discussed at some 
length, but opinions were divided. Koht, the Norwegian 
foreign minister, rejected military sanctions completely in 
favour of military neutrality, whereas Sandler, supported by 
the foreign ministers of Denmark and Finland, declared that 
Sweden would fulfil her obligations, but would herself decide 
what form assistance should take. De Graeff announced that 
the Netherlands would feel obliged to supply military 
assistance, and would send warships to the Mediterranean 
if the British fleet were attacked. The foreign ministers 
involved the representatives of Spain and Switzerland in 
their consultations. In Geneva, it seemed as if Britain and 
the former neutral countries were once again inclining to the 
same view; Eden had paid considerable attention to them as 

17 Letter of 20 Apr. 1936, De Graeff Collection. 
18 La Haye, 15 Apr. 1936, UDS, HP 35 B. 
19 Report Swedish delegation to Geneva, 9 May 1936, UDS, HP 24 B/102. 
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a group and by doing so had retained close contacts with 
them.20 

The consultations between the former neutral countries 
resulted in a declaration, which was given to the press on 1 

July 1936.21 The declaration stated that arbitrary use was 
being made of the provisions of the Covenant of the League. 
Some articles had received undue attention, while others, 
such as Article 8, which dealt with disarmament, had been 
virtually ignored. Nevertheless, efforts should continue to 
create an 'international community based on the rule of law' 
through the League. If it was felt necessary to change either 
the text of the Covenant or its application in the light of 
recent developments, then the former neutral countries were 
in favour of guidelines for the application of the Covenant 
being laid down by the Assembly. More emphasis needed to 
be placed on the preventive aspects and therefore on Article 
11. Until this happened, the former neutral countries were 
not willing to implement Article 16. The statement con-
cluded by referring to the economic activities of the League 
and called for them to be continued. It would seem appro-
priate to consider the extent to which this statement marked 
a shift of emphasis in the attitude of the former neutral 
countries to the League. Did it, in fact, mark a 'striking 
change'22 in their foreign policy? Certainly it did as far 
as making Article 16 optional was concerned, although 
it should be remembered that the obligation to impose 
sanctions, which was first invoked in 1935, had already 
created considerable discussion in several of the former 
neutral countries when they joined the League. As far as 
disarmament and economic policy were concerned, the 
contents of the statement were very much in keeping with the 
policies advocated by these countries in previous years. The 
statement needs to be seen in its context as first and foremost 
a reaction by this group of smaller countries to the failure of 
the League and its member states, notably the major powers, 
to call a halt to acts of aggression and to achieve collective 

20 La Haye, 15 Apr. 1936, UDS, HP 35 B. 
21 As an annexe to a Swedish letter to J. Avenol, 29 Aug. 1936, UDS, HP 24 

B/105. 
22 N. Orvik, The Decline of Neutrality 1914-1941 (Oslo, 1953), 177. 
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security. Nevertheless, it was almost a declaration of neu-
trality and therefore hardly a step forward in the sense of a 
concerted move on the part of the smaller countries, such as 
Count Sforza, the former Italian foreign minister, had hoped 
to see.23 Shortly after the session of the Assembly, Belgium 
formally joined the consultations, followed by Luxemburg.24 

In this way, the political aspect of co-operation between the 
Oslo states came to be more strongly emphasized, and to 
some extent a political successor grouping to the former 
neutral states group came into being. 

It was the international situation in 1935 and 1936 which 
led to closer relations between Belgium and the former 
neutral countries, and resulted in expanding the co-operation 
between the Oslo states to include political aspects. Two 
examples illustrate the point. On 20 July 1936 the new 
Belgian foreign minister, P. H. Spaak, spoke to the foreign 
press association in Brussels.25 For him, the independence 
of Belgium was more important than collective security. 
Because of her geographical position, Spaak said, Belgium 
was obliged to pursue an independent policy with regard to 
the surrounding larger countries, which could never be 
allowed to interfere in her policies. A second example can be 
seen in a speech by King Leopold to the council of ministers 
on 14 October 1936, which was subsequently published 
at the request of the government.26 King Leopold began 
by pointing out the growing danger posed by German 
rearmament. The techniques of modern warfare had, he said, 
increased the risk of a surprise attack. The remilitarization of 
the Rhineland meant that Germany now had a springboard 
for the invasion of Belgium. The failure of the League of 
Nations, which was not in a position to give guarantees, was 
a matter for serious concern, as was the increasing tendency 
to the formation of blocs in international relations. The 
situation was reminiscent of that prior to 1914. King Leopold 

23 Le Soir, 18 Sept. 1934. 
24 F. van Langenhove, 'Communication telephonique de M. Bourquin,' 28 Jan. 

1937, Ministere des Alfaires Etrangeres, Brussels (AEB), Serie 11. 179-3 bis. 
25 It is not impossible that Spaak was influenced by three memos from Count 

Wodon, state secretary to the royal household, KKB, 1w/9-11. 
26 Text in circulation d'information no. 64, AEB, no. 11. 1 79-3. 
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devoted special attention to foreign policy, which, he said, 
should determine military policy. The primary objective of 
both, in his view, was to prevent a war being fought on 
Belgian territory. Belgium's geographical location meant that 
it needed a military apparatus which would scare off a 
potential attacker. The king said he agreed with Spaak, who 
argued that Belgium should pursue a purely Belgian foreign 
policy and should strive for closer relations with the states to 
her north. Spaak informed the Swedish envoy that he 
would welcome the opportunity to work closely with the 
Scandinavian countries on political and economic issues, and 
that he could be relied on to support any move which aimed 
to establish closer relations. In addition, he was in favour of 
supplementing the Oslo Convention to allow it to fulfil its 
original objectives more effectively and therefore produce 
better results. 27 

The year 1936 abounded in threats for the Oslo states. 
They faced the danger of becoming part of the Third Reich's 
sphere of influence. This danger was exacerbated by the fact 
that Britain had become more preoccupied with the Empire, 
and had therefore lost some of her economic and political 
influence in the Oslo states. During this period the Nether-
lands proposed a treaty between Britain, France, and 
Germany stipulating that violation of the borders of Belgium 
or the Netherlands, despite the fact that neither of them were 
signatories to the treaty, would be regarded as a breach of 
the treaty. The Snouck plan, as this was called after the 
secretary-general of the Dutch Foreign Ministry, can be seen 
as the Dutch contribution to the discussions of a new 
Western European security treaty.28 In Belgium, some 
interest was shown in the plan. Bech, the Luxemburg prime 
minister, was concerned that Luxemburg, which was not 
involved in the Treaty of Locarno, had been virtually 
overlooked in the plans and discussions for a new security 
treaty. He wanted the major powers, which had guaranteed 
Luxemburg's neutrality in 1839 and 1869, to do the same 

27 Report Swedish envoy, 10 Nov. 1936, UDS, HP 64 E/6. 
28 See e.g. De Graeff to Van Limburg Stirum, 4 May 1936, De Graeff Collection; 

M. van Blankenstein, 'Het Plan Snouck', De Volkenbond,june!july 1937, pp. 245ff. 
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again, and hoped that he could rely on French support. 29 

Until 1938 the idea of a new security treaty continued to be 
discussed, but as time went on, the idea of an agreement 
with a potential aggressor to prevent aggression seemed less 
and less realistic. The Scandinavian countries did not take 
part in these discussions, hoping that impartial policies 
would enable them to stay out of a new war, as they had 
done in 1914. In 1935 and 1936, the First World War served 
as a grim reminder to Belgium and Luxemburg that what 
had happened once could happen again. By contrast, the 
Oslo states which had managed to stay out of the conflict 
increasingly idealized neutrality and believed that they 
would be able to do the same again in another war. 

Prominent politicians and leading industrialists in the 
Oslo states were at that time very receptive to the idea of 
appeasement, either in principle, or for practical reasons. In 
addition to 'political appeasement' the phrase 'economic 
appeasement' came into use during this period. It referred to 
economic measures which could be employed to promote 
policies which aimed to reduce tension. Early in 1937 S. M. 
Bruce, the Australian high commissioner in London, who 
was closely involved in plans to expand the non-political role 
of the League of Nations, sent a memorandum entitled 
'economic appeasement' to a number of persons including 
the Belgian and Dutch prime ministers.30 The Dutch prime 
minister, H. Colijn, used the words when addressing a 
meeting of senior officials of the Oslo states in The Hague in 
March 1937.31 Politicians such as Colijn, Van Zeeland, 
Sandler, and De Graeff all favoured Britain and could never 
have been accused of being pro-German. However, they were 
convinced of the practical value of good relations with 
Germany and Italy. Others, such as Stauning, Munch, 
Patijn, Bech, Mowinckel, Spaak, and Holsti, wanted to be on 

29 F. van Langenhove, Entretien avec M. Bech, 30 Sept. 1936 and 7 Dec. 1936, 
AEB, Serie 1 1. 179-3. 

30 A copy of the memorandum written by a co-operator of Bruce, F. L. 
McDougall, and further correspondence are in SdN, rnA-28167; see some further 
correspondence in the Bruce papers, Australian National Archives Dickson (ACC), 
NO. M rn4. 

31 Minutes of the Meeting of the Experts of the Oslo States, held at The Hague 
3-6 Mar. 1937, UDS, HP 64 E/8; BZ, DEZ, No. 1 rn Oslo Convention. 
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equally good terms with both Britain and Germany, either 
for ideological reasons, or because of the geographical 
position of their countries, or for entirely different motives. A 
third small group supported Germany, although it is not 
clear in all cases to what extent they realized that by doing 
so, they were playing into the hands of the Third Reich. 

In the first half of 1937 deliberations on a new security 
treaty for Western Europe and security guarantees for 
various countries continued. In a speech to the Reichstag on 
20 January 1937 Hitler declared that 'surprises' were a thing 
of the past; he recognized and guaranteed the neutrality of 
Belgium and the Netherlands as long as both countries 
undertook to refrain from taking sides in any future conflict 
and did not allow the troops of foreign powers to cross their 
territory. Hitler's pledge was probably a response to an 
earlier move by Belgium,32 which found herself in a different 
position from the Netherlands because of her contacts with 
Britain and France. Belgium wished to divest herself of the 
commitments she had made under the terms of the Treaty of 
Locarno in 1925. In March and April 1937 negotiations in 
which King Leopold played an important role took place 
with the French and British governments with a view to 
achieving a 'balanced position in respect of all sides'. 33 On 
24 April 1937 the British and French governments issued a 
statement, taking note of Belgium's wishes.34 The German 
government responded on 13 October 1937 by declaring that 
it would respect the inviolability and integrity of Belgium. In 
the Netherlands Hitler's remarks were received with mixed 
feelings. Initially, the press played them down, emphasizing 
instead the Dutch policy of independence, which involved 
more than simple neutrality. Later, the significance of 
Hitler's words became more apparent. The Dutch foreign 
minister, De Graeff, had declared to the Dutch Lower House 
on 13 February and 17 March 1937 that the Netherlands 

32 This may be concluded from a letter from the Luxemburg charge d'affaires in 
Berlin to Bech after a conversation with the Belgian envoy, 4 Feb. 1937, Archives 
d'Etat Luxembourg (AELux), AE, Serie 3887 IT. 

33 'Enkele gegevens nopens de diplomatieke besprekingen over het Statuut van 
Belgie in de maand maart 1937', annexe to Patijn to De Graeff, 16 Apr. 1937, BZ, 
KA, Pol. Rapp., Nr. 146. 

34 F. van Langenhove, La Belgique en quite de sicuriti (Brussels, 1969), 114 IT. 
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would not allow foreign troops to cross her territory. He 
referred at the same time to the press communique which the 
former neutral countries had issued on I July 1936. De 
Graeff asked for confirmation of Hitler's statement through 
the usual diplomatic channels and, having received it, 
informed the other Oslo states. 35 

Political co-operation between the Oslo states was not 
confined to joint consultations and initiatives with regard to 
points raised at the League of Nations. The signatories to the 
Oslo Convention consulted regularly on problems and issues 
in international politics, such as the Spanish question. The 
French government responded by proposing to a number of 
countries, including the Oslo Group, that they should regard 
the area of conflict as neutral, 36 and that they should refrain 
from supplying arms to either side. The Spanish Civil War 
attracted a good deal more interest than events in Abyssinia, 
not only because it was so protracted, but because of the 
direct involvement of Italy, Germany, Portugal, the Soviet 
Union, and the United States. Even though Spain, together 
with the other former neutral countries, had once belonged 
to the 'Group of Eight' of the Disarmament Conference, the 
Oslo states went along with the French non-intervention 
proposal. Some Oslo countries, such as Denmark and the 
Netherlands, contributed military and civilian members to 
control commissions, but Sweden and Norway stayed in the 
background. Governments as well as the general public were 
more divided on the Spanish Civil War than they had been 
on the problem ofAbyssinia. Commercial circles and Roman 
Catholics were mostly in favour of recognizing Franco, which 
the majority of the Socialists and the Communists rejected. 
Spaak was in favour of recognition, but his Dutch colleague, 
De Graeff, was not. It was only after De Graeff had ceased to 
be foreign minister that the Netherlands asked Britain to 
mediate during a session of the Non-Intervention Committee 
in London. Early in 1939 De Graeff's successor, J. A. N. 
Patijn, proposed that the other Oslo states recognize the 
Franco regime. 

35 De Graeff to Van Nagell, 6 Feb. 1937, BZ, Gez. Stockholm; 'Entretien avec le 
Minister des Pays-Bas', 9 Feb. 1937, AEB, Serie 11. 179-3. 

36 Telegram from Van Rappard to De Graeff, 8 Aug. 1936, BZ, A 197 bis SP, 
Non-interventie Spanje. 
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In the history of the political co-operation of the Oslo 
states the years 1938 and 1939 represented a period of 'new 
realism', which was based on acceptance of the status qua. 
The Dutch Social Democratic leader, J. W. Albarda,37 

unsuccessfully urged the Oslo states to take a much tougher 
line with Germany, which was going through a difficult 
economic period at that time and feared sanctions because 
of the Anschluss. Early in 1938 the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Finland, Norway-and to a lesser extent Luxemburg and 
Denmark-were more dependent on Germany than they 
were on Britain and France. Belgium was the only Oslo 
country which imported more from Britain and France than 
from Germany. On the other hand, Sweden and to a lesser 
extent the Netherlands and Norway were more dependent on 
Germany as an export market, whereas exports to Germany 
from Belgium, Denmark, Finland, and Luxemburg were 
lower.38 The trading position of the Oslo countries meant 
that Germany was extremely sensitive to competition from 
Britain. When W. Runciman, president of the Board of 
Trade, promised to increase the level of British imports of 
Swedish iron, Gœring immediately urged Sweden to increase 
its exports of iron to Germany.39 In 1933 and later years 
Germany infiltrated the Oslo states by various means: 
through the NSDAP (National Socialist Party), industry, 
official negotiations, banking connections, and political, 
military, and cultural contacts. By penetrating the Oslo 
countries, the Third Reich obstructed and hampered the 
Oslo co-operation. This explains to a large extent the reason 
for the abrupt end of the Trade Agreement of The Hague in 
1938. 

The one-hundredth session of the Council of the League of 
Nations, which began on 27 January 1938, was a special 
one.40 Despite all the concern about the future, including 

37 Some correspondence in the Sandler Collection, Arbetarriirelsens Arkiv, 
Stockholm. 

38 This information is based on figures for 1937 in Arbeitswissenschaftliches 
Institut der Deutschen Arbeitsfront, 'Die wirtschaftliche Abhiingigkeit der 
europiiischen Neutralen, Mitte Oktober 1939', BA-MA, RW 19, Anhang I/1531. 

39 K. Wittmann, Schwedens Wirtschafsbe;;,iehungen ;;,um Dritten Reich (Munich, 1978), 
125. 

40 'One of the most important in the history of the League of Nations', Maseng to 
Koht, 28 Jan. 1938, Utrikes Department Oslo (UDO), P I LV 1/36. 
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that of the League and its Covenant, most of the speakers 
stressed their commitment to the work of the League. 
Moreover, many countries were keen to retain the system of 
collective security, and did not wish to change Article 16. 
The neutral countries had hoped that Britain and France 
would make a statement supporting the view of the former 
neutral countries, but this was not forthcoming. Unden, the 
deputy chairman of the Swedish delegation, and the Belgian 
foreign minister, Spaak, were obliged to explain the position 
of their countries by themselves. Undén said that non-
implementation of the provisions of the Covenant had 
created a highly precarious situation. Spaak said that it must 
be possible to interpret the Covenant in a more flexible way; 
each country should be able to determine its own position, 
taking its own interests into account. The Norwegian rep-
resentative expressed the disappointment of the 'neutrals' 
about the course of the discussion in the following terms: 
'Those who take the view that this would be a kind of 
capitulation to the Axis powers, exercise great influence on 
the whole atmosphere in Geneva. We should therefore not 
expect anything from Britain or France in any respect 
whatsoever.'41 At the meeting of the Committee of 28,42 held 
on 31 January 1938, the representatives of the Oslo states 
explained why their governments felt compelled to make 
Article 16 optional and referred to the communique of 1 July 
1936. Several countries showed sympathy for the standpoint 
of the 'neutrals', but the majority wished to see Article 16 
retained intact. The Turkish representative impressed upon 
the 'neutrals' that 'unilateral statements concerning the 
meaning of an article could not remove the obligations laid 
down in that article'. 43 At the end of the meeting, the 
Committee decided to present its report to the Assembly. 
The offensive des neutres had failed and the League had gained 
some prestige. 

For the smaller countries of northern and western Europe 
the only real alternative to becoming satellites of the Third 

41 Ibid. 
42 Set up by the Assembly in 1936 to consider the possibility of amending the 

Covenant. 
43 'De Nieuwe Wereldorde', Feb. 1938, p. 47. 
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Reich was to co-operate with Britain, France, and the United 
States, but they were increasingly acting in such a way as to 
alienate them. Belgium and the Netherlands had modified 
their statement to the Committee of 28 when it became 
apparent that Britain and France rejected their position.44 

Churchill warned the smaller countries against persisting 
with this policy, which, he said, had created an almost 'fatal 
crisis' in Geneva. Their caution only served to encourage 
aggression. They had already abandoned Czechoslovakia 
and Austria, and in this grave situation they had in no way 
contributed to the prestige of the League of Nations.45 

The British government, wishing to improve relations with 
Germany and Italy, asked Sandler, the Swedish foreign 
minister, whether Sweden would be willing to take the 
initiative in recognizing the king of Italy as the emperor of 
Ethiopia, as Italy required. Sandler refused.46 Later, Spaak 
declared his willingness to make the move, but by then the 
British government had decided that the time was not 
opportune. Either because he, too, had been approached by 
the British or possibly because he had caught wind of the 
suggestion, the new Dutch foreign minister, Patijn, decided 
that he would take the initiative himself. As Dutch envoy to 
Rome, he had become an admirer of Mussolini. On 22 
October 1937 approaches were made to the other Oslo states 
on his behalf,47 to discover whether they were willing to 
contribute towards solving the Italian problem. The sug-
gestion was that the Oslo states should make enqumes in 
London and Paris as to whether the British and French 
governments were prepared to accept the invasion of 
Abyssinia and to recognize the king of Italy as emperor. It 
would also be up to the envoys to inform the British and 
French governments that if this was not their intention, 
the Oslo states would proceed independently to recognize the 
authority of Italy in Abyssinia. Patijn, supported by the 
Dutch envoys to Stockholm and Brussels, pursued a policy 

44 Maseng to Koht, 30Jan. 1938, UDO, PI LV 1/36. 
45 Churchill's warning was published in full in Tidens Tegn of 3 Feb. 1938 and Le 

Soir of 6 Feb. 1938. 
46 Van Nagell to Patijn, 7 Nov. 1, copy BZ, Gez. Stockholm. 
47 Patijn to Huyssen van Kattendijke, 22 Oct. 1937, BZ, Gez. Kop. 
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which differed from that of his predecessor. His plan was not 
conceived simply to resolve a problem of protocol, but was 
also influenced by economic considerations and personal 
ambition.48 His intentions, however, soon leaked out and 
they found favour in the prevailing climate of appeasement. 
Despite what had happened in Abyssinia, hope still existed 
that Italy had not made a final decision to side with Germany. 
Spaak reacted favourably to Patijn's proposed plan of action, 
but initially was not supported by his own government. 
Sandler did not reject the idea, but expressed a preference for 
resolving the matter within the League of Nations, as did 
Finland and Norway. Sweden and Finland subsequently 
changed their minds on this point. Only Denmark rejected 
Patijn's proposal out of hand, as did Britain and France. 
Eden and Delbos agreed in January 1938 that before there 
could be any question of recognition, Italy would have to 
show that it really wished to reduce tension. None the less, 
Patijn continued to pursue his objective even though he had 
only received support from Spaak and, to a more limited 
extent, from Sandler. Haile Selassie made an urgent appeal 
to the heads of state of the Oslo countries not to recognize 
the Italian conquest of his country.49 The Netherlands was 
the first of the Oslo states to make an official announcement. 
In mid-January 1938 she declared that she wished to 'nor-
malize' relations with Italy. The Danish newspaper Berlingske 
Aftenavis wrote: 'If small countries really do feel irresistibly 
called to act, intervene or mediate in major political issues, 
then it would be impossible to imagine a worse issue for 
them to prove their strength than the present one. It would 
be something of a miracle in world history if the military 
occupation of a small country were to be granted moral and 
legal recognition as a result of steps taken by other small 
countries.' 0 

The 'new realism' of the Oslo states, which had emerged 
in international politics some time earlier and which in-

48 Hufvudstadshladet of 24 Dec. 1937; Gordon to Hull, 19 Jan. 1938, NA, SD, 
656.6531/33; Hubrecht to Patijn, 21 Mar. 1938, copy BZ, Gez. Rome; J. A. N. 
Patijn, 'Intiem Gedenkschrift', p. 11, CollectieJ. A. N. Patijn. 

49 Text of telegram, 27 Dec. 1937, AELux, AE 330, 16. 
50 Edition of 28 Dec. 1937. 
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creasingly diverged from the principles underlying the 
League of Nations, ran parallel with certain shifts of em-
phasis in British foreign policy. Eden resigned as British 
foreign secretary in February 1938 and under pressure from 
the Dominions, Chamberlain and Halifax made renewed 
attempts to appease both Germany and Italy. Bech, the 
Luxemburg foreign minister, was not sorry that Eden was no 
longer in office, taking the view that his departure meant the 
possibility of a more 'realistic' approach to the problems and 
an end to the threat of war.51 Spaak, too, felt it was time to 
abandon lofty ideals and to come 'down to earth to reality' .52 

Was the German annexation of Austria on 12 and 13 
March 1938 simply the fulfilment of a long-standing German 
ambition, was it a brutal act of aggression, or could it also be 
seen as influenced by economic considerations?53 As a 
precaution, several countries adopted defensive measures. 
Spaak felt that war was inevitable. He was concerned at 
the international situation and feared problems with the 
German-speaking minority in the area around Eupen and 
Malmedy, which had been annexed by Belgium after the 
First World War. Alarmed by the German invasion of 
Austria, the majority of the Oslo countries strengthened their 
defences. Sweden, Norway, and Finland increased military 
expenditure and the operational readiness of their armed 
forces. Anxious not to antagonize Germany, the Danish 
government equivocated. The German military attache in 
Copenhagen told Berlin to pay no attention to the debate 
in Denmark between those who supported and those who 
opposed strengthening the country's defences, arguing that 
'it is in our interests for the Danish Wehrmacht to remain 
inadequate, and for large-scale rearmament such as is 
happening in Sweden, not to take place'. 54 In Belgium that 
year more manoeuvres characterized by increased mobility 
took place than ever before. On 2 1 August King Leopold 
reviewed a large military parade in Spa after visiting the 

51 Waller to Hull, 4 Mar. 1938, NA, SO, 841.00/!356. 
52 Spaak in Stockholms Tidningen, 11 July 1938. 
53 AnschlujJ 1938: Protokoll des Symposiums in Wien am 14. und 15. Miirz 1978 (Munich, 

1981). 
54 Letter, 11 Mar. 1938, BA-MA, RW 6/v. 78. 
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German-speaking part of the country. The Netherlands had 
prepared to extend conscription and this was now introduced 
immediately. It was also decided to station twenty battalions 
in the eastern and southern provinces, giving the country a 
'standing army'. 55 A second armoured-car squadron was 
created and equipped with vehicles from Sweden in order to 
protect the IJ ssel line. 

During this period, when aerial power and motorized units 
were developing into key instruments of military tactics, 
military co-operation between the Oslo states would cer-
tainly have increased the chances of deterring a potential 
aggressor. Indeed, for the smaller countries it was an urgent 
necessity. The obstacles at this point were, however, virtually 
insurmountable. In the first place such co-operation was 
rendered exceedingly difficult by the Third Reich's policy of 
divide and rule. Furthermore, national governments wished 
to reserve the right to pursue independent policies, without 
acknowledging that any idea of independence was being 
eroded by increasing economic ties with the Third Reich. 
Another factor preventing such co-operation was the memory 
of the trauma of the First World War for countries such as 
Belgium and Luxemburg. Since then, the smaller countries 
had spent many years and a great deal of effort hoping and 
working for disarmament. Partly because of their efforts and 
partly because of the Depression, defence budgets had been 
cut for many years. Finally, the call for military co-operation 
would have had to contend with the effects of the Depression 
on international relations. In all the years that the De-
pression had devastated Western economies, mainly national 
solutions had been sought. The failure of the League's 
economic initiatives and particularly of the World Economic 
and Monetary Conference held in London in the same year 
that Hitler came to power, was an international disaster of 
the first order. 

Within the Oslo Group, military co-operation was only 
discussed or envisaged at subregional or bilateral levels. For 
example, the subject cropped up briefly during the meeting 
of Scandinavian foreign ministers in Oslo on 5 and 6 April 

55 'Dienstzeitverliingerung und Verstiirkung des niederliindischen Heeres', 24 
Mar. 1938, BA-MA, RW 6/v.78. 
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1938.56 Sandler had mentioned it in a radio broadcast. 
Munch had noted this with interest, and asked him to 
explain what he meant. Did Sandler mean that if Denmark 
were attacked, she could count on more than moral support, 
Munch asked? Holsti, the Finnish foreign minister, was also 
interested in the idea. Sandler disappointed Munch by 
answering his question in the negative. He said he could not 
speak on behalf of his government, but he expressed the hope 
that differences between Denmark and Germany would not 
escalate. Had military co-operation between the Scandinavian 
countries been feasible in early 1938, it would have been 
considerably more difficult for the southern part of the Oslo 
Group. Belgium's expressions of interest in such a step 
were usually rejected by the Netherlands. Belgian military 
contacts with France and Britain, which had been mentioned 
on the Dutch side, were not a convincing argument by 1938. 
Britain and France would have welcomed military co-
operation between the Netherlands and Belgium, as would 
the United States.57 

In accordance with what Spaak and Sandler had agreed 
and with the decision of the Scandinavian foreign ministers 
taken in Oslo, Munch, the Danish foreign minister, invited 
the foreign ministers of Belgium, Luxemburg, Switzerland, 
and the Netherlands to take part in the deliberations of 
the Scandinavian foreign ministers in Copenhagen on 21 
and 22 July 1938, being held in preparation for the forth-
coming session of the Assembly of the League of Nations in 
September.58 In his letter to the other foreign ministers 
Munch explained that the meeting would give renewed 
emphasis to the 'neutral position' of the countries con-
cerned in relation to the power blocs of the larger countries. 
In addition it would provide the opportunity to discuss 
Switzerland's neutral status, the form of the Covenant of the 
League of Nations, and other important issues. Switzerland 
was the only country to decline the invitation. The forth-

56 'Forhandlingarna vid nordiska utrikesministermotet i Oslo', UDS, HP 20 D 
13. 

57 See an article by Churchill in Le Soir, 6 Feb. 1938 and Michiels to van 
Kleffens, 22 Jan. 1940, copy BZ, Gez. London. 

58 Correspondence in Utrikes Department Kopenhagen (UDC), 5 F 19. 
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coming 'conference of the Oslo states' attracted a good deal 
of attention in both larger and smaller countries. The 
German press in particular showed considerable interest. 
German envoys to the Oslo countries were instructed to 
press for a return to pre-war neutrality and abolition of 
Article 16 of the Covenant.59 The conference, postponed for 
two days at Spaak's request, was preceded by a meeting 
of the Scandinavian ministers of foreign affairs. In his 
welcoming speech Munch said that the Oslo states were 
convinced that a world war could be avoided, and they were 
in favour of a rapprochement in general, and a rapprochement 
between the Great Powers in particular. Spaak replied on 
behalf of the guests. In the press communique the ministers 
expressed their concern at the international situation and 
said that they hoped it would be possible to find peaceful 
solutions to the problems which existed, and offered to 
contribute towards such solutions. They agreed that every-
thing possible should be done to bring the arms race to 
an end. As far as sanctions were concerned, the press 
communique stated that in accordance with the guidelines 
laid down by their governments, the foreign ministers 
regarded them as non-compulsory and that this applied to 
all countries. They hoped that the League would intensify 
its efforts to prevent conflicts and to promote international 
co-operation. 0 

On 12 August 1938, in accordance with what had been 
agreed at Copenhagen, the Swedish government submitted 
to the governments of the other Oslo states the draft text of a 
memorandum it was planning to hand over to the British 
and French governments concerning Article 16.61 Referring 
to the Copenhagen communique, the memorandum stated 
that the seven countries would continue to support the 
League of Nations, but in view of the international situation 
and the practices being followed, they were compelled to take 
the view that sanctions were no longer practical and that 
therefore Article 16 was non-compulsory. The seven coun-

59 German legation in Oslo to Berlin, 3 Aug. 1938, copy Deutsches Zentralarchiv 
Potsdam (DZP), 09.01AA, no. 68444. 

60 Reports in UDS, HP 24 D 13; UDO, P 1 LV 1/36; UDC, 5 F 79; BZ, Gez. 
Stockholm; AELux, AE 2197. 

61 Spaak to Dardel, 19 Aug. 1938, copy UDS, HP 24 B/120. 
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tries agreed that it was in the interests of the League to 
recognize this position as a general right.62 The Swedish 
memorandum, with the final sentence amended in line with 
the wishes of Belgium and Denmark, was handed to Halifax 
on 6 September 1938.63 Lord Halifax responded positively 
and remarked that the Swedish memorandum essentially 
expressed the same point of view as a British memorandum 
which had just been prepared. Halifax also reported that 
Lord Cecil considered the interpretation of the Oslo states 
was acceptable from a legal point of view, but that it had 
been opposed by the Soviet envoys to Britain, New Zealand, 
and Canada. He was unable to say whether the British 
government would be prepared to support a general state-
ment at Geneva with regard to Article 16, although he 
personally was in favour of doing so. The next day, 7 
September 1938, the Swedish envoy handed the memo-
randum to G. Bonnet, the new French foreign minister, who 
did not disguise the fact that the French government was not 
in sympathy with its contents. Especially at such a critical 
time, he felt, everthing should be done to ensure that the 
League was not weakened.64 

During this period, the United States watched develop-
ments in Europe with concern. As long as Eden remained 
foreign secretary, Washington and London consulted one 
another regularly. Roosevelt had little sympathy with the 
policies of Eden's successor; Britain was on the point of 
recognizing the Italian conquest of Abyssinia, which shocked 
Roosevelt. The United States was not happy with the 'new 
realism' in Europe. Europe for its part was concerned about 
the passivity of the United States, although there were also 
signs that she was beginning to be more active. For example, 
for the first time major American naval manœuvres were 
conducted as far afield as Japanese mandated territory, and 
three American cruisers were present at the opening of the 
King George VI dock in Singapore.65 In the Oslo states, the 

62 Memorandum with explanation ibid. 
63 Prytz to H. Beck-Friis (Stockholm), 6 Sept. 1938, ibid., B/121. 
64 Luxemburg envoy to Paris to Bech, 9 Sept. 1938. AELux, AE 2197, 1-3. 
65 'Beknopt overzicht der maritiem-politieke gebeurtenissen in de maand februari 

1938', 4 Mar. 1938, pp. 3 and 5, Centraal Archievendepot Ministerie van Defensie 
Den Haag (CAD), Marinestaf 1938. 
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feeling was growing that the United States could still save 
the situation and that in the event of a new conflict in 
Europe, the Oslo states would have to seek American 
support. 

In September 1938, when there was a real danger of war, 
the Assembly of the League of Nations gathered in Geneva 
for its annual meeting. The discussions were overshadowed 
by the conflict between Germany and Czechoslovakia. 
Unlike in 1935, the majority of the member states were not 
willing to take collective action. As a result, the League did 
little but assume a spectator's role. The real decisions were 
being taken elsewhere. When war seemed inevitable, Sandler 
called together a meeting of the representatives of the Oslo 
states on 24 September 1938.66 A number of ministers had 
already left Geneva because of the crisis. Sandler stated that 
he had called the meeting in order to exchange information 
on neutrality legislation and the control of imports and 
exports. He also proposed that 'in time of war information 
should be exchanged within the group concerning the broad 
outlines of the trade policy to be followed under these 
conditions, with a view to alleviating to some degree the 
adverse economic effects'. The representatives of the other 
Oslo states agreed to Sandler's proposal. Koht observed that 
the Oslo states would have to defend their neutrality and 
independence as effectively as possible. The co-operation 
which had existed between the Scandinavian countries in 
the First World War could now be extended to include a 
larger group. He, too, supported Sandler's initiative and 
considered that regular meetings of the representatives of the 
seven countries would be desirable. At the end of the meeting 
Sandler summed up the results as follows: those present 
were all in favour of the proposal that had been made. The 
information exchanged would include both the experiences 
that had been gained in the First World War and the 
measures to be taken in the event of another war. The 
contacts could take place through diplomatic channels and 
meetings of representatives could be convened as and when 

66 'Reunion des Representants du Groupe d'Oslo a Geneve', 24 Sept. 1938 AEB, 
Serie 1 1. 1 79-6. 
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necessary. It was agreed that the Oslo states would consider 
measures 'to establish an economic bloc'. 

What lessons were learned by the Oslo states from the 
events of August and September 1938? Although political 
circles in the Scandinavian countries were palpably relieved 
that agreement had been reached at Munich, they did not 
hide the fact that this had weakened still further the position 
of the smaller countries. The general tenor of the reactions in 
Scandinavia was that the ascendancy of the large countries 
made it even more imperative for the smaller countries to 
maintain their neutrality. The weeks of tension also brought 
Belgium and the Netherlands closer together. All kinds of 
information, including military data, was exchanged. The 
rapprochement was given added emphasis by King Leopold's 
state visit to the Netherlands in November 1938. Speculation 
was rife in the press as to whether it would lead to closer 
political and military co-operation. 

Recently, perhaps as a result of the stagnation period of 
the seventies and eighties, there has been an upsurge of 
interest in the effect of economic factors on international 
relations during the 1930s. The significance of this long- 
neglected subject is confirmed by documents of the period. 7 

While an understanding of these factors helps to throw light 
on the situation in general, it is even more revealing in the 
case of the foreign policy of the Third Reich in particular. 
The accelerated preparations for war and the unbalanced 
nature of the war economy created a great many problems in 
Germany. In view of these problems the German press began 
increasingly to emphasize the economic importance of 
the Oslo countries for Germany. In the Oslo states some 
politicians regarded Germany's economic problems as 
putting a brake on her aspirations, rather than as an incen-
tive for her to take further action.68 In this period the Oslo 
states found themselves in more and more of a dilemma. On 
the one hand Britain and France reproached them for not 
having chosen their side. On the other, they were subject to 
even greater pressure by Germany, which was attempting to 

67 See e.g. Patijn to the American charge d'affaires Benton to Hull, 20 Oct. 1938, 
NA, SD, 760 F. 62/i824. 

68 Gordon to Hull, 11 Mar. 1939, NA, SD, 74000/689 GDC. 
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compel her neighbours to sign a non-aggression pact. 
Denmark did not dare to refuse. 69 Germany also demanded 
that the neutral countries should leave the League of 
Nations.70 At the same time she intensified her economic 
relations with them. After a long talk with Roosevelt the 
Dutch envoy to Washington gave the following warning to 
his government in a coded telegram: 'As regards future, 
President sees the Netherlands as being independent in 
name, but with Rotterdam and Amsterdam as German free 
ports and country integrated into German economy.'71 

The mounting tension in Europe in 1938 brought the 
United States and the Oslo states closer together. At certain 
moments it even seemed as though some form of co-operation 
had begun, although this never amounted to a common 
policy. It was Hitler's aggression against Czechoslovakia 
which heralded the first phase of co-operation between the 
United States and the Oslo states.72 When the crisis began, 
Roosevelt, who had received conflicting advice from his 
envoys, 73 at first wished to intervene and help Czechoslovakia 
in the same way that he had supported Spain. He was, 
however, restrained by the secretary of state, Hull,74 and no 
action was taken. Nevertheless, Hull's deputy, Messersmith, 
warned that if things continued in the same way, countries 
such as Denmark, Belgium, and the Netherlands would be 
next on the list after the East European countries. 75 Though 
he made no secret of his sympathy for the Czechs, Roosevelt 
considered a war unnecessary and for this reason he called 
upon the countries concerned to continue negotiating.76 On 

69 A commentary by Munch on the meeting of the Scandinavian foreign 
ministers at Stockholm on 9 May 1939, UDS, HP 20 D/15. 

70 According to von Grundherr, head of the Scandinavian section of the German 
Foreign Ministry, during a visit to Stockholm, Pro Memoria 22 June 1939, UDS, 
HP 24 B/126. 

71 Undated copy in BZ, Gez. Washington. See also M.A. Butler, 'The Neutrals, 
1933-1940: The United States, the Oslo Nations and the Response to Hitler', Ph.D. 
diss. (Virginia, 1980). 

72 This is not mentioned by Butler, ibid. 
73 R. Dallek, Franklin Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy 1932-1945 (New York, 

1979), 162[ 
74 Ibid. 163. 
75 Ibid. 320. 
76 Ibid. 165. 
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27 September he appealed to Mussolini to act as mediator. 77 

The American envoys to neutral countries were instructed 
to enquire whether the heads of state of these countries 
would be willing to join in a peace appeal by Roosevelt to 
Hitler.78 Before replying, Queen Wilhelmina consulted King 
Leopold. 79 The Dutch government also contacted the 
governments of Switzerland, Belgium, Denmark, and 
Sweden by telephone to ascertain their views.80 As it trans-
pired, the Swiss government had already taken the required 
action independently, the Danish government agreed to some 
form of joint step, and the king of Sweden had contacted 
Hitler the previous day. Queen Wilhelmina let it be known 
that she was willing to take the action required of her, but 
that she considered it inappropriate after Munich.81 The 
American envoy to The Hague, Gordon, did not appear 
unduly put out, and reported that if the tension were to 
increase again, he expected that the Danish and Dutch 
governments-and possibly the Belgian government too-
would be willing to co-operate with the United States.82 In 
Germany these contacts were viewed with concern. When 
Roosevelt asked Hitler and Mussolini in April 1939 to spare 
a number of smaller countries, including the Oslo states,83 

the German government immediately enquired of the 
governments of the countries in question whether they felt 
threatened by Germany. They replied that they did not.84 

It was no coincidence that King Leopold conceived a plan 
for a neutral peace initiative at the height of the tension in 
the spring of 1939. He discussed it with Queen Wilhelmina 

77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Gordon to Hull, 27 Sept. 1939, NA, SD, 760 F. 62/1215. 
80 Gordon to Hull, 28 Sept. 1939, ibid. 62/1205. 
81 Gordon to Hull, 29 Sept. 1939, ibid. 62/1292. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Butler, 'The Neutrals', 336; for a positive response by the Luxemburg 

government, 3 May 1939, copy in AELux, AE 3784. Munch said he hoped this 
would cause Hitler to have second thoughts, Nemry to Soudan, 17 Apr. 1939, AEB, 
Serie 11. 179-7. 

84 Butler, 'The Neutrals', 336; note of a discussion between Radowitz and Bech 
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Patijn in a letter from the Swedish envoy to The Hague to Stockholm, 22 Apr. 1939, 
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during her state v1s1t in May 1939. As the tension later 
seemed to ease, Leopold did not actually start to elaborate 
his plan until July.85 Even then he did no more than draft a 
message to the heads of state of other neutral countries 
proposing to hold a conference. 86 When the crisis deepened 
in August, it became clear that if the initiative were to 
have any chance of success, action would have to be taken 
immediately. On 22 August the foreign ministers of the 
Oslo states gathered in Brussels at the invitation of the 
Belgian government. Before his departure the Danish foreign 
minister, Munch, said that he regarded the conference as a 
follow-up to the Copenhagen conference of July 1938. 
He expected it to last two days and thought it possible 
that agreements might be made concerning economic co-
operation in wartime. Munch revealed that he was in favour 
of the idea of extending the mutual economic co-operation 
between the Scandinavian countries to include the entire 
Oslo Group.87 

The greater part of the Conference of Brussels was devoted 
to finalizing the text of the peace appeal. In addition to the 
original version, there was also a Swedish one, 88 which was 
an amended and shortened version of the Belgian text. The 
second part of the conference was given over to a discussion 
of the problem of food supplies in wartime. The Belgian 
government had produced a short memorandum, proposing 
closer co-operation in this field. The Scandinavian countries 
declared that they were prepared to extend their mutual co-
operation in economic matters to include the entire Oslo 
Group.89 The ministers decided, moreover, that further 
consultations should be held between experts from the 
various Oslo states. They also felt that a central consultative 
body should be set up in Brussels to ensure faster com-
munications. On the evening of 23 August 1939 King 

85 Documentation in KKB; see also General van Overstraeten, Albert I-Leopold 
Ill, Vingt ans de politique militaire beige, (Paris, Brussels, n.d.), 339. 

86 Denmark, Finland, Luxemburg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, 
Switzerland, and possibly Romania, Spain, the Baltic and the Balkan states. 

87 Report by the French envoy in Copenhagen, 22 Aug. 1939, Archives de 
Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres Paris (AEP), Pays-Bas, vol. lxv. 

88 'Project de declaration depose par la legation de Suede', copy KKB. 
89 See above for a description of the meeting on 24 Sept. 1938. 
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Leopold read out the appeal on behalf of the heads of state of 
the Oslo countries in the presence of their foreign ministers.90 

The appeal produced a considerable response. In the fol-
lowing months, however, the achievements of the Permanent 
Committee of the Oslo Group, which had been established 
during the Conference of Brussels, were few and far between. 
On 1 1 September the Committee met in Brussels with 
special sessions of the economic and legal subcommittees.91 

Only the legal subcommittee met for a second time in 
November 1939 in Copenhagen.92 If the Oslo states had 
adopted a common line at that time, they might well have 
strengthened their position. The failure to do so was mainly 
attributable to the actions of Denmark, Norway, and the 
Netherlands, which blocked any moves in this direction by 
pursuing an isolationist policy, overestimating the strength 
of their position, 93 and speculating on internal German 
dissension. 94 

How quickly the storm clouds were likely to gather over 
the Oslo states became apparent even before the Second 
World War began. Disturbed by reports of the Conference of 
Brussels, Berlin decided that any extension of trade between 
the Oslo states must not be at the expense of trade between 
them and Germany. German worries were increased by the 
fear that the Oslo Group would make concessions to Britain 
after the outbreak of war. At a meeting on 26 August 1939 in 
the Ministry of Economics it was decided to send two high-
ranking German diplomats, K. Ritter and U. von Hassell, to 
the Oslo states.95 In view of the urgency of their missions 

90 A brief report by the Dutch foreign minister to the Dutch diplomatic missions, 
with the text appended, 24 Aug. 1939, BZ, Gez. Stockholm. 

91 'Compte rendu sommaire de la reunion tenue a Bruxelles le vendredi ler 
septembre 1939 par le Comite Permanent des Etats du Group d'Oslo', AEB, Serie 
2470 bis; UDO, 35 B 25. 

92 'Conference tenue a Copenhagen par le Comite des Etats du Group d'Oslo, les 
6, 7 et 8 novembre 1939', UDC, Bibliotek. 

93 See e.g. Dutch envoy to Copenhagen to Dutch foreign minister, 1 Sept. 1939, 
copy BZ, Gez. Budapest. 

94 Cf. telephone message Lt. Klop, recorded on 29 Aug. 1939, ArchiefMaritieme 
Historie Den Haag, Ministerie van Defensie, Marinestaf Aa-10/10. 

95 Particulars in AA, Ha. Pol., Wiehl, vol. v, and Ha. Pol., Clodius 35, vol. vii; 
Ha. Pol., C. von Renthe Fink, vol. v; DZP, 09.01.AA, 688971/20. See also L. 
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the German envoys to these countries were instructed to 
announce their arrival.96 The message which the diplomats 
bore was, in fact, a threat. Using statistics relating to 
German imports from and exports to these countries in 1938, 
and outlining Germany's wishes in the event of war,97 they 
stated that trade with Germany must not be allowed to 
decrease. As long as this did not happen, Germany was 
willing to respect the neutrality of the Oslo states. Shortly 
after the 'visit' of the German diplomats the countries 
in question received a more detailed memorandum. The 
majority of the Oslo states then acquiesced to Germany's 
demands.98 Thus, from the start of the Second World War a 
sword of Damocles,99 in the form of a German demand for 
economic neutrality, was poised above the Oslo states, 
threatening their independence. If they were unwilling to 
maintain their trade with Germany at its pre-war level, 
Germany might use this as a justification for invasion. 

Despite all the warnings they had received, the Oslo states 
remained neutral right up to the last moment. They wished 
to make little distinction, if any, between the belligerents. 
This point was singled out for criticism by the 1945 Com-
mission for Investigation, established by the Norwegian 
parliament after the war. 100 The extent to which this ap-
proach was accepted was evident in the Netherlands, 
where a general had instructions to depart for Berlin if 
the Allies should be the first to attack. 101 Critics spoke in 
this connection of a deutschfreundliche Neutralitat (pro-German 
neutrality). 102 Not until Germany attacked them did Norway, 
Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxemburg request help 
from the British and French governments. Only Denmark 

96 Weizsacker to German envoys, 28 Sept. 1939 (draft DZP). 
97 Cf. annexes to Schletterer (Reichswirtschaftsministerium) to Auswartiges Arnt, 
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asked no one for help. King Haakon of Norway and his 
government put up the most protracted resistance of any of 
the Oslo countries. The first to arrive in London on IO May 
were the Dutch foreign minister, E. N. van Kleffens, and 
the minister for the colonies. Their arrival was a surprise to 
the British, who took some time to digest the idea that the 
Netherlands wished to establish closer relations. 103 While in 
London the Dutch ministers had to request the assistance of 
the man to whom the smaller neutral countries had not 
wished to listen, namely Winston Churchill, the new prime 
minister and minister of defence. In Belgium, King Leopold 
remained with the troops as commander-in-chief, as his 
father had done before him in the First World War. This 
gave rise to problems after the capitulation. In Denmark, 
too, the king remained in the country. He, however, became 
a symbol of protest and resistance. The Belgian and 
Luxemburg governments hesitated considerably before 
leaving for England. 104 

By offering no resistance, Denmark managed to retain a 
degree of autonomy until 1943. 105 Her position seemed 
attractive to the other Oslo countries. After the German 
conquest, proposals were put forward from various sides 
in Norway to establish the same kind of relationship with 
Germany as Denmark had. 106 With the support of German 
military men and diplomats, the Luxemburg secretary-
general, A. Wehrer, asked that Luxemburg be dealt with 
along the lines of the Danish model. 107 In the first stage of 
the occupation, which lasted roughly until mid-1941, 'neo-
neutralism'108-a continuation of the neutralism of the late 

103 Halifax to Bland, 10 May 1940, PRO, FO 432. 
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193os-still played a major part in the occupied Oslo 
countries. By 1940, however, this implied a recognition 
of German hegemony, as was stated in as many words at 
the time by E. Scavenius, P. Berg, H. Colijn, H. de Man, 
A. Wehrer, and others. 109 In the case of Denmark, the 
occupier even recognized the 'neutrality' of the country. 110 

Luxemburg's small army asked expressly to be regarded as 
neutral. 111 In Norway, where a governing council was 
established jointly by the German envoy and the Norwegian 
supreme court, the praesidium of parliament and the 
political parties sought a 'neutral middle course' .112 Just how 
much relations had changed was evident from the fact that 
Germany was asked to act as a go-between in order to 
continue trade between the former Oslo countries. A timber 
conference was held at Weimar in October 1940 under 
German chairmanship, and was attended by all the former 
Oslo countries, including Finland. 113 

The governments-in-exile in London, which in 1945 came 
to be identified with the heroic struggle of the Allies, still 
showed little stomach for the fight in the summer of 1940. 
They had been constituted at a time when neutralism was 
the key to foreign policy. Initially, they went through a 
'Vichy' phase, in which they supported attempts to achieve 
peace and urged the British government to end the war. In 
addition, Spaak and Van Kleffens refused to declare war on 
Italy. A decision on the declaration of solidarity requested by 
the British government was postponed for months on end. 114 

The replacement of the Dutch prime minister, De Geer, by 
Gerbrandy, of the Norwegian prime minister, Koht, by Lie, 
and Spaak's instructions of 6 December 1940, marked the 

109 Nissen, 'Adjusting to German Domination', 121; H. D. Loock, Quisling, 
Rosenberg and Terboven (Stuttgart, 1970); H. Colijn, Op de grens van twee were/den 
(Amsterdam, 1940), 41 If.; R. Gollin, Le Roi des Belges a-t-il trahi (New York, 1940), 
25; H. Koch-Kent, Luxemburg im SD-Spiegel (Luxemburg, 1940), 39 and 44. 

110 Nissen, 'Adjusting to German Domination', 113. 
111 Wagner, Belgien in der deutschen Politik, 123. 
112 See H. D. Loock, 'Zeitgeschichte Norwegens', Vierteijahrsheftefur Zeitgeschichte, 

13 (1965), 95. 
113 Report, 24 Oct. 1940, as annex to letter from Schaepman to Hirschfeld, 24 

Oct. 1940, copy BZ, Collectie Schaepman. 
114 Documents Concerning the Foreign Polity of the Netherlands, 1919-1945 (The Hague, 

1976), nos. 340 and 421. 
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trans1t1on from 'neo-neutralism' to open support for the 
Allied cause. 115 

A few months before the German attack on the Nether-
lands, P. Geyl, later to become a well-known Dutch his-
torian, published a penetrating analysis of the position of the 
smaller countries. 1 6 He argued that their position was 
extremely weak, that the developments of the last few years 
had shown this all too clearly, and that there was no point in 
cherishing any further illusions on that score. When Geyl's 
article was published on 7 May, Denmark had already been 
occupied, the Norwegian forces had retired to the central and 
northern parts of the country, and Germany was about to 
invade Belgium, Luxemburg, and the Netherlands. This 
made Geyl's conclusion even more significant. 

An analysis of the history of the Oslo Group in the face of 
German aggression should not be confined to the years 1 938 
and 1939. 11 German military aggression was preceded by a 
period of economic expansion and infiltration. The success of 
this process cannot properly be explained without taking 
account of the consequences of the Depression on the 
position of the Oslo states and the consequent dissension 
between them on the options open to them. 

In what measure did the Second World War put an end to 
the neutralism of the r93os? It seems that after 1945 the 
reversal was complete. While they pursued a policy of in-
dependence right up to the last moment before the German 
invasion, after the invasion Belgium, Norway, Luxemburg, 
and the Netherlands were prepared to accept some limita-
tions on their sovereignty. For Scandinavia, however, 1949 
seems to have been another turning-point. Whereas Norway 
and-more hesitantly-Denmark joined NATO, Sweden 
continued to pursue a policy of neutrality. A Swedish 
proposal for a Scandinavian defence alliance had been 
rejected by Norway, which had established strong contacts 

115 0. Riste, London-Regjeringa (Oslo, 1973), i; Het Dagboek van dr. G. H. C. Hart, 
London mei r940-mei r94r, ed. A. E. Kersten (The Hague, 1976), rnof. 

116 Published in Socialisme en democratie, 7 May 1940. The article was dated Mar. 
1940. 

117 This is one of the weak points in F. S. Pearson's book The Weak State in 
International Crisis: The Case of the Netherlands in the German Invasion Crisis of r939-r940 
(Washington, DC, 1981). 
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with Britain during the war. The fact that the Soviet Union 
had become a dominant Great Power on the Continent was 
an important factor influencing the decision of Scandinavian 
countries whether or not to join NATO. Russian troops 
stayed on the Danish island of Bornholm for more than ten 
months in 1945. Norwegian and Soviet interests collided 
in Finnmark and in the Svalbard islands. Finland had to 
conclude a pact with the Soviet Union. Sweden, however, 
whose territory was less important in the Soviet Union's 
strategy and whose economy was more independent than 
that of her neighbours, probably had 'better prospects of 
remaining neutral' during a war between East and West. 118 

The Swedish decision seems to have been influenced too by 
Sweden's experience with the Third Reich before and during 
the Second World War. 

118 K. Molin, 'Winning the Peace: Vision and Disappointment in Nordic 
Security Policy 1945-9', in H. S. Nissen (ed.), Scandinavia, 359. 
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Great Britain and the Security 
'Lessons' of the Second World War 

DAVID REYNOLDS 

One of the more moving documents in the British Public 
Record Office is a memorandum composed by Clement 
Attlee in August 1945, a few days after the first atomic 
bombs had been dropped on Ja pan. In four handwritten 
pages the new Labour prime minister tried to order his 
thoughts about what had happened. His overwhelming 
impression was 

that the emergence of this weapon has rendered much of our post-
war planning out of date ... I noticed at [the recent] Potsdam 
[ conference of Allied leaders] that people still talked of the line of 
the Western Neisse, although rivers as strategic positions have 
been obsolete since the advent of Air Power. It is infinitely harder 
for people to realise that even the modern conception of war 
to which in my lifetime we have become accustomed is now com-
pletely out of date. 

For Attlee, what was at stake was nothing less than 'the 
survival of civilisation and possibly of life on this planet'. 1 

With hindsight, it has become a commonplace that 1945 
did indeed mark a new era in international security. The 
atomic bomb revolutionized concepts of war and peace, 
of defence and deterrence. Moreover, Hitler's bid for 
Weltherrschaft, though ultimately abortive, had brought the 
old Europe down in ruins around him. And in the struggle to 
defeat him two new 'superpowers' had been created, which 
between them soon divided Europe into rival blocs. It is 

1 Attlee, undated memo, [Aug. 1945], Public Record Office (PRO), PREM 
8/ 116. These and other Crown copyright documents are cited by permission of the 
Controller of HM Stationery Office. 
The author is grateful to Dr Zara Steiner for helpful comments on a draft version. 
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easy, therefore, to think of 1945 as a 'new world', Nullpunkt, 
l'annie zéro. 

Yet these new realities were faced in the light of past 
experience. The lessons of the 1930s and the war still 
influenced the security thinking of the European powers after 
1945. The British case is an instructive example. For one 
thing, it illustrates the missing 'European dimension' of the 
origins of the cold war and a bipolar Europe, which, from 
various angles, European historians are now identifying. 
Contrary to some American historiography, post-war Europe 
was not a completely passive victim of American and Soviet 
policies-the 'two big dogs chewing on a bone', in the 
words of Senator William Fulbright in 1945.2 Although the 
European powers were ravaged by the war, their aspirations 
and anxieties significantly influenced the growing polariza-
tion, above all in Germany, where the impasse between the 
occupying powers over how to resolve 'the German problem' 
was central to the cold war. Furthermore, Britain was of 
special significance because she was the one major European 
power that had not been occupied or defeated. Though 
economically weakened by the war, she remained an in-
fluential actor in the 1940s and her role was enhanced by 
the fact that initially the USA was inclined to pull back 
from extensive peacetime commitments in Europe. In the 
transitional years of 1945-7, before the unprecedented US 
commitments of the Marshall Plan, the Berlin blockade, and 
NATO, British security policy helped determine the future 
shape of Western Europe and left legacies that remain with 
us to the present day. This essay surveys the evolution 
of that policy in three areas-threat perception, military 
strategy, and alliance diplomacy-noting particularly the 
'lessons' derived from the Second World War. 

2 D. Reynolds, 'The Origins of the Cold War: The European Dimension, 1944-
51 ', Historicaljournal, 28 (1985), 499. See also G. Lundestad, 'Empire by Invitation: 
The United States and Western Europe, 1945-1952', Journal of Peace Research, 23 
(1986), 263-77; D. C. Watt, 'Britain and the Historiography of the Yalta 
Conference and the Cold War', Diplomatic History, 13 (1989), 67-98. For an 
overview by a German scholar embodying this approach see W. Loth, The Division of 
the World, 1941-1955 (London, 1988). 
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THREAT: FROM GERMANY TO RUSSIA 

In May 1943 Winston Churchill, the British prime minister, 
told Congressional leaders in Washington that 'the first 
preoccupation must be to prevent further aggression in the 
future by Germany and Japan. To this end he contemplated 
an association of the United States, Great Britain and 
Russia.'3 This idea of continued 'Big Three' co-operation 
within the structure of the new United Nations was the 
foundation of British planning for post-war security. It is 
important to note that even Churchill was slow to abandon 
it. He had, of course, been a vehement opponent of the 
Soviet government in its early years, denouncing 'the foul 
baboonery of Bolshevism',4 and by the end of 1943 these 
fears had revived as he contemplated the spread of the Red 
Army deep into East and South-East Europe. Yet his moods 
oscillated. In January 1944 he could talk of 'the deep-seated 
changes which have taken place in the character of the 
Russian state and Government' and of 'the new confidence 
which has grown in our hearts towards Stalin'. 5 And his 
response to the Soviet thrusts west and south in the summer 
of 1944 was not confrontation but an attempt, symbolized by 
the 'percentages' agreement of October 1944, to reach an 
agreement on spheres of influence in the Balkans. He had 
essentially the same aim for Eastern Europe at Yalta in 
February 1945-a Soviet sphere open to Western trade 
and democratic values-and in the afterglow of the con-
ference he was rash enough to tell his ministers: 'Poor Nevile 
[sic] Chamberlain believed he could trust Hitler. He was 
wrong. But I don't think I'm wrong about Stalin.'6 His 

3 Comments at British Embassy, Washington, 22 May 1943, PRO, CAB 66/37, 
WP (43) 233. 

4 M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, 8 vols. (London, 1966-88), iv (London, 1975), 
257, quoting speech of 19 Feb. 1919. 

5 Churchill to Eden, M(S)31 /4, 16 Jan. 1944, PRO, PREM 3/399/6. For 
wartime policy see E. Barker, Churchill and Eden at War (London, 1978), and more 
specifically, G. Ross (ed.), The Foreign Office and the Kremlin: British Documents on 
Anglo-Soviet Relations, 1941-1945 (Cambridge, 1g85), and M. Kitchen, British Polity 
towards the Soviet Union during the Second World War (London, 1986). 

6 Hugh Dalton diary, vol. xxxii, 23 Feb. 1945, British Library of Political and 
Economic Science, London, 
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hopes dimmed in the spring and some of his telegrams to 
Washington were almost apocalyptic in tone, but his object 
was negotiation from strength rather than direct confron-
tation. Warning the new president, Harry S Truman, on 12 
May 1945 that an 'iron curtain is drawn down upon their 
front' he urged: 'Surely it is vital now to come to an under-
standing with Russia, or see where we are with her, before 
we weaken our armies mortally or retire to the zones of 
occupation. This can only be done by a personal meeting.'7 

The new Labour government from July 1945 was slow to 
abandon the idea of Big Three co-operation as its public 
goal. Labour's foreign secretary, Ernest Bevin, had little 
affection for Communists, having battled their Soviet-
financed efforts to gain influence in the trade union move-
ment throughout the inter-war years.8 Like most of the 
Labour leaders, Bevin believed firmly in Britain's continued 
world-power role and he quickly came into conflict with 
Soviet claims over the Near East and Mediterranean at the 
post-war foreign ministers meetings. Yet what he was 'trying 
to do-as Churchill had done in October 1944-was to get a 
general agreement on spheres of influence so that· each side 
would set a limit to its sphere of influence in Europe and the 
Middle East'.9 And he still hoped to maintain an overall 
framework of Big Three agreement, perhaps by extending 
the Anglo-Soviet treaty of friendship of 1942 from twenty 
to fifty years. Throughout, Bevin's own fears of Germany 
remained strong. He never forgave the Germans for the war 
('I tries 'ard, Brian, but I 'ates them', he told the British 
military governor of Germany on one occasion) and as late 
as December 1947 he could still say that 'he doubted whether 
Russia was as great a danger as a resurgent Germany might 
become'. 10 

7 W. S. Churchill, The Second World War, 6 vols. (London, 1947-54), vi (London, 
1954), 498-9. 

8 In 1937 he told the Soviet Ambassador: 'you have built up the Soviet Union 
and you have the right to defend it. I have built up the Transport Union and if you 
try to break it, I'll fight you-and fight to the death.' F. S. Northedge and A. Wells, 
Britain and Soviet Communism: The Impact ef a Revolution (London, 1982), 203. 

9 E. Barker, The British between the Superpowers, I945-I950 (London, 1983), 36. 
10 A. Bullock, Ernest Bevin: Foreign Secretary, 1945-1951 (London, 1983), go, 268-9, 

358. 
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Behind the scenes in Whitehall, however, the shift from 
Germany to Russia had occurred much earlier. The lead had 
been taken by the chiefs of staff (COS) and their advisers as 
early as 1943. Sceptical that the official goal of continued Big 
Three co-operation was a prudent basis for future planning, 
they wished to examine the military consequences if co-
operation broke down. In that case, they argued, the only 
possible country of significant power that might be hostile to 
Britain was the Soviet Union, and they therefore urged the 
government to keep this in mind in its thinking about post-
war issues such as German dismemberment. Although 'the 
immediate object ... must be the keeping down of Germany', 
the COS warned the Foreign Office in July 1944, 'we feel 
that the more remote, but more dangerous, possibility of a 
hostile Russia making use of the resources of Germany must 
not be lost sight of' .11 Privately, the chief of the imperial 
general staff, Sir Alan Brooke, was even blunter: 

we must from now onwards regard Germany in a very different 
light. Germany is no longer the dominating power in Europe-
Russia is. Unfortunately Russia is not entirely European. She has, 
however, vast resources and cannot fail to become the main threat 
in fifteen years from now. Therefore, foster Germany, gradually 
build her up and bring her into a Federation of Western Europe. 
Unfortunately this must all be done under the cloak of a holy 
alliance between England, Russia and America. Not an easy 
policy ... 12 

Such a prescient prediction might seem to validate the 
worst Soviet accusations about British cold war-mongering. 
Yet it should be stressed that Brooke's aspirations were in 
no sense official British policy in 1944. As we have seen, 
Churchill and later Bevin still wanted to maintain Anglo-
Soviet co-operation, and, moreover, the military's advice was 
strongly repudiated in much of the Foreign Office. There 
post-war planners, such as Gladwyn Jebb, and Russian 
specialists in the Northern Department, headed by Chris-
topher Warner, deprecated the 'undoubted tendency in the 

11 Comments by chiefs of staff, 27 July 1944, PRO, FO 371 / 40725, U8652/ 
180/70. 

12 Brooke diary, 27 July 1944, in A. Bryant, Triumph in the West, 1943-1946 
(London, 1957), 242. 
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Service Departments to regard the Soviet Union as a potential 
enemy'. 13 Committed to trying to make Big Three co-
operation work, they feared that the chiefs' contingency 
planning could prove a self-fulfilling prophecy. This was 
partly because, in their view, the military were rigid in 
thinking and innately 'anti-Bolshevik' in outlook, and also 
because they feared that any papers written on such an 
assumption might leak out and intensify Soviet suspicions. 
Furthermore, by focusing on a possible distant danger, 
Britain 'might fail to guard against the immediate danger, 
which was the resurgence ofGermany'. 14 On 4 October 1944 
the foreign secretary, Anthony Eden, and the chiefs of staff 
had it out face to face. Nothing was resolved-the two sides 
simply agreed to differ-but in future the chiefs promised 
to conduct themselves more discreetly. Henceforth 'any 
reference to a future threat from Russia should be in polite 
and circumlocutory terms' and such papers would be given a 
very restricted circulation. (Ironically, any damage through 
leaks had already occurred-and from the Foreign Office 
end-for one of the recipients of the original planning 
papers had been the counsellor at the British Embassy in 
Washington, the Soviet agent Donald Maclean.) 15 

In these encounters both side were, of course, playing their 
appointed bureaucratic roles. The chiefs of staff and their 
post-hostilities planning staff were interested in the presumed 
capabilities of other powers-the military problems that 
might be posed if diplomacy failed. The Foreign Office was 
interested in the presumed intentions of other powers-the 
diplomatic opportunities available as a result of the war. 
The former was occupationally biased towards worst-case 
assumptions, the latter prone to much greater optimism. 

By the spring of 1946, however, most of the Foreign Office 
had come round to the chiefs of staff's view of a Soviet 
threat-although Bevin refused to endorse action upon that 

13 Jebb, minute, 7 June 1944, quoted in Julian Lewis, Changing Direction: British 
Military Planningfor Post-War Strategic Defence, 1942-1947 (London, 1988), 104. This is 
the most detailed account, but see the perceptive criticisms in the briefer survey by 
A. Gorst, 'British Military Planning for Post-War Defence, 1943- 1945', in A. 
Deighton (ed.), Britain and the First Cold War (London, 1990), 91-108. 

14 Minutes of meeting on 4 Oct. 1944, PRO, FO 954/22A, Pwp/44/29. 
15 Lewis, Changing Direction, 134-5. 
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basis for another year, and the FO's declaratory policy did 
not change, arguably, until his two-blocs 'Western Union' 
speech of January 1948. In early 1946 the reporting from 
Moscow of the British minister, Frank Roberts, proved 
influential-helping pull together a coherent interpret-
ation of Soviet policy in much the same way as the 'Long 
Telegram' of his American counterpart and close colleague, 
George Kennan, influenced parts of Washington. Roberts 
warned the FO on 17 March that 'Soviet security has 
become hard to distinguish from Soviet imperialism and it is 
becoming uncertain whether there is, in fact, any limit to 
Soviet expansion'. 16 At his suggestion a special 'Russia 
Committee' was created in the FO, to review weekly all 
aspects of Soviet policy and propaganda, and this henceforth 
provided the principal focus for FO analysis of the problem. 
The head of the new committee was Christopher Warner, 
now much altered in outlook from his 1944 mood of con-
ciliation towards Russia. His influential memo of April 
1946 on 'the Soviet campaign against this country and our 
response to it' concluded that 'the Soviet Government, both 
in their recent pronouncements and in their actions have 
made it clear that they have decided upon an aggressive 
policy, based upon militant Communism and Russian 
chauvinism'. 17 Although the FO did not believe that the 
USSR wanted war, it assumed that the Russians would 
extend their influence by all means possible, taking advan-
tage of the chaos in post-war Europe and the new appeal of 
Communism, and it accepted the COS view that war was 
more likely as the Soviets built up their military strength in 
the 1950s. 

The development of threat assessment in the late 1940s is 
beyond the scope of this chapter. Of more relevance here is 
the question of why the FO had 'come round' so completely 
to the military view of the Soviet threat by 1946, having 
opposed it so adamantly some eighteen months before. On 

16 Roberts to FO, 17 Mar. 1946, in R. Merrick, 'The Russia Committee of the 
British Foreign Office and the Cold War, 1946-47', journal of Contemporary History, 
20 (1985), 454. 

17 Warner, memo, 2 Apr. 1946, PRO FO 371/56832, N6344/605/38. See also V. 
Rothwell, Britain and the Cold War, I94I-I947 (London, 1982), eh. 5. 
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the face of it, the answer is simple. As Warner observed, in 
large part Soviet actions and pronouncements had reshaped 
British perceptions. Among the actions were the imposition 
of Communist-dominated governments in Poland, Bulgaria, 
and Romania, Moscow's demand for punitive reparations 
from Germany, its slowness to withdraw from northern Iran, 
and its pressure for bases at the Dardanelles and for a UN 
trusteeship in the former Italian colony of Tripolitania. 
Both of the latter presaged a greater Soviet role in the 
Mediterranean. By 'pronouncements' Warner was referring 
to the vehement new campaign of anti-Western Marxist-
Leninist propaganda, particularly directed against Britain, 
which developed in early 1946. This stood in marked con-
trast with the tone of the Soviet media in the war years and it 
took the British greatly aback. Indeed, the Russia Committee 
was largely created to combat it. 

Taken together, Soviet 'actions' and 'pronouncements' 
help account for the shift in FO perceptions. Yet it is worth 
noting that both were susceptible of less sinister interpret-
ations. The post-war shift in official Russian rhetoric is clear, 
but Sovietologists today remain divided as to its significance, 
with many inclined to the view that the anti-Western, 
Marxist line had more to do with internal party and factional 
power struggles than with foreign policy per se. 18 As for 
Soviet expansion, though often brutal, this was largely in 
areas in or adjoining the old tsarist empire or was related to 
Russian concerns for a buffer against renewed German 
attack. Tripolitania was a different matter, but since the 
British were then seeking their own trusteeship in neigh-
bouring and much larger Cyrenaica, one can perhaps 
understand Soviet Foreign Minister Vyacheslav Molotov's 
complaint to Bevin: 'so you don't want to give us even a 
corner of the Mediterranean?' 19 Western concern was also 
selective, with little attention paid to the Soviet troop 
withdrawal from Czechoslovakia in late 1945, to the rea-

18 e.g. W. 0. McCagg, jun., Stalin Embattled, 1943-1948 (Detroit, 1978); W. G. 
Hahn, Postwar Soviet Politics: The Fall of Zhdanov and the Defeat of Moderation, 1946-53 
(Ithaca, NY, 1982); G. D. Ra'anan, International Policy Formation in the USSR: 
Factional 'Debates' during the Zhdanovschina (Hamden, Conn., 1983). 

19 Barker, British between the Superpowers, 24. 
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sonably open elections in Austria and Hungary, and to 
Stalin's honouring of the percentages agreement by not 
intervening in the Greek civil war. (Support for the Greek 
Communists seems to have come mainly from Yugoslavia 
and Albania.) Moreover, Anglo-American policy towards 
Soviet expansion was more than a simple spheres-of-
influence approach. The FO itself admitted privately in 
September 1945 that the USSR had broadly followed a 
spheres approach, both for herself and her Western allies, 
and that it was the British and American insistence on 
democratic criteria for the Soviet sphere in Eastern Europe 
that set off escalating Soviet interference in areas that they 
regarded as out of bounds for the USSR.20 

Evaluating Soviet intentions is beyond the scope of this 
chapter ( or indeed that of any Western historian). The point 
established here is simply that alternative interpretations of 
Soviet actions and pronouncements in 1945-6 are possible 
and that some were canvassed at the time. Why, then, were 
they dismissed? Here, I think, we have to adduce certain 
security lessons of the war years. 21 

With regard to 'actions', the 'lesson' of 1933-40 had been 
that expansion occurred incrementally but fatally. If you 
allowed it to happen in one place, momentum would build 
up until the menace was unstoppable. Bevin put the point 
explicitly to Attlee when the latter suggesting trying to 
negotiate away 'points of friction' in the Mediterranean: 

It would be Munich over again, only on a world scale, with Greece, 
Turkey and Persia as the first victims in place of Czechoslovakia ... 
If we speak to Stalin as you propose, he is as likely to respect their 
independence as Hitler was to respect Czechoslovakia's and we 
shall get as much of Stalin's goodwill as we got of Hitler's after 
Munich. 22 

2° FO memo, 'Atomic energy: the international background', I I Sept. 1945, 
PRO, PREM 8/I 17, ACAE (45) 11. On the distinction between 'closed' and 'open' 
spheres, see E. Mark, 'American Policy toward Eastern Europe and the Origins of 
the Cold War, 1941-1946: An Alternative Interpretation', Journal of American 
History, 68 (1981), 313-36. 

21 This follows the suggestive argument for US policy in E. R. May, 'Lessons' of 
the Past: The Use and Misuse of History in American Foreign Policy (New York, 1973), 
eh. 2. 

22 Bevin to Attlee, 9Jan. 1947, in R. Smith andJ. Zametica, 'The Cold Warrior: 
Clement Attlee Reconsidered, 1945-1947', International Affairs, 61 (1985), 250-1. 
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Soviet 'pronouncements' also carried echoes of the past. 
Warner's April 1946 memorandum stated firmly: 

the Soviet Union has announced to the world that it proposes to 
play an aggressive political role, while making an intensive drive to 
increase its own military and industrial strength. We should be 
very unwise not to take the Russians at their word, just as we 
should have been wise to take Mein Kampf at its face value. 23 

Given the consequences of 'appeasement'" in the 1930s, 
so fresh in everyone's minds, such warnings were hard to 
disregard. 

This analysis of military and diplomatic thinking has 
illustrated in microcosm how British security concerns 
shifted between 1944 and 1946 from Germany to Russia. The 
role of Russian deeds and words, in the context of the 
alarming post-war European vacuum, were of salient im-
portance, but, having hoped for the best in the 1930s, the 
'lessons of appeasement' made British policy-makers ready to 
assume the worst the next time round. This made it harder 
to take each Russian demand on its merits, to persist in 
negotiation with obdurate and often surly opponents, and to 
avoid the tendency to overstate the coherence and scope of 
Soviet objectives. Even allowing for the gravity of Western 
Europe's economic and political predicament in the spring of 
1 948-after the Czech coup, before the Italian elections, and 
amid reports of mounting Soviet pressure on Norway and 
Finland-there is surely a note of paranoia in Bevin's 
warning to the cabinet that 'It has really become a matter of 
the defence of Western civilisation or everything will be 
swamped by this Soviet method of infiltration ... physical 
control of the Eurasian land mass and eventual control of the 
whole World Island is what the Politburo is aiming at-no 
less a thing than that.'24 

Perhaps. Or perhaps not. Until the Russian archives are 
digested (and maybe not even then) it remains impossible to 
say. What seems clear is that, after their experience of Hitler, 
British policy-makers felt that they could not afford to give 
Stalin the benefit of the doubt. 

23 Warner, memo, 2 Apr. 1946, PRO, FO 371/56832, N6344. 
24 Bevin, memo, 'The Threat to Western Civilisation', 3 Mar. 1948, PRO, CAB 
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STRATEGY: ATOMIC DETERRENCE 

In determining their response to the Soviet threat British 
policy-makers had to heed their country's economic prob-
lems. From the end of the Napoleonic wars until 1931 Britain 
had run a peacetime payments surplus. The only exceptions 
had been during post-war demobilization in 1919 and in the 
General Strike year of 1926. For most of the 1930s, however, 
Britain ran a payments deficit and this had been a significant 
constraint on rearmament policy.25 During the war the 
deficit had inevitably grown to vast proportions, some £10 
billion in all, and this had largely been covered by Lend-
Lease from the USA ( over a half) and sterling balances run 
up in London by sterling area partners, notably India and 
Egypt (about one-third).26 After 1945, of course, the burdens 
of war would ease, but on the other hand the country faced 
continued military obligations around the world, especially 
if peace treaties were not agreed and occupation forces 
therefore remained. Germany was the biggest drain, but 
Japan, Austria, Palestine, and Trieste added to the bill. 
Moreover, the capacity to pay one's way-already prob-
lematic in the 193os-had been further diminished by over 
£1. I billion of external disinvestment and by the cutback in 
normal production and trade to concentrate on the war. In 
1945 exports were running at some 40 per cent of the 1938 
volume, while import demand, held down in the war, was 
inevitably going to rise, not least to cater for the widespread 
popular expectation that the fruits of hard-won victory would 
be a 'welfare state' .27 

The government therefore faced intense pressure to cut 
back on foreign obligations, to conserve scarce foreign 
exchange, and to direct manpower back into productive 
industry as soon as possible. Planners responsible for post-
war reconstruction proposed a notional figure of £500 million 
per annum as an acceptable defence budget and this figure, 

25 See G. C. Peden, British Rearmament and the Treasury, 1932-1939 (Edinburgh, 
1979), 

26 R. S. Sayers, Financial Policy, 1939-45 (London, 1956), 498. 
27 See W. K. Hancock and M. M. Gowing, British War Economy (London, rev. 
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buttressed by the new national income accounting that 
developed during the war, was frequently advanced in the 
autumn of 1945. From the Treasury's point of view, then, it 
was a return to the mentality of the 193os-the country's 
defence posture should be determined by what it could 
afford. Their warnings were given point in July 1946, when 
the government had to impose bread rationing-avoided 
even in the depths of the war-in order to ensure enough 
grain to feed the devastated British occupation zone in 
Germany. In effect, Britain was 'paying reparations to 
Germany' -a phrase popularized by the chancellor of 
the exchequer, Hugh Dalton. Such a course was neither 
economically nor politically feasible for long, and this ex-
plains the British determination in 1946-7 to push ahead 
with rebuilding the German economy regardless of Soviet 
attitudes. 

Nevertheless, for all the economic constraints, the British 
government did not revert to the defence policy of the early 
1930s. 'Appeasement'-previously a tried British expedient 
for reducing threats and relieving overstretch, be it in the 
early 1900s or the late 193os-was now ruled out by the 
memory of Munich.28 The growing belief was that inter-
national politics were a global zero-sum game-'lf we move 
out in peacetime, Russia will move in', was the axiom of the 
chiefs of staff, and the FO agreed.29 Also apparent was 
the sobering memory of appeasement's nemesis-the Far 
Eastern débâcle of 1941-2 culminating in the surrender of 
Singapore. That had happened because Britain did not have 
a large ertough navy to cover the Atlantic, Mediterranean, 
and Pacific simultaneously-the Admiralty's great night-
mare from the mid-193os. When the choice had to be made, 
in 1940- 1, Churchill and his colleagues opted to hold the 
Mediterranean, trusting that the Japanese-the 'Wops of the 
Pacific' as Churchill called them in a revealing phrase-were 
a limited threat and could probably be deterred by bluff.30 

28 P. Kennedy, 'The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy, 1865-
1939', id., Strategy and Diplomacy (London, 1983), 15-39. 

29 COS memo, 2 Apr. 1946, PRO, CAB 131/2, DO (46) 47. 
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After the war the Admiralty was determined not to be left in 
such a predicament again. To a much greater degree than 
the Army and the RAF, it ignored the principles of financial 
prudence and planned for a three-ocean navy with fleets in 
home, Mediterranean, and Far Eastern waters, as well as 
squadrons elsewhere. Some of this, of course, was simply a 
gambit in the game of budgetary politics, but it also reflects 
the security lessons of the war. 31 

At the centre of the post-war security conundrum was the 
atomic bomb-developed as an Anglo-American project in 
which the USA had, by 1945, become overwhelmingly the 
dominant partner. In the first weeks after Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, Attlee and Bevin were inclined towards sharing 
the atomic secret with the Russians, but by November 1945 
both had adopted a more cautious line. In any case, from the 
start, there was no question in their minds but that Britain 
must take the precaution of developing her own atomic bomb 
as soon as possible. In the 1930s British politicians had been 
obsessed by the vulnerability of their densely populated 
island to aerial bombardment-the alarm being greater, 
perhaps, because of the contrast with the sense of security 
engendered by the long era of sea power. 32 The atomic threat 
compounded the problem many times over, as Attlee was 
grimly aware even in his August 1945 memorandum. The 
COS's Technical Warfare Committee pointed out in April 
1946 that 42 per cent of Britain's population lived in cites of 
over 100,000 people, compared with only 14 per of the Soviet 
population, and all British cities were within 800 miles of the 
Soviet zone of Germany. The Committee estimated that 
perhaps as few as thirty atomic bombs could 'produce 
collapse in this country' and that, even assuming that the 
USSR needed a stock of at least double this figure to cover 
inaccuracy and aircraft losses, she would achieve that 
capability some time between 1952 and 1956.33 

31 E. J. Grove, Vanguard to Trident: British Naval Policy since World War II (London, 
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Faced with this appalling prognosis, Attlee and his 
advisers reverted to the embryonic air deterrence theories of 
the mid-193os, when British rearmament concentrated on 
building up a token bomber force to match terror with terror. 
Stanley Baldwin's famous dictum of IO November 1932, that 
'the bomber will always get through', had been supple-
mented by the chilling admonition that 'the only defence is 
in offence, which means that you have to kill more women 
and children more quickly than the enemy if you want to 
save yourselves'. 34 In the same veiri, but with even greater 
urgency, the COS advised Attlee in October 1945 that, in the 
absence of a cast-iron international arms control agreement 
(which they considered most unlikely), 'possession of atomic 
weapons of our own would be vital to our security. The best 
method of defence against the new weapon is likely to be the 
deterrent effect that the possession of the means of retaliation 
would have on a potential aggressor.'35 

The problem, however, was that, even when the RAF had 
developed its own atomic bomber force, Britain herself could 
not last long against a Soviet atomic attack. Even if Soviet 
aircraft sustained incredible losses of 90 per cent, enough 
bombs would get through to wreak havoc in Britain. The 
Future Planning Section of the chiefs of staff reckoned in 
March 1947 that two months represented 'the total period of 
endurance of the United Kingdom'. Even against conven-
tional attack, assuming the Red Army reached the French 
coast, the planners gave Britain no more than nine months. 36 

In these circumstances, the COS placed particular emphasis 
on the British utilizing bases in the Middle East. This 
brought them into a remarkable conflict with Attlee over the 
degree to which the new security regime had undermined old 
strategic verities. 

The conventional picture of Attlee was that of a mild-
mannered committee chairman who had the sense to let 
bigger men get on with the job. ('There is less there than 
meets the eye', was Churchill's summation, and when 
President Truman observed in 1946 that Attlee seemed a 

34 K. Middlemas and J. Barnes, Baldwin: A Biograplry (London, 1969), 735. 
35 Hollis to Attlee, IO Oct. 1945, PRO, PREM 8/I 16. 
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modest man, Churchill responded; 'He's got a lot to be 
modest about.'37 ) In fact, as recent research has shown, 
in 1946- 7 Attlee mounted what was perhaps the most 
sustained and serious attack by any twentieth-century British 
prime minister in peacetime on the collective wisdom of his 
military advisers. 

Attlee was no pacificist. He did not doubt, for instance, 
that Britain still had world responsibilities which required 
the use of force or that she should develop an atomic cap-
ability of her own. But, to a greater degree than the COS, 
the FO, and Bevin he clung in 1946 to hopes of a mean-
ingful Big Three relationship within the UN framework, 
hoping that the atomic threat might shock all sides into 
an abandonment of 'power politics'. Nor was he as suscep-
tible as the FO to the 'lessons of appeasement'. As late as 
December 1946 he was still willing to give the Russians the 
benefit of the doubt. Talking of a possible agreed 'neutral 
zone' in the Near East, he opined that 'it is difficult to tell 
how far Russian policy is dictated by expansion and how far 
by fear of attack by the U.S. and ourselves. Fantastic as this 
is, it may very well be the real grounds of Russian policy. 
What we consider merely defence may seem to them prep-
arations for an attack.' 38 

For Attlee and the COS the Middle East formed the centre 
of their debate about future security policy. Developing the 
point in his August 1945 memo about the strategic irrel-
evance of rivers, Attlee contended that, in the era of airpower 
and the bomb, naval command of the Suez Canal and even 
the Mediterranean had lost much of its erstwhile importance. 
'We must not, for sentimental reasons based on the past, give 
hostages to fortune,' he insisted. 39 In pursuing this line he 
took on the FO and the COS in March 1946. Responding, 
Bevin and his advisers emphasized the traditional arguments 
about the Mediterranean-bringing influence to bear on 
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southern Europe, protecting lines of trade and communi-
cation, and controlling access to Iranian oil. The COS added 
to this a radical new strategic argument, born of their 
analysis of the implications of the bomb. Given Britain's 
vulnerability to attack and the need to have the capability for 
an early strike against the USSR, the Middle East assumed a 
new importance. 'From bases in the Middle East we could 
bring under long-range air attack, not only the important 
Russian industrial and oil-producing areas of Southern 
Russia and the Caucasus, but also many other important 
industrial areas of Russia. '40 

The battle between Attlee and the COS raged fiercely in 
the spring of 1946 and again at the beginning of 1947. What 
finally ended the debate (though not Attlee's doubts) was 
nothing less than a threat by the chiefs of staff in January 
194 7 that if he persisted they would resign. Apart from 
what it tells us about Attlee, the whole story has interesting 
implications for our understanding of post-war British 
security policy. First, it shows how the atomic bomb gave an 
old strategy a new rationale. Retaining the Middle East took 
on an offensive as well as defensive value in British thinking. 
Furthermore, it reminds us that the depiction of Britain 
throwing in the towel in 194 7 and abandoning her world-
power aspirations is too sweeping. In India, Palestine, and 
Greece the British did cut their losses. The cost of security 
against mounting indigenous opposition in these areas made 
the balance of burdens against benefits too unfavourable. But 
the Middle East was not the same as the Near East or South 
Asia. There the British very deliberately hung on, with oil 
and air bases top of the list of reasons.41 

Finally, in all this we can see that there was more to post-
war British security policy than mere Great-Power nostalgia, 
irrelevant to a new era of international security. It is not 
enough to say that the Labour government developed the 
bomb 'so as to retain its claims to an independent say in 
global power-politics and thus avoid being regarded merely 

40 COS memo, 'Strategic Position of the British Commonwealth', 20 Apr. 1946, 
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as an American satrapy' .42 International status was of course 
part of the story. 'We have got to have this thing over here 
whatever it costs', exclaimed Bevin in January I 94 7. 'We've 
got to have the bloody Union Jack flying on top of it.'43 Yet 
it is clear that policy on the bomb and the Middle East 
rested on strategic arguments as well.44 In retrospect these 
may seem erroneous. But to dismiss British policy-makers in 
the mid-194os as mere ostriches, unable to accept the loss of 
world power, is to caricature the security dilemma in which 
they were placed. To understand this fully, we must turn to 
the third element of the problem-the question of allies. 

ALLIES: FROM FRANCE TO AMERICA 

'There is only one thing worse than fighting with allies', 
Winston Churchill liked to say, 'and that is fighting without 
them.'45 For much of Britain's modern history peacetime 
alliances were deemed unnecessary, but the decade from 
1939 saw a fundamental reassessment, culminating in the 
North Atlantic Treaty of 1949. In retrospect, Britain's 
increasing reliance on the USA may seem inevitable. During 
and after the war she was dependent on American loans to 
bridge her payments deficit without making substantial 
military withdrawals from overseas. Lend-Lease from 1941 
to 1945 (some $21 billion, net) was followed by the 1946 loan 
($3. 75 billion). Likewise, Britain's nuclear strategy, outlined 
in the previous section, also rested tenuously on the British 
hope that America's atomic arsenal would be in some way at 
Britain's diposal in another war. For Britain had no atomic 
bombs of her own and her first successful test did not occur 
until 1952, three years after the USSR's. To a large extent, 
then, Britain's security policy came to depend to the USA, 
but subsequent British rodomontades about the 'special 
relationship' conceal the degree to which that emerged 
erratically from the experiences and lessons of the war. 
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In 1939 the British expected little from the United States. 
For most of the period since 1919 Anglo-American relations 
had been cool and suspicious. US 'betrayal' of the League of 
Nations was only the first of a series of American actions-
over war debts, naval rivalry, the 1931-2 crisis in China, 
and the Depression-which convinced British leaders that 
the US could not be relied on. 'I am afraid that, taught by 
experience, I have little faith in America,' noted the per-
manent under-secretary at the Foreign Office, Sir Alexander 
Cadogan, in February 1939. Wearily he dismissed specu-
lation about how the USA might 'act' in the event of a 
European war-'I am only too afraid that the word is 
intended in its histrionic sense.' Such scepticism was 
strengthened by the US Neutrality Acts of the 1930s which 
restricted trade with belligerent countries in an effort to 
avoid repetition of the financial entanglements and naval 
incidents that had helped draw America into war in 1917. 
Added to this doubt about the USA was an element of fear. 
In the latter stages of the 1914- 18 war American financial 
power had given President Woodrow Wilson leverage over 
Allied diplomacy and peace aims. Many British leaders had 
no desire for that to be repeated. 'Heaven knows', wrote 
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain in January 1940, 'I 
don't want the Americans to fight for us-we should have to 
pay too dearly for that if they had a right to be in on the 
peace terms ... ' Of course, he and his colleagues recognized 
that some US diplomatic and economic assistance was 
essential, and in the long term they hoped that, as in 1914-
18, Americans would be 'educated' by events into a sounder 
attitude to the war and the British cause. But in the winter of 
1939-40 most did not expect, hope, or even want a close 
Anglo-American alliance. 6 By contrast, they were now 
envisaging a lasting Anglo-French axis as the basis of a 
future peace. 

For most of the inter-war years Britain had kept her 
distance from France, convinced that French determination 
to keep Germany down was a fundamental danger to 

46 See Reynolds, Creation of the Anglo-American Alliance, chs. 1-3, quotations from 
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European peace as well as a reflection of long-standing 
French hegemonial ambitions. Though participating in a 
multilateral guarantee of the Rhineland (Locarno, 1925), the 
British refused to offer France unilateral support or to 
be entangled in France's security pacts with countries in 
Eastern Europe.47 These attitudes persisted in the 1930s and 
it was not until the aftermath of Munich that a real change 
occurred, based on the growing conviction that Hitler's 
objectives lay in Western Europe rather than in the East. As 
Sir Orme Sargent of the Foreign Office observed, 'we have 
used France as a shield, behind which we have maintained 
ourselves in Europe since our disarmament [in 1919]'.48 The 
French put it more bluntly-the British would fight to the 
last Frenchman-and the FO became concerned that, if the 
growing French demands for un effort du sang from Britain 
were not addressed, France would crumble in defeatism 
and despair. Anglo-French staff talks, the imposition of 
conscription, and the commitment of a British Expeditionary 
Force to France were all reflections of this new mood. The 
conversion was belated and the extent of British support by 
1940 minimal (ten divisions) because British rearmament 
had hitherto concentrated on the air_ and the sea, but it all 
led to a more fundamental intellectual revolution in the 
winter of 1939-40 as the 'twilight war' dragged on and 
the FO contemplated the failure of its security policy over 
the past two decades. 

By then it was hard to deny the validity of French assess-
ments of the German threat. Yet the FO was sure, as in 
1919, that current French pressure for punitive war aims 
against Germany, including control of the Rhineland, would 
be disastrous. Instead, the British took up another idea 
dating from the Paris Peace Conference, that of a British 
guarantee of French security, and now extended it in far-
reaching ways. On 28 February 1940 Sargent advised that 
the only alternative to a punitive peace would be to reassure 
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the French that after the war they could 'count on such a 
system of close and permanent co-operation between France 
and Great Britain-political, military and economic-as will 
for all international purposes make of the two countries a 
single-unit in post-war Europe. Such a unit would constitute 
an effective-perhaps the only effective counter-weight to the 
unit of 80 million Germans in the middle of Europe .. .' This, 
he argued, was the only way of achieving a stable peace. Yet, 
he continued, 'the British public is quite unprepared for such 
a development'. It 'would at first sight appear to most as an 
alarming and dangerous surrender of Great Britain's liberty 
of action or maybe of sovereignty ... and it will need a 
considerable amount of education before the British public 
will get accustomed to the notion of their having to make this 
unpalatable and unprecedented sacrifice on the altar of 
European peace.' Sargent therefore called for a major cam-
paign of public education. His ideas were taken up en-
thusiastically by the foreign secretary, Lord Halifax, and by 
Chamberlain himself. The latter noted: 'I entirely agree 
with this memorandum & shall be glad if the M[inistry] of 
Information can do something to draw attention to the 
importance of the subject.' Over the next few months the 
theme was elaborated in ministerial speeches, and plans were 
drawn up by the Ministry and by the Government's Board of 
Education for a campaign reaching down to British schools 
as well as out to the adult public.49 

The significance of these moves should not, of course, be 
exaggerated. Behind the scenes Whitehall moaned about the 
chaotic state of French politics, public enthusiasm for France 
remained lukewarm, and progress on institutional planning 
for permanent Anglo-French co-operation was slow. But 
Sargent's proposals and the top-level support they secured 
indicate what would probably have been the trend of British 
policy had the Anglo-French alliance continued. Faced with 
the bankruptcy of their diplomacy since 1919 British policy-
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makers were coming round to the need for a radical shift 
towards a permanent Anglo-French association as the basis 
of a durable peace. 

But the Anglo-French alliance did not continue. It col-
lapsed in the summer of 1940 amid bitter mutual recrimi-
nation about French ineptitude and British treachery and, 
after the Royal Navy's attack on the French fleet at Oran 
in July, the two ex-Allies seemed for a time close to war 
with each other. Simultaneously, the events of May-June 
1940 ended British equivocation about America. Winston 
Churchill, the new prime minister, had always been more 
ardent in his wooing of America than most British politicians 
and his elevation undoubtedly accelerated the change of 
policy. But even the suspicious Chamberlain acknowledged 
by 19 May 1940 that 'our only hope, it seems to me, lies in 
Roosevelt & the U .S.A.'50 When they started to plan for the 
prospect of fighting on alone, the chiefs of staff stressed that 
their central assumption was that the USA 'is willing to give 
us full economic and financial support, without which we do not 
think we could continue the war with any chance of success'. 51 By the 
middle of June, as France fell, Churchill was appealing 
openly to Roosevelt for a US declaration of war. His pleas 
were unavailing in 1940, but, from then on, the creation of 
an Anglo-American alliance was the central object of British 
foreign policy. And, looking ahead, even in the dark days of 
mid-1940, the British were now projecting such an alliance 
as the basis of a post-war order. In July 1940 Halifax wrote 
to Sir Maurice Hankey, who had been chairing the commit-
tee to examine plans for post-war Anglo-French collabor-
ation, telling him that this committee was now dissolved. In 
his letter, drafted by Sargent, previously the leading apostle 
of Anglo-French co-operation, Halifax commented: 'It may 
well be that instead of studying closer union with France, we 
shall find ourselves contemplating the possibility of some sort 
of special association with the U.S.A.' He warned that 'this 
is a matter which cannot be rushed'. Nevertheless, 'this does 
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not mean we ought not to bear it always in mind. Indeed 
henceforth it ought, I think, to replace the idea of Anglo-
French Union among the various plans which we may make 
for the future.' 52 

That reorientation was of course culturally more natural 
for the British: the Americans spoke the same language and 
were regarded by many Britons as essentially of the same 
stock. Hankey spoke for most in mid-1940 when he observed: 
'it is almost a relief to be thrown back on the resources of 
the Empire and of America.' He also noted that 'if we are 
successful we shall expose the fallacy of the glib statement 
that Great Britain is no longer an island ... We shall have 
disproved the strategical theories on which our policy has 
been based in recent years. There will be no strategical 
object in seeking alliance with France and other continental 
States that have proved so unreliable.'53 Having moved away 
from isolationism only recently, in 1938-9, most British 
policy-makers now felt that the events of 1940 had confirmed 
their underlying prejudices about the French and the 
Continent. There followed an outpouring of retrospective 
'wisdom' about the supposed decadence and cowardice of the 
French. 

For France and Britain, the débâcle of 1940 was an 
immense trauma. Each drew lessons of lasting consequence 
about the unreliability of the other. For the French it con-
firmed historic suspicions of 'perfidious Albion'; for the 
British, the 'failure' of the Continentals in 1940 contrasted 
with the support of the 'English-speaking peoples' of the 
Commonwealth and the USA which proved essential for 
ultimate victory. Churchill was particularly emphatic on 
this point. Although anxious to maintain co-operation with 
Russia, he had no doubt that what by 1943 he was calling a 
'special relationship' with the USA was the essential plinth 
of future peace. In February 1944 he told the FO: 'It is my 
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deepest conviction that unless Britain and the United States 
are joined in a special relationship, including a Combined 
Staff organization and a wide measure of reciprocity in the 
use of bases-all within the ambit of a world organization-
another destructive war will come to pass.'54 By contrast, 
co-operation with France in Western Europe, a theme of 
his speeches in the 1930s, had few attractions. In November 
1944 he brusquely dismissed talk of a possible Western 
European bloc: 

Until a really strong French Army is again in being, which may be 
more than five years away or even ten, there is nothing in these 
countries but hopeless weakness. The Belgians are extremely weak, 
and their behaviour before the War was shocking. The Dutch were 
entirely selfish and fought only when they were attacked, and then 
for a few hours. Denmark is helpless and defenceless, and Norway 
practically so. That England should undertake to defend these 
countries, together with any help they may afford, before the 
French have the second Army in Europe, seems to me contrary to 
all wisdom and even common prudence. 

Churchill went. on to reject the argument that British and 
Continental security were, in the era of airpower, inter-
dependent, by drawing on another 'lesson' of 1940: 'with a 
strong Air Force and adequate naval power the Channel is a 
tremendous obstacle to invasion by Armies and tanks' .55 

This is not to say that British 'isolationism' was an 
inevitable result of 1940. The issue of a Western European 
bloc had been raised because some in the Foreign Office 
continued to cherish hopes of an Anglo-French alliance and 
because Anthony Eden, the foreign secretary, lent them his 
support. Eden told Churchill in November 1944: 'It has 
always seemed to me that the lesson of the disasters of 1940 
is precisely the need to build up a common defence associ-
ation in Western Europe, which would prevent another 
Hitler, whencesoever he may come, pursuing what you have 
so aptly called the policy of "one by one". The best way of 
creating such an association would obviously be to build up 
France .. .' Eden also questioned Churchill's faith in the 
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Channel: 'surely the development of long-range missiles 
proves that somehow or other, if we are to retain our in-
dependence, we must obtain some kind of "defence in 
depth"?'56 

Here, one might say, was the other interpretation of the 
lessons of 1940-inviting integration rather than isola-
tionism. And, as John Young has shown, after Churchill's 
departure in July 1945, these FO ideas were taken up even 
more enthusiastically by Ernest Bevin. In March 1947 the 
British offered the French a military guarantee against 
Germany in the treaty of Dunkirk and early in the following 
year the Foreign Office was actively examining proposals 
for a customs union. The Brussels Treaty of March 1948, 
involving Britain, France, and Benelux, was more than a 
military alliance and included plans for economic, cultural, 
and social co-ordination reminiscent of early 1940.57 

But all this occurred at the time when relations with 
Russia were deteriorating rapidly and when American 
support for Europe was far from clear. It was all part of that 
transitional period of 1945-7 with which recent cold war 
historiography has been so concerned. The mood of the US 
public was xenophobic and neo-isolationist. In 1946 the USA 
reneged, as Whitehall saw it, on secret agreements for 
continued Anglo-American atomic collaboration in peace-
time. The Truman administration was initially very re-
luctant to get drawn into what was regarded as a renewal of 
Anglo-Russian rivalry in the Near East. All this cast doubt 
on America's willingness to play the role of Britain's special 
security partner. By mid-1948, however, America's attitude 
had changed out of all recognition, with Marshall Aid, the 
Berlin blockade, and negotiations under way in Washington 
for a North Atlantic Treaty. Moreover, even the most 
francophile of British policy-makers had become disen-
chanted with the slowness of French economic recovery, the 
country's class strife, and the fissiparousness of French 
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politics-eight ministries in four years between 194 7 and 
1951. Of the two competing paradigms of 1940, the iso-
lationist one, always the more congenial, was gaining 
renewed plausibility. In January 1949 a Whitehall inter-
departmental committee reasserted it emphatically: 'Our 
policy should be to assist Europe to recover as far as we 
can ... But the concept must be one oflimited liability. In no 
circumstances must we assist them beyond the point at 
which the assistance leaves us too weak to be a worthwhile 
ally for U.S.A. if Europe collapses.' The main British object 
was emphatically 'a special relationship with the U .S.A. and 
Canada ... for in the last resort we cannot rely upon the 
European countries'. 58 

'Limited liability' had been the slogan of the mid-193os, 
when Britain refused to commit an expeditionary force to 
France. For many Britons it had been amply vindicated by 
the events of 1940, whose legacy, despite the brief efflor-
escence of Anglo-French co-operation in the mid-194os, had 
been confirmed by the end of the decade. This gut feeling, 
these memories of the most frightening crisis in modern 
British history, is of crucial importance in understanding 
subsequent British aloofness from European integration. The 
latter had clear rationales-objections to supranationalism, 
economic arguments about the importance of Common-
wealth trade, and the preoccupations with global strategy 
outlined earlier. But at root it was a matter of instinct as 
much as reason-the 'Europeans' had let us down in 1940, 
America and the Commonwealth had come to our aid. 
Ernest Bevin, earthily British in his view of the world, 
expressed this feeling well in 1950 when dismissing American 
pressure for Britain to take the lead in European integration. 
'Great Britain was not part of Europe', he exclaimed angrily, 
'she was not simply a Luxembourg ... The people in this 
country were pinning their faith on a policy of defence built 
on a Commonwealth-U.S.A. basis-an English-speaking 
basis. People here were frankly doubtful of Europe. How 
could he go down to his constituency-Woolwich-which 

58 Memo on meeting of 5 Jan. 1949, printed in Sir Richard Clarke, Anglo-Arrurican 
Economic Collaboration in War and Peace, I9,J2-I949, ed. Sir Alec Cairncross (Oxford, 
1982), 208-9. 



D. REYNOLDS 

had been bombed by Germans in the War, and tell his 
constituents that the Germans would help them in a war 
against Russia? ... Similarly in regard to France, the man in 
the street, coming back from a holiday there, was almost 
invariably struck by the defeatist attitude of the French.'59 

The truth of such beliefs is irrelevant here; what matters, if 
we want to understand British attitudes, is their ubiquity 
and persistence. 

CONCLUSION 

This chapter has surveyed some important trends in British 
security policy during and immediately after the Second 
World War. The shift in focus from the German to the 
Russian 'threat' reflected post-war international realities and 
also long-standing British fears, but it was not as clear-cut, 
even for Churchill, as is often thought and the gradual 
conversion of the Foreign Office testifies in part to the 
'lessons' of appeasement. In determining an appropriate 
strategy for the new horror of the atomic age, British planners 
also drew on past precedents-particularly the air deterrence 
theory emerging in the 193os-and, in justifying their 
policy of 'offensive defensive', they found new uses for old 
possessions, notably the Middle East. Given Britain's 
economic weakness and the lack of her own atomic arsenal, 
reliance on US help in the deepening cold war was pre-
dictable, but the policy of a 'special relationship' was not a 
foregone conclusion and its acceptance owes much to the 
prevalent interpretation of the 'lessons' of 1940. 

Of course, all the European belligerents were profoundly 
influenced by the experience of the Second World War. Most 
eventually drew similar conclusions to Britain's, particularly 
about the Soviet 'threat' and, more or less reluctantly, about 
the need for American help. But there were also fundamental 
differences. Britain was unique among the Western European 
belligerents in being neither defeated nor occupied. Ending 
up on the winning side was not necessarily the same as being 
victorious, and the euphoria of 1945 may well have blinded 

59 Memo by Pierson Dixon, 23 Aug. 1950, PRO, FO 800/517, US/50/35. 
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the British to the extent of their limitations. But they 
emerged from the war more powerful than anyone else in 
Western Europe and, given the turbulence of the mid-194os 
and the lack of concrete US support, were best able to adopt 
a strategy against Communist and Soviet expansion. The 
postures assumed then, particularly on a national nuclear 
deterrent, have shaped British defence policy ever since. 
Moreover, the moral of 1940 for Britain was that national 
sovereignty worked, whereas, on the Continent, the opposite 
conclusion was drawn. Again this process was halting-the 
Benelux countries moved quickly, France took much longer 
to accept the political necessity of Monnet's supranationalist 
vision as the only way to 'solve' the German problem. 
Nevertheless, the Six progressed gradually towards inte-
gration while Britain went her own way. Thus, history 
reinforced geography: in early 1940 the Channel had nar-
rowed dramatically, by the autumn it seemed wider than 
ever. British conceptions of security, indeed of 'Europe' itself, 
are still affected by the legacies of the Second World War. 



Italian Revisionism: Status and 
Security Problems 1943- 1956 

ILARIA POGGIOLINI 

TWO DISILLUSIONMENTS: I 9 I 9 AND I 943 

Italian expectations were fulfilled neither by the post-war 
settlement of 1919, nor by that of 1947. As a victorious power 
in 1919 and as a defeated nation in 1947, Italy experienced a 
strong feeling of resentment against the foremost actors 
of peace negotiations. This resentment was the result of 
frustrated expectations and twice gave rise to revisionist 
policies in the post-war years. 

Both in the inter-war period and after the Second World 
War, the first step towards revisionism was the disappoint-
ment of peacetime expectations. In 1919 these expectations 
had been built on the promises of territorial aggrandizement 
laid down in the London Pact of 26 April 1915. 1 There was 
less reason for optimism after Italy's unconditional surrender 
in 1943. However, with the fall of the Fascist regime and 

1 According to the London Pact, Italy was supposed to receive the South Tyrol 
and the country of Gorizia-Gradisca (already promised in part by the Central 
Powers), plus Trieste, Istria, and parts ofCarinthia, Carniola, and Dalmatia. Italy 
was also granted a free hand in Albania and equal participation in the partition of 
Turkish possessions and German colonies, if any. In return Italy pledged herself to 
enter the war on the side of the Entente powers in a month; see R. Albrecht-Carrie, 
Italy and the Paris Peace Conference (New York, 1938). 

A NATO fellowship (1987-8) to pursue research on Italian revisionism and 
security problems after the Second World War enabled the basic work on this topic 
to be undertaken. I remain extremely grateful to this institution for the financial 
support provided. An article by E. T. Smith on a related topic ('From Disarmament 
to Rearmament: the United States and the Revision of the Italian Peace Treaty of 
1947', Diplomatic History, 13 (1989), 359-82) appeared too late to be taken into 
consideration in this essay. 
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Italy's 'cobelligerency' on the side of the Allied powers,2 

Italian expectations were directly related to Allied promises 
of a 'just peace'. 

Yet the process of translation from disillusionment to the 
elaboration of a coherent revisionist policy was different 
after each world war. After the First World War, during 
the political agony of the liberal state, Italian leaders were 
constantly under internal political pressure. The Italians 
felt that their victory-as the poet d' Annunzio said-had 
been 'mutilated' both by Wilson's crusade against secret 
diplomacy and by the lack of support from the Entente 
powers.3 

The general feeling of dissatisfaction with the peace settle-
ment focused largely on the issue of the halo-Yugoslav 
border.4 At the peace negotiations, in fact, Italy had 
demanded the enforcement of the London Pact and had put 
forward an additional demand for Fiume (Rijeka). After a 
direct clash between delegates from Italy and from the other 
victorious powers, the Paris Conference ended with the 
question of the halo-Yugoslav border unresolved. It was 
only after Italy signed the Treaty of Rapallo with Yugoslavia 
on 12 November 1920 that she gained the entire Giulian 
Region, while Dalmatia went to Yugoslavia. 

According to the peace settlement the city of Fiume, 
although under d' Annunzio's control, was to become an 
independent state. Under Mussolini-after the Treaty of 
Rome with Yugoslavia of 27 January 1924-Fiume came 
under Italian sovereignty. But there was good reason for 
internal disappointment concerning Italian interests in 
Africa and Asia Minor after the peace negotiations. Italy 

2 E. Aga Rossi, L'ltalia nella sconfitta: politica interna e situazione interna;:ionale durante 
la seconda guma mondiale (Naples, 1985); B. Arcidiacono, 'Le Precedent italien' et Les 
origines de la guerrefroide: Les Allies et ['occupation de l'ltalie 1943-1944 (Brussels, 1984); 
E. Di Nolfo, 'L'armistizio dell'8 settembre come problema internazionale', Otto 
Settembre 1943: l'armistizio italiano 40 anni dopo (Rome, 1985), 65-82. 

3 F. D'Amoja, 'La politica estera italiana da Caporetto alla Conferenza della 
Pace', Archivio Storico Messinese (1969-71), 55-130; B. Cialdea, 'La sicurezza 
europea e la pace del 1919-1921, Storia e Politica, 13 (1974), 546-81; G. Rumi, Alie 
origini delta politica estera fascista (1918-1923) (Bari, 1968); G. Rochat, L'ltalia nella 
prima guerra mondiale: problemi di interpreta;:ione e prospettive di ricerca (Milan, 1966). 

4 D. I. Rusinow, Italy's Austrian Heritage 1919-1946 (Oxford, 1969); L. Valiani, La 
dissolu;:ione dell'Austria-Ungheria (Milan, 1966). 
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neither gained more power, nor obtained control of the new 
Albanian state. 

Despite the many issues unsatisfactorily resolved for the 
Italians, Fiume was the major 'emotional factor'. 5 Between 
d'Annunzio's occupation of the city and the final settle-
ment under Mussolini, de facto and de jure policies were not 
reconciled. However, the Fiume affair and Mussolini's 
subsequent policy of aggression and conciliation did not 
aim to attain a wide range of revisionist goals. It was only 
between 1925 and 1933 that Mussolini took a stand on the 
controversy over the peace treaties of 1919-20, with the 
result that revisionism become an issue.6 

But Fascist revisionism did not establish itself as a means 
of non-fulfilment of treaty obligations. Nor did it go further 
than supporting the minor revisionist powers against the 
French security system.7 Mussolini argued that Italian 
revisionism would pursue international stability by means of 
peaceful change. Indeed, Italy was not in a position to gain 
from the actual revision of the peace treaties. As soon as 
Hitler seized power in Germany, in fact, Fascist revisionism 
clearly revealed its political inconsistency.8 It lost its 
autonomous anti-French character and its aim of controlling 
Balkan revisionism, and became instrumental to the re-
emergence of Germany. 

The Second World War and the fall of Fascism put a 
dramatic end both to Italy's inter-war revisionism and to her 
expansionist goals. With the dissolution not only of the 
regime but also of the state and the army, and the monarchy 
itself compromised, Italy was the first enemy country which 
was forced to surrender 'unconditionally', in 1943. Although 
this surrender left no shadow of doubt about the condition of 
the country, Italy's declaration of war on Germany, her 

5 See Albrecht-Carrie, ltal, and the Paris Peace Conference, w3, also quoted in B. C. 
Novak, Trieste r941-i954 (Chicago, 1970), 30. See also Novak's interesting 
comparative remarks on Italy's policy towards Fiume and Trieste after the Second 
World War, ibid. 

6 L. H. Burgwyn, II revisionismo fascista: la sfida di Mussolini alle grandi potenze nei 
Balcani e sul Danubio 1925-1933 (Milan, 1979). 

7 E. Di Nolfo, 'II revisionismo nella politica estera di Mussolini', ll politico, 1 

(1i54), 18. 
R. De Felice, Mussolini e Hitler: i rapporti segreti 1922-1933 (Florence, 1983). 
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'cobelligerency', and the ambivalent attitude of the United 
States produced an ambiguous situation, which was only to 
become more so in the course of the following year. 

The Italian government, subjected to rigid limitations 
under the armistice, succeeded in gaining diplomatic 
recognition, with the support of the Soviet Union, which had 
been excluded from the occupation of Italy. The British 
preliminary peace plan faded because of opposition to 
Bonomi (Badoglio's successor), while the Americans, 
although not against the new government, kept postponing 
decisions concerning Italy's future status. The 'New Deal for 
Italy' elaborated by Churchill and Roosevelt at the end of 
the year officially brought Allied policy into line, promising 
support to the Italian government but also excluding any 
substantial change in the armistice regime.9 

By the end of January 1945, Italy was again experiencing 
feelings of resentment against the victorious powers. The 
protagonists of the occupation policy were aware of the 
profound differences in the way they perceived Italy's role 
and needs. This divergence of views and the mutual lack of 
understanding between Washington and London would have 
escalated endlessly if the British economic situation and 
the problem of relations with the Soviet Union had not 
persuaded both parties to avoid a direct clash of opinion. 10 

Between Potsdam and Moscow, inter-Allied peace diplo-
macy addressed the question of whether the Italian settlement 
was to take priority over those of Germany's ex-satellites. 
Italy expected that if the Italian case was given priority, the 
country's future would soon be clarified. But the untimely 
breakdown of the Council of Foreign Ministers (CFM) set up 
by the Conference of Potsdam left Italy with no indications 
of what her position in international relations was supposed 
to be. Furthermore, the following sessions of the CFM in 
the spring and summer of 1946 witnessed-against the 

9 E. Di Nolfo, R. Rainero, and B. Vigezzi (eds.), L'ltalia e la politica di poten?.a in 
Europa 1938-1940 {Milan, 1985). 

10 From Washington (Earl of Halifax) to FO, 23 Jan. 1945, PRO, FO 371 
ZM575/I/22; D. W. Ellwood, Italy 1943-1945 {Leicester, 1985), 113-26, 167-203. 
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background of an escalating cold war-the dashing ofltalian 
expectations and of American hopes for a 'just peace'. 11 

By that time the elaboration of the Italian peace treaty 
had made East-West confrontation inevitable. As a result, 
the discussion of the Italian settlement provided one of the 
most striking examples of post-Second World War com-
petition between former Allies. This was especially clear in 
the summer of 1946 when Paris once again became the 
peace capital. What should have been a 'democratic' peace 
conference in order not to repeat the failings of the Versailles 
settlement, turned into a verbal battlefield or a giant public 
demonstration of American 'goodwill' and Soviet 'ill will'. 12 

In the climate of suspicion and exhibitionism in which the 
'Grand Alliance' finally broke up, the Italian thesis of a 
'provisional peace', which presupposed the postponement 
of crucial questions such as that of Trieste, was totally out 
of place. 13 

With the conclusion of the conference and the meeting of 
the CFM in New York, the troubled discussions of the post-
Second World War Italian settlement came to an end. But 
the treaty was concluded too late to be seen as a timely 
restoration of national autonomy. 14 Signed only a month 
before the formulation of the Truman Doctrine, the punitive 
Italian peace treaty was inconsistent with the American 
policy of reconstructing and stabilizing Western Europe. 

As a first step towards overcoming this contradiction, 
the victorious powers, with the sole exception of the Soviet 
Union, recognized the Italian right to seek treaty revision 15 

11 P. Dawson Ward, The Threat of Peace: James F. Byrnes and the Council ef Foreign 
Ministers, 1945-1946 (Kent Oh., 1979); I. Poggiolini, 'Una pace di transizione: gli 
Alleati e ii problema del trattato italiano: 1945-1947' (Florence, 1990). 

12 See N. Nicolson (ed.), Harold Nicolson: The Later Years 1945-1962 (New York, 
1968), 69-70;]. F. Bynes, Speaking Frankly (New York, 1947), 139; Dawson Ward, 
The Threat of Peace, 1 34. 

13 Poggiolini, 'Una pace di transizione', 74- 110. 
14 Ibid. 313; id. 'Gli americani e la politica estera di de Gasperi: quale pace per 

!'Italia?', Di Nolfo et al., L'Italia e la politica di potenza; G. Vedovato, Il trattato di pace 
con /'Italia (Florence, 1947). 

15 See R. Morozzo della Rocca, La politica estera italiana e l'Unione Sovietica 1944-
1948 (Rome, 1985), 202-7; 
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soon after the signing. 16 Truman announced the end of 
'an unhappy chapter' in Italo-American relations and 
acknowledged the need for rev1S1on of the treaty's most 
unsatisfactory clauses. 17 

Disappointment over the Trieste issue echoed Italian 
feelings towards the Fiume problem after 1919. But in 
contrast to the inter-war period, from 1947 onwards the 
Italian government was in a position to pursue its revisionist 
policy without posing any threat whatsoever to the new 
international order. However, a vague prospect of revision 
did not immediately relieve the worries of those who feared 
that ratification of the treaty would have a destabilizing 
effect on the internal situation. The signing of the treaty, in 
fact, had not solved the problem of what the Italian attitude 
to the ratification would be. The most widespread opinion 
among the Italian government and diplomats was that the 
treaty should be accepted on condition that it would pave the 
way to revision and help Italy regain her status. 18 

After the Second World War the process of transition from 
disillusionment to the elaboration of a coherent revisionist 
policy was consistent with the parallel process of reconstruct-
ing and stabilizing Italy. 

FEARS AND HOPES (1947-1949) 

During the early part of 194 7 the American project of 
stabilizing Italy through economic aid was no more than an 
intention. Furthermore, the imminent withdrawal of Allied 
troops dramatically highlighted the problem of security. In 
order to avoid an open clash in parliament and the risk of a 
government crisis, the United States did not want to put 
pressure on the Italians to ratify the treaty. The British, 
on the other hand, would have preferred the Americans to 
display a firm attitude. According to the British Embassy in 

16 H. S. Hughes, The United States and lta[y (Cambridge, Mass., 1979). 
17 Department of State Bulletin, 22 June 1947, no. 1214. 
18 Ministero degli Affari Esteri, Segreteria Generate Commissione confini, 30 

Apr. 1947, ASDMAE, Serie Affari Politici, Italia Conferenza della pace 1947, b. 
II6. 
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Washington, Moscow's aim was to keep Italy weak and not 
to allow her to regain equal rights in international politics. 

Thus Italy would have had no hope of playing an equal 
role at the Paris Conference on the Marshall Plan. In 
emphasizing this danger, the British aim was to encourage 
the Americans to agree on common action concerning the 
problem of treaty ratification. London pledged itself to 
support equal rights for the Italians and also to explore the 
possibility of Italy sitting on the select executive committee 
which would direct the work of the Paris Conference on 
the Marshall Plan. 19 The proposal was to contribute to 
Italy's recovery by placing British prestige at the service of 
the American cause, which aimed to restore Italy's status. 

While British diplomacy was moving in this direction, 
the Soviets saw the fulfilment of the Marshall Plan and the 
strengthening of links between Western Europe and the 
United States as the end of an era marked by expectations 
of East-West post-war collaboration. A few people in the 
Italian diplomatic service put their hopes on what was left 
of these expectations. From their point of view, convincing 
Moscow to ratify the Peace Treaty while also keeping 
economic channels open seemed reconcilable with the aim of 
making Italy a recipient of American aid. 20 

Even the Soviet reluctance to ratify the treaty was inter-
preted by the Italian Left as signalling a Soviet attitude 
generally in favour of treaty ratification. This impression 
of the Italian Left contributed to inflaming the dispute 
about the Constituent Assembly's final decision. The Italian 
government had to choose between postponing ratification 
at the risk of jeopardizing Italy's participation in American 
plans for European reconstruction, and supporting immedi-
ate ratification, thus provoking a political clash with the 
revisionists. 

In the end this dilemma did not need to be resolved 
because agreement was reached on a third way. This was 
a vote in the Constituent Assembly authorizing the govern-

19 British Embassy to the Department of State, 14 July 1947, NA, RG 59, 740 
0011 EW (Peace) 7-1447. 

2° F. Bacchetti (ed.), Manlio Brosio: diari da Mosca 1947-1951 (Bologna, 1986), 83, 
85, 93· 
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ment to ratify as soon as all the other parties concerned had 
told Ambassador Dunn that a negative decision would not 
bring about the fall of the government.21 

Notwithstanding Italy's efforts to remain viable both in 
internal and international politics, she again found herself 
in an ambiguous situation. Italy took part in the Paris 
Conference without having received the new international 
status that was the precondition for her participation. The 
solution of ratifying 'with a reservation' gave rise to renewed 
accusations of opportunism and to international pressures for 
the treaty to be accepted once and for all. 

Finally, on 31 July the Constituent Assembly passed a bill 
authorizing the government to ratify after ratification by the 
Four Powers. On the same day, Ambassador Dunn handed 
the Italian government a message from the secretary of state. 
This communication contained all the elements that the 
State Department thought necessary: official recognition of 
Italy's new status and of the inadequacy of some of the 
clauses of the treaty, the hope of revision, and the promise of 
American economic and political support. 22 

There is no doubt that these assurances were unilateral 
and that they drew upon rather distorted juridical assump-
tions. It must be pointed out that the credibility of America's 
arguments was based not on legal reasoning, but on concrete 
and straightforward political and economic guarantees 
offered to Italy, directly and indirectly, in the shape of plans 
for European reconstruction. 

It is not surprising that American observers paid little 
attention to the neutral attitude of some sectors of the Italian 
diplomatic service. Neither Ambassador Quaroni, who 
criticized the government's choice of the 'third way' of 
ratification 'with a reservation', nor Ambassador Brosio, who 

21 From Rome to the secretary of state, 23 July 1947, NA, RG 59, 740 0011 EW 
(Peace) 7-2347. 

22 From Rome to the secretary of state, 28 July 1947, ibid. 7-2847; From the 
director of European Affairs to the secretary, 'Suggested Message from the Secretary 
to the Italian government to be transmitted upon the authorization· by the Italian 
Constituent Assembly of Italian ratification of the Peace treaty', 31 July 1947, NA, 
RG 53, Records of the Office of Western European Affairs relating to Italy, box 1. 
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was concerned about Italy's relations with the Soviet Union, 
was prepared to oppose the Marshall Plan. 23 

-

What worried the Americans was not differences of opinion 
within the Italian diplomatic service but likely Soviet, 
Yugoslav, and Italian Communist reactions to Western plans 
for the reconstruction and stabilization of Italy.24 As 15 
September-the expiry date for registering ratification of the 
Italian Peace Treaty-approached, tension grew in Trieste, 
while the halo-Yugoslav border was already showing 'bulges' 
caused by Yugoslav frontier infringements.25 Furthermore, 
Yugoslavia tried to take her troops back to Trieste, an action 
clearly violating Peace Treaty provisions.26 Both the Italian 
ambassador in Washington and the American ambassador in 
Rome called the attention of the United States government 
to the danger Italy was exposed to. 27 

In fact, if the demobilization times had been respected and 
a governor of the Free Territory of Trieste (FTT) had been 
appointed, the city and the whole border area would have 
been deprived of the Anglo-American military guarantee. In 
spite of repeated promises concerning the status of Italy, 
security remained a remote prospect, while the insecurity 
of the eastern frontier was a matter of daily concern. It 
is therefore not surprising that in her relations with the 
United States Italy played up her needs and the 'Communist 
danger', while in Europe she only stressed the need for 
co-operation. On 22 September 1947 Sforza and Bevin went 
as far as to agree that there was no point in being afraid of 
the Communists. 28 

23 Bacchetti, Manlio Brosio, 108; Qm1roni a Sforza, Rapporti ltalo-Russi, 15 Sept. 
1947, ASDMAE, Serie Affari Politici, Italia Conferenza della pace, 1947, 117. 

24 Central Intelligence Group, 'Probable reaction to US Aid Program for Italy', 
5 Aug. 1947, Harry S. Truman Presidential Library (HSTPL), PSF, Subject file, 
box 260. 

25 P. Pastorelli, La politica estera italiana de[ dopoguerra (Bologna, 1g87), 107-10. 
26 Pastorelli, La politica estera, 1 I 1 - I 2. 
27 Memo of conversation by the acting secretary of state, 16 Sept. 1947; the 

Italian ambassador (Tarchiani) to the acting secretary of state, 16 Sept. 1947; the 
ambassador in Italy to the secretary of state, 17 Sept. 1947; the ambassador in Italy 
to the secretary of state, 22 Sept. 1947, FRUS, iii. (1947) 969-76. 

28 Memo of conversation between the secretary of state and Count Sforza, 22 
Sept. 1947, PRO, FO 800/471, Private Papers of Ernest Bevin It/45/20. 
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Italy's international policy was one in which continuity 
and change seemed to merge, but the goal of expansion had 
definitively receded. In the vacuum created by the conflicting 
aims of the superpowers the Italians were trying first of 
all to assert their right to exist within the framework of 
Europeanism as well as of American plans for the reconstruc-
tion of Western Europe. The economic collapse of the past 
winter, the breakup of the anti-Fascist coalition, and the 
formation of a government dependent on right-wing votes, 
the vigorous opposition of the Left, and Italy's dispute 
with Yugoslavia, were threatening the very existence of 
the state. In Washington, the Policy Planning Staff had 
already considered how to react if this situation were to be 
exploited by the Communists.29 In the mean time, Italy's 
ambassador to the United States had been instructed to 
request immediate aid to avert the political consequences of 
further reductions in bread and coal rations.30 

But fear alternated with hope,31 and from the latter sprang 
the idea of Italy playing a new role in Europe, and freeing 
herself from the constraints imposed by her role as a pawn in 
the hands of the superpowers. At a meeting with Bevin on 28 
October Sforza said that Italy felt that the closest ties linked 
her with the United States, but she did not share the logic of 
East-West confrontation. An act of goodwill on the part of 
the British government, he said, would open new relations 
between Italy and Britain.32 Sforza's statement was based on 
long-term hopes regarding Italy's future relations within 
the Western powers, and short-term needs, such as that of 
obtaining the restitution of the Italian navy. The following 
day Bevin wrote to the prime minister supporting the Italian 
point of view and declaring that 'I was impressed by Count 

29 Memo by the Policy Planning Staff, 24 Sept. 1947, FRUS, 1947, iii. 976-81. 
30 Memo of conversation by the assistant secretary of state for political affairs 

(Armour), 25 Sept. 1947, FRUS, 1947, iii. 981-2; the secretary of state to the Italian 
ambassador (Tarchiani), 8 Oct. 1947; the Italian ambassador to the acting 
secretary of state, 11 Oct. 1945, FRUS, 1947, iii. 991-3. 

31 E. Di Nolfo, Le paure e le speranze degli italiani 1943-1953 (Milan, 1986). 
32 Record of conversation between the secretary of state and the Italian foreign 

minister, 28 Oct. 1947, PRO, FO 800/471, Private Papers of Ernest Bevin, lt/47/ 
22; A. Varsori, 'L'incerta rinascita di una tradizionale amicizia: ii colloquio Bevin-
Sforza dell'Ottobre 1947', Storia Contemporanea, 16 ( 1984), 593-645. 
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Sforza's arguments. I think that he is as anxious as I am to 
restore really friendly relations between the two countries. 
You will, I feel sure, agree with me that this is an important 
objective and that to reach it we must be prepared to make 
some concession .. .'33 

Concerning the Free Territory of Trieste, another question 
of vital importance for the Italian government, Britain began 
to favour partition and the return of the city to Italy. The 
USA did not oppose this project, but did not intend to carry 
it out until it could be presented as an act of demobilization. 34 

The United States government, in fact, saw both the internal 
instability of Italy and the Yugoslav claims as threats to 
its plans for stabilization.35 Accordingly, it took a decision 
closely connected with its plans for maintaining internal 
order and the territorial integrity of Italy: the demobilization 
of troops stationed in the country was postponed, and greater 
attention was devoted to the problem of how to strengthen 
the Italian army. 36 

The United States had never been more convinced that 
the peace treaty, which had barely come into force, had to be 
adapted to Italy's new role as a 'bastion' of democracy 
between the Mediterranean and the Balkans. How, then, 
could the US ignore the country's inability to survive and 
defend herself, the uncertainty surrounding the ultimate fate 

33 From Bevin to the prime minister, 29 Oct. 1947, PRO, PREM 8/593, 1947 
Italian Fleet. On the US attitude on problems related to the restitution of the 
Italian fleet see the letter sent by the Department of State to Senator Vandemberg 
on 27 Oct. 1947, NA, RG 59, 740 0011 EW (Peace) 5-2148. On I Dec. 1947, during 
conversation with the US assistant secretary of state, the Italian ambassador put 
forward the request to scrap rather than sink those submarines Italy was not 
allowed to retain under the terms of the Peace Treaty, NA, RG 59,865 30/12-147. 

34 Memo Bevin, 31 Oct. 1947, in FRUS, 1947, iv. u8-20; Pastorelli, Lapolitica 
estera, 112-13; Department of State Office of European Affairs to the secretary, 
British proposal regarding future of the FTT (recommendations), 14 Nov. 1947, 
NA, RG 59, EW 86os oo/Io-3147. 

35 Concern of the United States for the safeguarding of the territorial integrity 
and internal security of Italy, Report by the National Security Council, 14 Nov. 
1947, FRUS, 1948, iii. 724-6. See also the original document in HSTPL, PSF, 
Subject File, NSC Meetings n. 2, 11-14-1947, and the memo by the acting director 
of the Office of European Affairs (Reber) to the acting secretary of state, 28 Nov. 
1947, FRUS, 1948, iii. 727-9. 

36 Pastorelli, La politica estera, 117-22; L. Nuti, L'esercito italiano net secondo 
dopoguerra 1945-1950: La sua mcostruzione e l'assistenza militare alleata (Rome, 1989). 
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of her eastern frontier, and the frustration felt at the loss of 
her navy and her colonies? 

The internal stabilization of Italy and treaty revision were 
not separate issues. Economic clauses had already been 
reviewed and Rome had been satisfied on such matters as the 
navy and Italian properties in the United States. Further-
more, the United States administration had made an effort to 
mediate between British interests and Italian aspirations to 
trusteeship over at least one of her ex-colonies. 37 

When Argentina, one of the leading Latin American 
countries supporting plans for a 'just peace' with Italy 
during the post-war negotiations, opened the discussion 
of revision of the Italian Treaty at the United Nations, 
opposition came from the Soviet Union, Ethiopia, and 
Yugoslavia. Even Britain and Chile had reservations, for 
different reasons, about the legitimacy of submitting such a 
problem to the Assembly of the UN. Argentina was therefore 
forced to withdraw her proposal on 19 November 1947.38 

Despite this unfortunate result, attacks from the Eastern 
Bloc, and the untimeliness of discussing revisionism on 
the eve of the resumption of peace negotiations in London, 
America had never stopped supporting Italy.39 For the 
Italian government this was the most tangible fact. Italy's 
plans to improve her relations with Britain or France, to 
support the unification of the Continent, or even to achieve 
revision of the peace treaty did not, in fact, represent an 
alternative to her pro-Americanism. 

All over Western Europe security and reconstruction 
depended on United States intervention. As soon as the 

37 Disposition of the former Italian colonies in Africa, approved by the preseident 
on 21 July 1948 and adopted by the NSC memo of 21 July 1948, HSTPL, PSF, 
Subject File, box 195. See also secretary of state to the Embassy in the UK, 23July 
1948, and secretary of state to the Embassy in the UK, 24July 1948, FRUS, 1948, 
iii. 923-5. 

38 United Nations, General Assembly Official Records {GAORS), 2nd session, 37th 
and 38th meetings, 20-1 Sept. 1947, 15-18; 90th and 91st plenary meetings, 23 
Sept. 1947, 276-299; u5th plenary meeting, 19 Nov. 1947, 527. See also British 
Aide-Memoire, 6 Sept. 1947, NA, RG 59, 7400011, EW (Peace) 9-547. 

39 Consolato Generate d'Italia-New York-al Ministerio degli Affari Esteri e 
all'Ambasciata d'Jialia a Washington, Revisionc Trattafo di pace con l'Jfalia, 24 
Nov. 1947, ASDMAE, Serie Affari Politici, Italia, Conferenze della pace, 1947, b. 
I 17. 
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tough line followed by the United States administration was 
reinforced by Congress approval of the Interim Aids,40 plans 
for European stabilization became more definite. In the 
mean time the meetings of the Council of Foreign Ministers, 
which opened in March in Moscow, had dismantled what 
was left of Roosevelt's peace plans. As Edward Mason, who 
had been Marshall's chief economic adviser to the CFM, 
observed: 'Moscow represents, in a sense, the culmination 
of a trend away from Yalta ... '. The true 'anticlimax of 
the Yalta approach' was reached at the end of the year 
when the peace diplomacy of the CFM in London failed.41 

East-West confrontation seemed inevitable, on the 
economic front, on the diplomatic front concerning the still 
undecided peace settlements, and soon on the military front 
as well. Political tension also grew in Italy during 1948. The 
grand peur which had poisoned co-operation between the anti-
Fascist political forces since the war was a decisive factor in 
the electoral campaign of 1948.42 The second crucial issue 
which favoured the moderate forces was the European 
Recovery Program. 43 

The eve of the elections witnessed another international 
initiative concerning the revision of the Italian Treaty: the 
Tripartite Proposal of 20 March 1948, in which the govern-
ments of the United States, Britain, and France announced 
that they had recommended the negotiation of an additional 
protocol to the treaty providing for 'the return of the Free 
Territory of Trieste to Italian sovereignty'.44 This was only a 
gesture, Sforza said, 'but a gesture which might win votes in 
the elections'.45 Furthermore, it had been proposed and 

40 J. E. Miller, The United States and Italy 1940-1950 (Chapel Hill, NC, 1986), 
234-36, 241-7. . 

41 D. Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins of the Cold War and the National Security 
State (Boston, 1977), 301, 329. 

42 N. Kogan, L'Italia del dopoguerra (Rome, 1977), 66-9, first published in English 
entitled A Political History of Post-War Italy (New York, 1966). 

43 J. E. Miller, 'L'ERP come fattore determinante nelle elezioni italiane del 
1948', in E. Aga Rossi (ed.), It Piano Marshall e /'Europa (Rome, 1983), 139-47; id., 
'The Search for Stability: An Interpretation of American Policy in Italy', The Journal 
of Italian History, 1 (1978), 264-86. 

44 Department of State Bulletin, 28 May 1949, 425. 
45 Conversation with Count Sforza during the secretary of state's visit to Paris, 15 

Mar. 1948, PRO, FO 800/ 447, Private Papers of Ernest Bevin, Conference 1947-
1948. 
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adopted on the initiative of three of the four negotiators of 
the treaty, the Soviet Union having refused to co-operate.46 

The Tripartite Proposal, which aimed to reassure the 
Italian electorate on the destiny of Trieste, was a step 
towards revision of the treaty, but also something of a mill-
stone around the necks of the Western powers, because three 
months later Tito broke with the Cominform and Anglo-
American policy shifted towards persuading the Italian and 
Yugoslav governments to agree to partitioning the territory. 
American expectations that 'heresy' might spread in the 
East47 inspired Italian fears and Yugoslav hopes that the 
Tito schism would count against Italian claims in the con-
tested area. But the United States did not stop advocating 
the return of Trieste to Italian sovereignty,48 in spite of the 
fact that she urged both parties to take part in bilateral 
diplomacy of direct negotiations, and that Italy regarded the 
Tripartite Proposal as the basis of any such negotiations.49 

The shift eastwards of cold war frontiers not only 
influenced problems related to the Italo-Yugoslav border; it 
also increased the difficulty of integrating Italy's particular 
needs into those of the other Western powers. This became 
apparent at the end of October 1948 when, appeased by 
the Christian Democratic Party's victory in the elections of 
18 April 1948, Secretary Marshall arrived in Rome.50 

After much speculation about the result of the election,51 

the Christian Democratic Party's victory did not provide a 
panacea. It did not make Italy's role in international politics 
less problematic, nor did it make the military questions less 
difficult. 52 

46 Department of State Bulletin, 18 Apr. 1948, 549. 
47 J. L. Gaddis, The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History of the Cold War (New York, 

1987), 158-94. 
48 Memo: 'Position of the US with respect to the Free Terdtory of Trieste', 3 

June 1948, NA, RG 59, Record of the Office of Western European Affairs relating to 
Italy, box 1. 

49 Novak, Trieste 1941-1954, 314-22. 
so From the director of the Office of Western European Affairs to the secretary of 

state, 4 May 1948, NA, RG 59, Records of the Office of Western European Affairs 
relating to Italy, box 1; Department of State memo of conversation between the 
secretary and the Italian Ambassador Tarchiani, 6 May 1948, FRUS, 1948, iii. 
797-8. 

51 On American speculation before the 1948 elections see ibid. 
52 A. Varsori, II Patto di Bruxelles tra integrazione europea e alleanza atlantica (Rome, 
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In talks with Marshall, De Gasperi emphasized internal 
problems and Minister Sforza alluded to the importance of a 
feeling of military and political security to boost the con-
fidence of the business community in northern Italy. Marshall 
responded by recalling the new prospect of American 
involvement opened by the Vandenberg Resolution. He did 
not miss the opportunity to put pressure on the Italian 
government regarding its lack of planning and co-ordination 
in the field of economic reconstruction and European 
collaboration. 53 

From the Italian point of view these conversations were 
intended to make clear the special nature of Italy's economic 
and strategic needs at a time when the Italian government 
had begun to fear that Italy would be excluded from the 
new Euro-Atlantic design. They were concerned about the 
outcome of the negotiations between the governments of 
the Brussels Pact, the United States and Canada; about the 
possibility that Italy would not be included in the alliance; 
and also about the risk that entering the alliance would 
not gain the immediate extension of the American military 
guarantee over the whole of Italian territory. 

Talks with Marshall did not dispel their doubts or 
leanings towards neutrality.54 Later, in December 1948, the 
Italian chief of staff, General Marras, visted the United 
States and at least succeeded in clarifying the United States' 
attitude towards the defence of Italian territory: Italy would 
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intemazionali, 4 (1988), 124-65; E. Di Nolfo, Motivi ispiratori e genesi diplomatica del 
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politica estera, 209-31; B. Vigezzi, 'La politica estera italiana e le premesse della 
scelta atlantica', id. {ed.), La dimensione atlantica e le relazioni internazionali nel 
dopoguerra: 1947-1949 (Milan, 1987), 1 - 189. 

53 The ambassador in Italy (Dunn) to the secretary, 20 Oct. 1948, Enclosure: 
'Precis of conversation between Secretary of State George C. Marshall, President of 
the Council of Ministers De Gasperi, Foreign Minister Sforza and Ambassador 
Dunn', 18 Oct. 1948, FRUS, 1949, iii. 883-7. 

54 On the internal political debate about adherence to the Atlantic Pact see G. Di 
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not be included in any defensive plan until she had opted in 
favour of the Western military alliance. 55 

This did not in the least imply that the Italian government 
was ready to join the Atlantic Alliance.56 Fears that signing 
the pact would not solve problems left open by the peace 
treaty were soon vindicated. In fact, Italy's entry into the 
Atlantic Pact had no effect on military or other provisions of 
the Italian peace treaty.57 

Not until December of the following year was the United 
Nations Assembly able to vote on the final disposition of the 
former Italian colonies, and 'the solution arrived at reflected 
less the wisdom than the desperation of the delegates'. 58 As 
for the Italo-Yugoslav border, Italian claims had been frozen 
since the Tito schism. 

Furthermore, entering the Atlantic Pact neither changed 
Italy's status dramatically, nor even clarified the peninsula's 
stragic role. 59 If Italy were attacked she would be able 
to 'meet the initial shock only with forces and equipment 
authorized by the treaty'. Despite progress in rearmament, 
Italy's Allied status was a promise for the future and her 
security was still a myth. The carrying out of the Mutual 
Defense Assistance Program (MDAP) again raised the ques-
tion of the limitations imposed by the peace treaty; one year 
after the signing of the Atlantic Pact, the State Department 
still felt that the military clauses 'while being interpreted as 
liberally as possible, should be honored'. 60 

Soviet opposition to Italy's admission to the UN, expressed 
in her veto, grew after the signing of the Atlantic Pact. This 
attitude went back to 194 7, although the signatories of the 
Peace Treaty had, in the Preamble, pledged themselves to 
support Italy's application to join the United Nations. In 

55 See L. Nuti, 'La missione Marras', Storia de/le rela,:,ioni intema,:,ionali, 3 (1987), 
343-68; FRUS, 1948, iii. 812-16. 

56 Varsori, 'L'ltalia fra Alleanza Atlantica e CED', 125-65. 
57 Hearings on Executive L, Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 81st Congress, 

1 st Session, 134. 
58 Hughes, The United States and Italy, 150; see also the US participation in 

discussion on disposition of the former Italian colonies in Africa, FRUS, 1948, iii. 
891-969. 

59 Varsori, 'L'Italia fra Alleanza Atlantica e CED', 132-4. 
60 Memo by the assistant secretary of state for European affairs (Perkins) to the 

deputy director of the MDAP (Ohly), Aug. 1950, FRUS, 1950, iii. 1510-12. 
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September 1949, the Soviet government stated that Italian 
participation in the Atlantic Alliance constituted a violation 
of the Peace Treaty. Rome replied by pointing out that the 
USSR was violating the treaty by vetoing Italy's membership 
of the UN. Washington, too, thought that the Soviet attitude 
towards Italy was untenable, but was not more disposed 
than Moscow to accept the thesis that the preambles to the 
treaties compelled the signatories automatically to admit 
ex-enemy countries to the United Nations. This would have 
forced the United States to admit the Balkan countries. 61 

Given such an unfavourable situation Italy did not become a 
member of the UN until December 1955. 

TROUBLED READJUSTMENT AND REVISION 

( I 950- I 954) 

The repercussions of the Korean War on the process of 
revising the Italian Peace Treaty became visible at the end of 
1950. As early as August, an official of the British Embassy 
in Washington had indicated a desire for discussions on the 
subject. Informal meetings for this purpose were held on 11 
September and 6 October 1950.62 

The British ignored minor violations of treaty restrictions, 
but were prepared to make public declarations of protest 
when a major step, plainly violating the treaty, was ob-
viously about to occur. From the American point of view, 
any risk of appearing to tolerate violations of the treaty was 
unacceptable. In a paper prepared in connection with these 
discussions which outlined the need for revision,63 the writer 
argued that revision of the military clauses could be justified 

61 Soviet Note, 19 Sept. 1949, NA, RG 59, Records of the Office of Western 
European Affairs relating to Italy, box 1; memo of Conversation, Italian reply to 
Soviet Note of 19 Sept. concerning Italy's adherence to North Atlantic Treaty, 1 
Nov. 1949, NA, RG 59, Records of the Office of Western European Affairs relating 
to Italy, box 4. 

62 Memo of conversation by the director of the Office of Western European 
Affairs (Byington), 11 Sept. 1950; memo of conversation by Mr Howard J. Hilton of 
the Office of Western European Affairs, 6 Oct. 1950, FRUS, 1950, iii. 1512-16. 

63 Memo by Mr Howard J. Hilton of the Office of Western European Affairs, 
Limitation in Military Clauses of the Italian Peace Treaty, 6 Oct. 1950, FRUS, 
1950, iii. 1515-20. 
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on the basis that developments unforessen during the treaty 
negotiations had occurred. Accordingly, he suggested that 
approval by a majority of the signatories should be sufficient 
to achieve revision, despite the opposition of the Soviet bloc. 

The question of whether to present the problem to the 
National Security Council with a view to determining a 
firm US position was discussed by representatives of the 
Department of State and the Department of Defense in the 
latter part of 1950.64 United States policy on this matter was 
established on 11 January 1951 as an aspect of the problem 
of the Communist threat to Italy. The top-level statement 
issued read: ' ... Recognising that it is important to the 
security of the United States that Italy meets in full its 
defense obligations as may be agreed in NA TO, notwith-
standing the military limitations of the Italian Peace Treaty, 
[ the United States should] take such diplomatic action as 
is appropriate to assure that the treaty limitations do not 
prevent Italy from meeting its joint defense obligations' .65 

The Korean War and American concern about the state of 
its relations with Italy contributed to this result. During 
the final months of 1950, in fact, halo-American relations 
seemed to be 'at their lowest ebb since World War II'. 
In the opinion of the director of the Office of Western 
European Affairs, this deterioration was the result of dif-
ficulties in handling both the EGA (Economic Cooperation 
Administration) and the MDAP in Italy. According to 
Byington, another difficulty was the Italian public's dis-
satisfaction at Italy's role in NATO: 'such criticism is 
probably a reflection of pride and is associated with a 
tendency of the Italian people and government to seek 
substantive positions in international organizations as a 
matter of prestige rather than from a clear ability and 
intention to contribute susbtantially to the work of the 
organizations concerned'. 66 

The Italian government was fully aware of the-danger of 
not being able to choose between expanding its rearmament 

64 Memo of conversation, 27 Nov. 1950, NA, RG 59,665 001/11-2950. 
65 Statement of Policy proposed by the National Security Council, NSC67/3, 5 

Jan. 1951, FRUS, 1951, iv. 543-5. 
66 From Byington (WE) to Perkins (EUR), 'Relations between Italy and the US', 

16 Nov. 1950, NA, RG 59, 765 00/91150. 
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programme and accepting a permanently marginal role in 
the Atlantic Alliance. But a 'low-profile' policy67 provided 
neither an answer to this dilemma nor an internal strategy 
for successfully dealing with public dissatisfaction at the 
government's policy on Trieste and the destiny of Italian 
residents in the ex-colonies. 68 Furthermore, negotiations on 
the partition of the Free Territory of Trieste now burdened 
the two antagonists. Rome and Belgrade did not open direct 
negotiations until mid-1951. They lasted about a year and 
ended without agreement being reached. 69 

Meanwhile, the Pleven Plan had fostered a new approach 
to the debate on German rearmament and European defence. 
The Italian government welcomed the initiative, as was 
always the case when Europeanism was concerned, but 
feared the strategic consequences of the plan and agreed that 
'the most important thing was to do nothing to interfere with 
the North Atlantic Treaty plans'. 70 

At the beginning of the 1950s, then, the normalization of 
Italy's status depended as much on a definite settlement of 
the problems left unsolved by the Peace Treaty as on the 
country's ability to adjust to the economic and strategic 
plans of the Western bloc. 

The Soviets liked to argue that the Italian case only 
demonstrated the bad faith of the Western governments. 
Moscow had accused the signatories of the Tripartite 
Declaration of violating the Italian treaty by aiming to 
partition the Trieste area. Therefore, the Soviets wanted 
to link 'the question of Trieste with the Austrian treaty, 
their line being that as the three Western governments had 
"violated" the Italian Peace treaty in the matter of Trieste, 
there cannot be any guarantee that they will implement a 
treaty with Austria'. 71 

67 Varsori, 'L'Italia fra Alleanza Atlantica e CEO', 136-7. 
68 Department of State to American Embassy Rome, 8 Dec. 1950, NA, RG 84, 
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In the face of Soviet obstructionism, the United States 
administration revived internal discussion of Italian 
revisionism, 72 but as far as the military clauses were con-
cerned, it officially took the position that the 'less said about 
the Italian Treaty now the better'. 73 The Italian govern-
ment did not share the American wish to keep quiet about 
revision. In preparation for the ltalo-Franco meeting at 
Santa Margherita (12-14 February 1951), Sforza sent his 
counterpart, Foreign Minister Schuman, a personal letter 
proposing a general revision of the treaty: 'International 
tension has so greatly worsened that all questions which had 
been somehow solved at Potsdam and before that at Yalta 
and Cairo, appear to be once more under discussion owing to 
the policy pursued by the Soviet Union. Since this situa-
tion cannot but lead to a revision of Allied relations with 
Germany and Ja pan, I deem that a formal and substantial 
change in the international position of Italy should be con-
sidered without delay ... This is, actually, what I permit 
myself to ask you: whether it is possible to finally arrive 
at a statement that relations between Italy and the Allies 
(meaning thereby the "Big Three") are now actuated by the 
spirit of the Atlantic Alliance, and that the spirit which has 
presided over the peace treaty is considered by the Allies to 
belong to the past ... As regards the territorial clauses of 
the treaty it might now be stated that the present frontiers 
of Italy are recognized and guaranteed by the Allies in 
accordance with the mutual engagement from the Atlantic 
Pact ... As regards colonial clauses, the UNO's verdict 
replaces all that is said in the treaty ... As regards the 
military clauses ... if the countries of Eastern Europe in 
the vicinity of Italy and Yugoslavia persist in arming well 
beyond the limits imposed by the several peace treaties, an 
urgent problem may confront Italy ... This folly of a treatise 

72 Letter to the secretary of state from Senator Henry Cabot Lodge, jun., 9 Jan. 
1951; Assistant Secretary Mcfall to Senator Lodge, Feb. 1951, Department of State 
Bulletin, 5 Mar. 1951, 379. 

73 The acting secretary of state to the Embassy in Italy, IO Mar. 1951, FRUS, 
1951 iv. 583; on Anglo-German conversations concerning the issue see memo of 
conversation by Joseph N. Greene of the Office of Western European Affairs, 1 Mar. 
1951, FRUS, 1951, iv. 576. 
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is a stumbling block for us and for general understanding in 
Europe. It is up to you to act .. .' 74 

The French reply was positive but it did not commit 
France to making the declaration requested by Sforza by any 
specific time. 75 In the United States, Congressional interest 
was mounting and influencing the wait-and-see attitude of 
the State Department. On 26 March the Director of the 
Office of Western European Affairs wrote: 'A number of 
developments lead us to suggest that the political situation 
regarding the problem of the Italian Peace treaty threatens 
to leave us behind and accordingly we would do well to re-
examine our decision not to ·go forward with working-level 
discussions, at least with the British ... ' 76 

Byington's suggestion seemed even more appropriate in 
April, when the Italian foreign minister's letter became 
common knowledge.77 Sforza's diplomatic offensive not only 
promoted new relations with France, but also suggested 'the 
advisability of a non-aggression pact with the USSR and 
with other Communist states'. 78 While the plan for a non-
aggression pact was not followed up, Sforza's 'personal' letter 
was the first step towards a new revisionist policy whose 
methods the British resolutely disapproved of. 79 

In an electoral speech at Genoa on 2 1 May the Italian 
foreign minister again expressed the need for official revision. 
At the same time a difficult Deputies' conference was taking 
place in Paris. The British 'felt somewhat surprised at Count 
Sforza's statement',80 but the American ambassador in Rome 
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was convinced that the speech aimed to establish that the 
Italian government had a clear record on revisionism.81 

However, neither London nor Washington were prepared to 
worsen their relations with the Soviets, or to encourage 
the South to reject definitely the treaties with Austria and 
Germany. 

From the Italian point of view, changes in the international 
situation which enabled Japan and perhaps Germany to 
obtain non-punitive peace treaties would place Italy in an 
invidious position. It was felt that Italy could hardly be left 
in a worse position than Japan and Germany, once the 
Japanese Peace Treaty was signed, and the proposed new 
relations with Germany established. The success of the Right 
in the late spring local elections had demonstrated that 
Italian nationalism was ready to mobilize. As Byington 
observed: 'The position the Italians have publicly taken is a 
basic matter of policy and not merely incidental to the recent 
election campaign ... it seei.ns to us that the nationalistic 
tendencies apparent from the recent election will increase 
unless something affirmative is done about the Peace 
Treaty.'82 

What, then, was to be done? Anglo-American consulta-
tions on the problem of revision were kept open thanks to the 
US initiative. Sforza insisted on the same arguments and 
the French government appeared to retreat from direct 
involvement in the matter.8 The remaining crucial obstacle 
was the expected revision. The Yugoslav reaction could not 
but be negative, making the dialogue between Rome and 
Belgrade about Trieste even more difficult. One solution-
proposed in London and welcomed in Paris-was to postpone 
revision and to draft instead a declaration basing relations 

81 The ambassador in Italy (Dunn) to the secretary of state, 23 May 1951, FRUS, 
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between Italy, France, Britain, and the United States on the 
dictates of the Atlantic Pact rather than on the obligations 
deriving from the Peace Treaty. In Washington, however, it 
was felt that the proposal was unsatisfactory and too far from 
America's pro-Italian policy of revision.84 In September the 
Three Powers again took up different positions at meetings in 
Washington. 85 

Finally, the Seventh Session of the North Atlantic Council 
in Ottawa and the subsequent visit of Prime Minister De 
Gasperi to the United States offered Italian diplomacy new 
opportunities. Meanwhile, in San Francisco, a 'peace of 
reconciliation' was concluded with Japan. Given such a 
turning-point in post-war peace-making, the US, UK, 
and French governments all agreed that the Italians had a 
strong case, on military, political, and equitable grounds, 
for revision of their Peace Treaty. On 26 September 1951 
another declaration of the Three Powers on the Italian treaty 
was released. This declaration set in motion a process of 
revision which involved three main stages: ( 1) the announce-
ment by the Three Powers which enabled the Italian govern-
ment to ask for official revision; (2) the Italian request; (3) 
the definitive reply of the Three.86 

The procedure also provided that the Italian note of 
request should be agreed on in advance by the Three Powers. 
In the substance of this note the Italian government sought 
to reaffirm a thesis put forward more than once: 'Italy's 
status as an active and equal member of the democratic 
and freedom loving family of nations has been universally 
recognized. The spirit of the peace treaty therefore, no 
longer accords with the situation prevailing today. It was 
contemplated by the Peace Treaty that Italy would be 
admitted to membership in the United Nations. The basic 
assumption was that universal adherence to the principles of 

84 Memo of conversation by the director of the Office of Western European 
Affairs (Byington), 13 Aug. 1951; the Dept. of State to the British Embassy, Memo 
handed to representatives of the British and French Embassies on I Sep. 1951, 
FRUS, 1951, iv. 643-7, 649-52. 

85 Position Paper, Dept. of State, 12 Sept. 1951, FRUS, 1951, iv. 664-8. 
86 Declaration by the US, France, and the UK on the Italian Peace Treaty, 26 

Sept. 1951, FRUS, 1951, iv. 717-18. The final draft of the Italian Note was issued 
on 8 Dec. 1951, Department ef State Bulletin, 24 Dec. 1951, 1011. 
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the United Nations Charter would assure the security of all 
the democratic family of nations and therefore would also 
assure Italy's status as an equal member of that family. The 
above assumption on the basis of which the Italian peace 
treaty was signed and was ratified has not been fulfilled ... 
In these circumstances the spirit and certain restrictive 
provisions of the Peace Treaty no longer appear to be 
appropriate .. .'87 

Did the entire procedure fulfil Italian expectations? An 
article which appeared on r 3 October in The Times pointed 
out the difference between 'practical' necessities and the 
'moral' need for revision: 'Italy has a moral case for the 
revision of her Peace Treaty, but the immediate and pressing 
case is a practical one based on the fact that the treaty, 
meticulously observed, would make a full Italian contribu-
tion to Western defence impossible. In this way revision is a 
common interest of the Atlantic Treaty Powers as much as it 
is an Italian interest. It is not, however, a Russian interest; 
no one expects the Soviet Union to go out of its way to 
facilitate Western defence, and no surprise will be caused by 
the unfavorable Russian reply to the Washington declaration 
of September 28 .. .'88 

But for Italy the moral case was the crucial one because 
revision represented 'a recognition which goes beyond 
the treaty and supersedes it'. 9 Once this recognition was 
achieved, adherence to European plans would perhaps 
no longer be seen as 'the usual poor man's enthusiasm 
about becoming a partner on equal terms with a rich man'. 
This opinion expressed by Sir Victor Mallet was rude, 
but his argument was well founded: 'Italy on the whole is 
pleased at the prospect of being levelled upwards under such 
pooling arrangements as the Schuman Plan. Similarly, Italy 
hopes that a lowering of national barriers within a super 

87 Memo of conversation by the director of the Office of Western European 
Affairs (Byington), 15 Oct. 1951, FRUS, 1951, iv. 725-7; for the draft proposal 
submitted by the Italian government see the original document, NA, RG 59, 665 
001/Io-1551. 

88 The Soviet Note was transmitted to the Dept. of State (and to the FO) on 11 
Oct. 1951, NA, RG 59 665 00/10-1151. 

89 From Rome to the Department of State, 18 Oct. 1951, NA, RG 59, 665 
001 /Io-1851. 
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state would relieve her nightmare of over-population and 
unemployment ... In the military field also Italy has no 
illusion about her weakness, and here again she hoped that 
European integration will strengthen her .. .'90 

The case of the European Defence Community (EDC), 
however, posed the Italian government more problems than 
Mallet foresaw; for example, that of creating a political com-
munity which would have made the EDC not an objective 
but an instrument for the achievement of European unity.91 

Furthermore, Italy's Europeanism can be explained by the 
country's weakness, but her aim of mobilizing public opinion 
for a long-term project should not be underestimated. The 
government strategy had always been to present Atlanticism 
and Europeanism as two sides of the same coin, minimizing-
as far as internal policy was concerned-problems connected 
with military commitments. To complete the picture, it 
must be pointed out that from the Italian point of view 
revisionism, Europeanism, and Atlanticism were three 
parallel means of achieving status and security within the 
framework of post-war international co-operation. 

By the end of 1951 the Western revisionist plan, which the 
second Tripartite Declaration had initiated, was fulfilled. 
The preamble to the treaty and the political clauses were 
cancelled, while the military clauses were declared no longer 
'consistent with Italy's position as an equal member of a 
democratic and freedom-loving family of nations' .92 But 
tripartite revision established new relations only between 
Italy and the Three Powers, and between Italy and those 
countries which joined the final stage of the initiative. For all 
the other powers the treaty remained technically in existence. 

The anti-revisionist countries were headed by the Soviet 
Union, which. continued to veto Italy's admission to the 
United Nation'.s. Another country whose position the Italian 
government could not ignore was Yugoslavia. Belgrade was 
unwilling to commit itself on the matter of revision before 

90 Italian Attitude towards European Integration, Sir V. Mallet to Mr Eden, 30 
Nov. 1951, PRO, FO 371, WT 1022/r8. 

91 Vasori, 'L'ltalia fra Alleanza Atlantica e CED', 143. 
92 The acting secretary of state to certain Diplomatic Offices, IO Dec. 1951, 

FRUS, 1951, iv. 749-50. 
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reaching an agreement on the partition of the Free Territory 
of Trieste.93 

On 6 February 1952 the Soviet Union vetoed Italy's 
admission to the UN in the Security Council for the fifth 
time since the Italian Peace Treaty had come into force. 
The Italian government replied three days later with a note 
virtually repudiating its obligations to the Soviet Union 
under the 1947 Peace Treaty. This step was justified on the 
grounds that 'the Soviet veto not only offends the dignity of 
the Italian nation, but deprives her of a recognized right 
and constitutes on the part of the USSR a violation of an 
obligation undertaken and assumed towards Italy by the 
Peace Treaty'.94 

Although Italy attempted to react to Soviet ostracism, the 
international situation was not propitious for Italy at the 
beginning of 1952.95 Greece and Turkey joined NATO 
in February, making· Yugoslav co-operation even more 
necessary to stabilize the Balkan-Mediterranean theatre. At 
Trieste the situation was tense. On 20 March a demon-
stration ended with a clash between the Allied Military 
Government and the Italian population. Confronted by riots 
in Trieste and growing tension with Rome, the American 
and British governments decided to open new talks with 
Italy about the situation in Zone A of the Free Territory. 
Discussions in London dragged on through the whole month 
of April. On 9 May 1952 the representatives of the three 
countries were finally able to sign a memorandum stating 
that the Italian government would share administrative 
responsibility for the Free Territory of Trieste. 

In March 1952 the Western powers had submitted to 
the Soviet Union a simple Treaty Proposal containing the 

93 From Belgrade to the secretary, 14 Dec. 1951, NA, RG 59, 665 001/12-1451; 
text of the reply by the Yugoslav government to the Italian note, to Mr Harrison, 21 
Dec. 1951, PRO, FO 371, WT rn71/249; conversation between the Italian charge 
d'affaires and Mr Geoffrey Harrison, halo-Yugoslav talks about Trieste, 17 Jan. 
1952, PRO, FO 371, WE rn15/I4. 

94 The Italian Note was handed to the Soviet ambassador in Rome. See British 
Embassy Rome to A. Eden, 13 Feb. 1952, PRO, FO 371, WT rn71/I5; Italian Note 
to the Soviet government, Feb. 1952, PRO, FO 371, WT rn71/I5. 

95 De Castro, La questione di Trieste, 163; Duroselle, Le Conflit de Trieste, 343; 
Novak, Trieste r94r-r954, 381-4. 
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essential elements required to give Austria her long-promised 
independence. But Western efforts to reach agreement on 
an abbreviated treaty text with Austria failed because the 
Soviet Union opposed it and refused to separate the Austrian 
problem from the other unsettled issues, namely Trieste and 
German assets. While rumours of Austrian mediation in 
favour of Yugoslavia over the Trieste issue came to nothing,96 

definitive agreement over the partition of the FTT was still a 
long way off. 

Before the general election of June 1 953, the Italian 
government would not discuss any plans for partition. It 
feared internal reactions to Yugoslav policy in Zone B,97 and 
was not ready to focus on ratification of the EDC treaty 
while the Trieste dispute remained open. About this time an 
official of the State Department described relations between 
Italy and the United States as 'unbalanced'. According to 
this analysis the position of the Italian government during 
the pre-election period would be rendered difficult by lack of 
support from the United States, which was 'unable to help 
them with the Trieste problem ... unable to protest with the 
Yugoslavs over actions of the Yugoslav Military Government 
in Zone B ... unable to get them in the UN ... '. 98 

Despite these difficulties, between the end of 1952 and the 
spring of the following year, Britain and the United States 
did not stop promoting plans for partition of the FTT. Dean 
Acheson tried to satisfy Italian ambitions_ for the so-called 
'continuous ethnic line' by putting forward a new project in 
December 1952. It was rejected by the Italian government. 
Another proposal presented by John Foster Dulles in the 
following months met the same fate because the Italian 
government was not in a position to discuss any hypothetical 
partition before the general election.99 

However, Washington did not put pressure on the Italian 
government for fear of repercussions both on public opinion 
and on the parliamentary ratification of the EDC Treaty. 

96 De Castro, La questione di Trieste, 214- I 5. 
97 Duroselle, Le Conjlit de Trieste, 337. 
98 Office memo from WE to EUR, 'Present unbalance of our relations with Italy', 
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But Italian obstinacy should not be confused with the inten-
tion of preserving the status quo in Trieste. Addressing the 
Foreign Affairs Commission of the Senate on 6 February, De 
Gasperi said: 'A military understanding with Yugoslavia 
appears to be impossible without a political agreement which 
in turn could not be reached unless the problem of the Free 
Territory of Trieste is first resolved.' A few days later he put 
forward the same argument: 'until the question of Trieste 
is satisfactorily settled collaboration between Italy and 
Yugoslavia in the Adriatic sector is impossible. Italy con-
siders the Tripartite Declaration of 1948 to be still valid.' 100 

Frustrated by the existence of international circumstances 
favourable to Yugoslavia, the Italian government stuck to 
the Tripartite Declaration and questioned British policy 
regarding the FTT. The British ambassador in Rome was 
very well aware that 'the question of Trieste is not only 
the subject of immoderate and burning passions among the 
politicians but it is also the one aspect of foreign affairs 
which is of first rate political importance among the elector-
ate. It is also the main reason for the present unsatisfactory 
feeling in Italy towards H.M.G. Other questions may arouse 
interest, but Trieste arouses violent and intense emotions. 
The Italian government cannot therefore afford to under-
estimate the importance of the Trieste question; at the same 
time they have not allowed their vision to be altogether 
blinded by it, and while Trieste has continued to poison their 
relations with Yugoslavia, their foreign policy has been on 
the whole constructive and broadminded.' 101 

The Italian general election of June 1953 proved to be a 
major disaster for the Christian Democratic Party and for De 
Gasperi, whose last cabinet was rejected by Parliament one 
month later. During an 'election post-mortem conversation' 
between De Gasperi and the American ambassador Clare 
Boothe Luce, foreign policy issues were discussed 'with real 
fervor'. According to the ambassador's report, De Gasperi 
said that 'during the long pre-election period the Malenkov 
peace offensive in Europe had been increasingly effective 

100 From Rome (Sir V. Mallet) to FO, 6 Feb. 1953, PRO, FO 371, WT 1022/I; 
From Rome (Sir V. Mallet) to FO, 13 Feb. 1953, PRO, FO 371, WT 1022/2. 

101 British Embassy Rome to FO, 30 May 1953, PRO, FO 371, WT 1022/4. 
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in persuading Italian public opinion that the threat of 
Communist aggression in Europe had ended with Stalin's 
death and that peaceful co-existence with Soviet Russia 
was becoming possible. He said that Churchill's speech by 
giving vast credit to this impression had done incalculable 
damage to the Center's chances and that it had also greatly 
undermined everywhere in Europe the validity and urgency 
of the whole NATO, EDC and EPC (European Political 
Community) concept which had been the basis of his own 
foreign policy.' 102 

But De Gasperi's bitterness was not only the result of 
irrational disappointment. His approach to foreign policy 
was still based on Europeanism and Atlanticism at a time 
when internal and international pressures were suggesting 
new formulas. As far as his condemnation of Churchill was 
concerned, the Trieste dispute and Britain's attitude towards 
the unification of Europe had made Italo-British relations 
somewhat difficult, even before Churchill took a stand in 
favour of detente. Furthermore De Gasperi needed the support 
of the Right in order to obtain a parliamentary majority 
favourable to his government. The price of this support was 
a reassertion of Italy's ambition to be consulted on 'questions 
of direct concern'. 103 

Although De Gasperi's speech alluded to the West's lack 
of consultation with Italy on questions such as the Turkish-
Greek-Yugoslav bloc and to difficulties with Yugoslavia 
which in turn affected Italian co-operation with NATO, 104 

he remained strictly loyal to the North Atlantic Treaty and 
to European co-operation. The Italian parliament's lack 
of confidence in De Gasperi's eighth cabinet changed the 
political scene and had repercussions on Italy's foreign 
relations. The United States government began discussions 
on a new NSC (National Security Council) Paper on Italy, 105 

102 The American Ambassador Clare Boothe Luce to the Secretary of State John 
Foster Dulles, 22 June 1953, NA, RG 59, 765 00/6-2253. 

103 On British reactions to De Gasperi's speech on 21 July 1953 to the Chamber 
and the Senate, presenting his government for a vote of confidence see British 
Embassy Rome to FO, 23 July 1953, PRO, FO 371, WT 1022/8. 
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and the British ambassador pointed out that 'the Italian 
press and "informed" opinion would be delighted to follow 
even a British Moses if he led them out of their bondage 
under American Pharoah ... But any increased influence on 
Italian policies ... can disappear overnight if touched by the 
question of Trieste, H.M.G. is generally regarded as being 
more pro Tito than the U.S. government.' 106 

Giuseppe Pella's caretaker government, which took office 
in August, tended towards the right-wing nationalistic view 
of the Christian Democratic Party, both on Trieste and the 
ratification of the EDC Treaty. Alleged Yugoslav intentions 
to annex Zone B persuaded the new government to move 
Italian troops to the border. On 8 October, under pressure 
from events, the Western powers attempted to create a new 
de facto situation by handing over the administration of Zone 
A to Italy. A secret annexe to their note to Rome said that 
the new situation should be considered as final and that the 
Western powers would not protest if Yugoslavia annexed 
Zone B. Tito's reaction to the West's unilateral decision was 
harsh. The proposal was not carried out but tension in the 
area grew-with Italian and Yugoslav troops stationed on 
the border-and one month later riots caused a number of 
casualties at Trieste. 107 

After one year of negotiations, the US and British govern-
ments succeeded in convincing the two parties to agree on a 
solution: the so-called Memorandum of Understanding of 
October 1954. The agreement sanctioned partition of the 
FTT along a slightly modified zonal boundary. 108 The Soviet 
government did not oppose what was intended as a final 
partition, and thus a revision of the most unpopular and 
unworkable provision of the Italian Treaty was finally 
achieved. 109 

106 British Embassy Rome to FO, 6 Aug. 1953, NA, FO 371, WT rn22/Io. 
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THE FINAL REVISION: BACK TO THE 
MEDITERRANEAN ( I 954- I 956) 

In 1954 the EDC Treaty was rejected by the French 
National Assembly. An analysis by the American Embassy 
in Paris referred to this as the 'most important and tragic 
event in the post-war history of Western Europe'. 110 The 
unfortunate destiny of the EDC Treaty left open the problem 
of integrating a rearmed Germany into a single European 
force. It also put an end to De Gasperi's attempt to create 
a political community to oversee the military, and to his 
successor's strategy of playing the cards of the EDC Treaty 
ratification in order to put pressure on the United States 
about Trieste. 

The genuine Europeanism of the former Italian prime 
minister, De Gasperi, and his role in developing the European 
Political Community111 had been consistent with the purpose 
of reducing internal opposition to the EDC Treaty and the 
forseeable financiai cost of Italian adherence to it. After De 
Gasperi was ousted, during Pella's caretaker government, 
tension with Yugoslavia gave rise to a wave of nationalism in 
Italy. In January 1954 Pella resigned. He was replaced by 
Fanfani and shortly afterwards by Scelba, who waited for the 
French to act first on the ECD Treaty. This decision, as De 
Gasperi maintained, belittled Italian Europeanism. 112 

Instead, what emerged from the vicissitudes surround-
ing the EDC Treaty in Italy was the need to adjust the 
approach to foreign policy elaborated during the cold war 
to changed international circumstances. Italy's post-war 
search for status and security alternated between revisionism, 
Europeanism, and Atlanticism. Detente, the failure of the 
EDC Treaty, and the settlement of the Trieste dispute 
were events which called for reflection on Italy's role in 

110 Post-mortem on the rejection of the EDC treaty Paris, 16 Sept. 1954, FRUS, 
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international politics. Until 1954, Italy's claims to the 
Trieste area were felt to reflect her status as a 'minor', which 
made Italian foreign relations difficult and unbalanced. 113 

However, as soon as Italy achieved a juridical status of 
equality, she found herself facing another dilemma: how to 
balance her European, 'Atlantic', and Mediterranean policies. 

As the case of the EDC Treaty demonstrated, a conflict 
between European and American strategies would embarrass 
the Italian government, which was both concerned with the 
future of European unification and interested in maintaining 
good relations with the United States. Italy's situation with 
respect to challenges arising from the southern flank of 
NATO was equally delicate. In the context of the Suez crisis 
the Italian ambassador, Manlio Brosio, described Italy's 
position in a letter to the foreign minister, Gaetano Martino, 
in September 1956: 'It is precisely because we are so 
resolutely and loyally in favour of the Western/ Atlantic bloc 
(and must remain so) that it is our duty to keep a sense of 
proportion and make distinctions between the vital causes of 
the Western world and those remains of colonialism that we 
certainly do not wish to judge a priori, but none the less, 
we can no longer recognize as our own cause.' 114 

It could be asked how Italy intended to balance 'her own 
cause' -that of a 'have-not' in Africa-with 'those remains 
of colonialism' which characterized European policy in the 
mid-195os. A neutral attitude towards the Arab nationalist 
movements had enjoyed fairly wide support in Italy and 
among the Italians in North Africa. However it is telling that 
this neutrality was not so strict as to keep the Italian govern-
ment unambiguously out of any anti-colonialist solidarity. 
Things being as they were it is no wonder that Rome showed 
a very keen interest in reconciling its Mediterranean and 
inter-European relations and that the key to this policy was 
keeping good relations with France. Accordingly, Italy's 
policy towards North Africa was made explicit only after the 
independence of Tunisia and Morocco in 1956. 115 

113 E. Di Nolfo, 'II caso italiano nel suo contesto internazionale', L'ltalia e la 
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However, it should be pointed out that during the 1950s 
the risk of a clash of opinion on Africa between Italy 
and France, or the other European powers; was almost non-
existent, because Italy balanced the loss of her colonies 
with her achievements in terms of national and international 
status in order to establish herself as a European bridge 
across the Mediterranean. 

By the second half of the 1950s, after the Suez crisis, when 
Tunisia and Morocco had become independent and the 
treaties of Rome had been signed, Italy went back to her 
complex system of Atlantic, European, and Mediterranean 
relations. Further developments were to show the difficulty of 
stabilizing Italy's foreign policy in this context. 
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Problems and Approaches to 
a New Peace Order up to 1946 

GOTTFRIED NIEDHART 

After the Second World War a new international order was 
created in Europe. It differed fundamentally from that of 
the period after the First World War, but was nevertheless 
unable to solve the basic problems which had already existed 
then. The security question, at first, remained unresolved. 
The peace order was based on the demarcation of spheres of 
influence and interest. The Second World War was followed 
by a cold war in which all those involved feared for the 
continued existence of their spheres of influence. Any 
detailed discussion of this problem must deal, as this chapter 
does, with the following points: 

1. the scope for co-operation between the Allies after the 
end of the war, their declared aim, as well as the limits 
of co-operation; 

2. contemporary assumptions about the causes of war and 
the conditions necessary for peace; 

3. competing strategies for securing peace and the way in 
which they blocked each other's effectiveness; and 

4. inequalities in international society and asymmetries in 
the system of great powers. 

The feeling of insecurity in Europe had a counterpart in 
the world-wide feeling of being under threat. In contrast to 
the post-First World War period, when the Great Powers of 
Europe had had to accept a definite loss of power in favour of 
the USA while still largely retaining their capacity to act, 
after 1945 Europe was totally determined from outside. It 
thus experienced directly the difficulties that had become 
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apparent in relations between America and the Soviet Union 
as early as 1945. When the United Nations Conference on 
International Organization met in San Francisco in April 
1945, it was already clear that the United Nations was not 
going to be a supranational organization with powers to limit 
significantly the sovereignty of the Great Powers and the 
superpowers. All measures to institutionalize the securing of 
peace remained dependent on any conditions that the Great 
Powers cared to impose. Co-operation between them, at least 
in the form of the 'antagonistic' co-operation of wartime, was 
the crucial precondition for a functioning post-war order. 1 

But continued co-operation between the victors was by no 
means certain when, shortly after the Yalta Conference, 
it became apparent that there were fundamental conflicts 
between them concerning the countries of Eastern Central 
and South-Eastern Europe. After Yalta Churchill had been 
able to speak of a 'different Russian world to any I have 
seen',2 whereas at the beginning of May 1945 he saw 
'poisonous politics and deadly international rivalries'3 

behind the triumphs of the anti-Hitler coalition, in other 
words, the revival of traditional patterns of conflict between 
the Great Powers. Their security policy was based on the 
principle of securing power by enhancing power or gaining a 
lead over their rivals. Should Britain go to San Francisco 
at all? Sir Alexander Cadogan, permanent under-secretary 
of state for foreign affairs, put this question to himself in 
London on the same day that the new American president, 
Truman, and the Soviet foreign minister, Molotov, met for 
the first time and had their well-known disagreement. Should 
one subscribe to a concept 'admittedly based on Great Power 
co-operation when the Great Powers are so obviously at sixes 
and sevens'?4 

1 W. Link, The East-West Conflict (Leamington Spa, 1986), 36-41. 
2 Churchill to Attlee, 17 Feb. 1945. J. Foschepoth, 'Britische Deutschlandpolitik 

zwischenJalta und Potsdam', Vierteljahresheftefiir Zeitgeschichte, 30 (1982), 675. 
3 Churchill to his wife, 4 May 1945. M. Gilbert, Winston S. Churchill, 8 vols. 
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The difficulties surfacing in relations between the victors 
could not be denied, but they were perceived in quite dif-
ferent ways. One of the most energetic advocates of economic, 
scientific, and scholarly exchange with the Soviet Union, a 
now deeply disappointed Henry Wallace, feared the growth 
of an atmosphere of belligerence towards the Soviet Union. 5 

Truman, by contrast, wanted to hold on to his goal: 'Peace 
for the world for at least 90 years.' For Truman, however, 
peace depended on removing existing distrust: 'To have a 
reasonably lasting peace the three great powers must be able 
to trust each other and they must themselves honestly want 
it.'6 

In 1945 existing conflicts initially did nothing to change 
the declared aim of securing the post-war order by means of 
co-operation between the victors. This was one of the lessons 
which the Allies wanted to learn from the mistakes which 
had been made during the inter-war period. Consensus 
between the Great Powers was needed in order not to relapse 
into international anarchy such as had gripped Europe and 
the Far East since the world Depression. International 
co-operation was not only necessary to secure peace, it was 
also in the interests of the individual victors. From the 
American point of view, continued co-operation was desir-
able because this would give the United States the best 
chance to take advantage of her economic superiority. The 
cost factor represented by war could be reduced. The 
number of American troops stationed outside the USA, 
especially in Europe, could, in fact, be reduced as planned, 
and the USA could concentrate on the economic aspects of 
her international policy, which she hoped would enable her 
to achieve a silent superiority. From the Soviet and British 
point of view continued co-operation was equally impera-
tive. The Soviet Union had been bled dry and was largely 
destroyed. She needed reconstruction aid and a period of 
calm in foreign relations. Only under these conditions could 
she hope to reduce the asymmetry in her relationship with 
the United States. For Britain, belonging to a functioning 

5 Wallace in his diary, 6 May 1945, D. W. Larson, Origins of Containment: A 
Psychological Explanation (Princeton, NJ, 1985), 173. 

6 Truman in his diary, 22 and 23 May 1945, ibid. 177, 179. 
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system of co-operation was an indispensable precondition for 
her own survival as a world power of more or less equal 
standing with the rest. The planned withdrawal of American 
troops made Europe feel that it would not be capable of 
defending itself against the Soviet Union in the case of a 
crisis. Soviet dominance on the Continent had put an end to 
the European system of balance, and thus to the classic 
instrument of British policy for maintaining the European 
order and securing backing for her own overseas policies, 
which London was determined to continue pursuing. As 
early as November 1942 the foreign secretary, Eden, had 
recognized that 'we can only hope to play our part either as a 
European Power or as a world Power if we ourselves form 
part of a wider organisation'. 7 

Concepts of co-operation dating from 1945 were highly 
ambivalent. As it was to a large extent national and egoistic 
interests that were being pursued in the name of international 
co-operation, it could not be long before the inherent con-
tradiction between the rhetoric of co-operation and national 
power politics became apparent. The politics of national 
interest came into conflict with the principles that had been 
laid down in the constitution of the United Nations. It was 
not enough 'just' to want peace, as Roosevelt had announced 
in December 1941 after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor: 
'We are going to win the war, and we are going to win the 
peace that follows.' 8 When the war was over, agreement was 
needed upon the methods by which peace was to be secured. 
While there was a general consensus concerning the need 
and the will to learn from the past, 9 there was little precise 
knowledge about how this could reliably be done. Rather, 
there were conjectures about the causes of war and the 
conditions necessary for peace. In addition to older views 
emphasizing the balance of power and the specific role of the 
Great Powers in maintaining the European order, there were 
models denouncing the policy of balance, which dealt in the 

7 Memo by Eden, 8 Nov. 1942, D. Dilks (ed.), Retreat from Power: Studies in 
Britain's Foreign Policy ef the Twentieth Century, 2 vols. (London, 1981), ii. 9. 

8 J. L. Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War I94I-I947 (New 
York and London, 1972), 1. 

9 Ibid. 2. 
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categories of military force. These models originated in the 
liberal or socialist ideologies which had been directed against 
the old order of the ancien regime. These two ideologies, 
however, were also in conflict with each other. Both the 
liberal and socialist models of securing peace underlined 
the indissoluble link between the internal social order and 
behaviour in foreign conflicts. Peace through liberal political 
and economic reforms, and peace through revolution were 
the respective slogans that were to conquer the world and 
thus gained a revolutionary impetus. The conflict between 
the two models was, to some extent, institutionalized with 
the victory of the October Revolution in Russia. The first 
protagonists to confront each other were Wilson and Lenin. 
The conflict assumed a totally new quality at the end of the 
Second World War, when the Soviet Union, for the first time 
in her history, was able to assume the role of a world power 
and, like the USA, could claim the right to be heard on the 
'most important questions of international politics'. 10 The 
ideological differences between the liberal and the Socialist-
Communist world power were irreconcilable. However, as 
peace was conceivable only if the USA and the USSR could 
come to an agreement about the post-war order, ideologies 
necessarily had to take a back seat. But as they did not 
totally disappear as factors determining foreign policy, they 
continued to be inherently explosive. 

The dissolution of the Communist International in 1943 
could be interpreted as an indication that the Soviet Union 
was putting aside ideological goals. The significance of 
Marxist-Leninist ideology for Soviet foreign policy was, of 
course, a question of Western perceptions of Soviet policy. As 
early as 1943 the Foreign Office Northern Department head 
responsible for Soviet affairs doubted whether Soviet politics 
were really being de-ideologized, claiming that the Soviet 
Union was merely 'window-dressing'. This included 'the 
abolition of the Comintern, recognition of the Church, lip-
service to collaboration etc. etc.' But it was necessary to 
realize that the Soviets 'have not changed at all'. The Soviet 

10 Molotov in a speech in Moscow, 6 Feb. 1946, A. A. Ulam, Expansion and 
Coexistence: The History of Soviet Foreign Policy 1917-1967 (London, 1968), 405. 
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leaders continued to hold 'their own hands free to follow 
purely Russian, if not Bolshevik ends.' 11 This pessimistic 
assessment of Soviet policy was initially only one reading 
among others, but in the second half of 1945 it definitely 
gained ground in the Foreign Office and in Whitehall 
generally. It was summed up concisely by Frank Roberts, a 
diplomat at the British embassy in Moscow. Roberts kept up 
a close exchange of views with George F. Kennan at the 
US embassy and, just as Kennan sent his famous 'Long 
Telegram', Roberts sent reports to London early in 1946 in 
which he described the Soviet Union as a revolutionary state. 
He wrote that there had been a clear renaissance of Marxist 
ideology, which formed the real basis of Soviet policy. 
Roberts asked whether 'the world is not now faced with the 
danger of a modern equivalent of the religious wars of the 
16th century, in which Soviet Communism will struggle 
with western social democracy and the American version of 
capitalism for domination of the world' .12 

Just as Western observers felt threatened, Soviet leaders 
perceived the liberal Western model as endangering Soviet 
concerns. Ever since Roosevelt's message of January 1941, 
calling for the establishment of the 'Four Freedoms' 'all over 
the world', 13 the desire for political and economic liberaliza-
tion world-wide had regularly been voiced in Washington. 
Independently of America's pragmatic approach to power 
politics which revealed her willingness to compromise, she 
repeatedly invoked the liberal credo, which should not be 
seen as the merely rhetorical fulfilling of a duty. The best-
known statement of liberal war aims policy was the Atlantic 
Charter of 1941, which Britain and the Soviet Union also 
endorsed, although with certain reservations in order to 
protect their interests. 

Under the pressure of war Roosevelt did not hesitate to 
subordinate liberal principles to the rules of power politics. 

11 Christopher Warner, 28 Sept. 1943, D. C. Watt, 'Die Sowjetunion im Urteil 
des britischen Foreign Office 1945- 1949', in G. Niedhart (ed.), Der Westen und die 
Sowjetunion: Einstellungen und Politik gegeniiber der UdSSR in Europa und in den USA seit 
r917 (Paderborn, 1983), 243 [ 

12 Watt, 'Die Sowjetunion', 245. 
13 H. S. Commager (ed.), Documents of American History, 2 vols. (New York, 7th 

edn, 1963), ii. 449. 
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The Four Policemen Concept, developed in 1943, con-
spicuously illustrated this strand of American foreign policy 
and post-war planning. 'We cannot deny that power is a 
factor in world politics', Roosevelt summed up in January 
1945. 14 Confronted with Soviet demands for the general re-
establishment of the borders of tsarist Russia, which meant 
confirming Soviet gains made after the Hitler-Stalin Pact, 
the Western powers had no alternative but to scale down 
the application of the Atlantic Charter if they wanted to 
maintain some form of co-operation with the USSR after the 
end of the war. In particular, this included the recognition of 
spheres of interest as a structural element of the international 
order. Although Washington criticized the Anglo-Soviet 
Percentages Agreement of October 1944, which regulated the 
influence that the Great Powers could exercise from Hungary 
to Greece, such regulation was in fact inherent in Roosevelt's 
Four Policemen Concept. 15 

American policy was formulated on the level both of power 
politics and of liberal ideology. The liberal concept, with its 
interventionist implications for the Soviet sphere of influence 
as well as others, continued to exist. The acknowledge-
ment of special Soviet security interests did not mean that 
the Western powers were prepared simply to accept the 
Sovietization of countries in the Soviet sphere of influence. 
Roosevelt's revealing comment on the Anglo-Soviet policy of 
defining spheres of interest was that 'there is literally no 
question, political or military, in which the United States is 
not interested'.16 For Stalin, Roosevelt's claim was barely 
acceptable: 'It seemed to demand too many rights for the 

14 Gaddis, The United States, 17-18. 
15 During his meeting with Stalin, Churchill wanted to avoid 'the phrase 

"dividing into spheres", because the Americans might be shocked'. At the same 
time he 'was not worrying much about Roumania. That was very much a Russian 
affair and the treaty the Soviet Government had proposed was reasonable and 
showed much state-craft in the interest of a general peace in the future. But in 
Greece it was different. Britain must be the leading Mediterranean Power and he 
hoped Marshal Stalin would let him have the first say about Greece in the same 
way as Marshal Stalin about Roumania. Of course, the British Government would 
keep in touch with the Soviet Government.' G. Ross (ed.), The Foreign Offee and the 
Kremlin: British Documents on Anglo-Soviet Relations 1941-45 (Cambridge, 1984), 175-6. 

16 Message from Roosevelt to Stalin, 4 Oct. 1944. FRUS: The Conferences at Malta 
and Yalta 1945 (Washington, DC, 1955), 6. 
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United States leaving too little for the Soviet Union and 
Great Britain .. .'. 17 

In the internal American debate the main protagonist of 
the purist form of liberal internationalism, which proclaimed 
the United States' claim to leadership, was the secretary of 
state for foreign affairs, Cordell Hull. After the Moscow 
Foreign Ministers' Conference in October 1943, when agree-
ment had been reached on the main features of the future 
United Nations, Hull's optimism was almost unbounded: 'As 
the provisions of the Four-Nation Declaration are carried 
into effect, there will no longer be need for spheres of 
influence, for alliances, for balance of power, or any other of 
the special arrangements through which, in the unhappy 
past, the nations strove to safeguard their security or to 
promote their interests.' 18 

Given the inherent contradictions between the power 
political approach to the creation of a peace order and the 
liberal model of securing peace, it is not surprising that 
the structure of the United Nations, decided upon at the 
Conference of Dumbarton Oaks, represented a compromise. 
An international society of states with equal rights was to 
coexist with the Great Powers' right of veto in the Security 
Council. The compromise clause of 1941, when the Atlantic 
Charter was accepted only with reservations, was used again. 
The Pax Americana was not implemented in its pure form, 
though it was quite clear that the UN was predominantly 
shaped by Western ideas. 

The early years in the history of the UN were the 'years of 
Western domination'. 19 The USA had provided the main 
impetus for its foundation and, in contrast to 1919, advocated 
that the new organization be universal. Unlike the League of 
Nations, the UN became a forum for world politics at which 
everyone wanted to be represented. Although the UN did not 
become a 'world police force', this fact alone indicates that it 
exercised a moral power which should not be underestimated. 

17 Ross, Foreign Office, 176. 
18 Speech to joint session of Congress, 18 Nov. 1943. C. Hull, Memoirs 2 vols. 

(New York, 1948), ii. 1314f. 
19 E. Luard, A History of the United Nations, i. The Years of Western Domination 

1945-1955 (London, 1982). 
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Echoing the Atlantic Charter, the UN Charter enshrined 
the self-determination of peoples and the,sovereignty of all 
member states as the UN's guiding principles. International 
society was to be organized by liberal rules. The UN General 
Assembly was to have wide-ranging powers and, under 
Article IO of the UN Charter, was to discuss 'any questions 
or any matters within the scope of the present Charter'. It 
was expected to be concerned with the general principles of 
co-operation for the maintenance of international peace and 
security. The main guideline for behaviour in the case of 
international conflict was the general proscription on the use 
of force and the threat of force expressed in Article 2: 'All 
members shall refrain in their international relations from 
the threat or use of force against the territorial integrity or 
political independence of any state, or in any other manner 
inconsistent with the purposes of the United Nations.' This 
meant that despite members' right to self-defence, which 
remained intact, the UN Charter went further than the 
Covenant of the League of Nations, which had contained 
only a relative prohibition on violence. 

Article 24 gave the Security Council primary responsibility 
for the maintenance of international peace and security. 
Unlike in the General Assembly, however, where a two-
thirds majority was enough to pass resolutions, unanimity 
was required among the permanent members of the Security 
Council. At the level of stated aims the UN system looked 
like a victory for Western, liberal ideas, but at the practical 
level of international politics questions remained. The 
universality of the composition of the General Assembly did 
not guarantee universal recognition of the liberal model of 
securmg peace. 

The same was true of the economic security system, 
which was intended to supplement the political institutions. 
American convictions and interests meant that the economic 
aspect of international security could not be rated highly 
enough. It was significant that the UN Charter also recog-
nized the economic and social aspects of the problem of 
peace and security. According to Article 26, as little as 
possible of the human and economic resources of the world 
should be diverted to the purposes of armament. The Security 
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Council was to initiate measures to keep armament at a 
low level and thus make possible the peaceful resolution 
of conflict in a future liberal, capitalist world society. 
After the turbulence of the inter-war period, confidence in 
the 'invisible hand' of the market as a sole mechanism 
was reduced. At the instigation of the USA, therefore, a 
financial conference, attended by forty-five states, was held 
at Bretton Woods in July 1944 with the aim of permanently 
liberalizing world trade. From it emerged the Bretton Woods 
system-not ratified by the Soviet Union-incorporating the 
International Monetary Fund and the International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development. These institutions were 
intended to aid in post-war reconstruction and to encourage 
the further development of member states, as well as to 
regulate exchange rates for the benefit of expanding world 
trade. They were also intended to find methods of corrective 
intervention in case of payment problems. 

The desire for political security was combined with that 
for economic security in the slogan 'peace through free 
trade'. This equated American interest in free access to 
markets and raw materials with the interests of humanity in 
general. Cordell Hull believed it would solve the problems of 
the post-war period: 'To me unhampered trade dovetailed 
with peace; high tariffs, trade barriers, and unfair economic 
competition with war ... If we could get a free flow of 
trade ... we might have a reasonable chance for lasting 
peace.'20 

It remained to be seen whether a new peace order that was 
more than the absence of war could be created on this basis 
after the cease-fire. In one central aspect, however, plans for 
the post-war order derived totally from considerations of 
power politics and traditional security thinking. This is 
hardly surprising, but nevertheless significant. Unconditional 
surrender was required of Germany and Japan, who were 
excluded from the liberal concept. In Casablanca in January 
1943 Roosevelt and Churchill regarded the 'total elimination 
of German and Japanese war power' as nothing less than 
a condition for peace.21 After this important but, from 

20 Hull, Memoirs, i. 81. 
21 Gaddis, The United States, 8. 
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the point of view of a qualitatively new peace order, nega-
tive, objective had been achieved, it very quickly became 
apparent that in Europe and the rest of the world the post-
war order was being set up according to the rules of power 
politics, which were familiar but did not give much reason 
for optimism. Although agreement on the Declaration on 
Liberated Europe was reached at Yalta, and Roosevelt spoke 
of the foundations for a lasting peace 'based on the sound 
and just principles of the Atlantic Charter',22 what counted 
was the Soviet Union's unambiguous act of force in Romania 
soon thereafter. Although the last obstacles to the establish-
ment of the UN were removed at Yalta and agreement was 
reached in particular on voting methods in the Security 
Council, no attempt was made to find an answer to the 
central question. There was nobody to police the world 
policemen who had the right of veto in the Security Council 
and who refused to give up their right to pursue autonomous 
power politics. Peace, and the type of peace achieved, 
depended on the sovereign will of the Great Powers. The UN 
Security Council certainly had greater opportunities for 
action than the League Council had ever possessed, but the 
central problem in the institutionalization of a peace order, 
that of limiting the sovereignty of national states, was 
not addressed. Some attempts in this direction were made 
in Europe, where the European movements questioned 
the principle of the national state. It was certainly no 
coincidence that the most progressive ideas of this sort 
came from the area where no national sovereignty existed in 
1945-6, that is, from Germany. Here we shall mention only 
Konrad Adenauer, who, on the basis of the liberal model 
for securing peace, emphasized the necessity of limiting 
national sovereignty-at least in Europe-and of taking 
'fundamentally new ways' in the creation of a peace order in 
Europe.23 

Other problems, too, became apparent in the founding 
phase of the UN. Aggression could not be adequately defined. 
Furthermore, the Military Staff Committee (Article 47, UN 

22 Ibid. 164. 
23 K. Adenauer, Erinnerungen I945-I953 (Stuttgart, 1965), 234. 
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Charter), which was intended to increase the efficiency of the 
Security Council's work, was never actually set up. And the 
suggestion made in July 1945 by the future British prime 
minister, Attlee, to place the strategically important areas of 
the Middle East and the eastern Mediterranean 'under 
international control, not the control of one or two powers, 
but of the United Nations', however desirable, was simply 
not feasible. 24 

The international order after the Second World War was 
new to the extent that there was a radical reduction in 
the number of Great Powers. It was traditional in that the 
autonomous will of the Great Powers in their respective 
spheres of influence was untouched. At his first meeting with 
Truman, Molotov strongly underlined this point: 'The three 
governments had dealt as equal parties, and there had 
been no case where one or two of the three had attempted 
to impose their will on another and that as a basis of co-
operation this was the only one acceptable to the Soviet 
government.'25 An international order could only be created 
where the Great Powers were unanimous, even if it was 
only on the negative basis of a hostile demarcation of their 
interests. Consequently, the peace after 1945 was not 
indivisible. The smaller and middling states, contrary to all 
the principles of the Atlantic Charter and the UN Charter, 
had no really independent role in international politics. 
Orme Sargent in the British Foreign Office felt some scruples 
about the 'cynical abandonment of the small nations whose 
interests we are pledged to defend'. 26 He claimed the right 
to have a say even in areas occupied by the Red Army, 
primarily, however, in the interests of Britain as a Great 
Power, which made it important for Western powers also to 
have a say in Eastern Central Europe. Stalin had fewer 
scruples. In Teheran he had already wanted a guarantee of 

24 Attlee to Eden, 18 July 1945, in R. Butler, M. E. Pelly (eds.), Documents on 
British Policy Overseas, ser. 1, 5 vols. (London, 1984-90), vol. i, The Conference of 
Potsdam,July-August 1945 (London, 1984), 364. 

25 Molotov to Truman, 23 Apr. 1945, H. S. Truman, Memoirs 2 vols. (New York, 
1965), i. 98. 

26 Memo by Sargent, 2 Apr. 1945, P. G. H. Holdich, 'A Policy of Percentages? 
British Policy and the Balkans after the Moscow Conference of October 1944', 
International History Review, 9 (1987), 45. 
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his right to freedom of action vis-à-vis smaller states and 
subsequently, during negotiations for the UN, he defended it 
against any possible interference by the General Assembly.27 

For Truman the whole problem was a question of trust. The 
'great powers' had to gain 'the confidence of the smaller 
nations'. The president had few doubts about America's 
position: 'Russia hasn't the confidence of the small nations, 
nor has Britain. We have.'28 

The bipolar post-war order proved to be relatively stable 
in Europe, even if it was not perceived as a permanent peace 
order. The majority of West Europeans believed that the 
Soviet Union possessed an insatiable expansionist drive. 
The Soviet Union for her part saw herself checked in her 
ambition to become a world power of equal standing with 
the others, and to be recognized as such. There was no 
equality of rights between Great Powers and smaller ones; 
nor was there equality in relations between the Great Powers 
themselves. Those who had an advantage wanted to retain 
it. Existing hierarchies in the international system were 
to remain untouched. Post-war co-operation as such was 
desired, but there was no willingness to place it on a footing 
of equal rights on a global scale. For the objectively weaker 
Soviet Union, this represented a painful confirmation of 
her already well-developed inferiority complex. The Soviet 
leaders' desire for absolute security in military as well 
as ideological areas resulted in a pronounced feeling of 
insecurity on the Soviet side, and to an over-emphasis on 
Soviet aggressiveness in the West. Nobody can say what the 
effect would have been of a Western policy which had shown 
more empathy for the Soviet need for security, and which 
had given the Soviet Union a feeling of greater security by 
making concessions to her desire to become a world power. 
The fact remains, however, that in terms of their view of the 
world, the Soviet leaders could not assent to a system of 
co-operation in the field of economics or security which 
privileged the USA and gave the Soviet Union the rank of 

27 V. Mastny, Russia's Road to Cold War: Diplomacy, Waifare, and the Politics of 
Communism 1941-1945 (New York, 1979), 218-19. 

28 Truman in his diary, 22 May 1945, Larson, Origins of Containment, 179. 
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a clearly inferior second leading power. This, however, 
was precisely the aim with which the USA and her junior 
partner, Britain, opposed all Soviet attempts to reduce the 
existing asymmetries in the East-West relationship. These 
included, above all, the Soviet attempt to throw off the 
shackles that bound her as a continental power and to gain a 
foothold in the Middle East or in the Mediterranean. But in 
lending policy, too, or in the nuclear energy sector, it was 
made clear that the USA saw herself as keeping the balance 
and setting the tone in the system of the 'Big Three'. While 
Britain could accept this, it was totally impossible for the 
Soviet Union. 

To sum up, at the end of the Second World War conflicting 
strategies for securing peace still confronted and obstructed 
each other. The decision-makers were eager to learn from the 
'mistakes' of the inter-war period. But they did not use any 
fundamentally new concepts. What they aimed at was simply 
to implement the old ones more efficiently. After the Second 
World War the Soviet Union adopted the methods to which 
France had turned after the First World War, and aimed for 
absolute security. In 1945-6 the USA attempted what 
Britain had already tried in the 1920s, that is, to integrate 
the Soviet Union at least partially into a Western-dominated 
liberal system. The idea of the UN, too, remained tied to the 
Great Powers' traditions of imposing conditions based on 
considerations of power politics. What was new was the 
bipolarization of international politics and the establishment 
of the liberal model for securing peace by extensive integra-
tion of economy and security policy within the Western 
bloc, where traditional enmities were mitigated within the 
framework of a Western peace. 



Pax Sovietica 
V OJTECH MASTNY 

The notion of 'Pax', with whatever qualifying national 
adjective might be appended to it, has been understood 
to designate a peaceful order imposed unilaterally by the 
dominant power in a region using force or the threat of force. 
Such a notion has always held pride of place in Soviet 
thinking on security, although during the Soviet state's 
existence of more than seventy years its meaning has not 
always been the same. Indeed, the changes have been 
substantial and significant. 

In I g 1 7 the celebrated 'Peace Decree', which was the 
first legislative act of the Bolshevik government, posited a 
peaceful order to be born out of the exertions of a revolution-
ary nation-an aspiration similar to that of the French 
'Grande Nation' which strove to remake Europe in its own 
image at the end of the eighteenth century. Admittedly, the 
nation seized by the Bolsheviks was at the time retreating 
before its enemies; by issuing the decree, they hoped to 
reverse the trend. They looked forward to the establishment 
throughout Europe, and indeed the world, of their sort of 
peaceful order of kindred dictatorships in the name of the 
proletariat, with their own as the primus inter pares. 

In 1920, the Red Army invaded Poland in pursuit of 
that vision. The concept of 'pacifying' Europe by exporting 
revolution to it by force of arms was Trotsky's brainchild, 
and it died with the invaders' defeat at Warsaw. Nor did 
Lenin have any scruples about using military force to impose 
Soviet rule on unwilling foreign peoples, which he did, for 
example, in the Caucasus. However, he genuinely abhorred 
imperialism, including Russian imperialism, even in the 
guise of exporting the revolution. He was the author of an 
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influential book on the subject that condemned imperialism 
as a particularly evil fruit of capitalism. 1 

For most of the 1920s and 1930s the Soviet Union, what-
ever else might be said about her behaviour, was not an 
imperialist power. Indeed, she was not much of a power at 
all, certainly not in the sense of being able to exercise a 
decisive influence on international developments at that 
time. She tried to do so as much as she could, sometimes by 
skilful diplomacy, sometimes by much less skilful manage-
ment of international Communism; but she could do very 
little. 

This situation changed toward the end of the 1930s, 
and the change brought results in 1939. Stalin initially 
devised and implemented what may be termed the concept of 
security by imperial expansion to counter the expansionist 
thrust of Nazi Germany, though he was also not averse to 
using this for his own purposes. This was a Pax Sovietica in 
the sense of envisaging a region beyond the Russian core of 
the Soviet state where Moscow's power and influence would 
rule supreme. The concept was realized in the Stalin-Hitler 
pact of 23 August 1939, particularly in its secret protocol, 
which provided for the division of Eastern Europe into 
spheres of influence. 

So fundamental, not to mention scandalous, was this 
document that until the days of Gorbachev its very existence 
was not officially admitted in the Soviet Union. Even when it 
was finally admitted, and the secret text was published, the 
original reportedly could not be found in the Soviet archives. 
This added to the abiding political sensitivity of the docu-
ment that amounts to the founding charter of the Eastern 
European empire Stalin created and his successors inherited. 

The secret protocol provided the contractual basis for 
Stalin's seizure of the Baltic states-an act which under 
Gorbachev Soviet authors came to recognize as an act 
of imperialism pure and simple. The same applied to Stalin's 
attempted subjugation of Finland, which was part of the deal 
with Hitler and provoked him to unleash the Soviet-Finnish 
war in 1939, and of southern Bukovina, which was not part 

1 V. I. Lenin, Imperialism as the Highest Stage of Capitalism, first published in 1917. 
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of the deal. These were the hallmarks of the Pax Sovietica 
that Stalin sought to impose on Eastern Europe in 1939-41. 

Admittedly, the concept was originally defensive, designed 
to strengthen the Soviet hand in dealing with an aggressive 
Nazi Germany. But it was also eminently suitable for further 
development once the original defensive considerations no 
longer applied. It was Stalin's most distinctive contribution 
to the theory and practice of Soviet security policy. Not 
only had he devised it but he also effectively controlled 
its implementation in his quest for Soviet security as he 
understood it. The results were impressive, though not quite 
the ones originally intended. 

Enough is known about how Stalin started to pursue his 
Pax Sovietica not only defensively but offensively too, once 
the tide of the Second World War turned in his favour. 
Since he did everything in his power, the inevitability of 
much of what happened in Eastern Europe as a result has 
retrospectively been taken for granted. Yet viewed from the 
perspective of the time, there was bound to be no small 
degree of uncertainty in Stalin's mind. Despite his general 
adherence to the concept of achieving security by imperial 
expansion, he was far from impervious to the calculations 
of cost and benefit. His conquest of Eastern Europe was 
substantially influenced by the circumstances, opportunities, 
and behaviour of others, which even a man of his guile could 
not possibly anticipate with any certainty, particularly not 
while the war was still in progress. 

The philosophy underlying the Pax Sovietica that emerged 
at the end of the Second World War may be gleaned from 
the often-quoted remark Stalin is reported to have made 
privately to the ranking Yugoslav Communist, Milovan 
Djilas, in January 1945: 'This war is not as in the past; 
whoever occupies a territory also imposes on it his own social 
system as far as his army has power to do so. It cannot be 
otherwise.'2 This remark, however, quite apart from its being 
reported from memory fifteen years after the event, does 
not accurately describe how the post-war Pax Sovietica 
came about, although it does convey well enough what it 
eventually became. 

2 M. Djilas, Conversations with Stalin (London, 1962), J05. 
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It is not true that the Soviet Union tried to extend her 
military power as far as she could, although she did allow 
such an impression to develop. She could, for example, 
have advanced her forces into Hungary and then on to 
Berlin earlier and faster than she did; she could also have 
penetrated deeper into northern Norway, and perhaps into 
Denmark. And after the war, Moscow did actually withdraw 
its troops from several of the territories it had previously 
occupied, allowing other political and social systems to 
prevail there. Apart from leaving northern Norway and the 
Danish island of Bornholm, by 1946 the Red Army had also 
vacated Czechoslovakia. 

The case of Czechoslovakia is pertinent as an illustration 
of the fact that initially the Pax Sovietica did not necessarily 
mean the replication of the Soviet system. It meant some-
thing more benign-the establishment of coalition or quasi-
coalition regimes beholden to Moscow-yet not benign 
enough to reassure the West about Soviet intentions in 
the region and beyond. This was a crucial defect as far 
as the wartime understandings between Moscow and the 
Western Allies were concerned. These envisaged joint, 
rather than separate, responsibility for the settlement in 
Europe. Admittedly, the West accepted that part of it-left 
ill-defined-would be the responsibility of the Soviet Union, 
but this acceptance was implicit rather than explicit. 

As Soviet behaviour in that ill-defined part of Europe 
Stalin chose to regard as crucial to his security failed 
to reassure the Western powers, a notion developed-
known today to be greatly exaggerated though not totally 
unfounded-that the Soviets were contemplating the use of 
force or the threat of force in additional areas. It eventually 
coalesced into the notion that the Pax Sovietica, as Stalin 
conceived and implemented it, constituted a threat to vital 
Western interests that must be resisted. 

It may be assumed from the wealth of circumstantial evi-
dence, even though it is not conclusively proved by specific 
documents, that Stalin was genuinely surprised and alarmed 
at this turn of events.3 The change in attitude towards 

3 V. Mastny, 'Europe in US-USSR Relations: A Topical Legacy', Problems of 
Communism, 37 (1988), 16-29. 
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his Pax Sovietica, from acceptance to resistance, was not 
immediately apparent, but became so by 1947, once the 
United States adopted her policy of containment. Admittedly, 
Stalin's policy had by no means been peaceful, accommodat-
ing, and respectful of the security interests of other countries. 
But neither had it been as unequivocally bent on unlimited 
expansion as the West was inclined to believe. This belief 
was nurtured by Western Europe's vulnerability in the face 
of such expansion after its wartime collapse and by the fresh 
memory of the pattern of Nazi aggression. 

Moreover, after the war the Soviet Union frequently and 
increasingly tended to behave as if Stalin believed other 
countries would feel compelled, out of necessity, to accept 
his infringements on their security. There was much official 
and unofficial speculation about the allegedly irresistible 
ascendancy of 'socialism' over 'capitalism', centring on 
the question of how imminent and severe was the vaunted 
'general crisis' of the capitalist system. Thus Moscow's 
Marxist-Leninist ideology provided the crucial conceptual 
framework for Soviet policy even if not the inspiration for its 
operational goals. 

If there was a moment when the Pax Sovietica began to 
assume its final form, that moment was the founding, in 
September 1947, of the Cominform as the new co-ordinating 
body of Europe's main Communist parties. This finally 
set the course for the Sovietization of the part of Europe 
where Moscow's influence was paramount, although even 
then exceptions would apply; Czechoslovakia, for example, 
was eventually included, while Finland was not. Never-
theless, now at last Stalin's policies followed from the 
premiss that the Soviet Union could not be secure unless her 
political, economic, and social system were replicated in her 
dependencies. t 

While Stalin's lodestar was always security as he under-
stood it, the by-product of his quest for security was an 
extensive pacification of the region long reputed to be 
the powder keg of Europe. Although his unwilling East 
European subjects had good reasons to compare the peace 
thus achieved to that of a graveyard, it was nevertheless no 
mean accomplishment. Still, the exceptions to it were even 
more impressive than the accomplishment itself. 
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The Soviet-style pacification was not effective in regard 
to Yugoslavia which, though her internal system was quite 
Sovietized, had the special distinction of having Sovietized 
herself in her own way rather than by following Stalin's 
wishes unconditionally. This was the crux of his historic row 
with Tito which, far from fostering peace in the region, posed 
the greatest threat to it during the climactic years of the 
cold war. The threat persisted as long as Stalin lived and 
entertained his plans to subjugate Yugoslavia by military 
action carried out by the armies of his Hungarian and 
Bulgarian satellites. 

Stalin's Pax Sovietica may have served his desire to 
control Europe as the main safeguard of Soviet security, but 
it brought his own country neither real peace nor greater 
security. On a superficial level it may be said that the very 
development of the cold war meant that there was no genuine 
peace. This war, however, was cold by definition and indeed 
never became hot in Europe, thus giving the Pax Sovietica 
the appearance of a peaceful order. It is only in a deeper 
sense that this appearance was deceptive. 

Contrary to the retrospective view of Europe's supposedly 
'enduring balance',4 the order which Stalin imposed in 
his part of the Continent, and which the United States 
reluctantly condoned there, was never a truly peaceful one. 
Few contemporaries regarded the division of Europe as 
stabilizing, much less durable. As late as the second half of 
the 1950s the United States still maintained that the threat 
to Western security ultimately derived from the domination 
imposed on the unwilling peoples of Eastern Europe by the 
Soviet Union. 

This was largely, though not entirely, rhetorical. In any 
case Moscow could not tell its operational significance until 
it was tested by a challenge to the Soviet-imposed order 
in the region. In Stalin's lifetime such a test never came. 
Meanwhile Washington's rationale for a policy aimed at 
changing what the Soviets called the 'correlation of forces' in 
favour of the West was bound to be seen in Moscow as 

4 A. W. DePorte, Europe between the Superpowers: The Enduring Balance (New Haven, 
Conn., 1979). 
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threatening. And the policy was eminently successful-
not so much because of Western Europe's progressing 
rearmament for a war that never came, as because of the 
region's spectacular political, economic, and social recovery. 

How did this development infringe on the Pax Sovietica? 
It did so by undermining one of the fundamental premisses 
on which the system rested-the premiss of an allegedly 
irresistible ascendancy of 'socialism' over 'capitalism'. And 
since preventing the recovery of Western Europe proved to 
be beyond the Soviet capacity, the answer for Stalin was to 
further tighten the screws on the part of Europe within his 
power. This he proceeded to do in ways that in his last years 
made the Pax Sovietica into a travesty of a peaceful order. 

The peace of the order rested on terror inspired by fear. It 
was that familiar sort of terror Stalin had unleashed in the 
Soviet Union in the 1930s. But whence came the fear so soon 
after his country had won its greatest military victory in 
history, and secured the favourable strategic position Stalin 
wanted? Even today a conclusive answer to this question is 
not possible, and it may not be found until the relevant 
Soviet archives have been opened, if at all. 

There can be no doubt that fear, perhaps irrational but 
genuine, permeated Moscow's empire in the early 1950s to 
an extraordinary degree. No matter how strong Stalin's grip 
on power was, even stronger was his fear that this grip might 
not be sufficient. His East European lieutenants genuinely 
dreaded war, this dread being augmented by the fact that a 
great many of their subjects entertained the hope of war as 
the only way to freedom. The outbreak of hostilities in Korea 
in June 1950 also touched off a veritable war scare in Eastern 
Europe, which was hardly allayed by Stalin's knowledge 
that he could ,have prevented his North Korean clients from 
starting the trouble in the first place. 

Yet it is difficult to imagine how Stalin could have taken 
seriously the possibility of a US military attack on Eastern 
Europe. Thanks to Soviet spying operations in the West, 
which reached the peak of their effectiveness at that time, 
he was too well informed about both American military 
deficiencies and the Americans' real intentions. None the 
less, there is no denying that his Pax Sovietica rested on 
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shaky foundations or, to be more precise, that until put 
to the test it was impossible to tell just how shaky these 
foundations might be. 

What Moscow dreaded most was the possible scenario 
after a local crisis, in which the will of an existing regime to 
uphold its power would disintegrate for internal rather than 
external reasons. This could then invite Western political 
intervention, which might, even unintentionally, assume 
military dimensions and ultimately produce an armed 
confrontation-something that the Soviet Union, aware of 
the United States' overwhelming nuclear superiority, wanted 
to avoid at all costs. 

The prerequisite for the security of the empire was there-
fore to avert any such crisis by the means that Stalin knew 
best from home-terror. And since all his real enemies 
had already been effectively wiped out, the targets became 
the Communist elites themselves. But even amongst these, 
anyone actually or even potentially disloyal-the likes of 
Tito-had been eliminated or, through the elimination of 
those close to them, effectively intimidated. As a result, the 
security services acting at Moscow's behest were creating 
and destroying enemies where none existed, thus perpetuat-
ing the atmosphere of fear and insecurity. 

Such a Pax Sovietica corroded the morale of the élites 
whose power it was intended to protect, and ultimately the 
very fabric of the societies it was supposed to consolidate. In 
this sense, it was a destructive system, not only because of 
the immense suffering it inflicted on its subjects; it was also a 
profoundly self-destructive system. 

Far from wanting to enhance international peace by creat-
ing an empire, Stalin needed international peace to maintain 
an empire. Having sought to increase Soviet security, he 
found it diminishing-both by his own definition and by 
objective standards. To make matters worse, the system he 
had created was designed for a single man of his special 
qualities which-fortunately for his country and others-
could not readily be produced again. By passing it on to his 
successors upon his death in March 1953, he passed on to 
them an exceedingly difficult legacy. 

Within five years of Stalin's death, the main trends had 
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emerged that were to determine the long-term future of 
the Pax Sovietica, so that conclusions can be drawn as to 
how the legacy has fared. If the term is to be applied to 
the Soviet hegemonic position in Eastern Europe, this 
continued to exist until 1989. However, its forms have 
changed, and the changes have grown ever more important 
than the continuities. 

Having reached its apogee in 1953, the Pax Sovietica has 
since become less and less peaceful, as well as less Soviet. Far 
from pacifying Eastern Europe for any length of time, the 
nature of the order it imposed has repeatedly been a source 
of instability. The region has experienced a succession of 
crises, some of which prompted Moscow to intervene by 
force-until the violent disintegration of Yugoslavia the only 
military encounters on the otherwise peaceful continent since 
the Second World War. Indeed, the first of these interven-
tions took place in East Germany less than four months after 
Stalin had gone. 

The order also became less and less Soviet as Stalin's 
successors realized that the key to its preservation was 
not insistence upon the Soviet model but rather selective 
acquiescence in departures from it. They recognized this 
explicitly at the time of the 1956 Hungarian revolution in 
their declaration that enshrined the different countries' right 
to individual development towards socialism. And although 
Moscow subsequently honoured this right more in its breach, 
the differences in the various developments none the less 
asserted themselves as the meaning of socialism grew ever 
more elusive. 

The rise and decline of the Pax Sovietica altered Moscow's 
role as the policeman of Eastern Europe. At the time of 
the 1968 Czechoslovakian crisis, an authoritative Soviet 
spokesman described his country's military intervention to 
preserve the status quo in the region as a service to world 
peace.5 This was, to be sure, a transparently self-serving 
argument that few people took seriously. It underpinned the 

5 The president of the Supreme Soviet, Nikolai Podgornyi, in conversation with 
US Ambassador Jacob Beam, quoted in A. B. Ulam, 'Why the Status Quo in 
Eastern Europe Is a Threat to Soviet Security', in G. Urban (ed.), Ditente (New 
York, 1976), 213. 
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so-called Brezhnev doctrine, according to which the Soviet 
Union claimed the right to intervene by force in Eastern 
Europe whenever, in its opinion, the existing order there 
was in jeopardy. Twenty years later, the situation was 
reversed. The order in the region became increasingly 
jeopardized as old and new diversities proliferated. Under 
Gorbachev the Soviet Union took the view that its role as 
policeman was a thing of the past. At first few outsiders were 
prepared to believe this. But the Soviet words were matched 
by Soviet actions-or, rather, inactions. 

In 1989, when the Polish communists asked for Soviet 
support against the Solidarity opposition, Moscow advised 
them to compromise. When Hungary, in defiance of the rules 
of the Pax Sovietica, allowed East German refugees to escape 
en masse to the West, thus threatening the stability of the 
GDR, the Soviet Union considered this Hungarian business. 
Most important, when the Berlin wall went tumbling down, 
the Gorbachev leadership stood by. In Czechoslovakia 
and Bulgaria, it tried to help communists keep influence by 
sharing power. But it did nothing when they were ousted 
there, too. 

Thus the Pax Sovietica died when its guardians lost their 
faith and will to uphold it, even while still possessing 
abundant means to do so. Its passing could only be mourned 
by those who had not experienced it first hand. Viewed in 
perspective, the greatest service the system performed to 
international order was the peaceful manner of its own 
demise. 
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The Making of 'Pax Americana': 

Formative Moments of 
United States Ascendancy 

CHARLES s. MAIER 

ELEMENTS OF PAX AMERICANA 

It is useless to entertain illusions: we are a satellite of the United 
States-and not only us of course; and the Russians know this 
better than we do, or rather they have recently come to understand 
it. It is useless to assuage this situation with some little pirouettes, 
which might have some effect at home but none at all with the 
Russians. The problem that is posed is another: do we want to 
remain in the American zone forever or do we want to try to 
unchain ourselves some day, to the degree that this is possible? I 
suppose, rather I'm certain, that this is our wish. But we shall 
never attain it alone: perhaps France, England, and Italy can 
attain it with the small states and with West Germany ... 1 

What sort of subjugation did the Italian ambassador in 
Paris, who sent this reflective telegram in September 1947, 
believe was involved? He was not clear. He felt that the 
Marshall Plan was 'the formulation of American subjection', 
but that it would allow for a relative independence within 
several years. The nature of American pre-eminence ( certainly 
vis-a-vis the Western European countries) was not simple to 
categorize then, and it resists easy assimilation to earlier 
models of empire or hegemony even from today's vantage-
point, forty years later. 

In retrospect the United States' rise to global power seems 
a natural consequence of the world wars and their enfeeble-
ment of the European powers. But historical understand-

1 Serie Affari Politici, 1946-50: Stati Uniti, B. 20, Fasc. 1: 'Piano Marshall', 
Ambassador Quaroni, Paris, to Foreign Minister Sforza, Rome, 9 Sept. 1947. 
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ing often gains even by probing what seems self-evident. 
What initially may seem obvious is less obvious under 
scrutiny. This chapter attempts to single out some formative 
'moments' in establishing the American ascendancy and 
thereby to reflect on what sort of preponderance it entailed. 
Was there an American Empire after the Second World 
War?2 Not in conventional terms; formal dominion or 
suzerainty was not at stake. 

None the less, United States ascendancy involved elements 
that marked earlier empires. The first such attribute was 
simply exertion of the power to provide extended security. 
More than the so-called Pax Britannica the United States 
ascendancy combined strategic with economic and ideologi-
cal elements. Britain's strategic role had been necessarily less 
imposing. It had depended upon its possible, but usually 
belated threat to redress a Continental balance of power. 
The United States, in contrast, actively organized and 
guaranteed an alliance system. 'Security' in the twentieth 
century, moreover, is a complex notion that entails several 
components. It has an ideological as well as a strategic 
element. The United States led a network of nation-states 
that shared political values. They valued civil liberties, 
party competition for office, an extensive protected 'private' 
space for cult, family, even enterprise. Whereas some of the 
countries committed to these values remained officially 
neutral in terms of military commitment, most were (and 
have remained) joined in an extensive alliance which was 
ultimately guaranteed by the possibilities of involving 
American nuclear weapons. 3 

Of course, security implies security against a danger 
from without. No matter what sort of control is established 
within the imperial space, the maintenance of power against 

2 G. Lundestad has used the term: 'Empire by Invitation? The United States and 
Western Europe, 1945-1952', SHAFR Newsletter, 15 (Sept. 1984), 1-21. 

3 This chapter omits questions of strategic planning. For a survey with 
exhaustive bibliography see M. P. Leffler, 'The American Conception of National 
Security and the Beginnings of the Cold War, 1945-48', American Historical Review, 
89 (1984), 346-81, with comments and reply top. 400. See also G. Mai, 'Dominanz 
oder Kooperation in Biindnis: die Sicherheitspolitik der USA und der 
Verteidigungsbeitrag Europas 1945-1956', Historische Zeitschrift, 246 (1988), 327-
65. 
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outsiders, the demarcation of a perimeter or limes, has been a 
hallmark of empire. As in the case of classic empires, the 
American security space became more extensive than the 
metropolitan homeland. The frontier whose crossing would 
signal the need for armed resistance lay far beyond the 
national frontier. But it was not clear where this line should 
be. Determining the frontier gave rise to major debates from 
1936 to 1950 (and then again after 1965). 

A second attribute that American ascendancy shared with 
earlier empires involved the basic mechanism of imperial 
control: the creation of a transnational elite.4 After 1945 
political leaders in Europe accepted a limited capacity for 
international decision-making. They looked to Washington 
to set collective policies and provide collective goods: econ-
omic and social stability, and international security. They 
effectively made support for the North Atlantic Alliance and 
for a market or mixed economy pivoted on the United States 
into decisive requirements for holding political office. The 
public and private institutions of the OEEC/OECD and 
of the Atlantic Alliance, the ministries concerned with 
economic and foreign affairs, and the clubby foreign-policy 
associations came to incubate an international political class. 
Its members took pride and reassurance from dining and 
negotiating with each other in New York and Washington, 
London, Paris, and eventually Bonn and Brussels. Business 
leaders had to be co-opted, and, in what was a major innova-
tion of the post-war era, labour representatives as well. 
No revolutionary claim by groups of former outsiders, now 
hungry for power and influence, was involved in creating the 
new political class. Instead the bitter disagreements that had 
fragmented these circles during the 1930s had been largely 
overcome. Wartime service closed the rifts and recruited a 
new generation who would move on to Atlantic leadership. 
Washington, furthermore, certainly did not have to impose 
this new ruling class on its allies. Rather, European leaders 
often exploited the resources of American power to jockey 
for advantage over their opponents at home. The needs on 

4 M. Doyle, Empires (Ithaca, NY, 1986), 3off., 73-81, 129-38, for similar criteria 
of empire. 
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each side of the Atlantic were reciprocal; the collaboration 
symbiotic. 

A further and distinctive component of Pax Americana 
was its reliance on economic co-ordination mechanisms. 
Washington wove the Western economies (West European 
and North American with 'Third World' dependencies) 
into a system of production and exchange across national 
borders. And whereas British investment and lending had 
grown gradually in the century before the First World War, 
the United States constructed her Western economic sphere 
far more rapidly. The American-led international economy 
functioned smoothly enough for three decades so that it 
seemed the natural result of technological and comparative 
advantages. In fact the post-war economy rested on con-
siderable wrenching apart of older patterns of exchange. It 
then required intensive negotiations to provide a substitute. 
It was worked out politically; it was not just an outgrowth of 
reciprocal needs. 

Nor did the Western economy rest only on a scaffolding of 
trade and monetary agreements, such as was formalized at 
Bretton Woods. American leadership promoted standardiza-
tion of production methods and, to a degree, reaffirmed some 
common principles of class stratification. Western business 
and labour leaders often differed over specific economic 
policies or the distribution of national product but they 
agreed on underlying arrangements: the sharp distinction 
between management and labour; the distribution of income 
to favour incentives for production even at the cost of greater 
equality; the importance of growth, but concurrently the 
value of reasonably full employment, and the elaboration of 
social welfare provisions. 

A further characteristic of United States ascendancy was 
the formal linkage of economic control mechanisms with 
political and military arrangements. The United States 
helped impose a common metric for measuring economic 
output and effort with her emphasis on national income 
accounting. All states on a wartime footing conscript econ-
omic activity for military purposes. Since the American 
quasi-empire felt that it faced a continuing security challenge 
its leaders systematically connected defence efforts with 
national production. 
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As the final element of American ascendancy one might 
identify an Atlantic culture. It encompassed such elements 
as mass consumption and the advent of television, the 
diffusion of American films, advertising, and all of what is 
loosely termed 'Americanization'. With respect to formal 
ideas, Atlantic culture brought the temporary triumph 
of behaviourism in the social sciences, a conviction that 
'ideology', especially Marxian ideology, was irrelevant, and 
a related confidence that economic growth made all dis-
tributional conflicts obsolete. This ebullience peaked during 
the Kennedy years, and began to dissolve with the political 
upheavals of the late 1960s. But no alternative paradigms, 
equally persuasive, have yet been constructed. Indeed in 
all domains where it was exerted-political and strategic, 
economic, and intellectual-American ascendancy has yet to 
find a replacement. 

So far the analysis has been cast in abstract terms. In fact, 
each of the characteristics of Washington's ascendancy was 
shaped in a particular historical context. Between 1945 and 
1950, the United States presided over (1) the establishment 
of a new Western security space, (2) the restructuring of 
transnational economic linkages, and (3) the fusing of a 
reorganized Western economy with military security measures 
in a new concept (shared with her allies) of modern state 
activity. These three developments-which can be deemed 
the formative moments of American post-war ascendancy-
involved three clusters of decisions. I would argue that three 
major decisions-more precisely, clusters of decisions-were 
crucial to the establishment of Pax Americana (at least so far 
as it involved Europe). The first was a decision to accept the 
division of Europe, which meant above all coming to terms 
with the division of Germany.5 During late 1944 and 1945, 
Americans had found their influence nullifed in Poland, 
Hungary, and the Balkans. These rude lessons helped dissolve 
the wartime coalition, but no strategic fall-back position 

5 It could be argued that the acceptance of a military conflict in Korea and 
defence perimeter in Asia was a decision of equivalent magnitude. It involved 
parallels with the acceptance of a divided Germany discussed below. See J. L. 
Gaddis, 'Drawing Lines: The Defensive Perimeter Strategy in East Asia, 1947-
1951', id., The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History efthe Cold War (New York, 1987), 
72-103. 
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was then formulated. What resulted was merely a truculent 
contesting of events beyond Washington's control.6 On the 
other hand, the breakdown of four-power administration of 
Germany actually involved setting a new periphery. The 
German events meant establishing a realistic limes, and such 
a frontier entailed organizing the territory on the Western 
side of the line. Hence the German events marked both 
boundary-setting and institution-building. By the end of 
1946, at the lastest by mid-1947, the result was largely 
decided. This is not to argue that it could not have been 
reversed, but any such reversal would have had to overcome 
considerable institutional momentum. 

The second cluster of decisions involved the reconstruction 
of an international (or Western) economic system. The 
Marshall Plan obviously epitomized the American commit-
ment to sustaining a transnational economy. But from the 
perspective of this enquiry, the European Recovery Program 
was important less as a package of foreign assistance than as 
the price America paid to establish a system of economic 
linkages. Although American ascendancy rested in part 
upon a 'cybernetic' system of market mechanisms, such 
a system could function only if Western societies accepted 
convertibility and other requisites of a price system. This 
was not easy: some countries felt too poor, while Britain 
seemed to have the Commonwealth alternative. The key was 
monetary stabilization and alignment-an arduous process 
that took several years. Indirectly at least, the linkage of 
trade and payments became a critical element in establish-
ing a cohesive Western system. Only by resting American 
ascendancy on a dollar reserve could hegemony be trans-
formed from a coercive predominance into a public good. 

The third set of decisions involved persuading Europeans 
to devote serious efforts to military defence. The key elements 
here were accepting West German rearmament under one 
form or another, and what is less noticed but also essential, 
pledging a continuing predictable share of national resources 
for defence. These issues were resolved during the early 

6 See most recently J. L. Gaddis, 'Spheres of Influence: The United States and 
Europe, 1945-1949', ibid. 48-71. 
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1950s; they provided the military buttress of the alliance. But 
defence became construed not merely as a strategic effort; 
it appeared as part of an economic exertion. The formal 
linkage of defence burdens to GNP revealed that the Western 
alliance under American primacy integrated hitherto separate 
domains of welfare and military preparedness. This integra-
tion was a major testimony that a cohesive quasi-imperial 
structure had been erected. 7 

ESTABLISHING A FRONTIER IN GERMANY, 

1946- 1947 

After forty years, the historian can write from a point at 
which the division of Germany has been reversed. In such a 
perspective the earlier tendency to see the post-war split as 
massively overdetermined yields to a more tentative and 
fragmented view of developments. At the least the historian 
re-examines the forks in the road with greater care. But 
if partition now seems more contingent an outcome than 
it might have done twenty years ago, it is all the clearer 
that the steps towards partition were embarked on early 
and were hard to retrace. Moreover, Britain as well as the 
United States and the Soviet Union appears a key actor. 
This insight parallels the more general development of cold-
war historiography, which might flippantly be summarized 
in terms of four successive moral evaluations. Early American 
accounts blamed the Russians; revisionists blamed the 
Americans; subsequent 'post-revisionism' suggested that 
everyone or no one was responsible; recent historians have 
implied in effect that the British played an important role. 

7 By analysing how these sets of decisions shaped the structure of American 
ascendancy, I do not mean to imply that they were inevitable. Of course, each 
policy outcome was the upshot of prolonged debate and contention, but I have 
chosen to look at ramifications, not at decision-making. There really were post-war 
alternatives, however. After 1945, Western Europe might have persisted in 
economic stagnation, ineffective party coalitions, muddied international alignments, 
indeed decades of institutional twilight such as sometimes marked the collapse of 
other major international or imperial settlements. But such did not prove to be the 
outcome. 
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The same historiographical progress can be applied to the 
breakdown of four-power control in Germany.8 

It is clear that the British were willing to come to a 
disillusioned assessment about German reunification more 
quickly than the Americans. Certainly by early 1946, British 
officials felt that the division of Germany was irrevocable. 
On 7 February, a month before Churchill's famous address 
in Fulton, Missouri, British representatives in Berlin were 
told by Otto Grotewohl-who out of timidity, opportunism, 
or conviction had just accepted the merger of the Soviet 
Zone's Social Democrats into the Socialist Unity Party SED 
(Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands)-that an 'iron 
curtain' had probably descended for good over the Soviet 
Zone.9 Foreign Office experts came to the same conclusion: 
'Current developments in the Russian Zone of Germany', C. 
P. O'Neill minuted a week later, 'make it less likely every 
day that there ever will be an agreed German constitution for 
a unitary Germany; or, if there ever is, that it will be the sort 
of constitution we approve.' 10 A. A. E. Franklin was even 
more disconsolate (although not unanimously credited) 
when he wrote that 'A German puppet regime for the Soviet 
Zone will now soon be an accomplished fact ... we can kiss 
good-bye to democracy on the Western pattern for what is 
practically half of prewar Germany which politically is now 
being reduced to a Balkan level'. He added that if the West 
continued on course, 'the rot will probably continue'. The 
Rhineland and the Ruhr would be lost, and the Western 
allies would go the way of the Gadarene swine. 11 

8 For the extreme position that French intransigence precluded agreement on 
Germany, see J. Gimbel, The Origins of the Marshall Plan (Stanford, Calif., 1976), 
35-53. For treatments that emphasize early British disillusion with the Soviets see 
P. G. Boyle, 'The British Foreign Office View of Soviet-American Relations, 
1945-1946', Diplomatic History, 3 (1979), 307-20; F. J. Harbutt, The Iron Curtain: 
Churchill, America and the Origins of the Cold War (New York and Oxford, 1966). 

9 PRO, FO 371/55586: C1480/I31/I8: Steel Report, 7 Feb. 1946. As for the 
origins of the term, in Feb. 1945, Goebbels had used the term to describe the 
undesirable result of a German defeat; Churchill had already resorted to the phrase 
twice in cables to Truman during 1945 before his Fulton address. See J. W. 
Wheeler-Bennett and A. J. Nicholls, The Semblance of Peace: The Political Settlement 
after the Second World War (New York, 1972), 294n. 

10 PRO, FO 371/55586: C1193/I31/I8. 
11 PRO, FO 371: C1480/I31/I8, Franklin Minute of8 Feb. 1946. 
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Swine or not, the Anglo-Americans were hardly rushing 
to the precipice. If there was one issue that they were 
clear about, it was that Communism was not to be given a 
foothold in the Western zone. Foreign Office officials were 
taking a resolute line at least from February 1946. To be 
sure, Bevin and Attlee were unwilling to renounce the 
commitment to a unitary Germany through the spring, but 
by July the costs of their zone were so great as to compel 
acceptance of 'Bizonia'. By this time many in the American 
State Department had become disillusioned with the Soviets. 
Indeed, matching Frank Roberts's harsh warnings, Kennan 
sent his famous Long Telegram as early as February 1946, 
and within a few weeks urged that a united Germany would 
be vulnerable to Soviet penetration. The preferable alterna-
tive was 'to carry to its logical conclusion the process of 
partition which was begun in the east and to endeavour 
to rescue western zones of Germany by walling them off 
against eastern penetration and integrating them into the 
international pattern of western Europe rather than into 
a united Germany'. 12 By May he was proposing that no 
satisfactory approach to the German situation lay within the 
framework of the Potsdam agreement. 'My own feeling is 
that our best move at this time would be to announce that 
we could no longer be bound by Potsdam and to propose the 
economic unification of Germany not only within the Oder-
Neisse boundary but also generally within the old boundaries, 
excluding East Prussia.' If the Russians accepted they would 
undercut the Polish Communists. If they refused, 'we would 
then be free to proceed to the organization of western 
Germany, independently of the Russians, without being 
pilloried as the opponents of a united Germany'. 13 

Kennan was somewhat in advance of his colleagues. When 
Under-Secretary Acheson and Assistant Secretary John H. 
Hilldring advised Byrnes in early May, it was unclear that 
they believed a unitary solution was still possible. The 
American interest might still be 'in preventing permanent 

12 Kennan to secretary of state, 6 Mar. 1946, FRUS, 1946, v. 516-20 (519). For 
the Long Telegram see G. F. Kennan, Memoirs 1925-1950 (Boston, 1967), 547-59. 

13 Memo by Kennan to Carmel Office, Paris, 10 May 1946, FRUS, 1946, v. 
555-6. 
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division of Germany into two antagonistic halves correspond-
ing to our interest in preventing split of Europe as whole 
into irreconcilable blocs and definitive failure of four-power 
collaboration'. On the other hand, they believed that 
Washington should prepare 'in event of failure of other 
power to agree on effective implementation of this policy, 
disagreeable but inevitable alternative of treating Western 
Germany as economic unit and integrating this unit closely 
with Western European economy'. 4 In effect, American 
policy was at an important crossroads by May 1946. Acheson 
and Hilldring could foresee a major East-West split, if not 
the ideologically charged confrontation that the cold war was 
to become. Likewise they envisaged Western 'integration' 
(though it was hardly defined) as the logical corollary of the 
deepening Soviet-American disagreement. By mid-1946, 
hardliners wanted the clarity of confrontation; Truman 
himself had decided that firm tactics paid off as a result of 
the Iran crisis; Byrnes ( who had already been rebuked 
by Truman for his independence) had also become less 
conciliatory. Clay and the Army were preoccupied by their 
administrative and financial problems. Less ideologically at 
odds with the Soviets in mid-1946, they were none the less 
frustrated over the reparation imbroglio, and hence accepted 
clashes not because of a grand design but out of incremental 
frustration. By September 1946, Byrnes announced at 
Stuttgart that the Americans would go ahead with economic 
reconstruction. 

Concurrently, British-American negotiations had begun 
for economic fusion of the two powers' respective zones. 
Bevin, and even more Attlee, shied from an irrevocable 
East-West rupture. They asked the cabinet to confirm 
the declared Potsdam policy of treating Germany as a 
unit. 15 As late as midsummer 1946 Bevin still hesitated to 

14 Acting Secretary of State Acheson to Byrnes in Paris, 9 May 1946, PRUS, 
1946, v. 550-5 (554). 

15 PRO, FO 371/55587: C5181/r31/r8, prime minister to foreign secretary (in 
Paris); also C5224 with Cabinet Conclusion of 7 May 1946. The Foreign Office staff 
had discussed the situation on 3 Apr. See PRO, FO 371/55586: C3997.J. Foschepoth, 
'GroBbritannien und die Deutschlandfrage auf den AuBenministerkonferenzen 
1946/47', in J. Foschepoth and R. Steininger (eds.), Britische Deutschland- und 
Besat,:.ungspolitik 1945-1949 (Paderborn, 1985), 65-85 (p. 67). 
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link the British zone with the American. Might not it be 
disadvantageous in dealing with the Russians to convey 
the impression of an Anglo-Saxon block? Might not the 
Americans 'suddenly change their minds and leave him in 
the lurch'?16 Still, for the British the economic imperatives 
remained overwhelming. 17 Within a few days, the decision 
for 'Bizonia' -in effect, for the partition of Germany and 
Europe-had been taken. 

Did Anglo-American policy-makers understand how 
fateful the stakes were in forging the bizone? Financial 
considerations alone tended to move the Americans in a 
slightly different direction from the British. The costs of 
the British zone propelled Bevin to accept merger with 
the Americans who, it was presumed, would lighten their 
burden. For the Americans, on the other hand, the bizone 
was not going to lighten their costs, which fell on the Army's 
account. General Lucius Clay saw the problem as arising 
from the Russians' reluctance to furnish the counterpart 
of the 15 per cent of capital removals they were entitled 
to claim from the West against raw materials from the 
East. Clay wanted Russian deliveries of raw materials 
and foodstuffs in return for industrial dismantling; hence 
he 'stopped' dismantling to all parties (hurting Western 
creditors more than Russians) in May 1946. But he did not 
envisage a major rupture of four-power control. The State 
Department was in advance of Clay. 18 The British Foreign 

16 PRO, FO 371/55589: C8643/I31/I8, note of a meeting between the secretary 
of state and Mr Hynd on 23 July 1946. Only two days later, at Bevin's urging, the 
cabinet approved negotiations with the Americans for the fusion of zones. PRO, 
CAB 129/11: CP(46) 292; also Foschepoth, 'AuBenministerkonferenzen', 71-3. 

17 Calculations of cost to British are found in PRO, T236/991-992. See Dalton's 
report to the cabinet of 4June, CP(46) 218. The bizonal fusion did not mean British 
costs would be quickly lowered; on the contrary going 50/50 on the combined zonal 
deficits meant initially a higher bill. But the outlook without fusion allowed for no 
long-term turn-around: eventually the continued requirement of subsidies might be 
staunched, and the situation would be less politically threatening. 

18 See W. Strang's note of IO Sept. 1946 that events were confirming the Foreign 
Office view, 'namely that we are likely to get more sense on German affairs out of 
the State Department than out of the American delegation here', in PRO, FO 
371/55591: C11516/I31/I8. Robert Bowie has recalled that members of Clay's staff 
were surprised in early 1947, when they returned to Washington, by how hostile the 
attitudes towards the Soviets were. Clay and the Army after all collaborated with 
the Russians on a host of day to day events; the two armies had been instrumental 
in defeating the Germans. 
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Office was in advance of both. Its officials understood what 
the Americans wished to deny, namely that formation of the 
bizone was not a step towards a wider unification of zones. 
As Frank Roberts explained, the Russians did not need the 
Anglo-American powers in Germany; they would not 'open 
their zones as the price for participation in the Western area, 
and in particular, in the Ruhr'. It was better to face 'the 
more gloomy aspects of the situation now'. 19 As for the 
French, they could be left aside. In the eyes of Washington 
and London they seemed unwilling to face facts, or to risk 
the displeasure of their domestic Communists. The officials 
of the Quai d'Orsay understood that Georges Bidault's 
official policy of separating the Ruhr from Germany was 
a non-starter (Bidault would learn this at Moscow the 
next spring). But the forthcoming elections precluded any 
confession of this sort, which would align Communists 
and Gaullists in a joint opposition.20 Bidault himself had, 
supposedly, come to the same conclusion by August.21 

The construction of the bizone during the latter half 
of 1946, so the Americans and British argued, did not 
mean they had given up hope of German unity. But in fact 
Acheson and Hilldring had effectively spelled out the con-
sequences in their cable of 9 May. Henceforth the Americans 
envisaged a Western economic and geopolitical entity as 
their pre-eminent concern. 'Issue then is Germany and with 
it the future of Europe', Ambassador Bedell Smith cabled 
from Moscow on 7 January 1947. 'It seems inevitable to me 
that we must be prepared if necessary to accept further 

19 PRO, FO 371/55593: C12014/I31/G: Robert to 'Pat' (Deane). 
20 Ambassador Duff Cooper to FO (No. 368), concerning a conversation with 

Jean Chauvel, permanent under-secretary at the Ministere des Affaires Etrangeres 
(MAE), 23 July 1946: PRO, FO 371/55589: C8423/I31/I8. Also Oliver Harvey 
memo, PRO, FO 371/55590: C9146/I31/I8, 8 Aug. 1946, on visit from Massigli, 
who said 'the French Government now realised that it was an impossibility for them 
to secure the separation of the Ruhr from Germany since neither of the three powers 
would look at it although they could not say so until after the elections'. Chauvel 
told US Ambassador Jefferson Caffery on 1 1 June 1946 that the career personnel of 
the Quai might wish to go along with Washington, but internal political reasons 
precluded the French government from following the Anglo-Saxon powers against 
the Soviets. See Caffery to secretary of state, 11 June 1946, FRUS, 1946, v. 566. 

21 Caffery to secretary of state, 30 Aug. 1946, ibid. 596. This contrasted with the 
report of a Bidault hard line by Caffery on I Mar., ibid. 509- 10. 
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separation of eastern and western zones of Germany rather 
than hollow unification which in fact but opens door to 
accomplishment of Soviet purpose in Germany as whole. '22 

Such a concept had immense consequences. It meant that 
henceforth the former notion, sometimes illustrated by 
President Truman at a map in the White House, that 
industrial products would flow from the West to the East, 
while foodstuffs would be shipped in reverse, was irrelevant. 
Likewise, foreign aid would no longer be attributed without 
regard to ideological consequences. By April 1947, Secretary 
of State Marshall told Stalin in Moscow that 'we are frankly 
determined to do what we can to assist those countries 
which are suffering from economic deterioration which, if 
unchecked, might lead to economic collapse and the con-
sequent elimination of any chance of democratic survival'.23 

From this statement of 15 April it was an easy jump to the 
Harvard Commencement address of 5 June. Congress had 
already grown disillusioned with Unrra (United Nations 
Relief and Rehabilitation Agency) assistance, which went 
primarily to such countries as Egypt, Austria, and Hungary. 
The European Recovery Program would in effect presuppose 
a comity of open economics. The countries dominated by 
pro-Soviet governments, and Russia herself, would be invited 
to join-and the invitation was not purely cynical. But the 
conditions were difficult. 

Even with the best will in the world, the technical repara-
tions dispute that had crystallized the German confrontation 
made any East-West agreement immensely difficult-but 
not impossible. The reparations problem provoked charge 
and countercharge, and ultimately provided the grounds for 
a break at Moscow in the spring of 1947. Still, no matter how 
difficult in was to reach an agreement, the reparations issue 
was not the cause of rupture in its own right. The provision 
that each power was to extract reparations from its own zone 
made unity harder to achieve but not impossible.24 American 

22 FRUS, 1947, ii. 139-42 (141). 
23 Ibid. 340. 
24 This observation has been made frequently since; see most recently A. 

Cairncross, The Price of War (Oxford, 1986). It is clear that Sir Alec himself then 
shared or has since come to share the disillusioned view of the Soviets in regard to 
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reluctance to allow reparations from current production 
tended to harden by mid-1947, but was not absolute. Clay 
and his advisers were willing to contemplate such 'heretical 
views';25 and during the 1947 Moscow Council of Foreign 
Ministers meeting, the State Department drafted instructions 
for Marshall from the president which authorized the 
secretary of state to negotiate on this basis-if the United 
States and Britain first secured repayment of their advances 
to Germany.26 They did not want to end up paying the 
reparations bill indirectly, nor did the British. 

German intentions. Although he was sharply critical of the Plan and remains so, he 
at least credits the arduous negotiations of 1945-6 with helping to bring London 
opinion to the views 'which the British delegation in Berlin had held (and 
expressed) from the start' (p. 141). 'It might have been better to recognize earlier 
that no accommodation was possible between the views of the USSR and the 
Western Allies. This would have allowed encouragement to be given to German 
industrial recovery right from the start. But it would have meant falling out with 
Russia when opinion in the west would have found it unthinkable that such a thing 
should occur over the treatment of Germany .. .' (p. 145). The Soviets apparently 
went from an original policy, supposedly advanced by Malenkow's adherents, to a 
mid-1946 decision to allow an East German recovery that would provide a 
continuing source of material for Russia. For Soviet policy see R. Slusser, Soviet 
Economic Policy in Post-War Germany (New York, 1953); also G. D. Ra'anan, 
International Policy Formation in the USSR: Factional Debates during the Zhdanovshchina 
(Hamden, Conn., 1983). For efforts to evaluate the reparations actually paid by 
Germany see Cairncross, Price of War, 189-200. Assuming occupation levies as part 
of reparation, Cairncross estimates that the Soviets received the equivalent of about 
$7 billion in pre-war prices ( or dou hie that in post-war prices), or about half of what 
they had lost during the war. West Germany paid about $1 billion but received four 
times as much in aid. Recognizing that reparations out of current production would 
have been more fruitful (the wrong lesson was learned from the First World War!), 
he still concludes, 'The struggle between them [the powers] was not really over 
reparations but over Germany' (p. 225). 

25 The British assessment from Wannerheide-tempered by the fear that the 
general 'may rat on us'; PRO, FO 371/64321: C2301/38/I8G. 

26 See Don Humphries's plan of 2 Nov. 1946, cited in W. Krieger, General Lucius 
D. Clay und die amerikanische Deutschlandpolitik I945-I949 (Stuttgart, 1987), 191-2. For 
the instructions to Marshall from Truman, 1 Apr. 1957, FRUS, 1947, ii. 301-3 
(302). As the decisive sessions opened Marshall cabled Truman on 31 Mar. that he 
would not agree to a definite plan for reparations out of current production, but 
only to further study. However, it was customary to leave complex reparations 
issues to technical committees, so this alone would not have been disabling. FRUS, 
1947, ii. 299. See also Marshall's record of his discussions with Bevin on 22 Mar. 
1947, pp. 273-5, and on 25 Mar., pp. 289-90. The British and Americans were 
both concerned that allowing reparations from current production meant in effect 
subsidizing the Bizone to pay for reparations. Of course, this is what the US ended 
up doing in any case. 
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Stalin claimed that he could agree to economic unity, if 
he could have political unity and a German government: 
'he did not think the situation was so tragic, and he was 
more optimistic than Mr Marshall ... He thought that 
compromise was possible on all the main questions including 
demilitarization, political structure of Germany, reparations, 
and economic unity.'27 But the risks on both sides appeared 
greater than the possible gains. The bizone was an institu-
tion in place. Sooner or later-depending upon the urgency 
of their coal situation-the French would have to accept 
fusion of their zone. Meanwhile the Russian proposals 
for political unification were frightening: they envisaged a 
centralized German government based on national elections-
which must mean ultimately a coalition role, if not absolute 
preponderance, for the SED. Bevin and Marshall came with 
proposals that left it to the Lander to establish a provisional 
government subject to Control Council approval. This implied 
building Germany from the bizone out. Thus no common 
political vision could motivate agreement on the reparations 
and economic issues; rather the contrary. The financial 
rationale could justify persisting in the bizonal course. 

American policy circles, in effect, had moved from a notion 
of a diffuse post-war condominium without clear territorial 
references to a defined geographical region. That meant a 
narrower vision than Roosevelt had indulged in. But it would 
entail greater continuing commitments, and it was the pre-
requisite for organizing an international coalition. Indeed it 
meant accepting a new territorial specification for American 
security and influence. It involved setting a frontier-making 
explicit what Yalta had left implicit. More than just confirm-
ing an American sphere of influence, the German limes 
was actually the prerequisite for organizing Washington's 
analogue of empire. 

27 FRUS, 1947, v. 342-4. In negotiations Stalin traditionally held out visions of 
compromise, then left it to his foreign minister to argue tenaciously on details; none 
the less, his assessment was not unjustified. Americans, and even more the British 
(see Foschepoth, 'AuBenministerkonferenzen', 77-9) were unwilling to take the risks 
of a unified political regime unless the Soviets conceded economic unity; the Soviets 
were not willing to promise a unified economic administration unless there was a 
commitment on a German political structure. 
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ALIGNING CURRENCIES AND LABOUR: EUROPEAN 
ECONOMIC CO-ORDINATION TO 1950 

Consider three sorts of supranational co-ordination: military 
or political coercion from the centre; voluntary association or 
alliance; and economic linkage, that is, the flow of goods, 
services, capital, and sometimes labour among participat-
ing societies. As a system of supranational co-ordination, 
American ascendancy rested in large part upon an inter-
national economic order. Such co-ordination required 
explicit consultation, debate, and political decisions. But it 
also rested on the effectively self-regulating, or cybernetic, 
controls exerted by the international economy, such that co-
ordination would be achieved without conscious effort but by 
the suasion of so-called market laws. American ascendancy, 
in a word, relied on its own invisible hand. Indeed, the 
invisibility of the hand was crucial to its operation. 

The invisible hand, however, depended in turn upon 
relative monetary convertibility-the free exchange among 
currencies and goods. Convertibility for any participating 
currency depended in turn upon price stability. It would 
mean ending the long inflationary cycle that had begun in 
1938; it would require restoring realistic monetary values 
against the dollar. Europe from 1945 into the 1950s enjoyed 
only a rudimentary international economy. The flow of goods 
and services between countries had been interrupted three 
times. The intensive trading of 1913 never recovered its 
robustness after the onset of the First World War. Whatever 
degree of recovery in the late I 920s that the Depression 
had not disrupted, the Second World War certainly did. As 
countries groped towards recovery immediately afterwards, 
their international transactions remained largely bilateral in 
nature. For American policy-makers the contrast with the 
large internal market of the United States was striking. 
Leaders of the European Recovery Program, especially 
Paul Hoffman, frequently recommended the US model to 
Europeans, as if those societies had no greater historical 
differentiation than the forty-eight American states.:.m 

28 See M. J. Hogan, The Marshall Plan: America, Britain, and the Reconstruction of 
Western Europe, 1947-1952 (Cambridge, 1987), 54-87. 
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Whether a thriving system of international exchange 
requires a 'hegemon' in the sense employed by the political 
economists is disputed in the literature. 9 A would-be hegemon 
must be a lender of last resort, sometimes a consumer of last 
resort, and must provide a stable or (marketable) 30 means of 
exchange. This usually means that a would-be hegemon 
must be willing to restrain its own consumption ( and thus 
generate savings) sufficient to preserve international con-
fidence in its own currency. The British, who filled this role 
before 1914 and sought to resume it in 1925, found themselves 
compelled to abandon their claim during the deflationary 
crisis of 1931. None the less, only by the early 1940s were 
Washington policy-makers prepared to take over Britain's 
role, but they assumed that such an assumption of the 
mantle would be relatively costless.31 At Bretton Woods 
Americans won the Allies' adherence to the dollar's key-
currency role, not yet aware of the strains involved in such 
commitments. Lend-Lease already in progress, the extension 
of post-war loans to London, Paris, and perhaps the Soviet 
Union, generous appropriations for Unrra aid and GARIOA 
(Government Aid and Relief in Occupied Areas) shipments 
to Germany and Austria, would suffice to make a dollar-
based system serve as the basis for the revival of trade, 
including European purchases of American goods.32 

29 For a thorough summary see R. Gilpin, with the assistance of J. M. Gilpin, Tiu 
Political Economy of International Relations (Princeton, NJ, 1987), 72-80; also C. P. 
Kindleberger, The World in Depression, 1929-1939 (Berkeley, Calif., 1973); R. 0. 
Keohane, 'The Theory of Hegemonic Stability and Changes in International 
Economic Regimes, 1967-1977', in 0. R. Holsti, R. M. Siverson, and A. L. George 
(eds.), Change in the International System (Boulder, Colo., 1980), and R. 0. Keohane, 
After HegemoT!)I: Cooperation and Discord in the World Political Economy (Princeton, NJ, 
1984). 

30 That is, a power with hegemonic pretensions need not maintain a constant 
value for its currency in terms of gold, but it must allow its currency to be bought or 
sold abroad, so foreigners can always put some market value on it. This means that 
even since 1971, the dollar has been able to serve as an international reserve, 
whereas, for instance, the rouble has not. 

31 Kindleberger, The World in Depression. 
32 See R. N. Gardner, Sterling-Dollar Diplomat;y (1md rev. edn., New York, 1969); 

B. M. Rowland, 'Preparing the American Ascendancy: The Transfer of Economic 
Power from Britain to the United States, 1933-1944', id. (ed.), Balance ef Power or 
Hegemony: The Interwar Monetary System (New York, 1976); E. F. Penrose, Economic 
Planning far the Peace (Princeton, NJ, 1953). 
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The crisis of 1947 revealed that these adjustments were 
going to be much more difficult than envisaged. No national 
leaders, including those of the United States, really antici-
pated how great would be the net demand for United States 
exports. The British above all were surprised. By 1946 they 
had reached their 1938 level of exports in volume terms, and 
indeed they envisaged them reaching 150 per cent.33 But this 
did not solve their dollar needs. Imports had been curtailed 
in 1946 to 65 per cent of 1938 volume because of supply 
shortages; domestic stocks were run down and had to be 
replaced at the inflationary prices of 194 7. By late spring 
1947 the U.K. was running through the dollar credit extended 
by the United States in 1945. When they were forced by the 
terms of the United States credit to make the pound freely 
convertible in the summer of 194 7, they ran through their 
reserves in several weeks. Washington officials finally had to 
agree to their suspending of convertibility. 

Why was there this dollar gap if exports were reconstituted? 
Obviously European economies were devasted; they could 
produce less than America needed, and during the war the 
United States had vastly expanded her own productive 
apparatus. The national products of Continental countries 
in 1945 were about half of what they had beeri in 1939; 
America's GNP was over twice as large. But the trade dis-
locations were greater than the disparity in productive 
resources. To be sure, the hard winter of 1947 did threaten 
an actual collapse of production as transportation was 
paralysed, grain shortages threatened, and coal supplies 
withered. It was the impending economic breakdown, along 
with the failure at Moscow to bridge the differing concepts of 
German reconstruction, that led American policy-makers to 
give up their hope or illusion that normality lay just ahead. 

In fact, the dislocations of trade and exchange were even 
more pervasive. Alan Milward, whose study is certainly 
the most sophisticated to date, points out some underlying 
factors: Europeans were consuming more food than in 1938 
and were investing at very high rates to make up for the 

33 See R. W. B. ('Otto') Clarke 'Brief for US Negotiations', for Edward Bridges 
(June 1947), PRO, T236/782. 
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deficit of wartime investment (increased depreciation as well 
as the physical damage). At these levels of production, 
consumption, and investment they required more goods from 
the United States.34 

But high demand was not the only problem. Britain had 
long relied on her sterling dependencies (Suez to Singapore) 
to sell raw materials to America (gold, tin, rubber, etc.) and 
to buy British manufactures, thus effectively channelling 
dollar earnings to London, which then used them to finance 
net British imports from the United States. But the sterling 
area's balance of payments changed during the war. Its 
exports to the United States rose, but it developed 'an 
insatiable demand for dollar goods', in the words of one ECA 
(Economic Cooperation Administration) analyst.35 What is 
more, the dollar price of what Britain's dependencies sold 
(especially South African gold, fixed since 1934 at $35 per 
ounce, and Malayan rubber) did not rise commensurately 
with the dollar price of what she would buy-especially in 
light of the American inflation of 1946-7.36 In so far as the 
dependencies wanted British goods, they could pay for 
them with the credits they had accumulated in London, the 

34 A. S. Milward, The Reconstruction of Western Europe, 1945-51 (Berkeley, Calif., 
1984), 5-43. 

35 See James McCullogh's report to Richard Bissell, 'Exports of the Sterling Area 
by Trading Areas', 31 Aug. 1949, NA (Suitland Annex), RG286 53A405/Box 53, F. 
'Trade: Sterling Area'. (This classification has since been changed.) Britain was 
exporting more to the rest of the sterling area (RSA) than in 1937, but importing 
less from there than from the dollar area. While trade volume had gone up, 
percentages had changed. In 1937, 7.1% of UK exports went to the US; in 1948 
only 4.3%. The RSA had gone from 17.5% to 16.0%, and down to 12.8% in the 
first half of 1949. The French had a similar problem. As Pierre-Paul Schweitzer, 
then secretary-general of the Comite lnterministeriel pour Jes Questions de 
Cooperation Economigue (SGCIQCE) told the Commission de l'Economie 
Nationale du Conseil Economique, 12 Apr. 1949, France had an export surplus to 
South America, Indo-China, China, Japan, and above all her overseas territories, 
but a deficit with the dollar zone. Archives Nationales, Paris (AN), F6obis/378. In 
short, the European colonial powers could sell to their dependencies, but had to buy 
from the US. At the same time their dependencies were, first, getting lower prices 
from the US and, second, wanted to buy more there than from the metropolis. 

36 Giorgio Fodor, 'Why Did Europe Need the Marshall Plan in l!:!,47?' (Fiesole: 
European University Institute Working Paper No. 78, Mar. 1984), argues that the 
abrupt rise of US prices in 1946-7 was the primary cause for the European crisis. 
R. W. B. ('Otto') Clarke estimated that the 40% rise in the US wholesale price 
index meant that the American credit had lost $1 billion of its buying power, or 
about 27%. See 'Brief for US Negotiations', PRO, T236/782. 
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so-called sterling balances which Britain had run up to 
pay for the costs of the Second World War in Egypt and 
Asia. Britain allowed only a very slow conversion of these 
accumulated balances into dollars except when compelled by 
the US, who wanted the British dependencies to be able 
to buy freely in the States. Americans thus saw Britain's 
problem as an unwillingness to give up the reserve rights 
deriving from her imperial position and to face up to the 
bracing discipline of competition. Britain saw the difficulty 
as the unwillingness of the Americans to revalue gold.37 

In part the conditions that made the Bretton Woods 
commitment such a strain resulted from a changing relation-
ship with what would later be called the Third World. The 
choice for Britain during the next years was to face up to 
convertibility or to try to keep the sterling bloc intact. But 
so long as Britain nurtured ambitions to play the role of 
monetary co-ordinator and a centre of international reserves 
for at least part of the world (what her Treasury officials 
called the two-world system), the dollar could not serve a 
hegemonic role. Yet Britain could not simply be compelled to 
give up her claims. At the least, her dollar problem had to be 
solved, and indeed she received more dollars than any other 
ERP participant. None the less, throughout the period 
Washington aspired to displace the pound, or at least assure 
the key role of the dollar. American policy-makers were 
certainly willing to provide the dollars ( and ultimately the 
real goods) to win others' consent, and for most the bargain 
was certainly worth it. But it required some sacrifices on the 
part of each: renunciation of a key-currency role for Britain, 
dismantling of implicit trade barriers on the Continent, 
facing potential working-class upheaval in France and Italy, 
and further confirming the division of Germany. 

Why did these effects follow? Acceptance of the dollar as a 
reserve currency required other countries to allow the free 
purchase and sale of their respective currencies in terms of 
dollars. Only if, say, Italians or French allowed a free market 
in lire or francs ( that is, allowed holders of lire or francs 

37 PRO, T236/782: Catto to the chancellor of the exchequer, 27 May 1947; also 
CFC memo, 28 May 1947; and R. W. B. ('Otto') Clarke, 'The World Dollar Crisis', 
with its call for the US to revalue gold. 
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to sell them for dollars) would their respective countries 
be integrated into an international economy in which the 
dollar played the role of a reserve currency. To be sure, any 
country could refuse such convertibility, and thus prevent 
imports of American products, and strive for its own devel-
opment in a condition of inflationary semi-autarky. But if 
it wished for access to American aid, it had to strive for 
alignment of c.urrencies, hence a greater openness towards 
foreign goods. It also had therefore to restrain domestic 
costs, cap wages, and phase out subsidies on coal or bread 
prices. In a country such as Italy, where social unrest at the 
liberation had been contained by inflationary cost-of-living 
adjustments and restrictions on worker lay-offs, employers 
had to be granted again the power to sack employees and 
streamline operations. Re-entry into an international economy 
thus meant monetary stabilization and convertibility. In the 
conditions of immediate post-war Europe it further implied 
undercutting labour unions that opposed 'austerity' and 
wanted equality of wage conditions at the cost of productivity 
differentials. Given the logic of cold war polarization it 
required thrusting Communist Party opponents of this pro-
gramme into a minority opposition. 

Progress towards an international trading system based on 
the dollar proceeded on two tracks. One track or process 
was domestic and involved ending wartime inflation and 
restoring monetary stability and what Americans called 
'realistic' exchange rates. A realistic value was one that did 
not require a country to impose obstacles to convertibility 
and international trade. From this perspective all the 
stabilization efforts and monetary reforms after the Second 
World War should be analysed as part of a single project. 
The adjustments needed were part of the process involved in 
forming an international exchange system under American 
auspices. 

Some countries undertook the deflationary limitations on 
wages, credits, and sometimes savings because of their own 
domestic political commitments. Financial planners for 
all the Continental nations knew that they faced massive 
post-war inflation unless they wrote down, or temporarily 
blocked, the monetary 'overhang' created in the war. A 
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thoroughgoing French reform, advocated by Pierre Mendes-
France in 1944, fell victim to the opposition of the finance 
minister, René Pleven, and Communist wooing of middle-
class voters. Instead neighbouring Belgium set up the major 
example by imposing a currency reform immediately upon 
liberation of the country. As with subsequent reforms, the 
operation required blocking of bank accounts and postponing 
many of the claims on the Belgian franc-internal claims by 
Belgians against each other as well as external. The devalua-
tion gave Belgium one of the strongest currencies in Europe 
(along with the Portuguese escudo), but it may also have 
inhibited investment. 3 The Italians clamped down on 
easy bank credit in 194 7, effectively terminating a fifty-fold 
price increase since 1938. But this was a policy carried out 
under liberista auspices; it deeply alienated small businesses 
and labour unions and took place only after De Gasperi 
had removed the Communists from his cabinet. Even to 
Americans, above all to the Keynesians of the ECA planners 
and Italian country team, it seemed excessively rigorous. 
They feared it hobbled needed investment in Italian infra-
structure, and the ECA counterpart came on stream slowly 
in Italy.39 

The French likewise devalued injanuary 1948, to American 
applause. René Mayer ( one of the most competent of the 
Fourth Republic's ministerial élite) was finally managing a 
successful stabilization programme, even though the French 
temporarily kept a two-tier currency which enraged Stafford 
Cripps, who feared it must drag down sterling.40 Within a 

38 L. H. Dupriez, Monetary Reconstruction in Belgium (New York, 1947); in general 
F. Grotius, 'Die europiiischen Geldreformen nach dem 2. W eltkrieg', 
Weltwirlschaftliches Archiv, 63 (1949), rn6-52, 276-325; on Mendes's reforms see J. 
Bouvier, 'Sur la politique economique en 1944-1946', La Liberation de la France: actes 
du Colloque octobre 1974 (Paris, 1976), 835-56. 

39 G. H. Hildebrand, Growth and Structure in the Ecorwmy of Modern Ita/y 
(Cambridge, 1965), chs. 2, 8; B. Foa, Monetary Reconstruction in Ita/y (New York, 
1949); for critiques of Italian policies: European Cooperation Administration, 
Country Stui!J (Ita/y) (Washington, DC, 1950), which has itself come under attack as 
being too Keynesian; but see most recently P. P. D'Attorre, 'II Piano Marshall: 
politica, economia, relazioni internazionali nella ricostruzione italiana', Passato e 
Presente no. 7 (Jan.-Apr. 1985), 31-63; id., 'Italian Reconstruction and "Depressed 
Areas": The Marshall Plan in the "Mezzegiorno" ', unpublished; J. Harper, 
American Policy in Ita/y, 1943-1947 (Cambridge, 1986). 

40 French devaluation: G. Bossuat, 'Le Poids de !'aide americaine sur la politique 
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few months the three Western powers radically amputated 
most residual monetary assets in Germany and introduced 
the Deutschmark. The economics minister, Ludwig Erhard, 
quickly removed price controls, gambling, correctly as it 
turned out, that the transfer of goods from a barter to an 
open market would prevent a rampant inflation. Finally, 
after much British Treasury soul-searching, the post-war 
currency reforms came to an end with the 30.5 per cent 
British devaluation of the pound in September 1949 (followed 
immediately by alignments of the Deutschmark, the French 
and Belgian francs, and the sterling area currencies).41 

US Treasury spokesmen and Congressmen welcomed the 
British devaluation as a step towards realism, as they had 
praised the French devaluation of January 1948. Whereas in 
the past, Secretary of the Treasury John Snyder said, the US 
had left exchange rates to the respective countries, now that 
Washington was providing billions of dollars, 'it becomes a 
matter of grave direct concern to us insofar as the exchange 
policies which a country may be pursuing tend to retard 
its exports or misdirect its trade and increase its Western 
Hemisphere deficit, and thus indirectly increase its calls 
upon the United States for assistance' .42 British devalua-
tion in 1949 thus concluded the national adjustments that 
Belgium had begun in 1944. 

The other process was international: the slow negotiation 

economique et financiere de la France en 1948', Relations intemationales, 37 (1984), 
17-36. For the conflict with the British see PRO, T236/901-3; NA, RG56: National 
Advisory Council on International Monetary and Financial Problems, Minutes of 6, 
19, 20, 22, and 27 Jan. 1948; AN, Rene Mayer Papers 363AP/7. 

41 See the papers and cables in PRO, T232/88-90. The first open recognition 
that devaluation was probably inevitable may have been Robert Hall's memo 
(undated, but from summer 1949) headed 'Caliban', in T232/90. See also Milward, 
Reconstruction, 287-95. Milward's is a subtle and provocative analysis of the many 
American and European currents contending as well as of the transformed economic 
realities. But he insists on describing every solution that fell short of the most 
extremely expressed American aspirations as a US 'failure' (p. 287). Frustrations 
there were, but most American activists felt that in fact much of their programme 
was being accomplished. See e.g. Tasca to Bissell, 3 July 1950, NA, RG286: 
53A405/53. On devaluation see also A. Cairncross and B. Eichengreen, Sterling in 
Decline (Oxford, 1983), 11-55. 

42 Statement of John Snyder before the House and Senate Committees on 
Foreign Affairs cited by Frank Southard to the IMF Board, 28, Mar. 1949. See 
Southard's memo of 30 Mar. 1949: NA, RG286: 53A45/43. 
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of intra-European payment agreements between 1947 and 
1950 that culminated in the European Payment Union. 
European trade after the war was confined to cumbersome 
bilateral agreements which the momentum of recovery ren-
dered far too constraining. In addition, the ECA demanded 
progress towards multilateral trade as a condition for 
American aid. If the Europeans dropped their cumbersome 
bilateral trading for multilateral clearances, the net amount 
of dollar claims would diminish. To advance this objective, 
the United States was willing to pay. That is why the net-
work of co-ordination was not simply exploitative or coerced. 

The interlocking of subsidy and control emerged most 
clearly in the intra-European payments agreements: a first, 
limited agreement by some CEEC (Committee of European 
Economic Cooperation) countries in the autumn of 1947 
before Marshall Plan assistance had cleared Congress;43 a 
second agreement on clearances of summer 1948 extended 
into 1949-50; and finally the wider European Payment 
Union thrashed out in the spring of 1950.44 There is no scope 
here to follow the negotiations in detail.45 All these schemes 
worked towards going beyond bilateral agreements by 
pooling credits and debts among the Europeans. The major 
actors throughout remained the United States, the British, 
and the Belgians. Belgium and Britain had overall credits vis-
à-vis the other European economies, although Britain was 
Belgium's debtor and feared that if multilateral transfer 
of net debts and credits was sanctioned, Belgium would 
accumulate her own credits and would then require London 
to settle up in pounds and dollars. Belgium's objections were 
different. Unless the United States would provide her with 
dollar grants, she did not want to serve as a continuing 
creditor to soft-currency European countries. Thus both 

43 For the negotiations see PRO, T236/794-803. 
44 For a clear explanation of the mechanics see I. Wexler, Tiu Marshall Plan 

Revisited: The European Recovery Program in Economic Perspective (Westport, Conn., 
1983), 121-53. 

45 The major documentary sources are the following: NA, Suitland: RG286 (since 
renumbered as 469, but cited here under prior numbering}; the National Advisory 
Council records; and PRO, T236/814-820 (on 1948-9), T237/I4-25 (Future of 
International Exchange and Payments), T232/I29-134; PRO, FO 371/871000-
87133 on the negotiations of the EPU. 
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London and Brussels had a motive for having Washington 
finance intra-European trade and payments to the greatest 
extent possible. Initially Washington was suspicious about 
spending its dollars on this purpose. Even when ECA officials 
saw advantages in the possibility, the Treasury and IMF (on 
which the Treasury sat as a controlling voice) remained 
sternly opposed.46 When the ERP countries proposed that 
IMF dollars be credited to expand European trade, the 
American Treasury's representative on the IMF, Andrew 
Overby, effectively vetoed the scheme. By the autumn of 
1948 this hard line was to be modified, however. A new 
Agreement on Intra-European Payments and Compensations 
projected each country's net debits and credits for the year to 
come. The creditor countries would establish drawing rights 
for the debtors and in turn could claim 'conditional' ERP 
aid. The aid was not above the overall package, but a dif-
ferent allocation within it-to intra-European creditors, 
rather than net debtors vis-a-vis the United States. 

American ECA officials might not be so rigorous as 
Treasury officials but they still wanted drawing rights to be 
transferable so that multilateral clearances could replace 
bilateral settlements. This demand was raised in the spring 
of 1949 by Richard Bissell-Paul Hoffman's brash young 
economic adviser from MIT who was detested by the British-
as part of a general turn towards ECA activism and emphasis 
on 'integration'.47 Bissell also asked that drawing rights be 
convertible into dollars, a position from which the US finally 
retreated in June. Britain especially resisted multilateraliza-
tion of drawing rights. Belgium or Italy would accumulate 
creditor positions in sterling that they might then draw upon 
dollars in London. Indeed, since Belgium's creditor position 

46 None the less, so acute a British observer as Allan Christelow, responsible for 
liaison with the ECA in Washington, preferred Snyder and other Treasury 
personnel to Bissell and his assistant McCullough: 'Their intellectual processes may 
be less subtle; but I consider their judgment to be infinitely more reliable.' Since 
1947, however, the Treasury had taken a 'rather passive and seconday role' for 
foreign economic affairs; Overby and Frank Southard were liabilities. PRO, T232/ 
334: Christelow to Playfair 25 Apr. 1950. On the other hand, on 15 Feb. Christelow 
had reported that other US agencies now regarded the ERP as a 'moribund 
operation which might just as well be left to Hoffman to wind up'. See PRO, FO 
371/87103: UR329/ro1. 

47 Milward, Reconstruction, 282-5. 
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was too strong to be able to convert drawing rights into 
conditional-aid dollars, it seemed all the more likely that she 
would seek them from the British. Stafford Cripps seemed 
especially convinced that the Americans and Belgians 
wanted to force Britain to dismantle the Welfare State. Were 
the drain on reserves of August 1947 to occur again, London 
would have to cut social spending drastically and raise 
interest rates. A world of convertibility, the Labour Party 
felt, was a world of deflationary pressure and thus hostile to 
socialism. None the less, a compromise was finally found so 
the agreement could be extended in early September.48 

But the planning group around Bissell at ECA was not 
content with the revised agreement and during the autumn 
of 1949 pressed the Europeans to go further, calling on a full 
multilateral clearing union and an OEEC monetary author-
ity. Throughout 1949, the need to ask Congressional ap-
proval for renewed ECA grants as well as their own buoyant 
penchant for social engineering had impelled Hoffman and 
Bissell to press the Europeans to show progress towards 
economic 'integration'. The pressure culminated with a 
major speech by Hoffman to the OEEC on 31 October. But 
as one ECA official admitted, 'The US Government did not 
know exactly what they meant by economic integration or 
what they wanted to emerge from it', so that the Exchequer's 
reaction was to persuade ECA to 'stop some of the wild 
ideas which have already gained so much currency here in 
Washington, DC about European economic integration' .49 

In concrete terms integration meant progress towards 
dismantling quantitative restrictions, which was relatively 

48 Wexler, Marshall Plan Revisited, 142-8; W. Diebold, Trade and Payments in 
Western Europe: A Study in Economic Cooperation (New York, 1952), 74-84. The 
agreement limited transferability to 25°/o of all drawing rights; Belgium got extra 
conditional dollar aid, and she would advance further credits to her European 
debtors. France, the Netherlands, and Greece were the largest debtor beneficiaries; 
Belgium and Italy the major potential creditors. 

49 T. L. Rowan, from Washington, 15, Nov. 1949, to E. A. Hitchman, PRO, 
T232/I96. See the Hitchman response of 26 Nov., describing the state of British 
efforts to manage American thinking and offer pre-emptive reform proposals. For 
Acheson's cautions to Hoffman about asking the Europeans to surrender 
sovereignty to new supranational banking institutions, see Milward, Reconstruction, 
297. 
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easy, and working towards monetary convertibility, which 
would be difficult.10 

The ECA plan proposed elimination of the earlier bilateral 
calculations and establishment of a central pool in which all 
credits and debts would be offset. American conditional aid 
would finance the early operations of the fund by being made 
available to the net creditors of the EPU as an inducement to 
lend to debtor countries. The pool would assign each country 
a quota in its own currency depending upon its previous 
level of trade. American Treasury officials still found the 
approach too permissive, but their objections would be 
partially overridden.51 If a debtor country's debit from the 
EPU climbed above its allocated quota by more than an 
agreed 'swing', it must start paying gold and/or dollars. If 
a creditor country found itself making advances beyond a 
'swing' it would receive gold or dollars. American con-
ditional aid would finance the early operations of the fund by 
being made available to the net creditors of the EPU as an 
inducement to lend. 

Despite promises of American aid, Norway, Denmark, and 
Britain feared the consequences for their Welfare States. 
London feared both the limits of the quota and the potential 

50 See EGA, Draft Working Paper on Intra-European Currency Transferability 
and Liberalization of Trade, 9 Dec. 1949, PS/ AAP(49) 11 filed as National Advisory 
Council Doc. No. 942, 20 Dec. 1949, NA, RG286: 53A405/43. It called for 'a system 
of full intra-European currency transferability providing freedom of intra-European 
payments on current account, the rapid elimination of quantitative trade 
restrictions, and maximum possible freedom of invisible transaction'. EGA dollars 
might be used in declining amounts during the remainder of the ERP period. The 
paper envisaged gold payments required above the swing margin allowed beyond a 
stipulated overdraft, and gold payments provided to creditors. The proportion of 
surpluses paid out in gold might be considerably greater than the share of excess 
deficits that would have to be settled in gold. European delegates were obviously 
upset at the dema!1d for fast US action. See ibid., Shaw Livermore memo to 
Ambassador Harriman, 13 Dec. 1949. See the resume of the British position: 'The 
New Payments Scheme: Brief for the Chancellor', 23 Jan. 1950, PRO, T237/I5. 

51 For the resistance see Southard to Snyder in Snyder papers Box 11, NAG 
documents, cited in Wexler, Marshall Plan Revisited, 161. For later IMF resistance, 
pp. 183-7. As EGA officials realized, 'It is widely felt in Europe that the Fund is de 
facto controlled by the US'. Thus to give the Fund a representative in the OEEC, as 
it was requesting would be seen as 'injecting a non-European agency into the 
administration of Western Europe's only noteworthy cooperative activity thus far 
under the ERP'. Lincoln Gordon to W. A. Harriman, 290 Sep. 1949, NA, RG286: 
53A405/43. 
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call upon its reserves. Negotiations with the British reached 
their critical phase in late March and again in early May.52 

The British estimated that half the world's .international 
payments were made in sterling; they also feared that the 
£441 million sterling balances (that is, their debts held in 
sterling) accumulated by other European countries would 
force Britain into settlement of any further debts in gold and 
dollars from the outset. OEEC officials also worried that 
any inclusion of old debts would already overburden EPU 
resources. On the other hand, Belgium was not willing to 
have her previous advances cancelled out. Hoffmann won 
the right to commit $600 million as conditional aid, to be 
withheld or provided, depending upon the progress of the 
EPU. Acheson, the secretary of state, was brought to appeal 
to Ernest Bevin on 11 May. A compromise was negotiated: 
once again the British got a partial exemption. London gave 
up Cripps's original insistence that EPU settlements would 
come into play only after normal bilateral credits were used 
up: multilateral settlement would take place from the begin-
ning. But in return, if accumulated sterling balances were to 
be presented to London for dollars or gold, the ECA would 
cover the claims. In other words US funds would enable a 
net holder of sterling, such as Italy, to 'multilateralize' her 
credit without a direct threat to British reserves.53 Belgium 
still resisted. But a solution was worked out by negotiators in 
mid-June and endorsed by the beginning ofjuly.5 The EPU 
began a six-year career to be concluded finally by agreement 
on full convertibility in 1958. 

52 For divisions within British ranks see Playfair's memo for Hitchman, 
TP(L)(50)34, 16 Mar. 1950, PRO, T237/J7, which identified Fleming, Rickett, and 
Copleston as supporters of full membership; the Bank, R. W. B. ('Otto') Clarke, 
'myself, and I think the Foreign Office, though they may change their minds', as 
advocates of special or restricted membership. 'I continue to feel that in this very 
uncertain world, with the doubtful future of this scheme (which only works on the 
basis of American finance) we ought to steer clear and maintain the working of 
sterling as we know it.' By and large the negotiating process consisted of providing 
enough special concessions so that the difference between the two membership 
categories became less clear-cut. 

53 Milward, Reconstruction, esp. 327-30. 
54 Each country would make an initial deposit in its own currency into the Fund 

based upon 15% of its 1949 trade with the other members. A country in debt, 
according to the last-minute negotiations, could claim an overdraft facility of up to 
another 20% of its quota (to be repaid in its own national currency). A creditor was 
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For Treasury critics (whose judgements are largely 
seconded by Alan Milward) the terms meant another sell-
out to Britain and abandonment of American aspirations. 
Indeed, anticipating trouble within the National Advisory 
Council, Bissell had Henry Tasca, a key EPU negotiator 
heartily distrusted by the British, write him a letter that put 
the best possible gloss on the agreement: 'Acceptance of this 
solution required a tremendous soul-searching on the part of 
the British technicians and ministers, and a radical change in 
the monetary and commercial policy which they had been 
pursuing in Europe. '55 In fact, despite the concessions made 
by Washington and the limited liability accepted by London, 
ECA satisfaction was merited. The point was less to break 
Britain (even less to drive sterling out of international trans-
actions in Europe) than to exploit British assets in a dollar-
keyed system. Every creditor in the system-Washington in 
the first instance, Britain to a degree-understood that only 
its credits would sustain its exports. And that consideration 
aside, the Americans wanted predominance, not a rente. 

It is important to reflect on the monetary adjustments and 
negotiations of international payments after 1944 (including 
the agreements on the finance of the Bizone) as a single post-
war process, which comprised a passage from a sterling-
based system to one of dollar ascendancy. In this transition 
Americans learned that they had to prop up sterling even 

obliged to extend up to 20% without claiming gold. Once these 'swings' were 
exceeded, settlement would involve increasing shares of gold payments. Creditor 
nations who extended resources beyond the extra 20% facility could receive 50% of 
this excess in gold. Debtor nations would have to pay back increasing proportions of 
gold between the 20% of their allowed overdraft and the 60% total limit they might 
borrow. Belgian stubbornness extracted a reduction in her quota (and thus her 
potential advances to other members) and a promise to have credits paid off within 
two years. Britain jvon the right to make bilateral settlements in sterling if her 
creditors agreed and overall EPU positions were not changed. Such side settlements 
meant that her quota need be called upon less, and the threat of gold or dollar loss 
was correspondingly deferred. The agreement also envisaged that the Fund would 
grant some initial net credits to six likely debtor countries against their local 
counterpart funds, while it tacked some initial debits on to Belgium, Sweden, and 
the UK as likely creditors, and in return allocated them EGA dollars in 'conditional 
aid'. This meant that ECA money would finance the first year of the EPU. 

55 Tasca to Bissell, 3 July 1950, NA, RG286: 53A405/53. For a summary of the 
negotiations see Milward, Reconstruction, 298-306, 320-34. See also Hogan, Marshall 
Plan, 320-5. 
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as they partially displaced it, since it remained such an 
extensive international means of payment: 'an EPU without 
the UK would be as unthinkable in practice ( especially 
for Italy) as an EPU without Belgium (especially for the 
Netherlands)'.56 Conversely, the British understood that they 
could not preserve the old ascendancy, but were unhappy 
with the new. As Edward Playfair wrote in early 1950, 'there 
is an inherent contradiction in our present attitude. One 
system is dying and another is struggling to be born ... 
Whatever we may decide is only a beginning. We are sliding 
towards some kind of different world. It will be clearer what 
world it is when crucial issues are no longer avoided by a 
bribe of Marshall Aid.'57 Between the British recognition 
that the pound could no longer dominate, and American 
recognition that sterling still had a role to play, there was 
space for compromise. 

None the less, the roles of senior and junior partner 
had certainly changed. During early 1947 British Treasury 
officials could periodically propose to solve their problems 
through what might be best thought of as a sophisticated 
raid on Fort Knox. Washington, it was suggested, should 
declare that an ounce of gold was worth $70, not $35, and 
then share with the world 50 per cent of its gold supply. 
British Treasury officials argued that this would cost the 
US nothing and ease the general shortage of international 
liquidity.58 In effect, Britain had asked the United States to 
share the costs of a world-wide devaluation. Instead the US 
ended up imposing devaluation on all the world (including 
the British four years later) but herself and sharing the 
cost of the real production needed to exempt the dollar. 
The consequences were thus twofold: on one hand the US 
determined that the costs of liquidating wartime inflation 
would be borne by the sterling system, not by the US. On 
the other hand, the Marshall Plan entailed meeting those 
costs by substituting American goods for German and Third 
World goods. At least until the mid-196os, when Washington 

56 Tasca to Bissell, July 3, 1950, in· NA; RG286: 53A405/53. 
57 PRO, T237/J7: Playfair to Hitchmann = T.P.(1)50 34, 16 Feb. 1950 (see also 

T232/331). 
58 See PRO, T236/782: Clarke, 'The World Dollar Crisis'. 
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sought to perpetuate the advantages of what by then was an 
overvalued dollar, Americans were willing to trade wealth for 
preponderance, to provide the dollars that Europeans needed 
to purchase United States goods, services, and military 
security. 

A further dimension of United States preponderance was 
also involved. In retrospect it can be seen that the period of 
United States monetary leadership-the era of Bretton 
Woods-was also the period of greatest influence for the 
principles of industrial production most identified with 
American economic strength. The organization of production 
that the United States economy apparently rested on-the 
vital principle that had poured forth Liberty Ships and 
Superfortresses and Lend-Lease trucks in the Second World 
War-apparently embodied the triumph of the assembly line 
and mass production. It was based on the efficient output of 
standardized parts, large-scale production runs, the applica-
tion of human labour to specialized, repetitive processes. It 
was the system that Europeans had somewhat incorrectly 
identified with Taylorism, more accurately with Fordism. 
Industrial production pivoted on the continuous treatment of 
steel and steel products; harnessing labour to consecutive 
machine operations represented American modernity. The 
car assembly line had already come to Europe before the 
war. In the post-war years the system was epitomized by the 
huge continuous rolling mills that were to be constructed in 
the 1950s as centre-pieces for Thyssen at Hamborn, or for 
Finsider at Cornigliano, for Hoogovens in the Netherlands, or 
under the auspices of the Monnet Plan.59 Post-war industrial 
progress was further epitomized in the pervasive ideology of 
productivity and the eulogy of the industrial manager.60 

59 See F. Bonelli et al., Accaio per l'industrializzazionc: contribuiti allo studio de! 
problema siderurgico italiano (Turin, 1982), 335-69, and the material in Archivio 
Centrale dello Stato: Carte De Gasperi, B. Sinigaglia; on Thyssen, Bundesarchiv 
Koblenz, Verwaltungsamt far Eisen und Stahl, Z 41/23; on Hoogovens, NA, RG469, 
Mission to the Netherlands, Industry Division, subject files, B.2. 

60 See A. Carew, Labour under the Marshall Plan: The Politics of Productivity and the 
Marketing ef Management Science (Manchester, 1987), 240-50; also C. S. Maier, 
'Factory as Society', 'The Politics of Productivity', and 'The Two Postwar Eras and 
the Conditions for Stability in Twentieth-Century Western Europe', now in id., In 
Search of Stability: Explorations in Historical Political Economy (Cambridge, 1987), 19-
69, 121-84. 
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But what was crucial to 'Fordist' reconstruction in post-
war Europe was less the technology of mass production than 
the role of labour within the industrial process. Post-war 
reconstruction brought the highpoint of Fordism, and thus of 
viewing labour as essentially an adjunct of the factory. From 
the late 1940s to the mid-196os European labour remained 
relatively inexpensive and docile compared with its role in 
the 1930s or the 1960s. The very currency stabilizations that 
made possible the reconstruction of international capitalism 
also brought the leverage of the world economy to bear on 
domestic wage claims. For a country to accept monetary 
stability an even limited convertibility meant that wage 
claims must be capped and redundant employees had to be 
absorbed elsewhere. If unions or political parties objected 
they must be isolated. Roughly speaking, the Communists 
objected; the social democrats (or New Fabians in the 
Labour Party) took part in the process. 

A major transformation of wage and incentive schemes 
took place in the late 1940s, above all perhaps in the ex-Axis 
countries,Japan, Italy, and Germany. The American empha-
sis on productivity was not merely reflected in oratory, trips 
for labour leaders and managers, and factory demonstrations. 
Productivity also signalled an end to the relative levelling of 
wages and salaries that wartime and post-war inflation had 
encouraged. It meant the curtailing of cost of living adjust-
ments and indexation (unkeyed to skill differentials) and the 
restoration of wage premiums, piecework skills, and greater 
differentiation of pay scales. 'Production', a Fiat manager 
told union representatives during a drawn-out conflict over 
wage systems in 1950, 'is ... the raison d'être of the factory.' 
To encourage it they wanted to break down wage payments 
into incentive premiums and 'super' premiums. Worker 
spokesmen viewed the proposals only as a means of extract-
ing speed ups and 'super-exploitation' (supersfruttamento) .61 

These outcomes did not mean that the working classes 
sacrificed income in absolute terms. On the contrary. But 
labour's reward came by virtue of overall growth-the 

61 Verbale, Commissioni Interne del Gruppo Fiat del 20 luglio 1950, lstituto 
Gramsci, Turin: Fondo FIOM: Commissioni lnterni Fiat, 1950: I B, 
Coordinamento Cl. 



The Making of 'Pax Americana' 

remarkable sustained increase of output for more than two 
decades. Labour shared in this absolute growth, but wages 
did not advance, and in some societies actually declined as 
a share of national income.62 Workers also gave up earlier 
radical aspirations to control industrial production, or at 
least to control it via factory councils. In terms of the day to 
day working out of minor tasks and training their voices still 
mattered. But as a collective actor, labour was 'integrated' 
not on the factory floor but through centralized trade-union 
representation. We cannot speculate here as to why this 
Fordist organization of production began to falter and creak 
in the 1970s, just at the moment that American dollar 
ascendancy also flagged. The point to be emphasized is that 
in so far as a Pax Americana prevailed, it implied-as every 
system of transnational imperial co-ordination really does-a 
generalized principle for the organization of production as 
well as security. 

FINANCE AND DEFENCE: 1950- 1954 

As a security system, American ascendancy had to have a 
military and strategic component. Obviously the United 
States became the linchpin of the North Atlantic Alliance, 
and after the 'loss of China' she established a military frontier 
in Asia. But United States predominance did not depend 
only on a willingness to send her own soldiers into battle-a 
commitment that tended to create intense partisan conflict at 
home (after MacArthur was dismissed in 1951 and during 
the Vietnam War). British, Canadians, and other allies 
shared that burden. In large measure, of course, United 
States predominance rested on her nuclear supremacy. But 
Washington did more than serve as atomic guarantor. It 
co-ordinated an international set of military commitments; 
it secured its allies' budgetary pledges, examined their 
finances, cleared their rearmament projects. More than 
deterrence was at stake. The architecture of strategic security 
amounted to a fairly profound and continuing intervention. 

62 For Germany see R. Skiba and H. Adam, Das westdeutsche Lohnniveau zwischen 
den beiden Weltkriegen und nach der Wiihrungsreform (Diisseldorf, 1970). 
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To be sure, the Americans never got as large a commitment 
as they sought; NATO has traditionally pledged more than it 
collected. None the less, Washington did manage to persuade 
ex-enemies to accept a common alliance. And it won the 
principle that every ally would set aside a continuing share of 
national revenue for defence. Military spending and welfare 
commitments came together to form the core of state alloca-
tions in the post-war era. 

Constructing this security system was the political work of 
the early 1950s and can be seen again in terms of a major 
trade-off. If the key secondary actors in establishing Pax 
Americana Economica were the British, the crucial partners 
for Pax Americana Armata were the French and Germans. 
(The British were important but could be taken for granted: 
they wanted to play a military role to compensate for their 
weakened economic presence.) Essentially the bargain worked 
out in the early 1950s involved paying for a French colonial 
war in return for getting France to accept German rearma-
ment. The essentials of this transaction are sometimes lost 
from sight because the ambitious form in which the trade-off 
was first proposed ( the Pleven Plan or European Defence 
Community) was not carried through. But the failure of the 
EDC was of less significance than what was achieved. By 
1955 German soldiers formed the largest defence force in 
Europe, and each member of the North Atlantic Alliance had 
agreed to a continuing fiscal commitment to defence. 

The development must be traced along two tracks, just as 
the economic structure was negotiated in terms of domestic 
currency realignments and an international payments union. 
The first track involved the Franco-German interplay: the 
conditions under which France would permit a German army 
and demanded subsidies for her own, and also the conditions 
that Adenauer could set for a German rearmament which 
he found to be a major bargaining chip in the winning of 
sovereignty. The second track involves the assignment of 
continuing costs in the alliance as a whole. The catalyst for 
progress along both tracks was the American determination 
in the late summer of 1950 that German rearmament must 
be quickly achieved. This demand had immediate repercus-
sions on Franco-German negotiations then under way for the 
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Schuman Plan. If the West wanted German troops, then 
Bonn could ask for concessions on behalf of its coal and steel 
industries, above all the right to protect the linkage of coal 
and steel concerns ( Verbundwirtschaft) that the French and 
Americans both distrusted. By the autumn of 1950 Paris was 
vexed by the exigent attitude on the part of Bonn and thrown 
into consternation by Washington's insistence on German 
troops. The Pleven Plan, urged upon the government by the 
major coal-steel negotiator, Jean Monnet, represented an 
attempt to escape both embarrassments: it would devise a 
form of German rearmament acceptable to French opinion; 
and it would reaffirm the momentum of supranational 
authorities that seemed to be bogging down in the coal-steel 
negotiations. It might also provide a new structure for reliev-
ing France of her expensive military burdens. 

The French government was already seeking military aid 
by the summer of 1950, and it was aware that in the light of 
the new Korean conflict and Adenauer's own demand for a 
'police force', it would soon face the unpleasant problem of 
German rearmament.63 On the other hand, the presence of a 
new Communist regime across the northern border of lndo-
China threatened to prolong the expensive struggle in Asia. 
NATO's concept of a common defence provided the French 
Ministry of Defence with an opening it moved quickly to 
exploit.Jules Moch, then serving at the Rue Saint Dominque, 
was a forceful minister, hardly likely to be deterred by mere 
financial constraints. His pattern of negotiations essentially 
followed a 'double or nothing' strategy. When difficulties 
loomed for a given plan or level of expenditure, the Défense 

63 On this issue see Report to the NSC, 8 June 1950, by Secretary of Defense 
Johnson, summarizing chiefs of staff pleas for German rearmament, NSC71, FRUS, 
1950, iv. 686-7, Truman's reaction of 16 June that the reports were 'decidedly 
militaristic and in my opinion not realistic with present conditions' (pp. 688-7). 
Conditions evidently changed. For Acheson's raising of the issue at the September 
Conference of Foreign Ministers, see 301-20, 344-5, 1191-217. Acheson's quid pro 
quo was the commitment of American troops to Europe; Moch envisaged extracting 
more.aid (23 Sep., p. 344). For thorough treatment of the view from London see S. 
Dockrill, 'Britain and a West German Contribution to NATO, 1950-1955', Ph.D. 
thesis (London, 1988). Also J. S. Duffield, 'The United States and the Shaping of 
NATO's Conventional Force Posture, 1950', paper presented at the Harvard 
University Warren Center Conference, 'The United States and Western European 
Security, 1950-1955', 3-5 Dec. 1987. 
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N ationale proposed a far larger project-on the premiss that 
Washington would cover part of the costs. 

By early summer 1950 the French had already drafted a 
programme prioritaire in response to an American offer of 
assistance to get urgent military production under way by 
1952. Then on 5 August the Defence Ministry proposed a 
massive military expansion of fifteen divisions, to cost 2,000 
billion francs ($6.3 billion) over three years.64 The implicit 
premiss of the operation was apparently that France would 
raise cheap conscripts for Europe in return for American 
financing of coveted weapons systems and the expensive 
professional forces in Indo-China. The proposal met a 
sceptical response from US officials.65 The Defence Ministry 
then embarked upon a half-year of budgetary sleight-of-hand 
that this author cannot claim to have entirely penetrated. 
But then neither could the minister of finances, according 
to his own complaints! There is no scope here to follow 
in detail the shifting cost calculations and projections of 
American assistance. 6 Probably those most in control of the 
kaleidescopic estimates were the relevant American Embassy 
officials, above all W. M. ('Tommy') Tomlinson, who vetted 
most French budget proposals. 67 The Ministry of Finances 

64 AN, F6obis/415(1): Sous-dossier: aout-sept. 1950; 'Projet de Memorandum du 
16 aout 1950', and 'Note pour le President, 9 sept. 1950'. The category F6obis was 
the prime minister's office; the key agency for negotiations with the Americans was 
the SGCIQCE, or Committee for Questions of Economic Co-ordination (see n. 35 
above), at which the representatives of the Defence and Finance Ministries 
supposedly co-ordinated their requests. For a summary of French thinking about 
rearmament see Ambassador Bruce's long report of 28 July 1950, FRUS, 1950, iii. 
151-9, also I Aug. 1950, pp. 168-172. 

65 AN, F6obis/415(1): Sous-dossier: Negotiations Washington: US Embassy 
Tresury Department (Donald McGrew) to Margeric, 25 Aug. 1950. Reading the 
new programme as a 3-year commitment to go beyond the already pledged 
medium-term programme of$574 billions for each of the next 3 years (i.e. fr. 1,722 
billion), the letter asked how could Paris raise a total of fr. 3,722 billion, or $1 I 
billion. 'Washington cannot see how a program of this magnitude could be financed 
from domestic and other sources.' The writer also wondered whether the announced 
French policy 'of paying only negligible sums to draftees' was appropriate at a time 
of considerable expansion of the land army. 

66 See AN, F6obis/415b, dossier 151: 'Demandes Prioritaires et surprioritaires, 
aout 1950-juillet 1951'. 

67 AN, F6obis/415b, dossier 150: 'Proces-Verbal de la Reunion du 19 sept. 1950'; 
Guindey represented the Finance Ministry. It was agreed that the US would be 
asked to support 50% of the priority programme (DD35) plus an undefined share of 
the expanded programme (DD58). For Tomlinson's scepticism see his memo of 3 
Sep. to Acheson on prospective talks with Petsche, NA, RG59: 740.5/9-350. 
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under the capable Maurice Petsche was hardly delighted by 
Moch's military megalomania, but could not restrain him 
entirely. 

Within the NATO framework, Paris was already pledged 
to a two-year priority programme at the time it launched its 
new plan of 5 August. By September 1950 three different 
plans were circulating, the priority plan, the 1951 'tranche' 
of 580 or 850 billion, francs and the three-year plan of 2,000 
or 2,700 billion francs. 68 The National Defence Committee 
agreed to cut down the three-year programme from 2,700 
to 2,000 billion francs. Its 1951 budget would include 240 
billion for lndo-China ( of which I oo billion would be 
American aid), and 610 billion (of which 170 billion would 
be US aid) for Europe and North Africa. The Ministry 
of Finances attacked the cost projections and insisted on 
including supplemental costs the Defence Ministry had left 
out. What was agreed was that Washington's contribution 
must be 270 billion francs in 1951, 530 billion in 1952, 521 
billion in 1952. 69 

Neither French clarity nor American agreement, however, 
were thereby assured.70 The budget discussions in the 
Chamber Commission of Finances and the legislation that 
emerged in January 1951 authorized 740 billion expenditure 
for military service and 395 billion for rearmament, but 

68 AN, F6obis/415b: Min. des Finances, Direction du Budget Goetze: 'Note pour 
le Ministre: Programmes militaires de rearmement en France', 6 Sep. 1950. The 
note also pointed out that the 1951 budget and the 3-year plan did not fit together. 
Of. Spofford to State Department, 31 Aug. 1950: NA, RG59 740.5/8-3510. For other 
US evaluations-sceptical but encouraging-of French efforts during 1950-1 see 
NA, RG84, Foreign Service Post Files, French Embassy: MDAP Subject Files, Box 
14, F. 'Defense Planning (France 1950)'. 

69 AN, F6obis/415b, dossier 150: 'Resume des decisions prises au Comite de la 
Dffense Nationale du I Oct. 1950', and 'Propositions faites au Comite de la D.N. du 
2 oct. 1950 concernant le Plan de Rearmement 1951'. Also State Department record 
of joint meetings of 7-7 Oct. 1950, sent by Edwin Martin, chairman of the joint 
US-French financial committee, ibid. For the Finance Ministry's sarcastic criticism 
of the Defence Ministry's projections see the 'Documents transmis ii M. Alphand 
sur le Programme fran~ais 1951', ibid. Also 'Protestations du Min. Fin. Petsche 
contre Defense Nationale'. See Moch's protest to Pleven, 8 Jan. 1951: 'despite all 
the efforts at ambush, despite the opposition and objections of the Finance 
ministers, I will continue to devote all my efforts to the realization of the 
remarmament plan in the foreseen time'. 

70 Resumes of legislative action in the Agence Economique et Financiere, 23-9 
Dec. 1950, AN, F6obis/415b. See also Pleven's meeting with Eisenhower, 8-9 Jan. 
1951, stressing Inda-China costs, FRUS, 1951, iii. 402-4. 
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allocated only the 740 billion (520 billion through the 
Defence Ministry, 220 through the Ministry for the Associated 
States, that is, lndo-China) in taxes. 71 The Americans 
calculated that according to common NATO standards the 
French were satisfactorily increasing their military effort, 
but they urged that Paris postpone some of its rearmament 
projects, including the Army's pet 50-tonne tank. 72 With 
elections due in the autumn, the French hardly wanted 
to disclose Washington's strictures before the Chamber. 
By June 1951, Moch informed General Bradley that the 
impending voting, the inflation unleashed in the wake of the 
Korean War, and the failure of the Atlantic Council to decide 
national tasks, precluded any precise programme for 1952. 
Instead he would provide various budgetary hypotheses-all 
of which essentially hinged on what Washington might 
finally provide. 73 Paris officials felt deceived because allegedly 
Washington had not honoured its previous pledge of $200 
million in supplementary aid for rearmament. Washington 

71 AN, F6obis/418, dossier 152: Margerie to Guindey in Washington, 29 Jan. 
1951. 

72 AN, F6obis/418, Sous-dossier 1522, Projet de Telegramme (a) M. Bonnet a 
Washington, 12 Apr. 1951. Ambassador Bonnet was to ask the Americans to back 
down. The French also felt that ECA, by merging aid categories,. had cut its 
promised assistance for the first half of 1951 from £355 (its normal quota plus $200 
million military aid) to $240 million. The cuts, it was claimed, would undercut all 
the premisses of the rearmament programme. For the army's view that the tank. 
'nous tient extremement a creur', see AN, F6obis/418, 'PV des reunions tenues chez 
Kahn: Compte rendu de la reunion du 21 avril 1951'. lngenieur-General Kahn was 
the Army's spokesman for technical questions on the Comite de Defense National 
and other interministerial bodies. 

73 AN, F6obis/418, Sous-dossier 1523: 'Note sur Jes Aspects Economiques et 
Financiers du Programme Fran1;ais de Rearmement', 5 June 1951. See also ibid., 
Ministere de la Defense Nationale, 'Le Programme Fran1;ais de Rearmement, Ier 
juin 1951'. The figures offered here suggested an effort of about 7 to 8% of GNP. 
When Bradley visited Paris, Moch sought to present his own budget figures without 
clearing them with the Ministry of Finances. Bradley turned them over to 
Tomlinson and Richards, the embassy personnel who always followed French 
public finance closely. See ibid., Thierry de Clermont-Tonnerre to P.-P. Schweitzer, 
13 June 1951. See also Moch's memos to MAE, 4 and 5 May 1951 (Nos 2206, 
2209), which brought 1951 expenses to fr. 915 billion and envisaged a total 1952 
expenditure of 1,455 billion, including 290 billion for lndo-China. He projected total 
government income including treasury advances at 2,491 billion, civilian spending 
at 1,875 billion-hence an overall deficit of 893 billion ($2.4 billion or over 10% of 
French GNP). As of early 1951, the State Department estimated French military 
budget commitments for 1951 at $2451 million or about 860 billion francs or 9.7°/o 
of GNP. See FRUS, 1951, iii. 6. 
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felt that it had fulfilled its ECA and Medium Term Defense 
Plan (MTDP) commitments and more; its aid was justified 
not by government deficits, but by dollar shortages, which 
France did not face. 74 Paris ended up not with an estimated 
$355 million for the first half of 1951, but $240 million 
because it had not imported enough American goods. 75 None 
the less, as those who dealt with the Americans counselled, 
the appropriate response was to protest but give in-
shortages of materials in the US meant that the goods 
were not available in any case. By the autumn of 1951, the 
continuing budgetary struggle was to become part of the 
wider NATO re-examination of defence efforts that led to 
the Temporary Council Committee examinations and the 
Lisbon resolutions. 

What lessons can one draw from this year of quasi-
chimerical projects? They revealed first that the French 
governmental structure was not easy to control, that Moch 
might be irrepressible, but that his projects were unlikely to 
get off the drawing-board. Every French projection had to go 
through the American Embassy; in effect Tomlinson became 
the chief French lnspecteur des Finances. Not that he could 
correct the fundamental difficulties. The French were caught 
up by forces they could not control: the demands of lndo-
China, the Korean inflation, and a creaky fiscal system. 
None the less, they were making a sizeable commitment, and 
Washington still needed them. They were also leaders in 
efforts towards that elusive 'integration' at a time when 
the British were holding back. And until a German army 
did exist, only French conscripts (and here Moch had a 
point) might bolster the thin Anglo-American land forces 
in Germany. On the other hand, as French leaders pointed 
out, France was unwilling to serve as just a reservoir of 
manpower for the United States and Britain. If Washington 
wanted the soldiers it had to finance a new French arsenal. 76 

74 The MTDP originated at a meeting of the North Atlantic Treaty Defence 
Committee, 1 Apr. 1950, and was embodied in a 4-year defence programme (DC28) 
forwarded to the Deputies, 28 Oct. 1950. See FRUS, 1951, iii. r. 

75 AN, F6obis/418, sous-dossier 1524, 'Note remise a M. Bohlen', 30 May 1951; 
Bonsal to Margerie, 7 July 1951. 

76 See Bidault to Lovett after Lisbon, AN, F6obis/419-2, dossier: 153ter. 
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During the autumn of 1951, American concern with the 
problems of French rearmament became part of the larger 
effort to face up to the insufficiencies of NATO. The United 
States was organizing the transfer of her remaining Marshall 
Plan commitments to the new Mutual Security Agency; 
henceforth counterpart funds would be used for military 
expenditures. And at the Ottawa meeting of the North 
Atlantic Council a Temporary Council Committee (TCC), 
the so-called Wise Men, was established to scrutinize each 
member's military budgets. 77 The prospects were not 
encouraging. As Edwin Plowden, the UK representative, 
wrote to his counterpart Harriman, 'the military pro-
grammes promised by the European partners at not only in 
the aggregate inadequate to meet military requirements as at 
present defined, but are already in many cases, including 
that of the largest contributors, beyond the power of the 
countries concerned to accomplish ... the near term situation 
both as regards the burden on national economies and the 
state of military preparedness is worse than anything I 
experienced.'78 

At the heart of the exercise was the Screening and Costing 
Committee (Comite du Scrible) which interrogated the 
representatives of each country as to their projected budgets, 
then made long evaluative recommendations. Each ally 
could then question the assigned burden; in the case of 
France the targets were accepted, but under the proviso of 
a military assistance package that seemed unrealistic. 79 

77 See summary of situation in Bissell to Milton Katz, 7 Sep. 1951, FRUS, 1951, 
iii. 267-8. For the Ottawa session of the NA Council, 15-20 Sep., see ibid. 272, 
679-80. The Pentagon was not happy with this commitment to NATO. See 
Ridgeway memo for Perkins, 29 Oct. 1951, NA, RG59: 740.5/io-2951. 

78 Plowden to Harriman, 14 Nov. 1951, in W. A. Harriman papers: TCC 
Executive Bureau folder (consulted before final classification). 

79 The TCC called for a French military expenditure offr. 1,190 billion; Mayer 
said that they were already committed to 1,070 billion in NATO categories and 
would agree to raise the difference. On the other hand their programme apparently 
required more than the $600 million limit on US aid Harriman indicated was 
binding. See AN, F6obis/419, sous-dossier 1531: 'Reponse fran~aise au 
Questionnaire TCC d (51)6; Examen devant Jes Sages, 14 nov. 1951'. See also the 
late Nov. financial estimates by ECA officials, FRUS, 1951, iv. 442-55. Also AN, 
F6obis/419, sous-dossier 1533, unidentified notes on 'Decouvert Budget 1952 par 
rapport a 1.190 milliards' and 'Note' of 25 Jan. 1952. The latter suggested that 
French military expenses given TCC recommendations and lndo-China expenses 
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Accepting the targets and carrying them out were hardly the 
same thing. On 17 December 1951, Pleven complained to 
Eisenhower and later Ambassador Bruce that he needed an 
additional I oo billion francs during 1952 to carry through 
the TCC commitment.80 During the next three months 
extensive French-American talks just revealed the shakiness 
of everyone's predictions. The TCC estimate of 1,190 billion 
francs, it was soon realized, could hardly cover the missions 
it assigned to France; 1,400 billions was the likely cost. The 
French programme seemed to be pure bricolage, but so in 
French eyes was the American aid package.81 One solution 
was to cut all rearmament projects, but, as Bidault explained 
to Lovett, parliament would not allow France to be reduced 
merely to a source of manpower.82 The Americans wanted 
men, the Défense Nationale wanted arms, the Ministry 
of Finances and premier wanted dollars. At Lisbon the 
Americans indicated there would be $500 million for the 
second half of the year, and in June they offered some direct 

would total fr. 1,747 billion; planned domestic receipts totalled 615 billion; the rest 
would have to come from offshore purchases and counterpart funds. Hence the 
desperation about US aid in the next months. In fact even the fr. 615 billion of 
internal sources was hypothetical; the new taxes had not been passed. For basic 
British and Am.erican TCC documentation see the State Department decimal series, 
NA, RG59: 740.5; also NA, RG84, Foreign Service Post Files, Paris Embassay Files: 
MDAP· Subject Files, boxes 6, 13-14, esp. 13, F. 'ECC Country Evaluation 
(France) 1952'; and NA, RG286 (now 469). The major British files, PRO, FO 
371/94210-20 = M1077, have been retained. 

80 See FRUS,1951, iv. 455-79: Reports by Bruce of 17, 18, 19 Dec. The 
discrepancy between the Defence Ministry's demands for a large budget and the 
Finance Ministry's inability to cover it placed the cabinet on shaky ground. 
Underlying some of the encroaching instability was the fact that the June 1951 
elections brought a considerable shift to the Right and the emergence of the 
Independents and Peasants with 95 votes as a necessary coalition partner. The 
Independents were for fiscal austerity; the Socialists wanted to match military 
expenditure with increased coal-steel investment as a price for their support for the 
Schuman Plan. The perception of Washington was that its assurance of aid 'was 
subordinated to implicit conditions such as ratification of the Schuman Plan and 
success of the conference on the European Army', Clermont-Tonnerre to Finance 
Minister, IO Jan. 1952, AN, F6obis/418, sous-dossier 1514. 

81 See Schweitzer to Guindey 17 and 23 Jan. 1952 on French pessimism and 
American delays. AN, F6obis/436-1, sous-dossier 240. 

82 On the 1,400 billion estimate, 'Note pour le President du Conseil', 12 Feb. 
1952; and Bidault to Lovett (after Lisbon), both in AN, F6obis/419-2, dossier 
153ter. 
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aid to the Associated States of lndo-China, the French 
colonial regime. But when pressed on offshore purchases and 
other details by mid-1952 it was Washington's turn to evade 
commitments because of forthcoming elections, and the 
French felt that no negotiations were worth while until early 
1953.83 

The TCC recommendations that were approved at 
Lisbon in February 1952 soon appeared over-optimistic. The 
unfeasibility was one reason why the Eisenhower New Look, 
with its emphasis on atomic deterrence, seemed so appealing 
a year later.84 But to read the TCC episode as just another in 
the long chain of NATO insufficiencies misses the point. For 
the innovation of the TCC (building on that of the Nitze 
exercise the previous spring) lay in its procedures and its 
premisses, not its substantive outcomes. The first premiss 
was the collective scrutiny of budgetary data related to 
defence. To be sure, this screening built upon the OEEC 
role in dividing Marshall Aid, but the OEEC had not been 
able effectively to penetrate country expenditures and 
programmes.85 In effect Washington had offered to fund a 
European dollar deficit, and until the Keynesian prodding 
of Hoffman and Bissell in mid-1949, the ECA was hardly 
prepared to intervene actively in internal fiscal policies 
(Greece excepted). Although at Ottawa it was clear the 
United States would try to finance European deficiencies, the 

83 AN, F6obis/419-2, sous-dossier Letourneau: 'Note pour le President du 
Conseil', 25 July 1952, from Clermont-Tonnerre. On 17 June the minister for the 
Associated States in lndo-China sought additional MSA (Mutual Security 
Administration) commitments in Washington. Lincoln Gordon suggested that MSA 
provided aid to Europe so that Paris could pay for its war in Asia; completion of the 
Pleven Plan might shake loose some more funds, and probably $150 million would 
be available for 1953. The quarrel between the Pinay government and the 
Americans during the autumn of 1952 over offshore procurement brought relations 
to what was described as a low point. See NA, RG84, Paris Embassy, MDAP 
Subject Files, B.6, F. 'Additional OSP'. 

84 R. A. Wampler, 'From Lisbon to M.C.48: The United States, Great Britain 
and the "New Look" in NATO, 1952-1954', paper presented at the Harvard 
University Warren Center Conference on 'The United States and Western 
European Security, 1950-1955', 3-5 Dec. 1987. 

85 In fact the programming procedure that had served in 1948 for the allocation 
of aid had proved too painful; the OEEC countries adopted instead the so-called 
Snoy-Marjolin guidelines for allocating American funds. On the insufficiencies of 
this procedure see Wexler, Marshall Plan Revisted, 211-17. 
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US further insisted that the NATO allies devote increasing 
shares of their own national income to defence. 

The idea oflinking defence expenditure to national income 
seems obvious. (It would be used in the extensive negotia-
tions with the West Germans in 1952 and 1953 to determine 
their rightful share of Western defence expenditure-a fiscal 
burden that Adenauer embraced in theory but which he was 
happy to see minimized by the tenacious bookkeeper-like 
resistance of the finance minister, Schaffer.) But to establish 
the linkage as a principle of supranational co-ordination was 
novel. During the second biennium of the Marshall Plan and 
the period of Mutual Security Aid, GNP calculations became 
the common currency of alliance politics. The 'second' 
Marshall Plan used economic growth 6 as a major rationale 
for policy intervention. The instrumentalization of national 
income further implied that the economic sphere America 
had helped to knit together was integrally connected with its 
defence sphere. Post-war Europe saw the triumph of the 
Welfare State, but it also brought national acceptance of 
continuing military burdens as a matter of course. The two 
attributes became a defining character of post-war stability. 

CONCLUSION 

These three sets of decisions had a logical coherence. In so 
far as the United States took the lead in organizing an 
international coalition, she had to exploit her advantages, 
which (along with nuclear weapons) derived from her 
economic potential. I have suggested elsewhere that systems 
of political equilibrium must be international. No endur-
ing balance of social forces, no consensual regime can be 
secured without an overarching international equilibrium.87 

Conversely, no international coalition can be stabilized if the 
principles of domestic hierarchy and governance within its 
component societies are broadly challenged. International 

86 For the concept of continuing economic growth as a theme of post-war policy, 
L. Keyersling, 'Prospects for American Economic Growth', address in San 
Francisco, 18 Sep. 1949, Truman Library: President Secretary's File 143: 'Agencies: 
Council of Economic Advisers'. 

87 Maier, 'The Two Postwar Eras', 179-84. 
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regimes correspond to prevalent political and economic 
arrangements; it was suggested above that the American 
ascendancy was based in part upon a 'Fordist' organization 
of economic activity, as well as on the privileged role of the 
dollar. We cannot really understand the structural ordering 
of domestic and international politics apart from each other. 
There is neither a Primat der lnnenpolitik nor a Primat der 
Auftenpolitik, but a constant interaction between the two. 
Properly understood, the distinction between Innen- and 
Auftenpolitik should really fade; it remains a convenience for 
narration, but sometimes an impediment to analysis. 

As with all real-life historical experiences, American 
ascendancy was contingent. That is, it rested on concrete 
circumstances, namely the exhaustion of British economic 
leadership and the bankruptcy of German or National Socialist 
military ambitions. The sterling bloc and Nazi expansionism 
had loomed as twin challenges for the United States. Of 
course the threats were hardly equivalent, and the Roosevelt 
administration understood that the economic inconvenience 
posed by the British was not of the same repugnant nature or 
peril as that posed by the Germans. Still, both challenges 
were to be subordinated and transformed, and in effect 
partially assimilated within Pax Americana. But not totally 
absorbed. After the Second World War the United States 
oriented half of Germany towards the West, and in effect 
helped Adenauer to impose the orientation that the Weimar 
Republic had accepted for five years during its brief period of 
stability under Stresemann. And the US pressed the UK to 
renounce her two-world pretensions and accept American 
hegemony. 

Neither Britain nor Western Germany had much choice, of 
course. For they both faced conditions from outside the 
American sphere of influence that made Washington's 
leadership appear the far preferable alternative to isolation. 
The fact that the Second World War also brougth the Soviet 
rise to world power at the expense of Germany and Eastern 
Europe meant that West Germans had little acceptable 
choice outside the American umbrella, although the danger 
of a German turn towards Moscow remained Ernest Bevin's 
continuing preoccupation and an occasional worry for 
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Truman. The change in the relationship between Britain and 
the Third World, that is, her former dependencies, likewise 
left London limited alternatives. London might certainly 
have opted for closer ties to Continental Europe at the 
expense of seeking to preserve the will-o'-the-wisp of a 
special relationship with Washington. A European option, 
rejected so short-sightedly on 9 May 1950, might well have 
let Britain decline more slowly. But the imperial choice 
was no longer possible. In that sense the Suez crisis can 
be considered the revealing denouement of the post-war 
transition from Pax Britannica to Pax Americana. 

These results reveal the geopolitical structure of Pax 
Americana. The American ascendancy was occasioned by 
the cold war, the long-term rivalry with the Soviet Union. 
That antagonism encouraged the development of nuclear 
weapons, convinced Congress to provide massive foreign aid, 
and divided Germany, thus making it easier for each side to 
integrate the half it controlled. The cold war set the limes of 
the American sway. (In turn, of course, had Germany not 
grown so powerful and challenging, the Soviet-American 
antagonism might well have remained a far more muted 
theme of twentieth-century history.) The cold war was the 
occasion for American ascendancy, but the achievement involved 
in American ascendancy consisted of the transformation of 
the German and British (and Japanese) political economies. 
An American official worried in 1944 that 'It seems certain 
that Germany has lost the war; but it appears that Dr 
Schacht has a very good chance of winning the peace'. 88 But 
although Dr Schacht saved his skin, he did not win the 
peace. Indeed since 1973, throughout the most profound 
economic difficulties since the immediate post-war years or 
even the Great Depression, anti-Schachtian principles have 
prevailed far more robustly than most observers would ever 
have predicted. 

The Elbe boundary imposed by the Soviets made the 
United States' alliance with Western Germany one of the key 
elements to Pax Americana. So too, the limits of British 

88 Joseph Fuqua to Woodrow Willoughby, 21 Dec. 1944, NA, RG59, 
International Trade Papers, box 19/F. 'Article VII, UK-General'. 
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power vis-a-vis the ex-colonial world helped stabilize the post-
war relationship between Washington and London. These 
proved to be limits, however, not only for Germany and 
Britain, but for the United States as well. If the Western 
limes of the American security system (at the same time 
its economic system) stopped at the Brandenburg Gate, 
so the ex-colonial world set the limes to the south. The 
Truman adminstration could not prevent revolution in 
China; John Foster Dulles could not wean the Third World 
from neutralism; Kennedy could not overthrow the Cuban 
revolution; Johnson could not defeat the Vietcong. Pax 
Americana had far-flung, but real frontiers. Frontiers are 
important. Roosevelt's dream of American dominion was 
essentially one that was unbounded. The post-war presidents 
traded that ambition for a less diffuse concept; that was the 
legacy of 1 946- 7. The economic crises of 1 94 7 to 1 950 
defined the peculiar way in which American influence would 
be mobilized: by means of political economy as well as 
military power. And the linkage of military commitments 
to modern concepts of national income, which the early 
organization of NATO introduced, fused even more closely 
the elements of American influence. Those formative epi-
sodes established patterns of significant durability. At a 
moment when journalists and historians speculate about the 
possible successor to 'Pax Americana', it is important to 
understand that no power yet has the multiple assets the 
United States could draw upon during the 1940s and 1950s. 
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Towards a New View of British Policy 
and European Unity 1945-1957 

JOHN W. YOUNG 

On 13 August 1945 Ernest Bevin, Britain's new Labour 
foreign secretary, held a meeting with Foreign Office officials 
to discuss future co-operation with Western Europe. The 
Potsdam conference had just ended, and Bevin-largely 
unfettered in his control of foreign policy-could hope to 
forge Britain's international relations anew. Officials like 
Duff Cooper, the ambassador to France who was keen to see 
West European co-operation made a corner-stone of post-
war policy, did not leave the meeting disappointed. Bevin 
outlined a 'grand design' to build co-operation with the 
Continent at all levels, political, military, and economic. The 
first step would be to forge an alliance with France, but from 
here links could be extended outwards to the Low Countries, 
Scandinavia, and Italy. Britain, it seemed, was ready to 
undertake the firm commitments to the European continent 
in peacetime from which she had always shrunk. 1 Twelve 
years later, in March 1957, unity had advanced far enough 
for the Treaties of Rome to create a European Economic 
Community (EEC), with a common market run by supra-
national institutions. The EEC, however, was formed not 
by Britain, but by six Continental states-France, West 
Germany, Italy, Belgium, Holland, and Luxemburg. Britain 
had repeatedly chosen to stay outside the supranational 
efforts of 'the Six', choosing instead to base her political and 
economic future primarily on the Commonwealth and the 
American alliance. In the 1960s, as the economies of the Six 
boomed while Britain's stagnated, as the Commonwealth 

1 On the meeting see PRO, FO 371/49069/9595; BL Oliver Harvey diaries, 13 
Aug. 1945; Churchill College, Cambridge, Alexander Cadogan diaries, 1 /15, 13 
Aug. 1945. 
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and American alliance failed to uphold British status, and as 
Conservative and Labour governments in turn made vain 
bids to enter the EEC, the failure to fulfil Bevin's vision 
seemed to point to major errors of judgement by British 
policy-makers. 2 The purpose of this chapter is to survey 
British policy in general towards Europe over the period 
1945-57 based on official papers released over recent years, 
which allow a more sympathetic attitude towards British 
policy to be taken. 

The story of Britain's failure to join the Six falls into 
four main phases. During the first period, up to 1947, it 
gradually became apparent that Europe was to be divided 
between East and West, with Germany herself rent asunder, 
as the cold war began, In this period the European unity 
movement was only beginning and Britain was at least as 
interested as any other state in West European co-operation. 
Then, in 1948-50, came a decisive phase in which various 
European bodies-the Brussels Pact, Organization of 
European Economic Co-operation (OEEC), and Council of 
Europe-were created. Here Britain had to define her 
Continental policy (and her approach to global problems) 
more precisely, and ultimately set strict limits on how far co-
operation with Europe could go. In 1950-5 Labour and 
Conservative administrations followed a consistent policy of 
standing clear of the supranational commitments taken up 
by the Six in the European Coal and Steel Community 
(ECSC) and Defence Community (EDC), but took a 
benevolent attitude towards these, seeking to associate with 
them where possible and resisting any temptation to 
'sabotage' the new institutions. Only in 1955-7 did this 
policy break down when the Eden government first joined, 
then left, exploratory talks on the Common Market, and 
when Britain adopted an alternative scheme to the European 
efforts, with the ill-fated 'free-trade area'. 

The idea of a British-led 'Western bloc' was far from new 
at the end of the Second World War. It had, ironically, first 
been pressed by Joseph Stalin on Anthony Eden, when the 

2 For criticisms of British policy see esp. A. Nutting, Europe Will Not Wait 
(London, 1960), N. Beloff, The General Says No (London, 1963), and M. Charlton, 
The Price of Victory (London, 1983). 
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wartime foreign secretary visited Moscow in December 1941. 
Stalin saw British bases in Western Europe as a way to 
hold down Germany after the war; Soviet predominance in 
Eastern Europe was the corollary (and, of course, Stalin's 
chief concern). But Continental politicians like Norway's 
Trygve Lie, Holland's Eelco van Kleffens, and particularly 
Belgium's Paul-Henry Spaak, also favoured a series of British 
military bases in post-war Europe. These representatives of 
Europe's governments-in-exile, who had fled to London in 
1940, looked to Britain for leadership and protection and 
believed that a 'Western bloc' could prevent a repeat of 
Hitler's conquests. In 1944, with victory in sight, the Foreign 
Office and military planners in Whitehall looked at the 
Western bloc and agreed that it could have several benefits 
for Britain, providing 'defence in depth' on the Continent, 
holding down Germany, and bolstering British influence in 
the world. There were those too who saw a 'Western bloc' as 
reinsurance against Britain's wartime ally, the Soviet Union: 
with France, Italy, and Germany all removed from the ranks 
of Great Powers, Russia seemed set to become the pre-
dominant force on the Continent. In 1944 Anthony Eden, 
however, tried to play down anti-Soviet views: British post-
war planning for world security was based on continuing 
'Big Three' co-operation in a United Nations Organization. 
The great problem with these ideas was that the prime 
minister, Winston Churchill, opposed the 'Western bloc' as 
likely to strain Britain's slender financial resources if she 
tried to build it up after the war. And the 'Western bloc' 
soon faced other serious difficulties, from across the Channel.3 

France was clearly an essential component of any post-war 
arrangements with West Europe and, whilst rejecting any 
wider Western bloc, Churchill did want to see an Anglo-
French alliance. As liberal democracies with large colonial 
empires and similar strategic interests in Europe, the two 
could be expected to have firm grounds for co-operation, 
and the restoration of French power was one of Britain's 

3 On the 'Western bloc' in the war see: L. Woodward, British Foreign Policy in the 
Second World War, 5 vols., (London, 1970-6), V. 181-97;]. Baylis, 'British Wartime 
Thinking about a Post-War European Security Group', Review ef International Studies, 
9 ( 1983), 165-81. 
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principal war aims. The French army had always been a 
vital component of the European power equation and after 
the war France would be the major power in Europe west of 
Russia. For all that, however, Churchill and the Free French 
leader Charles de Gaulle had an intense love-hate relation-
ship which pointed to a difficult post-war association. 
De Gaulle, aloof and proud, determined to restore French 
grandeur, had no wish to rely on British 'charity', or to 
recreate the one-sided entente of the 1930s, when France 
had become tied to Chamberlain's policy of appeasement. 
Despite Britain's success in restoring French status-as one 
of the five permanent members of the UN Security Council 
and one of the four occupation powers in Germany-de 
Gaulle insisted that a formal Anglo-French alliance could 
only be made if there was agreement between them in 
Germany and the Middle East. In Germany de Gaulle 
wanted a harsh peace settlement following three German 
invasions of France in living memory. The industrial Ruhr 
and the strategically vital Rhineland, he believed, should be 
severed from Germany, which should become a decentralized 
state subject to heavy reparations. In the Middle East de 
Gaulle wanted British support for France's 'special position' 
in the mandated territories of Syria and Lebanon. In neither 
case, however, were the British prepared to oblige the 
general. In early 1945 Whitehall was already concerned at 
the likely economic problems for Europe of a harsh German 
settlement, and of the dangers of Soviet penetration into a 
dismembered Germany, whilst in the Middle East Britain, 
fearing for her own position, refused to upset the Arabs by 
supporting France's unpopular regime in the Levant.4 

In the meeting of I 3 August 1945 there were some hopes 
that the new foreign secretary, Bevin, could remove the 
problems seen in the war over France and the Western bloc. 
Support in the Foreign Office for the French alliance and the 
Western bloc remained strong, and Bevin declared himself 
free of the Churchill-de Gaulle feud, ready to study French 

4 On Anglo-French problems in 1945 see Woodward, British Foreign Polig, iii. 
95-w3; ]. W. Young, Britain, France and the Uni!)! of Europe, 1945-5I (Leicester, 
1984), 5-10. 
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aims in Germany and keen to settle the Levant problem.5 

But until early 1947 British policy in Western Europe con-
tinued to be dogged by the same difficulties which had 
frustrated Eden. Bevin, for example, remained reluctant 
to upset the Soviets who, if the Moscow press was to be 
believed, were concerned that Britain was planning an 'anti-
Soviet' alliance. In late 1945 Bevin was told by Russia's 
foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, that Moscow had no 
objection to an Anglo-French alliance, and by Stalin himself 
(in December) that Russia understood the need for British 
links to Western Europe in general. But the Foreign Office 
remained concerned about the likely effects of a Western bloc 
on the Soviets.6 This partly reflected continued hopes for 
co-operation with Russia after the war but must also have 
reflected the fact that Britain, with her finances drained by 
war, her military resources stretched to the limit, her trading 
position desperate, and with demands for social reform 
at home and for independence in the Empire, was in no 
position to antagonize Russia wilfully. Only in 1948-with 
the promise of American support-would Bevin feel confident 
enough actually to form an extensive defensive alliance 
against Russia with Western Europe. 

When the Foreign Office turned to the more limited ques-
tion of an Anglo-French alliance, however, they continued to 
find differences over Germany and the Levant. The Levant 
problem had been made much more complex in mid-1945 
when British troops had occupied Syria in order to put an 
end to clashes between France and the Arabs. A furious de 
Gaulle, humiliated, had called Duff Cooper in and told him 
that if France had been in a position to fight against Britain 
she would have done so! 7 Not until September was Bevin 
able to begin meaningful talks on the Levant problem with 
the French foreign minister, Georges Bidault, and only in 
December did the two agree on a mutual withdrawal from 

5 On Bevin's enthusiasm at this time see esp. S. Greenwood, 'Ernest Bevin, 
France and Western Union, 1945-46', European History Quarterry, 14 (1984), 319-38; 
and for a sympathetic general view of Bevin's European policy, G. Warner, 'The 
Labour Governments and the United of Western Europe, 1945-51', in R. Ovendale 
(ed.), The Foreign Policy ef the Labour Governments, 1945-51 (Leicester, 1984), 61-82. 

6 PRO, CAB 129/3, CP (45) 218; PRO, FO 371/49070/!3885 and 59952/2411. 
7 C. de Gaulle, War Memoirs 3 vols., (London, 1955-60), iii. 192. 
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Syria in return for British recognition of France's 'special 
interest' in the Levant. It was only General de Gaulle's 
sudden resignation in January which finally ensured that this 
resolution of the Levant problem would be carried out.8 

De Gaulle, unable to build support for a new French con-
stitution based on a strong presidency, probably resigned 
with the hope of being recalled to power by popular demand. 
If so, he had miscalculated, for France's three main political 
parties, the Communists, Socialists, and Christian Demo-
crats, continued to govern in a 'tripartite' coalition. This 
in itself created a new problem for Anglo-French relations, 
however, for whilst one difficult character (de Gaulle) may 
have been removed from the scene, Bevin and the Foreign 
Office had little liking for Communist influence in Paris.9 

In any case, even with the solution of the Levant problem 
and de Gaulle's departure, the German problem remained 
for Anglo-French relations. In April 1946, encouraged by the 
new French premier, the Socialist Felix Gouin, to believe 
that differences over Germany need not prevent a French 
treaty, Bevin sent one of his leading officials, Oliver Harvey, 
to Paris. The Foreign Office hoped that an alliance-a 
popular idea in France, where respect for Britain was still 
high in the wake of Liberation-could help to limit Com-
munist appeal in France. But Harvey's mission ended in 
humiliation. After he went to Paris the French cabinet 
confirmed its support for de Gaulle's harsh line on Germany; 
the Communists and Bidault's Christian Democrats (keen to 
win Gaullist votes with a firm nationalist policy) outvoted 
Gouin's Socialists. 10 Later that month the British cabinet, 
with responsibility for the occupation of the Ruhr and still 
fearful of the effects of a harsh German settlement on the 
European economy, formally rejected French plans to turn 
the Ruhr into a separate state. A few months later financial 
pressures forced the British to open talks with the Americans 
on the formation of a united 'bizone' in Germany. Since the 

8 For a full discussion see Young, Britain, France, eh. 2. 
9 J. W. Young, 'The Foreign Office and the Departure of General de Gaulle', 

Historical Journal, 25 ( 1982), 209- 16. 
10 PRO, FO 371/59952/3283, 3287, and 3300, and 59953/3405-3834; BL, 

Harvey papers, MS 56402; A. D. Cooper, Old Men Forget (London, 1953), 366-7. 
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Americans, again for financial reasons, were as unenthusiastic 
about a harsh German settlement as the British, the chances 
for an Anglo-French agreement were rendered even worse. 11 

True, in September 1946, Bevin was able to reach a general 
settlement of financial and economic differences with the 
French, 12 but at the end of the year an Anglo-French treaty 
seemed no nearer than it had in August 1945. 

1947, in contrast, proved a decisive year for Western co-
operation which began, quite unexpectedly, with successful 
talks on an Anglo-French treaty. In mid-January, Leon 
Blum, premier in a short-lived but all-Socialist government, 
visited London after encouragement from Duff Cooper, and 
got on surprisingly well with his fellow socialists. He spoke of 
his own belief that an Anglo-French treaty need not await 
the settlement of differences on Germany. Bevin in return, in 
similar terms to the meeting of 13 August 1945, spoke of his 
determination to build a close entente with France; and the 
talks closed with an announcement of treaty negotiations. 
Though the visit was almost immediately followed by the re-
formation of a 'tripartite' government, the Communists and 
Bidault (who returned as foreign minister) felt unable to 
renege on Blum's commitment and on 4 March a treaty was 
signed at Dunkirk. It was not a general entente, but an anti-
German treaty, based on the pacts which both states had 
already made (Britain in 1942, France in 1944) with the 
Soviet Union, and in this sense could be seen as completing 
a 'triangular' Anglo-French-Soviet, anti-German security 
arrangement in Europe. 13 As such it represented the end as 
much as the beginning of an era since East-West relations 
were about to experience a series of blows which tore Europe 

11 Young, Britain, France, 27-33. 
12 Ibid. 37-42. 
13 Ibid., eh. 5. In general on Dunkirk see B. Zeeman, 'Britain and the Cold War: 

An Alternative Approach. The Treaty of Dunkirk Example', European History 
Quarter/),, 16 (1986), 343-67; J. Baylis, 'Britain and the Treaty of Dunkirk: The 
Origins of NATO',Journal <if Strategic Studies, 5 (1982), 236-47; and S. Greenwood, 
'Return to Dunkirk: The Origins of the Anglo-French Treaty of March 1947', 
journal <if Strategic Studies, 6 (1983), 49-65. And on Duff Cooper's support for 
European co-operation see J. Charmley, 'Duff Cooper and Western European 
Union', Review <if International Studies, 11 (1985), 53-64; and J. W. Young, 'Duff 
Cooper and the Paris Embassy', in J. Zametica (ed.), British Officials and British 
Foreign Polii;y, 1945-51 (Leicester, 1989). 
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apart. By March 1947 the Soviet Union already dominated 
Eastern Europe; that same month the United States, in the 
'Truman Doctrine', made clear that she would resist further 
Communist expansion, particularly in the Near East area; 
and at the same time, in talks in Moscow on a German peace 
treaty, the Russians and Anglo-Americans fell out on a 
number of issues, from control of the Ruhr to the size of 
reparations and the political structure of the new Germany. 

Hitherto Bidault, with Communist and pro-Western 
ministers at home, had tried to play the role of 'arbiter' 
between East and West, but it was perhaps inevitable that 
when faced with a breakdown in relations, France-as a 
West European liberal democratic and colonial state-would 
align herself with the West. At Moscow, furthermore, French 
vital interests were at stake in Germany and, while France 
favoured the Soviet line on reparations, Bidault did not want 
a Soviet share in the Ruhr, and found Russia's preference for 
a strongly centralized German government terrifying. It was 
clear at Moscow that French plans for severing the Ruhr-
Rhineland were opposed by all the other occupation powers. 
The most that Britain and the USA would concede was a 
customs union between France and an autonomous Saar 
(which was important to France for its coal); the Russians 
would not even concede that. After the Moscow Conference 
had ended in disagreement France became increasingly pro-
Western. In May, after differences on economic and colonial 
policy, Communist ministers were expelled from the French 
government. At the same time Bevin began talks with the 
Belgians on a possible treaty, but before these progressed far, 
a new basis for European co-operation presented itself in the 
'Marshall Plan'-the US offer to underwrite a European 
economic recovery programme. Despite US insistence that 
this was designed to tackle economic rather than political 
problems, and in particular to rectify the imbalances in trade 
between the United States and Europe, there can be little 
doubt that the Marshall Plan was also influenced by the fear 
of rising support for Communism in Western Europe if 
economic problems persisted there, as they seemed likely to 
do after the harsh winter of early 1947. It was not surprising 
that the Russians refused to take any part in the scheme. 
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Instead, in late July it was Anglo-French action which 
brought together sixteen European nations in Paris to devise 
a comprehensive recovery programme backed by the USA. 14 

The Dunkirk treaty, the Moscow Conference, the ex-
pulsion of the Communists, and finally the Marshall Plan 
had brought about a revolution in European affairs. In late 
September, when the Paris talks finally produced a recovery 
plan for presentation to Washington, Bevin visited Paris 
and talked to the French government about far-reaching co-
operation in the _economic, military, and colonial fields. It 
only remained to give co-operation with Russia one last 
chance, at renewed talks on a German treaty in November 
in London. When these talks, predictably, broke down in 
mid-December the division of Europe, and the need for 
further Western co-operation, was clear. Europe's division 
between Soviet and Western spheres, apparent in May 1945, 
had been solidified politically (with Communist domination 
of East European governments) and economically (with the 
Marshall Plan), and the dividing line ran straight through 
Germany. After the London breakdown Bevin and Bidault 
met the US secretary of state, George Marshall, and agreed 
on the need to discuss the future of western Germany. They 
also agreed on the need for a military alliance in Europe, to 
be pursued on the Marshall Plan 'model', that is with the 
West Europeans joining together first, and the Americans 
stepping forward later to give support. Such a process would 
scotch Communist claims that the USA dominated the 
Europeans, prove to Congress that Europeans were worth 
US support, and give the Europeans faith in themselves. 15 It 
was Bevin who particularly pressed the need for a wider 
'spiritual' dimension to this new Western unity. 

By January 1948 hopes of building the post-war world 
around Big Three co-operation and the UN had disappeared, 
high-level East-West talks had broken down, Europe and 
Germany were divided. Only now could the ideal of West 
European unity be taken up in earnest and, at the time, the 
British seemed to be in the forefront of this. Since late 1946, 

14 Young, Britain, France, chs. 6 and 7. 
15 Ibid., eh. 8 and pp. 77-9. On the background to the East-West breakdown 

see also V. Rothwell, Britain and the Cold War, 1941-47 (London, 1982). 



444 ]. W. YOUNG 

encouraged by a speech from Winston Churchill in Zurich, a 
host of associations had been formed advocating European 
unity 16 and left-wing Labour MPs became advocates of a 
'third force', which could stand independent of both the USA 
and Russia, and establish European values of social justice 
against the creeds of unbridled capitalism and Stalinist 
Communism. 17 Bevin had already shown sympathy for such 
views: in his talks with the French in September 1947, for 
example, he had talked of uniting colonial empires so as to 
match the USA and Russia; 18 and in March 1948 he would 
tell the cabinet that 'our ultimate aim should be to attain a 
position in which ... W. Europe would be independent 
both of the US and the Soviet Union'. 19 January 1948 saw 
pro-European fervour reach a new height in the Foreign 
Office when officials like R. B. Stevens, Gladwyn Jebb, 
and Frederick Hoyer-Millar advocated studies of a full 
politico-economic union with Europe as a way to deter Soviet 
aggression, encourage US support, strengthen European 
democracy, and resolve the future of western Germany (by 
making her part of a European entity, unable to pursue a 
destructive nationalist path again).20 It was on 22 January, 
against this background, that Bevin made his 'Western 
Union' speech to the House of Commons in favour of 
economic, military, and colonial co-operation within 'a 
practical programme', with links to the Commonwealth and 
the United States.21 

In the following months Bevin's 'Western Union' policy 
seemed successful. Continentals were impressed by it and 
the Belgians, Dutch, and Luxemburgers, who had already 
formed their own 'Benelux' customs union, joined the British 
and French in the Brussels Pact on 1 7 March. Though 
primarily a military alliance the Pact included promises of an 
economic, cultural, and social co-operation and established a 

16 On the popular movements see esp. W. Lipgens, A History of European Integra-
tion: The Formation of the European Uni!)! Movements, 1945-47 (Oxford, 1982). 

17 J. Schneer, 'Hopes Deferred or Shattered: The British Labour Left and the 
Third Force Movement, 1945-49',journal of Modern History, 56 (1984), 197-226. 

18 PRO, FO 371/67673/8461, 8576, and 8652. 
19 PRO, CAB 128/i4, C.M. (48) 19. 
20 PRO, FO 371/62555h2502 and 68957/i307. 
21 Hansard, Parliamentary Debates 446, H.C. Deb. 5s., cols. 387-409. 
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'Consultative Council' to develop further links in regular 
ministerial meetings. The Pact was followed by the establish-
ment of military machinery under Field-Marshal Bernard 
Montgomery, and in July the five signatories joined the 
Americans and Canadians in talk on what, in April 1949, 
became the North Atlantic Treaty. Significantly the Brussels 
Pact was not, like the Dunkirk Treaty, a bilateral, anti-
German arrangement, but a multilateral alliance specifying 
no particular enemy. Its military machine and ministerial 
Council were later copied in NATO, and it fostered such 
later developments as the Council of Europe.22 In April 1948 
it was followed up by the creation of the OEEC, a permanent 
organization to oversee the four-year Marshall Aid Program 
(MAP) which had now been approved by Congress. Then in 
June, after several months of talks in London, the British, 
French, and Americans, in association with the Benelux 
states, agreed to create a West German government on 
certain conditions, including Germany's total disarmament, 
continued reparations, special controls on the Ruhr, and a 
federal system of government. Even the onset of the Berlin 
blockade in the following month only seemed to solidify the 
Western alliance. By the time the blockade ended in May 
1949 the Western powers had not only formed the Atlantic 
Alliance (including Portugal, Italy, and Scandinavian states 
on the lines mapped out by Bevin in August 1945), but had 
completed their preparations for the foundation of West 
Germany and had successfully passed throught the first year 
of the MAP. 

Behind the scenes of unity vis-a-vis the Soviet Union, how-
ever, the Western alliance was not without internal differ-
ences, and for numerous reasons British policy in 1948-9 
began to differ radically from her Continental allies, and 
from Bevin's hopes of January 1948. In part the problem was 
political and philosophical. When in the Western Union 

22 On the Brussels Pact see Young, Britain, France, 80-5 (and in general on the 
period see eh. ro); and J. Baylis, 'Britain, the Brussels Pact and the Continental 
Commitment', International Affairs, 60 (1984), 615-29. In general see also 
G. Warner, 'Britain and Europe in 1948: The View from the Cabinet', in J. Becker 
and F. Knipping (eds.), Power in Europe? Great Britain, France, Italy and Germa'!)I in a 
Post-War World, I945-50 (New York, 1988), 27-44. 
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speech Bevin had called for 'a practical programme' of co-
operation, he had also condemned 'ambitious schemes' that 
tried to go too far, too fast; and when the popular movements 
for European unity called a grand Congress at the Hague 
in May 1948 the Foreign Office viewed the occasion with 
distaste. Bevin's condemnation of the idea of a European 
federation is well known: 'When you open that Pandora's 
box you'll find it full of Trojan horses.'23 Whilst ready to 
study a politico-economic union in Europe the Foreign Office 
wished to proceed gradually with co-operation, developing 
institutions in an evolutionary process, rather like the growth 
of Britain's own, unwritten constitution. Their fear of 
grandiose and unrealistic 'instant' schemes for a European 
Federation seemed well-founded when the Hague Congress 
called for the creation of a European parliament with effec-
tive powers over a political union. Given Europe's enormous 
differences of language, customs, political structure, and 
economic and social policies it seemed quite ridiculous to try 
to create a common state structure so quickly. As Bevin told 
the Commons in September: 'I don't think it will work if 
we ... put the roof on before we have built the building. '24 

But the problem was that in the same month the French, 
supported by the Benelux states, put a memorandum forward 
for study by the Brussels Pact powers, designed to create 
a European Assembly. Britain's Continental allies did not 
necessarily wish to create a federal government for Europe 
but they believed that public enthusiasm for co-operation 
should be encouraged and they had little understanding of 
Britain's unique informal constitution. A reluctant Bevin was 
forced in October to agree to a Committee of Inquiry into 
the Assembly idea, and in January 1949 despite considerable 
efforts to avoid it, was forced in principle to agree to the idea. 
True, the 'Council of Europe' which was created in May 
only granted limited, consultative powers to the European 
Assembly, it included a ministerial committee which took 
decisions by unanimity, and it had a wide membership. But 
the negotiations had revealed important differences between 

23 Lord Strang, Home and Abroad (London, 1956), 290. 
24 Hansard, 456 H.C. Deb. 5 s., 96-107. 
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Britain and some of the Continentals. The British came to 
fear that their allies, shell-shocked after the war of occupa-
tion, were unrealistic and unreliable-a view strengthened 
by the fact that the French and Italian governments were 
unstable coalitions facing strong Communist oppositions. 
Continental leaders (including the hitherto Anglophile 
Spaak) feared that they had been misled by the Western 
Union speech, that Bevin lacked genuine interest in European 
unity, and that Britain's preference for 'the open sea' 
remained strong.25 

. Such differences were heightened in the economic sphere. 
Here, too, Bevin had seemed a genuine advocate of dramatic 
action in the past. In late 1946 he had pressed for a study to 
be made in London of a customs union with the Continent, 
in the Marshall Plan talks he agreed to set up a Customs 
Union Study Group (CUSG) with twelve other European 
states in Brussels, and in September 1947 he had insisted 
on a new study in Whitehall on both a European and a 
Commonwealth customs union. The principal economic 
ministries in London, the Treasury and Board of Trade, 
had at first feared American opposition to any preferential 
trading system in Europe. In the Marshall Plan, however, 
the Americans themselves became supporters of a customs 
union as a way to strengthen Europe's economy, resist 
Communism, and ensure that American money was con-
structively spent. The economic ministries agreed to study 
the idea, but in spring and summer 1948 they produced a 
formidable case against its adoption: a customs union was 
likely to lead to a full economic union with revolutionary 
changes in British politics and a loss of economic indepen-
dence; such a course was likely to undermine Britain's 
imperial trade. preference system, at a time when Europe 
took only a quarter of British trade compared to the sterling 
area's half; Europe's industrial economies were competitive 
rather than complementary and putting them together would 
do nothing to solve the key trading problem-the need for 
Europe's exports to earn dollars. In forming the OEEC the 
British took a similar approach to that of the Council of 

25 In general see Young, Britain, France, eh. 12. 
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Europe, ins1stmg that it work on intergovernmental as 
opposed to supranational lines. Finally, in January 1949, 
British ministers set out important principles for future econ-
omic co-operation with Europe: they were ready to maintain 
co-operation through the OEEC in order to strengthen the 
Western Union, but they were not ready to carry this so 
far that Britain lost her independent viability; if Europe 
collapsed before Communist pressure Britain must be able to 
survive and rebuild herself with US and Commonwealth 
support.26 

The USA and the Commonwealth had of course been vital 
components of Bevin's plans in January 1948, and while it is 
a gross exaggeration to see the Brussels Pact merely as a 
'sprat to catch a mackerel', there is little doubt that when the 
Atlantic Pact was formed Bevin was moving from a position 
where Western Europe had primacy in his schemes to one 
where the United States and the Commonwealth were viewed 
as more solid, reliable pillars on which to base British 
political and economic security. Since the war Britain had 
believed herself to be in a 'special relationship' with the 
United States, with whom she had a common language and 
culture. Despite post-war strains, over the terms of the 1945 
US loan for example, the British had joined the USA in the 
bizone in 1946, keenly supported Washington's desire in 
1946 to join in an anti-German alliance (the so-called 
'Byrnes Treaty'), and united with her in opposing Soviet 
ambitions in Europe. Despite his earlier interest in a 'third 
force' Bevin in 1948-9 came to see that idea as a potentially 
dangerous one for the West: it seemed plain that Western 
Europe was unlikely to develop the strength to stand up to 
Russia in the near future and that US economic and military 
strength must be relied on for some time. Hopes of linking 
the Empire-Commonwealth to Europe in some way also 
proved vain. Though Britain still controlled substantial areas 
of the globe, relied on sterling area trade, and could not 
easily shake off centuries of imperial commitments, the 
Empire-Commonwealth was set on the road to independence 
in a loose organization, unlikely to accept new institutional 

26 This account is based on ibid., eh. 13. 
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ties to Europe, and unlikely to gain from any grandiose 
customs union with the Continent. Even the less ambitious 
hopes for European colonial co-operation in Africa proved 
impossible to achieve: British colonial philosophy was too 
different from that of the centralizing French and it would 
have taken many years of substantial sums of money to tap 
African resources in an effective way.27 Bevin's hopes of 
achieving colonial unity in Africa thus proved as vain as his 
hopes for a strong European political grouping, and the idea 
of matching the superpowers had really evaporated by the 
time of NATO. British preference for links to the Common-
wealth and United States were confirmed in September 1949 
when, faced with the need for a devaluation of the pound, the 
British turned to the USA and Canada to help carry the 
decision through successfully. The British had little choice-
the USA and Canada had financial strength, Western 
Europe had not-but the Continentals, forced to follow 
the British with devaluations of their own, felt betrayed by 
British behaviour.28 

In the spring of 1950 British policy had evolved on clear 
lines. London was ready to co-operate with Europe, to take a 
lead in such bodies as the Brussels Pact and OEEC, and to 
make sacrifices in order to see these bodies succeed. But she 
would not co-operate beyond the point that she lost her 
capacity for independent survival, she was determined to 
preserve political and economic links to the Commonwealth-
Empire, and she wanted to resolve European security 
problems in an Atlantic framework. The apparent lack of 
realism and political instability of the Continentals, the over-
whelming strength of the United States, and hard-headed 
consideration of British interests all pointed to this course. 
Britain was not therefore 'anti-European', neither did she 
lack a well-considered policy on co-operation with the 

27 For a full account of the colonial issue, J. Kent, 'Bevin's Imperialism and the 
Idea of Euro-Africa', in M. Dockrill andJ. W. Young (eds.), Aspects of British Security 
Policy, 1945-56 (London, 1989). 

28 S. Newton, 'The 1949 Sterling Crisis, and British Policy towards European 
Integration', Review of International Studies, 11 ( 1985), 169-82; and in general on the 
economic background to this episode see G. C. Peden, 'Economic Aspects of British 
Perceptions of Power on the Eve of the Cold War', in Becker and Knipping, Power in 
Europe?, 237-60. 



450 J. W. YouNG 

Continent, but the high hopes of January 1948 for European 
unity had been dissipated and fairly precise limits on the 
extent of co-operation with Europe had been set. 

In the light of all this Britain's reaction to the 'Schuman 
Plan' of May 1950 is easy to understand. The Plan, which 
was the brainchild of Jean Monnet, the head of France's 
post-war modernization plan, was no product of head-in-the-
clouds idealism, such as the 1948 Hague Congress had 
produced, but the product of the same hard-headed appre-
ciation of national interest which shaped British policies. 
As early as autumn 1943 French planners in Algiers had 
advocated a customs union with the Low Countries as a way 
to strengthen France's post-war economy and international 
role. At first this proved impossible to realize: the Benelux 
states took time to create their own customs union, and de 
Gaulle (like the British) feared upsetting the Russians with 
West European links. But the French became keen advocates 
of a customs union within the Marshall Plan context and 
began talks with the Italians after August 1947. The Franco-
Italian customs union had proven impossible to realize by 
1949 due to the similarity of the two economies, and an 
attempt to widen the talks to include the Benelux states (in 
an organization known as 'Fritalux') failed for the same 
reason. It was clear that these predominantly agricultural 
states needed a major industrial power alongside them, and 
many hoped that Britain could provide this. In the light of 
British reticence towards Europe in 1948-9, however, there 
was an alternative industrial power with whom to co-operate: 
Germany. 

Germany was the vital component in the Schuman Plan. 
Since the war the French had hoped, first, to hold Germany 
down to prevent another conflict with the old enemy and, 
second, to tap German industrial resources ( coal, manpower, 
and reparations) to contribute to France's economic recovery. 
France, it was hoped, could take over Germany's role as a 
major steel-producer. But by 1947, not only was France 
unable to effect the separation of the Ruhr and Rhineland 
from Germany, but also Germany's economy was being 
'primed' by the Americans and British to help European 
recovery in general. In the MAP France had to recognize 
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that an economic contribution from Germany was essential 
to European recovery, and in June 1948 Bidault conceded 
the creation of a West German state. So shocked were the 
French people by the latter event that it brought the fall 
of Bidault, but ironically the new foreign minister was the 
German-born Robert Schuman, who saw it as his destiny to 
bring about a Franco-German rapprochement. Schuman it was 
who carried out the June 1948 agreements on Germany and 
who led the Europeans against Bevin in the debate over the 
Council of Europe, but by 1950 he was concerned at the 
speed of Germany's revival and France's apparent inability 
to control her powerful neighbour. 

The beauty of Monnet's proposal of May 1950, as formally 
proposed by Schuman, was that it promised to answer 
French economic needs and control Germany. By creating a 
supranational High Authority to control Europe's and, 
especially Germany's, coal and steel industries, the French 
would advance the cause of close European economic 
co-operation whilst taking the leadership of this movement; 
they would guarantee raw material supplies to French 
industry and smooth the problems of steel gluts and short-
ages; they would pave the way to wide co-operation by tying 
together the two key industries in a modern economy; and 
they would reduce Germany's economic independence by 
maintaining a say in how the Ruhr's coal and steel industries 
operated, and by tying Germany into a wider, European 
entity. But an important point in all this was that so long 
as Germany joined .in, British membership was irrelevant. 
The Schuman Plan was conceived and announced without 
reference to Britain. The Germans joined largely because the 
chancellor, Konrad Adenauer, was keen to free himself from 
Allied controls enforced after 1945, to gain equality and 
standing with his European neighbours, and, above all, to tie 
the new German democracy closely to other liberal, Western 
states. The Schuman Plan promised to do all this. Italy and 
the Benelux states also agreed to join. 

The British, having recovered from the initial shock of 
Schuman's announcement, studied the Plan in some detail, 
but in considering whether to join the talks, objected to 
France's insistence that interested countries must accept the 
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supranational principle as a non-negotiable basis for talks. 
The French (with the exception of some officials like the 
ambassador to London René Massigli) did not make Britain's 
position easy. Apart from their supranational condition, the 
French put a 24-hour deadline for a decision from Britain on 
1 June, and rejected the British cabinet's proposal of 2 June 
for Anglo-French ministerial talks. Britain, therefore, was not 
so much unwilling to discuss the Schuman Plan as excluded 
from it by the French. There can be no doubt that the 
open-ended supranational principle in the Plan broke the 
1949 limits set for British involvement with Europe (limits 
reinforced by Labour fears of surrendering control over 
nationalized industries to European bodies) reflected in the 
Labour Party pamphlet, European Unity, issued in mid-June. 
Britain's genuine interest in a coal and steel institution for 
Europe was seen after 2 June in Whitehall's work on its own 
plan for such a body, which officials believed could work 
on intergovernmental lines. By late July, however, it was 
evident that the six states which had joined to discuss the 
Schuman Plan agreed on their basic aims and were unlikely 
to accept British ideas. In light of this London decided not to 
put its own intergovernmental coal-steel proposals forward 
for fear of being seen as a 'saboteur' of European unity. 
Instead Whitehall decided to seek 'association' with the 
Schuman Plan authority once it was created. Schuman 
himself had said 'association' would be possible in May, and 
this seemed to provide a basis for Anglo-Continental links 
and a chance for Britain to show her benevolence towards 
'the Six'. But the British also had one strong positive reason 
to foster the Schuman Plan, and this was to achieve a 
Franco-German rapprochement: the removal of the historical 
rivalry between these two could only strengthen the Western 
alliance. 29 

For five years after mid-1950 Britain pursued a policy of 
non-involvement in, but benevolence towards, the supra-
national movement of the Six, while maintaining her role in 
such bodies as the OEEC. The general line of British policy 
was confirmed with the advent of the European Defence 

29 This account is based on Young, Britain, France, chs. 14-16. 
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Community (EDC), which was proposed by France in the 
'Pleven Plan' of October 1950 as a way to achieve German 
rearmament without reviving German militarism. German 
rearmament was pressed on NATO by the US after the 
outbreak of the Korean War as a way to match Soviet 
military strength but, coming only five years after Hitler's 
defeat, it terrified the French. By applying the supranational 
principle to European defence, however, the French could 
maintain the policy of rapprochement with West Germany 
whilst restricting Germany's military independence-in par-
ticular a 'European' command structure would forestall the 
recreation of a German general staff .. Once again the British 
were not ready to join a supranational body, and they had 
grave doubts about the military practicality of the EDC, 
but it was clear that the French would not accept German 
rearmament in any other form. So, in September 1951 the 
Labour government declared its support for the EDC and 
promised 'to establish the closest possible association with 
the European continental community'.30 It was left to the 
Conservatives under Winston Churchill, after October 1951, 
to carry on the policy of association with the Schuman and 
Pleven Plan institutions. 

There were some hopes that the Conservatives would 
be more positive towards Europe than Labour following 
Churchill's support for European unity starting with the 
Zurich speech of 1946. Churchill, however, had never said 
that Britain should be more than a 'sponsor' of a Continental 
union, and he was deeply committed to the 'special relation-
ship' with Washington and the maintenance of Common-
wealth links-the 'three circles' approach to British policy. 
Some of Churchill's ministers, notably the housing minister, 
Harold Macmillan, and home secretary, Maxwell Fyfe, were 
keen 'pro-Europeans' following their experience in the 
Council of Europe Assembly after 1949, but none of these 
'Tory Strasburgers' was ready to advocate British participa-
tion in a European federation. Macmillan, Fyfe, and the 
backbencher Robert Boothby all later claimed that 1951 was 

30 D. Folliot (ed.), Documents on International Affairs, I95I (London, 1954), 135-6. 
For background see E. Fursdon, The European Defence Communiry (London, 1980), and 
R. McGeehan, The German Rearmament Question (Urbana, Ill., 1971). 
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a 'missed opportunity' for Britain and Europe, and criticized 
the supposedly negative attitude of the foreign secretary, 
Anthony Eden. In particular they were upset that, when 
Maxwell Fyfe made a speech to the Council of Europe on 28 
November 1951 promising close association with Europe, 
Eden chose the same date to make a categorical statement 
during a NATO meeting that Britain could never join the 
EDC. But actually both statements of 28 November fell 
within the general policy set out under Labour of benevolence 
towards Europe without involvement, with Eden putting the 
accent on the latter. It is significant that Fyfe's speech was 
actually criticized at the Council of Europe since it did not 
propose British membership of supranational bodies. What 
was different about the two speeches was their tone: Eden, 
like Bevin before him, can be criticized for sounding too 
negative towards the Europeans, as in his statement at 
Columbia University in early 1952 that Britain could not 
join a Continental federation since 'this is something which 
we know in our bones, we cannot do'. But, at the same time 
as he scotched any unrealistic hopes that Britain could join 
the EDC, it should be noted that Eden also resisted pressure 
to put forward an alternative, non-supranational scheme for 
a European Army. Eden argued that this action would be 
seen as 'sabotage' by the Americans and Continentals, and 
that EDC was the only way forward on German rearmament. 

In May 1952 when the Six signed an EDC treaty, Eden 
gave it support in the form of an Anglo-EDC mutual security 
treaty. At the same time, in the so-called 'Eden Plan' he 
proposed close institutional links between the Council of 
Europe and the supranational institutions of the Six, so 
that the two main fields of European co-operation need not 
outrun each other, and British links to the Six could be 
maintained. This was in fulfilment of the Foreign Office brief 
with which Eden had been presented after the Conservative 
victory, which gives an admirable summary of British policy 
in the early 1950s: 

We are ready to play an active part in all plans for integration on 
an intergovernmental basis; defence considerations, our Common-
wealth connections and the sterling area inhibit us from sub-
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ordinating ourselves ... to any European supranational authority; 
nevertheless we ... have assured [the Six] of our goodwill and our 
wish to to be closely associated with their work, short of actual 
membership. 

But the Eden Plan was itself 'sabotaged' by Monnet, who 
feared a British attempt to disrupt and take control of the 
work of the Six. As Anthony Nutting, one of Eden's junior 
ministers, recalled, 'our initiative had only aroused the 
suspicion that we were really trying to sabotage the unity of 
Europe'. The experience was confirmation that any middle 
course between 'intergovernmentalism' and 'supranational-
ism' was impossible to achieve: the Six were not ready to 
compromise on supranationalism.31 

After 1952 Eden continued to have problems with the 
policy of benevolence and non-involvement. In 1953-4, for 
example, the Foreign Office, in looking at ways to associate 
with the Schuman Plan authority-the European Coal and 
Steel Community (ECSC)-supported a proposal that Britain 
should join the 'common market' in steel. This would mark 
a close commitment to European co-operation, and would 
have the practical effect of making British industry face up to 
the rigours of Continental competition. Once again, however, 
the economic ministries in Whitehall had their doubts, and 
these were strongly supported by the industrialists who 
feared the upheaval that a shift to European-based activity 
would cause, and who were doubtful of the ECSC's effective-
ness. Instead, in December 1954, the Foreign Office had to 
be content with a 'Council of Association' to build up co-
operation with the ECSC step by step. 32 Meanwhile on the 
EDC front all efforts concentrated on getting the ratification 
of the European army by the Continentals. It was a long 
process. Until early 1953 there was doubt about whether the 
West German constitution allowed membership of such a 

31 For a full discussion see J. W. Young, 'Churchill's "No" to Europe: The 
"Rejection" of European Union by Churchill's Post-War Government', Historical 
Journal, 28 (1985), 923-37. On the Columbia University speech quote see Folliot, 
Documents, 1952 ( 1958), 41-6; for the quote from the FO brief see R. Butler, W. E. 
Pelly (eds.), Documents on British Poliry Overseas, ser. 2, vol. ii (London, 1986), 742-4; 
and the quote from Nutting, Europe Will Not Wait, 46. 

32 J. W. Young, 'The Schuman Plan and British Association', id. (ed.), The 
Foreign Poliry ef Churchill's Peacetime Administration (Leicester, 1988), 109-34. 
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body. Thereafter the main problems lay with the French 
who, in the light of such events as the end of the Korean War 
and the death of Stalin, became doubtful of the need for 
German rearmament, who feared surrendering control of the 
'army of Napoleon' to a federal body, and who also feared 
(because of their own commitment to the lndo-China war) 
that Germany could dominate the EDC. One way to try to 
reassure the French about the future was to establish close 
Anglo-EDC co-operation and in April 1954 Eden made a 
range of promises on institutional co-operation (a British 
minister would attend EDC Council meetings and there were 
practical military links, like the inclusion of a British division 
in the EDC corps and the long-term maintenance of sub-
stantial British forces in Europe). This failed to impress the 
French Assembly, however, which, in August 1954, failed to 
ratify the EDC treaty. 

The death of the EDC seemed to be the vindication of 
Britain's European policy since 1950. Its collapse was the 
culmination of a number of blows to the supranational cause 
in Europe: the election to the French assembly in 1951 of 
numerous nationalist deputies, supporters of de Gaulle, who 
helped account for the declining support for the EDC after 
1952; the dilution of the supranational element in the ECSC 
since the original proposal in 1950, so that the institution 
had a quite poweful-intergovernmental-Council of Minis-
ters; the demise of Robert Schuman, who fell from power at 
the Quai d'Orsay in January 1953; and then the premiership 
of Pierre Mendes-France after June 1954-he not only 
oversaw the defeat of the EDC but also advocated stronger 
powers for national governments in the ECSC. Even Monnet 
despaired of the situation and decided to resign as ECSC 
president in 1954 so as to support European unification as a 
private individual. The end of the EDC also came as a major 
blow to NATO, since it offended the Americans (who 
condemned the Europeans' failure to defend themselves) and 
Adenauer (who had based his whole policy on co-operation 
with the West). But this near-fatal blow to supranationalism 
came as an opportunity, and a triumph, for Eden. Eden it 
was who, in the face of the crisis, visited European capitals, 
called an international conference in London, and found an 



Towards a New View of British Policy 457 

alternative route to German rearmament. In particular, with 
no danger now of being accused of sabotage, Eden felt able 
to put forward a British scheme for European co-operation. 
He proposed the extension of the Brussels Pact into a seven-
power body, including West Germany and Italy, thus tying 
Britain to the Six but in an intergovernmental institution. 
Other elements were vital in achieving a solution at London, 
notable Mendes-France's fear of being isolated by other 
NATO members, and Adenauer's willingness to accept 
voluntary limits on German military strength, but even the 
ardent Europeanist Spaak acknowledged that 'Eden saved 
the Atlantic alliance'. 33 All the British doubts about the 
practicalities of European union seemed to be proven correct: 
supranationalism had succeeded, arguably, in the narrow, 
economic field of the ECSC, but it could not overcome the 
strong national political interests involved in defence issues. 

The irony was that the apparent demise of supranational-
ism and vindication of British policy came only months 
before the 'rebirth of Europe' at the Messina conference of 
June 1955. It was Messina which really challenged Britain, 
with the formation of a powerful European body, the EEC, 
and which brought the breakdown of the policy of benevol-
ence and non-involvement in European supranationalism 
which London had defined in 1950. The Messina decisions 
came partly because of the fall of Mendes-France in early 
1955 and his replacement by the more pro-European Edgar 
Faure, partly because of the determination of men like Spaak 
and Monnet to revitalize the supranationalist cause, but 
also-and here was another irony-because of the deter-
mination of the Anglophile Dutch foreign minister J ohan 
Beyen to press on the Six the idea of a fully fledged 'common 
market'. Spaak and Monnet, the 'fathers of Europe', were 
prepared in 1955 to take the modest course of establishing 
supranational bodies on ECSC lines over such limited areas 
as atomic energy and transport. But Beyen (who has since 
been largely forgotten by the European movement) argued 
that the 'sector' approach must sooner or later face up to the 

33 Based on J. W. Young, 'German Rearmament and the EDC', The Foreign 
Poliry, 81-107; quote from P.H. Spaak, The Continuing Battle (London, 1971), 188. 
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need for a full-scale customs union, and that it was best to 
face this quickly, introducing such a common market over a 
transitional period to minimize the disruption involved. At 
Messina, ECSC ministers agreed to study both approaches 
to greater co-operation and set up a committee to do this, in 
Brussels, under Spaak's chairmanship. 

British policy towards Europe broke down in two stages 
after Messina. First came the abandonment of the policy of 
non-involvement in European affairs when Britain, as an 
ECSC associate and WEU member, was invited to take part 
in the Spaak committee. In the Foreign Office, following 
established policy, officials had originally decided to stay 
outside the Messina process and 'associate' with any bodies 
which emerged. But the Messina conferees, following their 
shock over the failure of the EDC, outwardly played down all 
talk of 'supranationalism' at this time, and were evidently 
eager to include Britain in their new work; whilst the British, 
confident after the WEU success and, with Macmillan now 
as foreign secretary (Eden had succeeded Churchill as prime 
minster in April), were anxious to stay close to the Six. It 
was decided to send a British representative to the Spaak 
committee so as 'to influence ... the investigators along the 
most sensible lines'. Hardly had the British entered the Spaak 
talks in July, however, than the danger of such a course 
became clear. Spaak proved a determined chairman, the Six 
showed that they had not actually abandoned supranational-
ism, and the British soon realized that if they remained in 
the talks they could become involved-by implication-in 
the results of the Spaak committee deliberations. In order to 
forestall this the British decided to ask the Six to draw up the 
final reports from Brussels without reference to London's 
view. The decision to get involved in the Messina process 
had proved dangerous and humiliating: on 7 November 
Spaak made a bitterly critical statement about Britain's 
'negative' attitude. 

The second British mistake was even more dangerous, 
however. For in studying the common market Whitehall had 
become concerned at the potential of the idea: at an officials' 
meeting in September it was asked whether Britain could 
afford to stay out of such a powerful economic bloc on the 
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Continent. There had long been hopes that the Spaak com-
mittee would be obstructed by the Germans, since the 
German finance minister, Ludwig Erhard, was known to 
prefer moves to freer trade via the OEEC over any common 
market. Now, given their fears of developments on the 
Continent, officials decided to encourage Erhard's view. 'If 
we do not want to see a common market set up ... ', argued a 
Treasury official, 'it would suit us to persuade the Germans 
to lean towards OEEC.' But it was this line of thinking 
which led to what could only seem like a attempt at sabotage 
of European efforts. In an approach to Bonn in late 
November, and then to the rest of the Six, the British pressed 
for discussions on the common market to be carried out in 
co-operation with the OEEC. Beyen and Spaak certainly saw 
this as sabotage, attacking Macmillan over it at a WEU 
meeting in December; and it is quite evident from the docu-
ments that the British hoped that the OEEC would delay the 
Spaak committee's work and allow Britain to put her own 
proposals for co-operation in Europe forward in the form of 
an intergovernmental 'free trade' agreement. Thus at the end 
of 1955, having botched their attempt to steer the Messina 
talks from within the British were trying to steer them from 
without by doing what they had refused to do in 1950-
putting forward a British alternative to supranationalism.34 

In 1956 there still seemed to be some grounds for hope 
about Britain's position in Europe: the work of the Six went 
slowly, with many disagreements on technical issues, and 
meanwhile the 'free-trade area' proposed was drawn up 
in London and presented to the House of Commons in 
November. But in retrospect, the decisions of 1955 proved 
disastrous. The Germans were not ready to abandon the 
common market, because Adenauer was always determined 
to include West Germany in a supranational group. The 
French elections of 1956, furthermore, saw the strengthening 
of pro-Europeans in the National Assembly, and so reduced 
the chances of a similar defeat in Paris to that which killed 

34 Based on J. W. Young, '"The Parting of the Ways:" Britain, the Messina 
Conference and the Spaak Committee June-December 1955', in, M. L. Dockrill 
and J. W. Young (eds.), British Foreign Policy r945-r956 (Basingstoke, 1989), 197-
224. 
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EDC. True, the Venice meeting of the Six in May saw 
disagreements, but it also saw the decision to proceed with 
negotiations on the common market and a European Atomic 
Energy Authority (Euratom). By the time the Rome Treaties 
were signed in March 1957 the British not only had to face 
the success of the Six and suspicions (thanks to the clumsy 
tactics of December 1955) about the intentions behind the 
free-trade area, but also the clear demonstration of their own 
decline in the world in the Suez crisis. Four years later 
Britain made her first application to join the EEC. 

In the last volume of his biography of Ernest Bevin, Lord 
Bullock argued that if there was a 'lost opportunity' for 
British relations with the supranational movement in Europe 
it came with the Conservatives in 1955-7, rather than Bevin 
in 1950,35 and a survey of the years 1945-57 largely bears 
out this argument. Certainly it seems that Bevin's policy 
can be rescued from accusations of parochialism and 'anti-
Europeanism'. British policy-makers after the war were keen 
to develop West European co-operation at military, political, 
and economic levels and led the way in building the OEEC 
and Brussels Pact. Bevin and his Foreign Office officials were 
keen, in 1947-8, to explore the ideas of a customs union, 
currency union, and colonial grouping in Africa. The British 
historian John Kent, in his study of the failure of 'Euro-
Africa', has even argued that the formation of the Atlantic 
Pact in 1949 should be seen, not as a triumph for British 
leadership, but as a defeat for the foreign secretary's original 
strategy-a strategy which had aimed to create a position in 
which W. Europe would be independent both of the US and 
the Soviet Union. For the fact is that in 1948-9 Bevin's 
vision narrowed and British policy became based primarily 
on co-operation with the Commonwealth and United States. 
In part, it is true, this was due to a sense of 'difference' from 
the Continent: British ministers did not like to be treated as 
'part of Europe'; the Channel remained as a geographical 
barrier; Britain's wartime experience had been very different 
from the defeat and occupation faced by Continental states; 
Britain was also set apart by her constitutional development 

35 Lord Bullock, Ernest Bevin, Foreign Secretary, 1945-51 (London, 1983). 
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and pragmatic spirit; and finally, of course, there were deep 
historical, linguistic, and cultural links to the United States 
and Commonwealth. But the shift in policy was also due to 
a wealth of other practical factors: political instability on 
the Continent; the impracticability (as it emerged) of 'Euro-
Africa'; doubts, put forcefully by the economic ministries, 
about the usefulness of European economic co-operation; the 
belief that an independent Britain could survive a Soviet 
invasion of Europe; the success of Indian independence (and 
later the Colombo Conference); and the universally recog-
nized need for an American economic and military commit-
ment to Europe. National interest pointed Britain towards a 
different European policy from the French who were chiefly 
concerned with controlling Germany. 

Between 1950 and 1955 British reticence did not seem 
disastrous. The Schuman Plan proposal, conceived without 
reference to Britain and based on the national interests of 
the Continentals, had clarified London's policy. Basically, 
Britain was aiming at non-involvement in supranational 
bodies, but-despite fears of British sabotage from people 
like Monnet-this was accompanied by an attitude of 
benevolence, and a policy of association with the ECSC 
and EDC. (Bevin's contemptuous remarks about European 
federalism did not mean that Britain was without an interest 
in Franco-German rapprochement.) The failure of the 'Eden 
Plan' in 1952 showed the determination of the Six for 
their part to avoid any commitment that could compromise 
supranationalism in the long term, but the failure of EDC in 
1954 seemed to confirm British doubts about the practicalities 
of the supranational course and led to Anglo-Continental 
links in a new guise, in the WED. But for all that it must be 
asked whether, by 1955-6, Britain should have been more 
alive to the opportunities and dangers of supranationalism. 
In deciding to join, then leave, the Spaak committee, then in 
the decision to pursue the 'free-trade area', the British fully 
realized the potential of a Continental bloc: indeed official 
studies in 1955 recognized the declining value of Common-
wealth trade and noted that, if the Six were determined 
to proceed with a common market, dominated perhaps by 
Germany, 'the disadvantages of abstaining would, in the long 
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run, outweigh the advantages' for Britain.36 The danger of a 
Soviet invasion of Europe had receded, hopes of making 
Britain the match of the superpowers had faded, and the 
Empire was well on the way to independence. What is more, 
the Six had already suffered enough blows for it to be clear 
that, even if they did aim at ever-greater unity, it was a long-
term affair which might not be far removed from Bevin's 
hopes of an 'evolutionary' process of European co-operation. 
Why then could Britain not span the divide and support the 
EEC? In part the answer was that the bases of policy estab-
lished in 1948-9 had not yet broken down: the effects of 
Suez, the independence of the African colonies, and the 
triumph of the Six over the complex issues which divided 
them in the 'Messina process' emerged gradually over the 
next few years. But in part, too, there was a lack of vision 
in Britain: Eden took little interest in Messina; Chancellor 
'RAB' Butler was dismissive of the Continental efforts; and 
Macmillan seemed confused over what he wished to achieve. 
In the free trade area the British attempted to win back the 
leadership of Europe for Britain, but whilst such leadership 
might have been possible in 1948 the Europeans had shown 
as early as 1950 that they could act without their island 
neighbour. The decade and a half after the Treaties of Rome 
confirmed the EEC as an evolutionary community, shaped 
by the national governments, membership of which Britain 
could accept; it also confirmed British decline, and Con-
tinental strength. Not all the causes of British decline, nor 
the causes of European strength, could be said to lie in dif-
ferent attitudes towards supranationalism. But in retrospect 
the period 1955-7 stand as a key period, like 1948-9, in 
which British policy towards Europe had to be redefined 
and, on this latter occasion, was found wanting. 

36 PRO, CAB 134/1004 (7-20 Oct.). 
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The Korean War and the 
Reorganization of the European 

Security System 1948- 1955 
WILFRIED LOTH 

The reorganization of the European security system at the 
beginning of the 1950s at first sight appears to be not only a 
logical, but also an inevitable consequence of the breakdown 
of the alliance between the victors of the Second World War. 
After efforts to achieve consensus on the organization of 
Europe's post-war order had failed, it was only consistent 
that the Soviet Union should intensify her ties with her 
sphere of influence in Europe and that Western Europe 
should seek close links with the leading (Western) power, 
America. This necessarily resulted in each side taking 
mutual protective precautions against military aggressions 
by the other side. Hence two fully armed military blocs, 
ranged along the demarcation lines established by the Allied 
occupying powers, came into being. Likewise, the creation of 
two German states and their enduring integration into the 
Eastern and Western military alliances respectively seemed 
an obvious solution to the German problem if a common 
security construction vis-a-vis Germany was no longer to be 
effected. Furthermore, it would be indispensable if in future 
mutual security were to be primarily or even exclusively 
based on military strength. Hence Germany's renewed rise, 
side by side with her new allies, was largely foreseeable, as 
were the creation of strong integrative structures in the East 
and in the West, and the strengthening of the position of 
the United States and the Soviet Union respectively in the 
bipolar system of powers. 

On closer examination, however, in the early 1950s 
Europe's situation with regard to security policy proves to 
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have been far more open than can be admitted if one is 
mainly interested in disclosing origins and lines of continuity. 1 

The emergent new international system demanded long-
resisted concessions from each of the states involved: it 
demanded from the USA a definite commitment in Europe; 
from the European states a restriction of their autonomy, the 
division of Germany, acceptance by Germany's neighbours 
of Germany as a partner; and from the Soviet Union a 
coming to terms with a powerful and, in contrast to what 
was expected, largely united capitalist bloc on the Western 
borders of her Eurasian empire. All states involved faced 
high expenditure on defence, without ever being certain 
whether the mutual deterrence was really functioning, and 
initially without even knowing whether the Germans could 
be kept under control. Consequently resistance to this 
new security system was widespread. And even after the 
basic decisions of 1948-9 had been taken it was by no 
means certain to what extent the system could in fact be 
implemented. 

Fear of the Soviet Union had become the most important 
factor in French foreign policy; fear of Germany, however, 
had by no means relaxed and sorrow at the loss of freedom of 
action caused by the formation of blocs in Europe was still 
alive. Hence a number of attempts were made to escape 
the disagreeable consequences of Western integration by 
restoring the alliance of the victorious nations. Moreover, the 
Federal Republic of Germany was not yet accepted as a 
partner of the new alliance. The idea of Germany making a 
military contribution to the Western alliance aroused such 
strong opposition in France that the politicians responsible 
did not even dare to discuss this idea at a confidential 
cabinet meeting. A parliamentary majority in favour of this 
logical consequence of the consent to NATO and a West 
German state was completely impossible; and thus no 

1 As far as the history of the FRG is concerned, the following arguments have 
already been put forward in W. Loth, 'Der Koreakrieg und die Staatswerdung der 
Bundesrepublik', in J. Foschepoth (ed.), Kalter Krieg und deutsche Frage: Deutsch/and 
im Widerstreit der Miichte 1945-1952 (Gottingen, 1985), 335-61. 
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French government would put its existence in jeopardy on 
the issue of a German military contribution. 2 

The United States considered her agreement to enter an 
alliance with Western Europe more as psychological support 
for the European Recovery Program than as a commitment 
to military engagement. The USA did not concede an ob-
ligation of automatic assistance to Europe. The scope of 
financial support for European armament efforts remained 
symbolic in nature; and initially no substantial participation 
by American troops in the agreed pact organization was 
seriously considered. From the American point of view 
Europe's conventional defence was in the first place to be 
left to the Europeans themselves; they were also to decide 
whether they wanted a West German defence contribution in 
this context.3 This, however, meant that the US centre-piece 
of the Western alliance remained out of reach for the foresee-
able future. Without any effective US military engagement 
on the European continent and thus without integrated 
Western armed forces, the decision to allow Germany to 
rearm must have been far more difficult for the Europeans 
than was the case anyway, given their fear of a future repeti-
tion of a German threat. 

In the winter of 1949-50 opinion in the United States 
shifted to some extent in favour of integrating the Federal 
Republic of Germany more strongly into the Western alli-
ance. The Communist troops' victory in the Chinese civil 
war intensified the fear of world-wide Communist expansion, 

2 W._Loth, 'Die Franzosen und die deutsche Frage 1945-1949', in C. Scharf and 
H.-J. Schroder (eds.), Die Deutschlandpolitik Frankreichs und die .franzosische Zone 
1945-1949 (Wiesbaden, 1983), 23-44; W. Loth, 'Die deutsche Frage in franziisischer 
Perspektive', in L. Herbst (ed.), Westdeutschland 1945-195s: Unterweifung, 
Kontrolle, Integration (Munich, 1986), 37-49. 

3 L. S. Kaplan, A Community ef Interest: NATO and the Military Assistance Program, 
1948-1951 (Washington, DC, 1980), 42-78; id., The United States and NATO: 
The Formative Years (Lexington, Ky. 1984), 121-38; T. P. Ireland, Creating the 
Entangling Alliance: The Origins of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (Westport, 
Conn., 1981), 119-37, 153-7, 161-3; C. Greiner, 'Die alliierten militiir-strategischen 
Planungen zur Verteidigung Westeuropas 1947-1950', Anfonge westdeutscher 
Sicherheitspolitik 1945-.1956, ed. by Militiirgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, vol. i. Von 
der Kapitula/ion bis zum Pleven-Plan (Munich, 1982), 119-323; N. Wiggershaus, 'Die 
Entscheidung fiir einen westdeutschen Verteidigungsbeitrag 1950', ibid. i. 325-402 
(325-38). 
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and the unexpectedly early start of Soviet nuclear arma-
ment challenged the plausibility of America's conception 
of NATO. These circumstances made the United States' 
military engagement in Europe seem more urgent and West 
Germany's participation in the conventional defence of the 
West more necessary than before.4 However, it remained 
uncertain whether these ideas would enter America's internal 
decision-making process. It was unlikely that a majority in 
Congress would support the increase in American military 
expenditure which this would require; indeed the Republican 
opposition's offensive meant that there was a high prob-
ability of the military budget being cut. In late May 1950 
the US foreign secretary, Dean Acheson, tried to convince 
Congress of the necessity for an increased military-political 
commitment in Europe, but the response was utterly dis-
appointing: a common meeting of both Houses, once used 
by the president to proclaim the Truman doctrine, was 
refused, and even the 'symbolic' military aid budget for 
Europe amounting to $1.2 billion was put in question.5 

The security policy situation in the young West German 
Republic therefore remained equally uncertain. It is true that 
the Western forces occupying German territory had been 
incorporated into the Atlantic Pact; however, the last word 
had been spoken neither on the duration of their stay, nor on 
their actual conduct within the alliance. Nobody was in 
a position to know what the principle established in late 
March 1950 by the permanent NATO group, namely, that 
defence was to start 'as far East as possible', would in fact 
mean under emergency conditions. While the Western Allies 
could not afford to let the West German potential fall into 
Soviet hands, it is certain that, given their own low defence 

4 J. L. Gaddis, Strategies ef Containment: A Critical Appraisal of Postwar American 
Securiry Policy (New York, 1982), 83-109; Greiner, 'Planungen', 259ff. 

5 D. Acheson, Present at the Creation: My Years in the State Department (New York, 
1970), 4oof. The Political Planning Staff of the State Department envisaged some 
kind of 'neutralization' of Germany by spring 1952. See for 1948-9 W. Krieger, 
General Lucius D. Clay und die amerikanische Deutschlandpolitik 1945-1949 (Stuttgart, 
1987), 451-7 and 477-503; for 1952 a Planning Staff memorandum on the first 
'Stalin note' 14 Mar. 1952, communicated by R. Neebe, 'Wahlen als Test: Eine 
gescheiterte Initiative des Politischen Planungsstabs im State Department zur Stalin 
Note vom 10. Marz 1952', Militiirgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, 1 (1989), 139-62. 
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capability, the safe and complete maintenance of West 
German territory ranked low on their list of priorities.6 West 
Germany's path towards armament, however, continued to 
be obstructed, although the joint chiefs of staff, like their 
British colleagues, now persistently pressed for this step to be 
taken. As long as Congress refused to finance a substantial 
military commitment in Europe, there was no chance of 
parliamentary majorities in Europe coming out in favour of a 
West German defence contribution. As late as 16 June 1950, 
therefore, President Truman described the demands of his 
military as 'under the present circumstances not realistic'. 7 

A large majority of West Germans, similarly, were not 
in favour of making military contributions to the Western 
alliance. When in early December 1949, the federal chan-
cellor, Adenauer, discussed the chances of a West German 
contribution to European military forces in an interview with 
the Europe correspondent of the Cleveland Plain Dealer, even 
the parties in power showed great restraint. The Social 
Democratic opposition issued a shrill warning of the risks 
this would pose for reunification and world peace.8 Some of 
the reservations expressed were, in fact, only of a tactical 
nature, aiming not to lose, by premature offers, the option of 
recovering full equality of rights in return for a German 
defence contribution, and/or to provoke an unequivocal US 
military commitment to protect West German territory.9 

Furthermore the German public's refusal of a defence con-
tribution also reflected the fact that it held a number of basic 
reservations which could not be eliminated quickly even 

6 On the development of NATO's plans, see Greiner, 'Planungen', 230-72. 
7 FRUS, 1950, iii. 1562, and iv. 688; on the discussion in the US administration 

G. Mai, Westliche Sicherheitspolitik im Katten Krieg: Der Korea-Krieg und die deutsche 
Wiederbewa.ffnung 1950 (Boppard, 1977) 21 f., and Wiggershaus, 'Entscheidung', 
335-8. 

8 R. G. Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte der Sicherheit Westdeutschlands 
1947- 1950', Anfiinge westdeutscher Sicherheitspolitik, i. 403-575 (pp. 451-6). 

9 Both• motives can be found in the statement of the SPD executive in Mar. 
1950: Sicherheit und Ruhrkontrolle, ed. Parteivorstand der SPD (Hannover n.d.); 
U. Buczylowski, Kurt Schumacher und die deutsche Frage: Sicherheitspolitik und strategische 
Offensivkonzeption vom August 1950 bis September 1951 (Stuttgart, 1973), 68-71. They 
are also emphasized in the testimonies of Wolfram von Raven and Gerhard Graf 
von Schwerin in Aspekte der deutschen Wiederbewa.ffnung bis 1955 (Boppard, 1975), 95f. 
and 111 f. 
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by more concessions from the Western Allies. The West 
German people were reluctant to engage in politics, having 
experienced its risks and pitfalls. After years of forced col-
lectivism they escaped into individualism. They doubted the 
defence capability of their state and feared the cementing 
of Germany's partition. Along with the concerns about a 
remilitarization of German society and the elements of a 
fundamental pacifism, which also contributed to the opposi-
tion within Germany to participation in NATO defence, 
these factors were strong enough to create considerable 
barriers against Germany's integration into the Western 
military alliance, even after a change in the Allies' position. 10 

In general the majority of West Germans did not view 
their future as necessarily lying in the Western alliance. 
Certainly, there was at no point a serious chance that an 
alliance between anti-Western German nationalism and 
Soviet Communism, which was so greatly feared by West 
Germany's West European neighbours, would ever deter-
mine the course of West German policy. The social and 
moral foundations of nationalism had been too deeply shaken, 
and the reports of Communist activities in East Germany 
were too intimidating. There was, however, a widespread 
feeling that by establishing the Federal Republic in the West, 
the nation's unity would be put off to an ever more distant 
future, and that for this reason nothing should be done to 
make the provisional arrangements for West Germany more 
permanent. Nor were many West Germans likely to believe 
that at that time unity could be achieved only at the cost 
of their liberty; many simply refused to make a clear 
decision. In April 1950 Acheson observed correctly (and 
quite anxiously), 'a certain tendency (of the West Germans) 
to frighten away from any engagement in the East-West 
conflict'. 11 

Not even the economic and social development of the FRG 

10 References to the German discussion in Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte', 
429-56, and A. Doering-Manteuffel, Katholizismus und Wiederbewaffnung: Die Haltung 
der deutschen Katholiken gegeniiber der Wehrfrage 194'1-1955 (Mainz, 1981), 66-80. 

11 Acheson to McCloy 21 Apr. 1950, FRUS, 1950, iy.,631f.; W. Loth, 'German 
Conceptions of Europe during the Escalation of the.Ea~t-West ·Confl_ict, 1945-
1949', inJ. Becker and F. Knipping (eds.), Power in Europe? (Berlin, 1986), 517-36. 
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clearly strengthened ties with the West and stabilized the 
Western alliance. It is true that at the time of the elections 
for the Bundestag in .September 1949, the common experi-
ence of overcoming the most serious material needs initially 
led to an expression of confidence in Ludwig Erhard's policy 
and party. However, this policy had results that very quickly 
meant its popularity was challenged again. For the sake 
of a long-term strengthening of the German position on the 
international market, Erhard, in agreement with the Bank 
Deutscher Lander, followed a restrictive monetary policy, 
maintaining a low wage level and accepting high structural 
unemployment. On the one hand he thereby facilitated 
self-financed investments, improved the international com-
petitiveness of the West German economy, and, indeed, 
pushed it to increase exports by cutting down domestic con-
sumption. On the other hand, however, he also created a 
dangerous potential for protest which threatened to grow 
until the productivity-enhancing effects of this policy became 
noticeable. The potential for protest was all the greater as, 
in order to promote investment, the capital owners were 
granted a number of tax privileges, and as their share in the 
envisaged general recovery was obvious from the start. 12 

When in winter 1949-50 the volume of production declined 
as a result of temporary shortages-the index of industrial 
production decreased from 104 in November 1949 to 93 in 
January 1950-and consequently unemployment continued 
to increase at an alarming rate-from 8.8 per cent in 
September 1949 to 13.5 per cent, which meant that there 
were almost two million unemployed in February 1950-the 
social market economy (soziale Marktwirtschaft) was under 
serious threat. In the Bundestag the SPD {Sozialdemokratische 
Partei Deutschlands) obtained a majority in favour of a 
'detailed programme to combat unemployment', and some 
observers predicted the imminent overthrow of the Adenauer-
Erhard Cabinet and the subsequent formation of a coalition 

12 For a general assessment see H. C. Wallich, Triehkriifte des deutschen 
Wiederaujstiegs (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1955); M. Pohl, Wiederaujbau, Kunst und Technik 
der Finanzierung 1947-1953 (Frankfurt-on-Main, 1973), also contains some references 
to this issue. 
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between the Christian Democratic Union (CDU) and the 
Christian Social Union (CSU). 13 

In these circumstances an all-German initiative by the 
Soviet Union certainly had some chance of success. It is true 
that Soviet policy towards Germany was for a long time 
primarily orientated towards handling her own occupation 
zone in line with the Stalinist model. However, in the light of 
later advances we can say that the option of whether an all-
German compromise solution would not in fact be more 
useful to Soviet interests had not yet been decided on. The 
more threatening the Western bloc formation became from 
the Soviet point of view, the more persistently did the ques-
tion arise as to whether the reunification or a Sovietization of 
the Soviet zone was not the price which had to be paid for 
preventing the inclusion of the FRG in a well-armed military 
Western bloc. 14 If Stalin was willing to pay this price, East-
West bloc formation could be halted and the United States' 
weight in Europe possibly diminished. 

In fact the Soviet dictator's first actions ultimately produced 
the opposite result. His consent to the North Korean invasion 
of South Korea on 25 June I 950 provided such an impressive 
demonstration of Communist aggression that the barriers to 
increased defence expenditure, an integrated defence organ-
ization of the West, as well as the inclusion of the FRG in the 
Western military alliance, which had all so far appeared 
insurmountable, could now be rapidly abolished. 

It is unlikely that the Soviet dictator was unaware that the 
actions of his Korean allies would have such dramatic effects. 
The Berlin blockade at the latest must have taught him that 
any serious East-West crisis would result in a closer asso-
ciation of the West and in an increase in Western armament. 
Indeed it looks as though he gave way to pressure from Kim 

13 H.-P. Schwarz, Die Ara Adenauer: Griinde,jahre der Republik 1949-1957 (Stuttgart, 
1981 ), 77 and 85; H. R. Adamsen, lnvestitionshilfe fiir die Ruhr: Wiederaujbau, Verbande 
und soziale Marktwirtscha.ft 1948-1952 (Wuppertal, 1981 ), 61 f. 

14 For a critical assessment of all relevant Eastern sources on this question see 
W. Loth, 'Blockbildung und Entspannung: Strukturen des Ost-West-Konflikts 
1953-1956', in B. ThoB and H.-E. Volkmann (eds.), Zwischen Kaltem Krieg und 
Entspannung: Sicherheits- und Deutschlandpolitik der Bundesrepublik im Miichtesystem der 
Jahre 1953-1956 (Boppard, 1988), 9-23. 
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II-sung to approve aggressive action against South Korea. 
That he finally did give his blessing to the North Korean 
aggressive undertaking (something that must be assumed in 
view of the close relations that existed between the Korean 
Communist Party leadership and Moscow), can only be 
explained by the fact that the South Korean president, 
Syngman Rhee, was also heading for an armed conflict with 
North Korea and that Soviet reluctance to get involved 
threatened to strengthen Chinese influence. Moreover Stalin 
considered a quick victory without military complications 
and without the United States' intervention most probable. 
This view was based on two circumstances: the instability of 
the corrupt Rhee regime and American restraint vis-a-vis 
their ally Rhee. However, Stalin did not totally exclude the 
possibility of American intervention; consequently he showed 
great restraint in giving diplomatic support to North Korea 
and carefully avoided involving any Soviet military forces in 
combat. 15 

Stalin's calculations, however, turned out to be wrong. 
The expected revolution in South Korea did not materialize; 
instead Rhee's troops escaped from the trap set up by the 
North Korean armed forces, and then the South Korean 
dictator succeeded in gaining massive military support from 
the American government against the North Korean assault. 
Initially the government in Washington tended to shy away 
from military involvement in the Far East; however, it 
believed that it could no longer afford to seem to be giving in 
in the eyes of the anti-Communist movement, which attacked 
the Truman administration for its alleged 'failure' to contain 
Communism in China; and it certainly also saw the chance 
which a new and limited crisis offered to overcome resistance 
to the rearmament programme, which had been approved by 
Truman in April 1950. Hence, MacArthur was charged with 
engaging American armed forces and could thereafter 

15 W. Loth, The Division of the World r94r-r955 {London, 1988), 235f., and 
B. Bonwetsch and P. M. KuhfuB, 'Die Sowjetunion, China und der Koreakrieg', 
Vierteljahresheftefar Zeitgeschichte, 33 (1985), 28-87 (46-52); on the prehistory of the 
Korean War also R.R. Simmons, The Strained Alliance: Peking, Pyongyang, Moscow and 
the Politics of the Korean Civil War (New York, 1975). 
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constantly enforce new demands for troops. Within a few 
days the civil war developed into a global crisis. 16 

This crisis did not change fundamentally the evaluation 
of the international situation by Western governments. The 
idea that the Soviet leadership was setting out to exploit the 
continuing weakness of Western conventional armament for 
a surprise attack against Western Europe-put forward, for 
instance, by the French high commissioner, André François-
Poncet, who in a discussion with Herbert Blankenhorn in 
mid-July reckoned with a Soviet coup within three months 17-

upon closer examination did not find much support. Even 
after the Chinese intervention in Korea in late November, 
which threatened to commit a considerable number of US 
military forces in the Far East, this idea only temporarily 
became more topical. 18 After the first agitation most experts 
remained convinced that the danger of a Soviet advance 
against the FRG and Western Europe was not yet acute, 
because the Soviet leadership feared the risk of a nuclear 
counter-blow by the USA. They merely concentrated more 
firmly on the danger of a Soviet attack after the achievement 
of nuclear deadlock-a danger of which they were already 
convinced anyway. The likelihood of the Soviet leadership 
daring to undertake such a step as soon as it was possible 
was now considered to be somewhat greater. In addition, 
the idea gained ground that by unleashing further wars the 
Soviet leadership would force the United States into making 
the unpleasant choice between waiving spheres of influence, 
or taking the step towards a global war on her own init-
iative. 19 Furthermore, new assessments of the pace of Soviet 

16 J. and G. Kolko, The Limits of Power: The World and United States Polit;y 1945-
1954 (New York, 1972), 5781f.; G. D. Paige, The Korean Decision: June 24-30, 1950 
(New York, 1968); US documents in FRUS, 1950, vii. 125-270. 

17 Testimony by Herbert Blankenhorn, reported by N. Wiggershaus, 
'Bedrohungsvorstellungen Bundeskanzler Adenauers nach Ausbruch des Korea-
Krieges', Militiirgeschichtliche Mitteilungen, 25 ( I 979), 79-122 (98 f.); also id., 
'Entscheidung', 345. 

18 FRUS, 1950, i. 337, 464-7, 479-81; v. 1291-3, 1308 fos. 
19 See e.g. the assessments of the National Security Council from 29 July and 25 

Aug. 1950, NSC 73/I (reported by Wiggershaus, 'Entscheidung', 34of.) and NSC 
73/4 (FRUS, 1950, i. 375ff.) or the analysis of the American-British-French 
preparatory committee on the New York Foreign Minister Conference of I Sept. 
1950, FRUS, 1950, iii. 1170-2. In the view of the British and French experts, 
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armament led the United States to revise her assessment of 
when the Soviet Union would be ready for war from 1954 to 
1952. In Great Britain, however, the conviction remained 
that the Soviet Union would not be ready for war before 
1955.20 

Given all these developments a United States military 
commitment in Europe and a West German defence con-
tribution appeared more pressing than before to Western 
governmental circles. However, they did not yet clear the 
way for their realization. The most decisive factor in 
changing the Western Allies' attitude towards the question 
of West Germany's military integration and an integrated 
defence organization was the impression that the Korean 
War made on the general public. The North Korean troops' 
advance was regarded partly as a prelude to a world-wide 
military offensive by the Soviet bloc, and partly as the begin-
ning of a military expansion beyond the bloc borders deter-
mined in 1945, to which, according to the domino principle, 
more and more areas of the Western world were in danger of 
falling victim. At times the North Korean advance was seen 
as an expression of the Soviet Union adopting a strategy of 
waging vicarious wars which, given suitable occasions, would 
be followed in other regions as well. At all events the thesis of 
the fundamental aggression of Soviet policy became more 
and more plausible, thus entailing an increasing fear of a 
Soviet military advance against Western Europe. Moreover, 
for many people the situation of the Federal Republic of 
Germany, as the western part of a country of which the 
eastern part was just planning to build up an army under 
Communist direction, suddenly revealed a frightening 
parallel with the situation in South Korea. 21 The shock 

vicarious aggressions (for instance on the Nationale Volkspoli;:,ei in the GDR) 
were possible even before the nuclear stalemate was reached. Wiggershaus, 
'Entscheidung', 344f.; id., 'Bedrohungsvorstellungen', 106f.; FRUS, 1950, iii. 1170. 

20 Wiggershaus, 'Entscheidung', 348. 
21 A. C. Azzola, Die Diskussion um die Aufrii.stung der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and im 

Unterhaus und in der Presse Grojlbritanniens, November 1949-Juli 1952 (Meisenheim, 
1971), 74; Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, 45, 54, 58 f., 67-72; W. Loth, So;:,ialismus und lnter-
nationalismus: Die fran;:,iisischen So;:,ialisten und die Nachkriegsordnung Europas 1940-1950 
(Stuttgart, 1977), 279 and 383f.; Wiggershaus, 'Bedrohungsvorstellungen', 101 and 
120. 
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caused by Communist aggression in Korea was intensified 
by the dramatic course of the war and the deliberate 
exaggeration of the danger posed by the Soviet Union in 
government publicity.22 In sum, this shock had such a 
lasting impact that it led a crucial majority of political forces 
to revise their security policy positions. 

In the United States, Congress reacted in a most positive 
way to Truman's dramatic appeal of 19 July for a consider-
able increase in military spending in order to prevent 
another world war. An almost doubled defence budget 
( increased from $ 1 3. 1 billion to $2 2. 1 billion) was approved 
for the year 1951, and later it was doubled again (to $44 
billion) for 1952. However, only part of these funds was 
spent on Korea. A considerably larger part was earmarked 
for a general enlargement of the military arsenal. Right up to 
mid-June 1950 it was still uncertain what would happen to 
the plans for an enlargement originally estimated to take 
place over a period of four years. Now, however, they were 
achieved within two years.23 Simultaneously the barriers 
blocking a strengthening of the American military presence 
in Europe and German participation in an integrated defence 
organization for NATO's territory in Europe disappeared. 
On the condition that the Europeans consented to the 
rearmament of the Federal Republic, the Truman adminis-
tration was in a position to offer a reinforcement of the 
US military presence in Europe in early September without 
having to reckon with further fundamental opposition from 
Congress or the American public. Congress merely stipulated 
that instead of the six and a half new divisions required by 
the Pentagon planners only four further divisions were to be 
offered in addition to the two divisions already stationed in 
Europe.24 

At the same time there was greater readiness in Europe to 

22 See the contrast between the dramatic public declarations of the governments 
( e.g. Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, 29, 43 f., 70, 74 f.) and the calmness of internal appraisals. 

23 G. Smith, Dean Acheson (New York, 1972), 196f.; Kolko, Limits ,if Power, 651 ff.; 
P. Y. Hammond, 'NSC-68: Prologue to Rearmament', in W. R. Schilling et al. 
(eds.), Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets (New York, 1962), 267-378 (351 ff.}; 
D. Yergin, Shattered Peace: The Origins ,if the Cold War and the National Security State 
(Boston, 1977), 408. 

24 Greiner, 'Planungen', 295-300. 
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pay the price demanded by the USA for integrated armed 
forces. In the smaller West European states and even in 
France fear of a possible Soviet offence produced the convic-
tion that a West German contribution to Western defence 
was indispensable, however problematic its political con-
sequences might be. Given the strategic importance of West 
German territory as the front line, the weakness of European 
armament, and the opposition to any unilateral decrease in 
living standards in favour of arms spending, there was no 
other way conventionally to defend Western Europe. When 
on 16 March 1950 Winston Churchill had asked the House 
of Commons to establish a German troop contingent within 
the framework of a European army, his request had met 
with far more disapproval than consent among the European 
public. On 11 August, however, his project of a European 
army open to West German participation, and obviously 
designed to enable such participation, was accepted by a 
vast majority in the consultative assembly of the European 
Council.25 The only condition that France imposed before 
she gave her consent to the establishment of German armed 
forces was that the European Union should effectively assume 
supranational shape, or that the United States should take 
part in an integrated European armed force. 26 

Because the American and the French prerequisites com-
plemented each other, it was in principle decided in early 
September 1950 to set up an integrated NATO armed force 
with American participation implementing a West German 
defence contribution. The only issues remaining to be clarified 
were the date for the creation of the German armed forces, 
the exact status of the Germans, and the extent to which the 
United States was to be included in a common decision-
making structure. Since American and French opinions on 
these issues still diverged considerably, the basic decision 
taken in the late summer was not officially recorded until 18 
December 1950, and even then the final form that the West 

25 G. W ettig, Entmilitarisierung und Wiederbewef.fnung in Deutsch/and z943-z955: 
lnternationale Auseinandersetzungen um die Rolle der Deutschen in Europa (Munich, 1967), 
318ff.; Loth, Sozialismus, 281 f. 

26 Foreign Minister Bidault explained this to Acheson as early as Apr. 1950: 
Bruce to Acheson 22 and 25 Apr. 1950, FRUS, 1950, iii. 60-5. 
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German contribution to the Western alliance would take had 
not yet been decided. 27 The new arrangements made by the 
Western powers, supplementing the 1948 agreement to 
create a West German state and a Western alliance in the 
face of a military threat from the East, was, however, no 
longer fundamentally called into question. 

This landmark in Europe's security policy situation was, 
however, incomplete in so far as the approval of the FRG 
was also required. Without the consent of the West Germans, 
no West German defence contribution could take place; and 
without a West German contribution the complicated con-
struction that was the Western alliance was again in danger 
of collapsing. However, despite the precarious security situa-
tion of the Federal Republic, West Germany's consent was 
not a foregone conclusion. 

Certainly the Korean War activated fears of Soviet ex-
pansion in the Federal Republic of Germany, just as it did 
in the other Western states. According to regular surveys 
by the institute for public opinion research in Allensbach 
(Allensbacher lnstitut für Demoskopie), the percentage of 
the West German population fearing that another world war 
might break out in the course of the year suddenly increased 
from 26 in April 1950 to 53 in June. By January 1951 it 
had only slightly decreased to 4 7 per cent. According to an 
opinion poll carried out by the Neue Zeitung in August 1950, 
42 per cent of people asked considered the likelihood of the 
GDR Volkspolizei (national police) attacking an inadequately 
protected FRG in the same way that North Korea had 
attacked South Korea to be 'high to very high'. And to 
judge by contemporary journalism a considerable additional 
percentage did not discount the possibility altogether. How-
ever, there were many indications in the public debate that 
because of the presence of Allied occupation troops West 
Germany's situation could not in every respect be compared 
with that of South Korea. But this protection was in many 

27 On the negotiations of autumn 1950 see L. W. Martin, 'The American 
Decision to Rearm Germany', American Civil-Military Decisions: A Book of Case Studies 
(Birmingham, Ala., 1963), 643-65 (656ff.); Loth, So;:.ialismus, 282 ff., 286-9, 384ff.; 
Wiggershaus, 'Entscheidung', 355-8, 374-87, 392-9. 
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cases regarded as insufficient, so that a clear majority of the 
population still retained the feeling of a latent-though not 
acute-threat.28 Ulbricht's appeal- to liquidate the 'puppet 
government' in Bonn, taking Korea as an example, and 
Adenauer's exhortations to take the necessary precautions 
quickly in the conflict 'between good and evil, life and 
death', led to a situation where such fears did not disappear 
easily.29 

The Federal Republic, however, differed from the other 
Western countries in that this increased uneasiness did not 
result in any clear guidelines for conduct. It may be thought 
that West Germany's exposed position made the shock of the 
news from Korea greater than elsewhere. In fact, however, it 
was less intense. Experience of the Red Army, the news of 
Communist repressions in the Soviet occupation zone, and 
the Berlin blockade had taught West Germans to regard 
Soviet policy as extremely aggressive and expansionist. Con-
sequently Communist aggression in Korea was not seen as a 
qualitative leap in the development of Soviet imperialism 
and a somewhat larger space remained for differentiated 
assessments of and reactions to the situation.3° Furthermore 
the problems and risks connected with the decision in favour 
of a West German defence contribution were far greater for 
the West Germans than for the Western Allies. From the 
German point of view this decision touched upon several 
problems: that of a renascent German militarism and a 
further escalation in the East-West conflict, as well as that 
of coming to terms with Germany's past and that of the 

28 Jahrbuch der ii.ffentlichen Meinung r947-r955 (Allensbach, 1956), 354; Neue Zeitung, 
30 Sept. 1950, cited by Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, rn7; on the public discussion ibid. 99-
107; K. von Schubert, Wiederbewaffnung und Westintegration: Die innere Auseinandersetzung 
um die militiirische und ar,ylenpolitische Orientierung der Bundesrepublik Deutsch/and r950-r952 
(Stuttgart, 1970), 24ff.; D. Koch, Heinemann und die Deutschlandfrage (Munich, 1972), 
145 f.; C. Choe, 'Der Ausbruch des Koreakrieges im Spiegel der Ost- und 
Westberliner Tageszeitungen', Ph.D. thesis (Berlin, 1969); Doering-Manteuffel, 
Katholk:,ismus, 82 f.; Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte', 509f. 

29 Ulbricht at a party conference, 3 Aug. 1950, Neues Deutsch/and, 5 Aug. 1950; 
Adenauer at a public meeting on the eve of the CDU congress in Goslar, 20 Oct. 
1950, Konrad Adenauer, R.eden r9q-rg67: eine Auswahl (Stuttgart, 1975), 181-93. 

30 The German press frequently disapproved of the excited reactions in the 
foreign newspapers. Also the first statements by the Federal government on the issue 
were very reserved; Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte', 509; Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, 
114f. 
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possible consolidation of the nation's division. Furthermore, 
should Western defence plans fail, as a result either of a 
Soviet preventive attack or of insufficient Western armament, 
West Germany had to reckon with an even greater threat to 
her territory than that faced by her West European neigh-
bours or, of course, the United States.31 

The West Germans were therefore less willing than other 
Europeans to revise their position on security policy under 
the impression of the Korean War. According to opinion 
polls carried out by EMNID, the percentage of the West 
German population advocating a 'European army with a 
German contribution' increased from 33 in April 1950 to 40 
in November, whereas, according to Allensbach, the per-
centage of definite opponents diminished from 50 to 45 over 
the same period.32 Even after the improvement in Germany's 
position achieved by Adenauer in 1951 in negotiations with 
the Allies, those supporting a West German contribution to a 
European army did not exceed 40 per cent.33 And West 
Germany certainly had no majority in favour of integration 
under discriminatory conditions, as the French government 
aimed at in the Pleven Plan. Only slightly more than 50 per 
cent of those who supported the 'European solution', that 
is, a total of 22 per cent of the West German population, 
unconditionally favoured the 'participation of German troops 
in a West European army'; 18 per cent were willing to accept 
this only under certain conditions. 34 

Thus the attempt made by the federal chancellor, 
Adenauer, to use the Korean War to accelerate the FRG's 
integration into the West,35 was based on minimal domestic 

31 On the last point in particular see Kurt Schumacher's statement at a press 
conference on 23 Aug. 1950, K. von Schubert (ed.), Sicherheitspolitik der Bundesrepublik 
Deutschland: Dokumentation 1945-1977, i. (Cologne, 1978), 74-9; for a general over-
view, Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte', 508-43. 

32 EMNID according to a note from the government press office of the cabinet, 
12 Dec. 1952, cited by H.-A. Jacobsen, 'Zur Rolle der iiffentlichen Meinung bei der 
Debatte um die Wiederbewaffnung 1950- 1955', Aspekte der deutschen Wiederbewa.ffnung, 
61-98 (64); Allensbach according to Der Spiegel, 20 Apr. 1950, and jahrbuch tier 
iiffentlichen Meinung 1947-1955 (Allensbach, 1956), 360. 

33 Jahrbuch, 353 and 360. 
34 Ibid. 372 (Nov. 1951). For a more detailed study of the public opinion polls 

see Loth, 'Koreakrieg', 349-51. 
35 See in detail A. Baring, AujJenpolitik in Adenauers Kanzlerdemokratie: Bonns Beitrag 
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support. It is true that by deliberately exaggerating the 
threat posed by the Soviet Union,36 and by presenting initial 
negotiation successes with the Western Allies, he was able 
to collect a hard core of supporters from the parties of the 
government coalition which at first had been hesitant. 
Similarly, he largely succeeded in silencing the opposition to 
his security policy in the cabinet and among deputies of 
the coalition parties.37 However, he had to accept the fact 
that his Social Democratic rivals, without themselves having 
discussed the defence and identity problems of the FRG, 
resolutely pursued a course opposed to his foreign policy, 
influenced by the prevalent anti-militarism.38 At the same 
time he recognized that he had lost considerable support 
both from the Conservative wing of the Protestant camp 
and from the Christian Socialists as well as the Catholic 
labour movement. Opinion polls tell us that after Adenauer 
officially offered the Allies a West German defence contribu-
tion in August 1950, the percentage of West Germans 
'consenting on the whole' to his policy diminished from 31 to 
24, whereas the percentage of those opposing him rose from 
24 first to 32 (in autumn 1950) and finally to 39 (in the 
middle of 1951).39 At most one-quarter of the population was 
willing to support his security policy unequivocally; the real 
number was probably even lower.40 

In this situation the fact that in the medium term the 
Korean War helped the Federal Republic of Germany to 
achieve economic breakthrough, thereby inhibiting any 

.e;ur Europaischen Verteidigungsgemeinschaft (Munich, 1971), i. 148-6s; additional infor-
mation in H. Buchheim, 'Adenauers Sicherheitspolitik 1950-1951', Aspekte der 
deutschen Wiederbewaffnung, u9-33; Wiggershaus, 'Entscheidung', 363-73; H-P 
Schwarz, Adenauer: Der Aufttieg 11176-1952 (Stuttgart, 1986), 727-74. 

36 For instance, in cabinet he presented secret-service information on Soviet 
preparations for aggression in the GDR (Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, 131), without 
mentioning the American experts' assessments that Europe would have at least 2 
years of peace (Wiggershaus, 'Bedrohungsvorstellungen', 108). 

37 Foerster, 'lnnenpolitische Aspekte', 518-23. 
38 U. F. Lowke, Fur den Fall, daft .. . Die Haltung der SPD .cur Wehrjrage 19,JB-1955 

(Hanover, 1969), 241 f.; Buczylowski, Kurt Schumacher, 78-133; Mai, Sicherheitspolitik, 
153-70; Foerster, 'Innenpolitische Aspekte', 523-9. 

39 Jahrbuch, 1 72. 
40 This figure has been arrived at by correlating the number of supporters of 

Adenauer's policy (see jahrbuch, 172) with the number of those unreservedly sup-
porting a German contribution to a European army (ibid. 372). 
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potential for social protest, was of crucial importance for 
Western integration. The Korean War resulted in a world-
wide increase in demand for investment goods, from which 
the West German economy, as of spring 195 1, stood to 
benefit. Given the increase in foreign demand, Erhard's 
measures to improve the Federal Republic's international 
competitiveness, at considerable risk to domestic policy, had 
a doubly beneficial effect. For instance, up to the end of 1951 
the production of investment goods in the Federal Republic 
increased by 50 per cent, compared with its level before the 
outbreak of the Korean War, and total industrial production 
rose by more than one-third. Exports experienced a 74 
per cent increase from 1950 to 1951; thereafter the rate of 
increase was approximately 20 per cent per year.41 In late 
1951 the foreign trade deficit was overcome and in 1952 gave 
way to a moderate trade balance surplus which, by 1953, 
was spectacular. As some of the increased number of jobs 
were taken up by the influx of refugees from the GDR, 
and because economic policy was still orientated towards 
capital formation, the rate of unemployment only gradually 
diminished-from 10.3 per cent as the annual average in 
1950 to 8.4 per cent in 1952. Prices, however, stabilized while 
wages rose considerably. In terms of real value, average 
wages increased by 6 per cent from 1950 to 1951. In 1952 
they were 11 per cent higher than at the outbreak of the 
Korean War and in 1953 20 per cent higher.42 

During 1951 it became increasingly evident that the 
recovery crisis had been overcome. This eliminated the 
danger that the Adenauer-Erhard team would be ousted 
from office as a result of increasing social troubles alone, and 
ensured that a flexible negotiating strategy with the Western 
powers and official governmental support for the concept of 
Western integration could be maintained. What was more 

4-1 W. Abelshauser, 'Korea, die Ruhr und Erhards Marktwirtschaft: Die 
Energiekrise von 1950/51', Rkeinische Vierteijahrsbliitter, 45 (1981), 287-316 (290); 
id., Probleme des Wiederaufbaus der westdeutschen Wirtschaft 1945-1953', in 
H. A. Winkler (ed.), Politische Weichenstellungen im Nachkriegsdeutschland 1945-1953 
(Gottingen, 1979), 208-53 (241). 

42 H. R. Adamsen, 'Faktoren und Oaten der wirtschaftlichen Entwicklung in der 
Friihphase der Bundesrepublik Deutschland 1948-1954', Archiv.for Sozialgeschichte, 
18 (1978), 217-44 (243, 237, and 219). 
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important was that the economic boom, whose proportions 
were completely unprecedented, subsequently legitimated 
Erhard's policy. This had a lasting impact on a large 
majority of people. Hence not only was the existing social 
system effectively stabilized; but there was also an increase in 
the number of those expressing confidence in the Adenauer-
Erhard government, even though they still felt uneasy about 
Adenauer's foreign policy. 

The economic boom had a similar stabilizing effect on 
those who still rejected the neo-liberal model of society. 
There was less and less readiness to risk everything that had 
been achieved for the sake of a new, all-German start whose 
outcome was uncertain as living standards improved and 
new social patterns were established. 43 At the same time, it 
became apparent that an all-German solution would also 
raise structural difficulties. The extremely close links be-
tween the West German economy and Western markets and 
the fact that West Germany's production was obviously 
orientated towards the requirements of Western defence 
planning resulted in a situation in which the political safe-
guarding of economic success by appropriate forms of 
Western integration appeared to take first priority, and 
would have increased difficulties of adjustment in case of a 
political decision in favour of an all-German solution. 

Economic boom, negotiating successes with the Western 
powers, as well as a gradually growing conviction that there 
.was no acceptable alternative to the policy of Western 
integration made Adenauer's policy increasingly popular 
from the autumn of 1951 on. In 1952 the number of those 
supporting Adenauer's policy for the first time equalled those 
who opposed it (at 32 per cent of the population each). 
Subsequently Adenauer's supporters clearly outnumbered 
those who expressly opposed him (34 to 39 per cent as 
against 26 to 30 per cent).44 It was still evident, however, 
that many people had reservations about the military inte-
gration of the FRG into the Western alliance. From the very 
beginning 22 per cent had accepted without reservation the 

43 C. KleBmann, Die doppelte Staatsgriindung: Deutsche Gesckickte 1945-1955 
(Gottingen, 1982), 296-9. 

44 Jahrbuck, 172 f. 
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participation of German troops in a West European army. 
By July 1952, this figure had increased only to 32 per cent, 
still considerably fewer than those who in general approved 
of Adenauer's policy. However, the number of those clearly 
opposing a West German military commitment to a European 
army likewise continued to dwindle. At 36 per cent in July 
1952, they were for the first time outnumbered by outright 
supporters plus supporters with some reservations (a total of 
44 per cent).45 Consequently Western integration, including 
its military element, was finally accepted, but without great 
enthusiasm. It was frequently seen merely as the price that 
had to be paid for economic and social consolidation. 

In spring 1952 the Soviet leadership, after long hesitation, 
submitted its neutralization offer, but it was already too late 
to reverse this trend. The Federal Republic's consolidation 
and its integration into the Western alliance were so far 
advanced that an all-German compromise, which would 
also have partially accommodated Soviet interests, was now 
out of the question for the overwhelming majority of West 
German political groups. To be sure, the issue of whether the 
Soviet offer should be discussed at all was hotly debated. But 
the opponents of negotiation already slightly outnumbered 
its supporters. Moreover, most of the supporters of negotia-
tion insisted on conditions which, from the Soviet point 
of view, could only be seen as capitulation: free elections 
without Soviet influence, keeping open the Oder-Neisse 
issue, and in part also the right to free choice of coalition 
partners.46 Hence it had already been decided in principle 
that the West Germans would ratify the Western Allies' 
agreement in favour of Western integration. 

More than anything else the Korean War thus promoted 
Western military organization in Europe; and this was also 
its most important result. In Korea itself the conflict dragged 

45 Ibid. 36of. and communication of the government press office, 12 Dec. 1952 
(seen. 32). 

46 H. Gram!, 'Nationalstaat oder westdeutscher Teilstaat: die sowjetischen Noten 
vom Jahre 1952 und die olfentliche Meinung in der Bundesrepublik Deutschland', 
Vierteljahresheftefiir Zeitgeschichte, 25 (1977), 821-64 (845ff.); K. Dittmann, Adenauer 
und die deutsche Wiedervereinigung: Du politische Diskussion des Jahres 1952 (Diisseldorf, 
1981); for an interpretation see also Loth, Division, 257-62. 
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on for three years, but it was not possible to make any 
objective statement concerning the actual targets of this war. 
The Truman administration hesitated to participate in plan-
ning the liberation of the North from Communist control, as 
Rhee demanded, and was fearful of the idea of revising the 
civil war decision in China, which General MacArthur 
obviously had in mind. It regarded the effort this would 
require as disproportional to the possible result. Moreover 
the Truman administration believed this would ..jeopardize 
the military strengthening of the West in Europe, which was 
its first priority. On the other hand, however, the adminis-
tration did not find a way to achieve a quick peace solution 
on the basis of the status quo ante: this was repeatedly 
impeded by MacArthur's and Rhee's ambitions, by the 
administration's need to satisfy the militant anti-Communist 
Republicans, and by its own belief in unlimited Communist 
expansionism.47 Not until Eisenhower's electoral victory had 
mitigated Republican fundamentalism48 and Western inte-
gration in Europe no longer seemed to be endangered, could 
an armistice be concluded which only minimally improved 
the status quo in favour of Rhee. 

The shock of Communist aggression in Korea as well as 
the negotiations on the Western integration project made 
possible by this aggression jointly had such a lasting impact 
on the awareness of the Western actors that no alternatives 
to military bloc formation in Europe were considered. When, 
after Stalin's death, Churchill envisaged a new arrangement 
with the new Soviet leadership, thus also considering the 
neutralization of Germany, he met with vehement resistance 
among his own Foreign Office officials.49 The influence of 
those regarding the integration of the FRG into the West as 
indispensable for Western security prevailed in the American 
administration as early as spring 1952 when the Soviet 
offer of reunification was discussed.5° French disapproval of 

47 Kolko, Limits, 605-17. 
48 Loth, Division, 239-44. 
49 R. Steininger, 'Ein vereintes, unabhiingiges Deutschland? Winston Churchill, 

der Kalte Krieg und die deutsche Frage im Jahre 1953', Militiirgeschichtlicke 
Mitteilungen, 34 (1984), 105-44; J. Foschepoth, 'Churchill, Adenauer und die 
Neutralisierung Deutschlands', Deutschland-Arckiv, 12 (1984), 1286-301. 

50 See the protocol of a State Department conference, 1 Apr. 1952, FRUS, 
1952-4, vii. 195. 
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Western integration was concentrated on the supranational 
style of the European Defence Community (EDC). France 
gradually came to accept the FRG as a partner in the alli-
ance, and the West Germans overcame the problem of 
partition by entertaining vague hopes for a Soviet retreat 
from Germany as a result of Western strength. The peace 
order resulting from the United States' military engagement 
in Europe and the creation of two German states thus 
became definitive, and it was a long time before serious 
efforts were made to reduce the risks inherent in this security 
system. 

In retrospect, of course, we cannot tell what would have 
happened to plans for Western integration without the 
Korean War. However, it is worth stating that historical 
incidents were more important for the implementation of 
Western integration than were elaborate papers by planning 
experts and the emphatically expressed wishes of military 
staffs. It must, similarly, be stated that West Germany made 
a significant contribution to the decision in favour of such 
a security system. In particular we should mention the part 
played by the West German Chancellor, who resolutely 
worked for this result with remarkable tactical skill.51 The 
security construction which we today call the Western alliance 
certainly has numerous fathers; among them, however, 
Adenauer was surely the most important. The belief that the 
Korean War was _'the father of all things' is only partially 
correct; also required were determined politicians making 
use of the options the Korean War offered. 

51 W. Loth, 'Adenauers Ort in der deutschen Geschichte', inJ. Foschepoth (ed.}, 
Adenauer urul die deutsche Frage (Gottingen, 1988), 271-88. 
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France and the German Rearmament 
Problem 1945-1955 
GEORGES-HENRI SouTou 

The Fourth Republic was shaken by many crises, but none 
aroused as much passion as the debate on the European 
Defence Community. When in 1950, five years after the 
end of the war and occupation, the suggestion of German 
rearmament was put to the French, the whole nation was 
profoundly shocked. 

However, thanks to recent research, particularly by Pierre 
Guillen and Raymond Poidevin, we know that many people 
realized very early on that the Soviet threat made rearma-
ment inevitable. Many of those who accepted this painful 
necessity nevertheless disputed the terms of rearmament. 
We must distinguish here between two things: opposition to 
rearmament and opposition to the European Defence Com-
munity as such. 

Ultimately historians may be tempted to see the com-
plexity of the situation and the contradictory feelings of the 
French as best reflected in a well-known joke of the time: the 
German army should be stronger than the Red Army but not 
as powerful as the Army of Luxemburg! In our view the 
subtleties of the contradictory lines taken by Paris in this 
matter can only be fully apreciated by linking this question 
to the more general one of France's German policy during 
those years, and starting the study from 1945. 

BACKGROUND PUBLIC OPINION 

The ambiguities and complexity of the French position are 
more easily understood if one follows the changes in public 
opinion. It has been said that: 'the draft treaty creating an 
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EDC did not at any time succeed in crystalizing a clear 
majority in public attitudes in France, on either one side or 
the other'. 1 On the one hand the attitude towards Germany 
was still clearly negative, even according to a survey carried 
out in July 1954.2 However, and this is an essential point, 
the fear and resentment felt towards Germany were counter-
balanced by the fear inspired by the USSR. In June 1953 16 
per cent of the French regarded Germany as the enemy, 
while 17 per cent thought it was the USSR; in July 1954 
these figures were 22 per cent and 27 per cent respectively. 
Certainly there was a temptation to take a neutral position.4 

But the majoritf of the French supported NATO and 
Western defence. 

Nevertheless they were hostile to German rearmament.6 

Certainly the European army was accepted as the lesser evil 
by more than 40 per cent of the French (48 per cent in 
September 1952) as against 22 to 30 per cent, depending 
on the time. But a more detailed study revealed a deep 
division: those with the most clearly formed views were 
against and were in the majority in July 1954 (51 as against 
48 per cent of those questioned claiming to have a firm 
position on the subject).8 

So although the principle of Western defence was evidently 
accepted, the country was deeply divided on the EDC. It 
is not surprising that the decisions taken at the London 
Conference in September 1954 were clearly preferred to the 
EDC (35 against 8 per cent).9 Underlying public opinion 
had reached the same conclusion as most informed leaders 

1 A. Girard andJ. Stoetzel, 'L'Opinion publique devant la CEO', in R. Aron and 
D. Lerner (eds.), La Querelle de la CED (Paris, 1956), 127-55. 

2 Ibid. 152 f. (have confidence in signing a treaty with Germany: 25 %; no 
confidence: 43°/o; no view stated: 33%). 

3 Ibid. 134. 
4 Ibid. 132. (Oct. 1954: France, in case of war, should take the side of the United 

States: 22%; of the USSR: 2%; should not take sides: 53%). 
5 Ibid. 149 (Mar. 1949: amongst informed people, 51% are in favour of signing 

the Atlantic Pact, 23°/o against). 
6 Ibid. 138, 141 (in July 1954, 56% think that there is danger in rearming 

Germany). 
7 Ibid. 139. 
8 Ibid. 143. 
9 Ibid. 154. 
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(as we shall see): German rearmament was inevitable in the 
face of the Soviet threat, but it was preferable to have it 
within NATO rather than in an integrated European army, 
which would mean the disappearance of the French army 
but would not involve Great Britain and the United States 
closely enough in the security of France. 

1945-1946: OFFICIAL NEUTRALITY AND 
ANTI-GERMANISM 

From 1944 to 1945 de Gaulle set out French policy for the 
immediate post-war period: the security of France would be 
guaranteed, essentially with the support of the USSR, by the 
control of a dismembered Reich, from which the Ruhr, 
the Rhineland, and the Saar would be removed. 10 This was 
the result de Gaulle would have liked to have seen from his 
trip to Moscow and the Franco-Soviet Pact of December 
1944. And very logically the main objective of the military 
programme adopted by de Gaulle on 4 June 1945 for the 
postwar period was to ensure Germany's compliance with 
the future peace treaty. 11 

In the nascent East-West conflict the official French 
position was to refuse to take sides. This was the stance 
taken by de Gaulle and maintained by the provisional 
government after his departure in January 1946;12 certainly 
tripartism (that is, the alliance of Communists, Socialists, 
and MRP (Mouvement Republicain Populaire) Christian 
Democrats) and the Communist Party's presence in the 
government made any other choice impossible. It should 
not be thought that-in spite of all the reservations to 
be made-this was a purely formal, external position; it 

10 This is a well-known aspect; G.-H. Soutou, 'La Politique fran~aise a l'egard de 
la Rhenanie, 1944-1947', in P. Huttenberger and H. Molitor (eds.) Franzosen und 
Deutsche am Rhein 1789-1918-1945 (Essen, 1989), 47-66. 

11 Gen. P. Lassalle, 'Securite fran~aise face a l'Est dans l'immediat apres-guerre', 
Institut Charles de Gaulle, Institut du Temps Present (eds.), De Gaulle et la Nation 
face aux problemes de difense, 1945-191/D (Pion, 1983), 105-20 (111). Col. J. Delmas, 
'De Gaulle, la defense nationale et les forces armees: projets et realites (1944-
1946)', Revue d'kistoire de la deuxieme guerre mondiale, 28, (1978), 7-24. 

12 C. de Gaulle, Memoires de guerre, 3 vols. (Paris, 1959), iii. 60-3 and 215-16. 
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penetrated deep into the wheels of the political, adminis-
trative, and military machine. In my opinion there were two 
reasons for this, beyond the memory of wartime solidarity 
with the Allies from East and West: first, of course, the 
importance of the Communist presence inside the govern-
ment apparatus, secondly the fact that in 1946 France was 
not willing to give up the severely anti-German programme, 
a programme to which public opinion in particular was still 
very much attached. But the implementation of this pro-
gramme required the consent of the three other occupying 
powers in the Reich, which prevented France taking sides 
between the Soviets and the Americans. 13 

Here we may quote a memorandum on French military 
policy issued on 23 August 1946 by General Ely, then head 
of the military staff of the secretary of state for the armed 
forces. 14 Ely advocated neutrality, backed up by a political 
and military entente with the Soviets and Americans, with 
France taking sides as necessary against any power violating 
her territory. Clearly in this atmosphere of neutralism and 
against the background of a policy towards Germany 
unchanged since 1944, the German rearmament problem 
was simply not an issue: for one thing there could be no 
question of it, and for another awareness of the Soviet 
threat-which would later lead to acceptance of German 
rearmament-was not yet an element in public opinion and 
was certainly not one of the main forces in government 
policy. 

However, under the surface matters were more complex. 
From a very early stage some people were aware of the 
problem the USSR would later become, but they could 
not express this openly because of public opinion and also 
because of tripartism. They did, however, discreetly prepare 
the foundations for future developments. De Gaulle himself 
seems to have shifted: in 1944 he was very decided in looking 
to the Soviets for support, which led him to conclude the 
Franco-Soviet Pact of 10 December 1944, 15 and he was 

13 Soutou, 'La Politique fram;;aise', 51-61. 
14 Service Historique de l'Armee de Terre (SHAT), Fonds Ely, Carton 6, 

Dossier 2. 
15 J. Laloy, Yalta (Paris, 1g88), 81-8. 
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doubtless disappointed and worried by Stalin's refusal to 
ratify his programme for the dismemberment of Germany. 16 
According to General Pierre Lassalle, then a member of the 
National Defence Committee's secretariat, de Gaulle started 
to take account of the Soviet military threat at the end of 
1945, when he realized that the Red Army was not demobil-
izing.17 In any case during his discussions with Truman on 
22, 23, and 25 August 1945, although de Gaulle maintained 
his German programme in full, he did agree with his host in 
admitting the existence of the Soviet threat. After listening to 
Truman, he wrote in his Memoirs: 'one felt very far removed 
from the views of a vast idealism that his predecessor was 
wont to expound in that very office. The new president had 
renounced the plan for world harmony and admitted that 
henceforth everything would be dominated by the rivalry 
between the free world and the Soviet world' .18 

Mention should also be made of an internal memorandum 
sent by the general staff for National Defence on 25 October 
1945, with the agreement of General Juin, concerning the 
East-West balance of forces in Europe. The memorandum 
recommended a Western defence organization in Europe, 
consisting of 50 divisions including 450,000 Americans, 
under a single command and possibly with the participation 
of West Germany, under due control!19 Ideas expounded 
by the general staff, certainly, and doubtless politically 
untimely, but they do reveal a certain current of thought. 

Persistent action was taken on this front by General 
Billotte, assistant chief of staff of the French National 
Defence, and one of the Free France officers with the highest 
profile. From 1945 he met with the various heads of govern-
ment to discuss the need for an alliance with the United 
States against the USSR.20 In February 1946 Edmond 
Michelet, the French defence minister, with the consent of 
the foreign minister, Georges Bidault, sent him on a secret 

16 During the return voyage, de Gaulle was to say to Jean Laloy: 'Yes, we'll have 
those people on our hands for the next hundred years!'; quotation by J. Laloy, •A 
Moscou: entre Staline et de Gaulle', Revue des itudes slaves, 54 (1982), 137-52. 

17 Lassalle, 'Securite', 1 18. 
18 De Gaulle, Memoires, iii, 250. 
19 See Lassalle, 'Securite', 117-18. 
20 G. Elgey, La Ripublique des illusions (Paris, 1965), 380. 
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m1ss1on to Washington to undertake a study with the 
Americans on joint defence against the Soviets. On learning 
of this through indirect sources Felix Gouin, head of the 
provisional government, terminated the mission. 21 Tripartisme 
oblige ... But the incident reveals that there were deep under-
currents amongst the leaders of the Christian Democrat 
MRP (the party of both Michelet and Bidault) from 1946 
onwards. 

Officially there was no change in France's German policy 
in 1946. But below the surface and in spite of everything, 
things were on the move. The Socialists in particular, fol-
lowing secret negotiations with the Americans, which did 
not include Foreign Minister Bidault,22 tried from March 
onwards to bring about a change of direction in this policy. 
The attempt failed because of the very firm reaction of the 
MRP, the PCF (the French Communist Party), and public 
opinion. But it was resumed, decisively, during Leon Blum's 
brief period of office at the head of the provisional govern-
ment in December 1946. As for Bidault, although he remained 
firm throughout the whole of the year on the policy towards 
Germany outlined in 1944-5, from 1945 onwards he was 
nevertheless in profound agreement with the British and the 
Americans on the need to prevent the Soviets extending their 
influence to West Germany. Bidault refused to see French 
demands triumph at the price of such an extension, and the 
disagreement with the British and Americans over Germany 
in 1946, although real enough, was less serious than was 
generally held. 2 Thus from 1946 some of the seeds of later 
developments in both the Western alliance and German 
policy can already be discerned. Let us be frank: the leaders 
were aware of the new problems arising but could not say so, 
because of tripartism and because of the state of public 
opm10n. 

1947: LURKING DOUBTS BECOME POLICY 

As we know, France's change of attitude became evident at 
the Moscow Conference in March-April 1947. But it had 

21 Ibid. 118. 
22 J. Dumaine, Qµai d'Orsay (1945-1951) (Paris, 1955), 78. 
23 Soutou, 'La Politique fran~ise', 51-61. 
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been brewing even earlier, as has just been demonstrated. 
Before the Moscow Conference Bidault informed the 
Americans that he was willing, subject to certain conditions, 
to support their views on Germany.24 Moreover the French 
U-turn in Moscow was not essentially due to Stalin's refusal 
to endorse French positions on Germany, as is frequently 
claimed. It went much further, reflecting an underlying 
reality in French politics which henceforth regarded the 
Soviet threat as more serious than the threat from Germany. 

On 20 April Bidault had a very important meeting with 
Marshall, heralding all that was to follow: the Marshall Plan 
with the integration of Germany into Western Europe, the 
departure of the Communist government ministers (on 4 
May), and Paris's pro-Western line. 'Germany is part of the 
West, Germany is in Europe', Bidault told Marshall. 25 And 
indeed from the summer of 1947, i.e. after the announcement 
of the Marshall Plan, Paris informed the Americans that it 
was ready to accept a profound transformation in its German 
policy and even the integration of the French zone into the 
Anglo-American bizone.26 

Not surprisingly this political restructuring brought a 
change in the military line. General Humbert, acting chief of 
staff for National Defence, set out the problem in a letter to 
French Premier Ramadier on 27 July and in a memorandum 
of 23 September 1947: neutrality was impossible, militarily 
and politically. Faced with the Soviet threat France had to 
turn to the United States for support, as only they were able 
to provide finanical assistance. She had to take the lead 
amongst the Western European countries in negotiating a 
military alliance with the United States. Thus she would 
play the leading European role in this alliance and would 
prevent 'this role devolving upon Germany in future, thus 
increasing her own security in relation to that country'. 27 

We should note that the possibility of German rearmament 
within a Western alliance had now been mentioned explicitly. 
This reflected the concern to prevent Germany playing a 

24 W. Krieger, General Lucius D. Clay und die amerikanische Deutschlandpolitik I945-
I949 (Stuttgart, 1987), 220- 1. 

25 Soutou, 'La Politique fran~aise', 65. 
26 Krieger, General Lucius D. Clay, 238 ff. 
27 SHAT, Fonds Ely, Carton 6, Dossier 2. 
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more important role than France in such an alliance: in 
various forms and according to circumstances, this concern 
was to persist, and constituted one of the main driving forces 
behind French policy on this question. 

The government followed General Humbert's advice: in 
October 1947 Bidault asked Marshall for an American con-
tribution to the defence of Europe.28 On 15 December in 
London, following the failure of the conference of the four 
foreign ministers devoted to Germany, Bidault and Bevin 
discussed a Western European Union which would benefit 
from American military involvement.29 

On 19 December Bidault told the French cabinet of 
the danger of war and the Soviet threats in Austria and 
Czechoslovakia. France's neutrality would do nothing to 
diminish these threats. Bidault thus asked for permission to 
start negotiations on the creation of a 'military organization' 
with Great Britain, the United States, and the Benelux 
countries. As we know, these negotiations were to result in 
the Brussels Treaty of March 1948 and the Atlantic Pact of 
April 1949. France was to play a considerable role in this 
process. 30 In particular France had to fight to ensure that the 
Atlantic Pact was as clearly structured as possible, with the 
creation of the Standing Group, with gave her an equal 
voice (at least formally) with the United States and Great 
Britain.31 These two alliances of 1948 and 1949 were cer-
tainly perceived by the French as protection against the 
USSR, but also as a precaution against Germany ( this was 
indeed the explicit and official objective of the Brussels 
Treaty).32 The German threat-and this is where analysis 
becomes particularly delicate-was not understood by 
everyone in the same way. For some, certainly, it was the 
same old Germany, always ready to rise again from the ashes 

28 Elgey, La Republique, 380. 
29 R. Massigli, Une comidie des e"eurs (Paris, 1978), 105. 
30 P. Guillen, 'La France et la question de la defense de !'Europe occidentale, du 

pacte de Bruxelles (mars 1948) au plan Pleven (octobre 1950)', Revue d'histoire de la 
deuxieme gue"e mondiale et des conjlits contemporains, 36 (1986), 79-gS. Also for French 
military policy of that time see J. Doise and M. V aisse, Diplomatie et outil militaire 
(Paris, 1987). 

31 Krieger, General Lucius D. Clay, 492. 
32 Ibid. 333· 
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of her disasters, a Germany of intrinsic, mythical, and 
obsessive superiority. Others more realistically regarded 
Germany as still tempted to continue her traditional game of 
see-sawing between East and West; capable even of falling 
under Soviet control. As Bidault said to the American 
ambassador, Caffery, in February 1947, 'The problem is not 
so much Germany, as a Germany that might become 
Communist'. 

1948-1949: THE FRENCH MILITARY ARE 
PERSUADED OF THE NEED TO REARM GERMANY 

In spite of the rapprochement between France and the Anglo-
Saxons on the subject of Germany during 1947, on the eve 
of the London Conference of February 1948 the French 
were still very suspicious and maintained their very firm 
position.33 As we know, the French parliament accepted the 
London Agreements of 4 June 1948 only with great re-
luctance.34 It was not until Robert Schuman arrived at the 
French Foreign Office in July 1948 that French policy 
really began to regard Franco-German relations in a more 
favourable light. Schuman felt that Europe would be the 
central axis of French policy and that it would be based on 
Franco-German reconciliation, whereas his predecessor 
Bidault regarded relations with the United States as the most 
important element.35 

But although the views of the French leaders on Germany 
had changed a great deal since 1945, they were still not 
willing to countenance German rearmament! Schuman 
in particular was opposed to it for a long time. In the 
autumn of 1948 he reacted negatively to an article by Walter 
Lippmann in favour of rearmament, and to news from 
Germany that the American military were holding meetings 

33 Ibid. and H. Alphand, L'Etonnement d'etre (Paris, 1977), 205. 
34 Elgey, 'La Ripublique', 385 ff. 
35 R. Poidevin, Robert Schuman (Paris, 1986), 208ff., and F. Knipping, 'Que faire 
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with the former chiefs of the Wehrmacht. He reacted in the 
same way when, during the negotiation and subsequent 
ratification process of the Atlantic Treaty, some sections of 
the press, public opinion, and parliament expressed concern 
about possible German participation. Before parliament on 
29 June 1949, before the press on 1 5 November, and again 
before the National Assembly on 23 November, Schuman 
constantly reaffirmed that there would be no question of 
rearming Germany. Following an interview by Adenauer on 
3 December with the Cleveland Plain Dealer, Schuman told 
the Assembly's Foreign Affairs Committee that German 
rearmament was unthinkable, 'even in the form of a European 
army'. 

All the indications are that this was indeed Schuman's 
position at the time, and not merely a reflection of his fear of 
public opinion. 36 Nevertheless there appears to be a germ of 
contradiction discernible in his stance. In fact he seemed 
entirely satisfied when at the Atlantic Alliance Council 
on 5 May 1950, the three Western powers confirmed, at 
Adenauer's request, that any aggression against their troops 
in Germany would be regarded as an attack on NATO. 
Schuman, like all the French military, wanted the Western 
defence line to be drawn along the Elbe. This was the 
consequence of a constant preoccupation that is one of the 
main threads of our subject: to make Germany a bulwark for 
France. But wasn't there a contradiction between this 
preoccupation and the desire to keep Germany unarmed? 

Schuman knew that the American and French military 
had wanted German rearmament since the beginning of 
1948, regarding it as essential to counterbalance Soviet 
conventional superiority. General Billotte met his opposite 
numbers from America (Ridgway) and Great Britain 
(Morgan) near New York in January 1948. They agreed to 
the principle of a joint security policy and a global strategy, 
directed on an equal footing by the United States, France, 
and Great Britain. Under pressure from Ridgway the three 
men also agreed on the need to rearm Germany. They 
planned to mobilize the equivalent of twelve German 

36 Poidevin, Robert Schuman, 306-9. 
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divisions (remember the number), in the form of territorial 
defence regiments, at the disposal of the British, French, and 
American commands. 37 

On 23 January 1948 General Revers, chief of staff of the 
French army, met Montgomery in London. Montgomery 
explained to him that British strategy was based on unifica-
tion of the trizone and granting economic advantages to a 
reunified West Germany, to attract the Soviet zone and the 
Oder-Neisse territories. 'Si on n'agit pas ainsi, l'Allemagne 
se tournera vers l'Est' ('If we do not do this, Germany will 
turn to the East'). In his report Revers concluded that this 
very pro-German policy was 'one of the bases of British 
military policy'. 38 

When the general staffs provided for in the Brussels Treaty 
were established during the spring and summer of 1948, 
French officers, especially General de Lattre, were convinced 
of the absurdity of having to fight 'as far as possible East of 
the Rhine', as was in France's interest, with the Germans 
remaining as mere onlookers. 39 Two generals, Ely and 
Stehlin, sent a memorandum to French Premier Schuman 
during the Brussels Treaty negotiations, demanding German 
rearmament. The memorandum caused a scandal, but was 
characteristic. 40 

In November 1948 Vice-Admiral Lemonnier, chief of 
staff of the French navy, also pleaded in favour of German 
rearmament. The Western zones were indeed threatened by 
the Volkspolizei, which was tantamount to the remilitarization 
of East Germany. And why not take advantage of some extra 
help from a 'warlike, fiercely anti-Communist people'?41 

As has been shown, until the Korean War the political 

37 Elgey, La Ripublique, 381. 
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leaders and the military were utterly divided on German 
rearmament. 

THE KOREAN WAR AND THE EDC 

With the Korean War, American pressure for German 
rearmament increased dramatically. In July Washington 
decided to acquiesce to European pleas and increase its 
military presence on the old continent, but only on condition 
that twelve German divisions be created and placed under 
the sole command of NATO. On 29 August Adenauer 
asked for the creation of a European army, with German 
participation. 

Thus at the meeting of the American, British, and French 
foreign ministers in New York on 12 September, and at the 
meeting of the Atlantic Council in the same location from 15 
September, there was strong pressure on the French. 
Acheson managed to convince the Treaty members, with the 
exception of an isolated France, to accept German rearma-
ment in exchange for strengthening the American military 
presence in Europe and setting up an integrated command. 
On 16 September Schuman gave a very suspicious speech on 
Germany. Before his departure he had been encouraged in 
his resistance by Jean Monnet: German rearmament on a 
national basis would lead her to resume her traditional game 
of see-sawing between East and West. 

The French refusal caused a serious crisis between France 
and the United States. Schuman knew that American 
military aid to Europe in general and to France in particular 
was at stake. Indeed Paris feared that the Americans might 
even decide to ignore the others and integrate German forces 
directly into their units in Germany. This crisis provoked 
Jean Monnet to intervene and suggest to Schuman that a 
European army be created along the lines of the European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). Europe's security vis-à-
vis the USSR would be assured, while the creation of a 
German national army would be avoided. 

On 24 October the revised plan was put to the National 
Assembly by the French premier, Pleven. The Pleven Plan, 
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as it was known thereafter, provided for integration at 
the lowest possible level, the battalion, with a Council of 
Ministers from the member states, and a defence minister 
appointed by the governments and responsible to them and 
to a European Assembly. All this would take place within the 
framework of NATO, under Atlantic command, the main 
aim being to ensure that the Americans would be fully 
involved in the defence of Europe. But the system was 
complicated, with non-integrated French units reserved for 
the Overseas Territories. 

The National Assembly voted the plan through by 343 
votes to 225. In fact it was a vote against the rearmament of 
Germany rather thanfor the European army. 

It now remained to convince the USA and Germany, 
initially very hostile to the European Defence Community 
(EDC) plan. Schuman began by convincing Adenauer that 
his project would be a better guarantee of equal rights for the 
FRG (which wouid be party to EDC meetings) than the 
American plan of putting twelve German divisions at 
NATO's disposal but not allowing Germany to join NATO. 
On 8 November 1950 Adenauer gave his support to the 
EDC. From then on complex negotiations started on what 
Adenauer wanted in exchange for Germany's entry into the 
EDC, in particular the end of the Occupation Statute. The 
most delicate point was the question of the Allies' 'reserved 
rights' for Germany as a whole and for Berlin. Unlike Bonn, 
Paris felt that Yalta and Potsdam could be replaced only 
by a peace treaty. While not wanting to upset the USSR 
excessively, they nevertheless wanted to keep control over the 
German question and prevent Germany entering into a tête-
à-tête with the Soviet Union on reunification. All these 
considerations, while not much in evidence, weighed heavily 
on French policy during this period.42 

An EDC Conference began in Paris on 15 February 1951, 
with Italy, Belgium, Luxemburg, and West Germany. There 
was no apparent enthusiasm: France's partners, like the 
United States, felt that the EDC project was no more than a 

42 On these questions see the excellent Master's thesis written by G. Rouche, 
'The Bonn and Paris Agreements of May 1952: Genesis and Meaning', (Paris, 
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delaying tactic. It was an impasse. Paris broke out of it for 
two reasons: first, in June Jean Monnet managed to convert 
Eisenhower; from then on the United States became the 
EDC's most enthusiastic supporter. Suddenly the Paris 
Conference was relaunched and on 24 July 1951 drew up a 
report providing for German divisions (no longer battalions) 
to be integrated, at corps level, into the European army. But 
the French defence minister, Jules Moch, a Socialist, rejected 
the report on the grounds that the level at which the German 
forces were to be integrated was too high. This caused a 
further crisis. 

The elections on 17 June had brought a new majority, 
further to the right. There would no longer be any need for 
Socialist ministers. As the SFIO (Section Française de 
l'Internationale Ouvriere, the French Socialist Party) was 
very divided on the EDC, this was the second favourable 
circumstance allowing Paris to break out of the impasse. On 
IO August Pleven formed a government, followed by a Pinay 
cabinet from March to December 1952, with Schuman 
remaining as foreign minister. One of the cohesive factors in 
the new majority-in spite of many lurking doubts-was to 
be the EDC. 

On 23 August 1951 the French position was set out by a 
meeting of the cabinet: the EDC provided the best guarantee 
against German militarism and would integrate Germany 
into Western Europe, preventing her from allying with the 
USSR or practising a see-saw policy. Moreover the ECSC 
(the result of the 1950 Schuman Plan) together with the 
EDC would lead to the political union of Europe, with 
France at its head. 

It was understood that Germany must not join NATO, 
that there would be no concessions on the Occupation 
Statute unless Germany joined the ECSC and then the EDC, 
and that French national forces must be retained for the 
Overseas Territories. 

There was one serious problem: relations between Great 
Britain and the EDC. In the autumn of 1951 Paul Reynaud, 
the former prime minister and one of the leaders of the 
Right, warned the government that parliament would not 
ratify the EDC unless the United Kingdom was party to 
it. Indeed it seemed inconceivable to many people to be 
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establishing close military links with Germany but not with 
Britain. Negotiations were held with Churchill and Eden and 
on 5 April 1952 Eden declared his willingness to accept a 
mutual assistance treaty between Great Britain and the 
EDC. But it was a long way from the close co-operation that 
many people in France wanted. The French government did 
not push too hard to achieve this association, in order not to 
jeopardize the EDC's supranationality which, for the MRP 
in particular, had become a veritable dogma. 

But during the autumn and winter of 1951-2 the most 
difficult negotiations were held with the Germans, under 
insistent pressure from the Americans, who were threatening, 
if they failed, to rearm Germany directly within NATO. The 
most difficult point in the negotiations was Germany's entry 
into NATO, which Bonn wanted but the French did not, in 
order to maintain a margin of superiority under normal 
circumstances and guarantee security even if German policy 
were to change. A compromise was reached at the Lisbon 
Conference in February 1952: Germany would not join 
NATO formally, but NATO and EDC meetings would be 
arranged to ensure that Germany would not suffer any 
discrimination. 

The Bonn Treaty putting an end to the Occupation 
Statute was finally signed on 26 May 1952 and the EDC was 
created by the Paris Treaty on the following day. As we 
know, these two treaties were linked and neither could be 
implemented until both texts had been ratified by all parties. 
This linkage was the basis of the compromise reached 
between the French and the Germans. Until the very end 
Schuman insisted on two points, which clearly reveal the 
concerns still felt by the French: in the event of reunification 
Germany would still be bound by the EDC, but adjustments 
would be envisaged by mutual agreement. And Schuman 
tried to obtain an Anglo-American guarantee in the event of 
the EDC breaking up. All he got was a unilateral declaration 
that the British and the Americans would keep their troops 
in Europe as long as necessary and would regard a breakup 
of the EDC as a threat to themselves.43 

43 For this whole passage, see R. Poidevin's essential work, Robert Schuman, 309. 
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LURKING DOUBTS AMONG THE FRENCH 

As we have seen, it was not without reluctance and mental 
reservations that the French embarked upon the adventure 
of the EDC. One may even wonder if the EDC was really 
what they wanted, or whether they might not have preferred 
a simpler system, closer to the American and German 
concepts. Naturally that could not possibly be admitted, 
because they did not want to accept German rearmament as 
such. But as we shall see the questions still remain. 

Schuman himself seems to have had some doubts. On 6 
March r 951 he wrote to Pleven warning him of the com-
plexity and vagueness of the French EDC plan in terms of 
military technique. Unless this was improved the Americans 
would continue to prefer the formula integrating German 
divisions into NATO. For Schuman the most important 
thing was ultimately that the whole of NATO's Central 
European theatre be entrusted to a French general, who 
would thus have under his control 'the German contin-
gents which, either nationally or rather, as we hope, on 
a "European" basis, would participate if necessary in 
the Atlantic force, in the defence of this part of Western 
Europe' .44 So the EDC was not the only possible solution in 
Schuman's eyes. 

The military still favoured German rearmament but were 
hostile to the EDC. They did not want supranationality, 
which would in fact require the restrictions they wanted to 
impose on Germany being extended to France, in the name 
of equal rights. They rejected the division of the French army 
which would have resulted from the fact that units could be 
posted either to the European army or to the Overseas 
Territories. They disputed the EDC's right to refuse or 
accept troop transfers to the Overseas Territories. They 
feared the consequences of integration for the French 
national arms industry. And finally they were afraid that, 
with her commitments to the Overseas Territories, France 
would be weaker than Germany in the EDC in terms of 
manpower and financial contributions, so that the European 
army would end up under German control. 

44 SHAT, Papiers J uin, Carton 5, Dossier 3. 
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In 1953 military opposition came to a head in a veritable 
anti-government campaign, culminating in Marshall Juin's 
speeches at Auxerre and Saumur on 28 and 31 March 1954. 
What the military wanted was very clear: German rearma-
ment within NATO. That would be the most effective 
formula in military terms: the French army would remain 
intact and Germany would be strongly contained by Britain 
and the United States within the Atlantic Alliance. The 
French officers were in fact in full agreement with the 
American plan of 1950.45 

Also very revealing of lurking French doubts was the vote 
held in the National Assembly on 19 February 1952 on the 
EDC Plan. It was adopted by a majority of 40 votes, but the 
government was forced to accept an agenda specifying a 
whole series of conditions: in particular the government 
would have to make every effort to obtain British partici-
pation or modify the project, and an Anglo-American 
guarantee if the EDC were to break up. Moreover the French 
contingents must never be less than those of another country, 
i.e. Germany. And under no circumstances must the EDC 
allow a specifically German army and general staff to be 
created. 

The opponents were the Communists, naturally, and the 
Gaullists, who were not hostile to German rearmament as 
such but took exception to supranationality. But some of the 
SFIO (twenty), Radical, and MRP deputies also voted 
against the Plan, mainly because they wanted one final 
attempt at an understanding with the USSR. This was the 
beginning of a split within the three parties that supposedly 
supported the EDC, and portended its failure on 30 August 
1954.46 

Analysis of this complex vote indicates that German 
rearmament was accepted only with reluctance, and that 
contrary to what had originally been thought in October 
1950, German rearmament within the EDC formula was 
hardly more acceptable to the National Assembly. The 
deputies wanted a different formula, and above all one 

45 P. Guillen, 'Les Chefs militaires fran~ais', 3-33. 
46 J. Fauvet, 'Naissance et mort d'un Traite', in R. Aron and D. Lerner, La 

Qp.e"elle de la C.E.D.: essais d'anaryse sociologique (Paris, 1956), 23-58 (pp. 25-7). 
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embracing Great Britain. Were they aware of the fact that 
this would necessarily lead back to the Atlantic Treaty? Be 
that as it may, the agenda voted by the National Assembly 
required the government not to hesitate in changing the 
EDC's institutions to allow British participation. 

On 10 March 1952 a new factor emerged: a Note from 
Stalin proposing the neutralization and at least apparent 
reunification of Germany. While fully understanding that 
Stalin's major objective was to scupper the EDC, the French 
government took the Soviet initiative very seriously. The 
prospect of a neutral, rearmed Germany appeared very 
clearly as the most worrying of all possible prospects for 
French interests. Schuman concluded that the FRG's inte-
gration into the West should be dealt with as a matter of 
urgency, but that at the same time there must be serious 
negotiations with the Soviets to avoid the subject of re-
unification falling to them. But some sectors of public 
opinion and parliament felt the most important thing was to 
try at any price for one final negotiation with the Soviets 
before rearming Germany. French diplomats at that time 
thought-and I would be tempted to agree47-that the 
Soviet Note of 1952 had done a great deal to make ratifica-
tion of the EDC even more difficult, even impossible. 

Be that as it may, opposition to the EDC strengthened 
from the second half of 1952. The government did not appear 
to be in any great hurry to ratify the treaty. Thanks to the 
linkage with the Deutschlandvertrag it did have considerable 
leverage, which may have led it to hope for further con-
cessions. On 6 June de Gaulle publicly condemned the EDC. 
In October it was the turn of the elderly Radical leader 
Edouard Herriot, while President Auriol remained very 
hostile. Schuman and his premier, Pinay, wanted to wait for 
the American elections before presenting the treaty to 
parliament. Then at the end of the year they tried to resume 
conversations with London to persuade Great· Britain to 
associate herself with the EDC. But they failed. And the 
Eisenhower administration was an even more enthusiastic 

47 G.-H. Soutou, 'La France et les notes sovietiques de 1952 sur l'Allemagne', 
Revue d'Allemagne, 20 (1988), 261-73. 
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supporter of the EDC than its predecessor. From then 
on Paris had a knife at its back; Schuman was subjected 
to severe criticism, which contributed to Pinay's fall in 
December. In January 1953 he was replaced by René 
Mayer, who appointed Georges Bidault as foreign minister. 
Schuman's departure was due largely to pressure from the 
Gaullists who thought, indeed rightly, that his successor was 
less attached to the EDC and above all to supranationality.48 

In order to achieve the premiership, René Mayer had to 
rely on support from the Gaullists, and this support was 
subject to three conditions. First, the government would have 
to negotiate 'additional protocols' with its five partners, 
guaranteeing maintenance of the French army's organic 
unity and the possibility of transferring troops freely in order 
to guarantee the security of the Overseas Territories. Then 
they would have to set up a political community to which 
the European army would be subordinate; this effectively 
eviscerated the EDC's supranationality through de Gaulle's 
'Europe of fatherlands'. And finally the Gaullists demanded 
that before the EDC was ratified the status of the Saar 
should be settled between France and Germany: the famous 
'Saar precondition commitment'. 

René Mayer, who was to remain in office only until May 
1953, did not inanage to settle the 'Saar precondition com-
mitment'. Nor did he obtain Great Britain's association with 
the EDC. On the other hand he did persuade the British and 
the Americans to agree to the principle of a Three Power 
Conference to discuss the EDC and the attitude to be 
adopted towards the USSR following the death of Stalin. 
This was ultimately to become the Bermuda Conference of 
December 1953. 

Furthermore on 24 March Mayer persuaded France's 
partners to accept additional protocols largely favourable to 
French positions: the French officer corps would remain 
intact, Paris could freely withdraw units from the European 
Army and send them to the Overseas Territories, and the 
European Commissariat's control over the arms industry 
would be reduced. On the other hand there was only an 

48 Poidevin, Robert Schuman, 363-5. 
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imperfect solution to the nuclear problem: the EDC Treaty 
authorized the production of only 500 grams of plutonium. 
The 1953 protocols allowed the countries other than Germany 
to exceed this limit, but only for civilian purposes and under 
strict control. Now the French nuclear plan of 1952 provided 
for the production of a large quantity of military-grade 
plutonium. Informed circles and the military in France were 
particularly opposed to this aspect of the EDC. 49 

But Mayer's fairly wide success with the protocols did not 
prevent his fall on 21 May, perhaps because the Gaullists 
were wondering whether he might after all succeed in 
persuading the National Assembly to vote for the EDC!50 All 
the more so because an ambitious project for supranational 
European political union, as an extension to the EDC, had 
emerged during the spring and was being negotiated by the 
Six. René Mayer's successor Joseph Laniel, and George 
Bidault, still foreign minister, in order to escape increasing 
pressure from Washington, prevaricated by explaining that 
there was no question of presenting the EDC to parliament 
before the meeting with the Soviets at the Four Power 
Conference which the three Western powers had suggested 
be held on 15 July 1953.51 

A very significant debate was held at the end of October in 
the French upper house, the Conseil de la Republique: the 
Socialists demanded British participation and the Gaullists 
did nothing to hide their preference for a formula integrating 
a limited German army into the Atlantic framework, without 
any supranational European organization.52 

The Bermuda Conference began on 4 December 1953. 
Great Britain refused to join the EDC. The British and 
Americans did not conceal from the French that if Paris had 
still not ratified the EDC within a few months, Germany 
would be rearmed in the Atlantic Alliance. This was the 

49 B. Goldschmidt, Les Rivalites atomiques, 1939-1966 (Paris, 1967), 201. 
50 R. Poidevin, 'Rene Mayer et la politique exterieure de la France (1943-1953)', 

Revue d'histoire de la deuxieme guerre mondiale, 34 (1984), 73-98; id., 'La France devant 
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35-57. 

51 Massigli, Une comidie, 379 ff. 
52 Ibid. 396. 
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'agonizing reappraisal' with which Dulles was threatening 
France. 

One might say that the final death throes of the EDC 
had begun. The French found it difficult to accept German 
rearmament but even more difficult to lose sovereignty 
within the EDC. Paris was bringing discredit upon itself with 
its shilly-shallying. And there was strong pressure from 
those, even well beyond the PCF, who wanted prior nego-
tiations with the USSR. The supporters of European security 
through agreement with the USSR were doubtless in the 
minority but, given the divisions among the supporters of 
European security within the Atlantic Alliance, they were 
sufficient to block the EDC ratification· process. 

Since the summer of 1953 and the Korean armistice 
the problem of lndo-China had assumed more dramatic 
proportions. Some-in particular the German press of the 
time-suspected Bidault of attempting 'global horse-trading' 
with the Soviets: France would renounce the EDC in 
exchange for Soviet help on the question of lndo-China. 
Bidault's very firm attitude at the Berlin Conference of 
February 1954, and archive research, prove this accusation 
to be unfounded. The position taken by Bidault and his 
colleagues on the French security problem after the Berlin 
Conference was very clear: the Conference's failure on the 
German question made the prospect of reunification remote. 
The failure was welcomed with open arms in Paris, because 
it admitted that French security would be based on the 
division of Germany and the integration of each of the two 
parts into the two opposing blocks. _French security towards 
the USSR and vis-a-vis Germany would in fact be guaranteed 
at the same time by the FRG's military integration into 
the West. This was an intellectual model that reflected the 
lurking doubts we have noted amongst the French from the 
outset; there can be no doubt, however, that it did not reflect 
the complexity of the German question.53 As far as Bidault 
was concerned, it was Germany's integration into NATO 
that counted far more than the EDC, which he did not really 
support. He felt that a close understanding with the United 

53 Soutou, 'La France et les notes sovietiques'. 
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States was far more important than the building of an 
integrated Europe. 

THE FAILURE OF THE EDC AND THE PARIS 
AGREEMENTS 

On 17 June 1954, following the Dien Bien Phu disaster, 
Laniel was replaced by Mendes France. With hindsight it 
seems clear that the EDC, already severely compromised, 
was unable to survive the political and psychological crisis 
involved in the defeat in Inda-China. Moreover the presence 
of four Gaullists in the government, including General 
Koenig in the Defence Department, and the role played by 
Mendes France's closest advisers, who were extremely 
hostile to the EDC, boded ill for the new government's 
attitude. 

It has sometimes been said that Mendes France was 
tempted to indulge in 'global horse-trading' with the Soviets, 
and was willing to abandon the EDC in exchange for Soviet 
support at the Geneva Conference. This interpretation is 
demonstrably false. It is generally held, and here the ques-
tion is more difficult to resolve, that Mendes France had 
decided right from the outset to ensure the failure of the 
EDC. I take the view, however, that he was very undecided, 
fearing the disadvantages both of the EDC and of its failure. 

But one thing does seem clear. In this whole affair 
Mendes France had three constant concerns: 'to chain 
Germany to the West'-a frequent expression of his; to avoid 
American military disengagement in Europe; and to avoid a 
direct understanding between Washington and Bonn over 
France's head. This was why he felt there could be no 
question of allowing the EDC to fail without an effort to 
ensure its immediate replacement. He had good reason to 
fear Washington's reaction. 

Mendes France heaped criticism upon his predecessors for 
not having dared to present the Treaty to parliament. He 
had decided to lance the boil. From I g to 23 August at 
the Brussels Conference he first tried to persuade the five 
partners to adopt a very much expanded 'implementing 
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protocol' which in fact cast further doubt upon the EDC. 
The Five were unable to accept it, mainly because the 
Americans were applying strong pressure for refusal, and in 
Paris the supporters of the EDC were encouraging their 
friends among the Five to resist, assuring them that there 
would be a parliamentary majority for the Treaty if the 
implementing protocol were not included. 

Following the failure in Brussels, the EDC was rejected on 
30 August by 319 votes to 264, on a merely procedural 
motion without any debate on the substance. But even before 
the vote Paris was considering alternative solutions. The 
Quai d'Orsay envisaged a Seven Nation Alliance including 
Great Britain, within the framework of NATO and with 
no integration. This was a response to two of the major 
objections to the EDC (integration and the absence of Great 
Britain), as we have seen. For their part the general staff, 
after 30 June, were considering the possibility of trans-
forming and enlarging the 1948 Brussels Treaty. 

At the beginning of September Eden suggested that the 
Brussels Treaty be used to break out of the impasse. This 
proposal clearly fell on very fertile ground. On 18 September 
Paris outlined a general plan: Germany and Italy would join 
the Brussels Treaty (which would become the Western 
European Union, WEU). The fundamental concession by 
Paris was accepting Germany's membership of NATO. Arms 
control would be organized under the Brussels Treaty; 
NATO would be restructured to strengthen the NATO 
Command (SACEUR) and place all German troops under it 
in peacetime. The ingenious feature of the French plan, 
which made it acceptable to the other partners, was that 
German rearmament was to take place within the most 
effective framework, namely NATO, but would be controlled 
under the Brussels Treaty. The French gained control and 
their partners were satisfied with the system's military 
efficiency. And there was no discrimination against the FRG. 

The plan was redrafted at the London Conference from 28 
September to 3 October and finally adopted at the Paris 
Conference from 20 to 23 October. It was in effect the 
abandonment of integration and supranationality, and 
placed German rearmament under the Atlantic Alliance. 
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This was the formula that had proven, finally, to be the least 
distasteful to the French.54 Nevertheless the vote in parlia-
ment was not easy. The National Assembly debated the issue 
from 24 to 30 December. After an initial 'no' vote Mendes 
France made it a vote of confidence. The Paris Agreements 
were then accepted by only a relative majority of 287 to 260, 
with 74 abstentions, clearly demonstrating the Assembly's 
reluctance. The vote in the upper house on 28 March 1955 
was more decisive, with a victory by 184 votes to 110. The 
German army of twelve divisions would be integrated into 
NATO, which is what the American and French military 
had wanted since 1948! 

FRANCE'S FINAL LURKING DOUBTS 

In spite of the agreement achieved in Paris in October 
1954, some lurking doubts still remained, and suspicion 
of Germany had not entirely disappeared. The French 
proposals of September 1954 contained a final vestige of 
the EDC integrationist plans: arms production and a stan-
dardization agency. This was to supervise arms manufacture 
which could not take place, for example, in the 'dangerous 
strategic zone', i.e. West Germany. 

The plan was not included as such in the Paris Agree-
ments, but it was understood that it would be studied by a 
working group of the Western European Union. Adenauer 
was deeply mistrustful of the idea,55 whereas it was very 
much supported by Mendes France. But it was buried with 
the fall of Mendes France in the first few months of 1955.56 

In general terms the French would have preferred to see the 
WEU more structured within NATO. Contrary to what was 
sometimes thought, however, they were not really trying to 
establish a 'European pillar' in NATO on this occasion. The 
Paris Agreements linked NATO and the WEU very closely 

54 G.H. Soutou, 'La France, l'Allemagne et les Accords de Paris', Relations 
intemationales, 52 (1987), 451-70. 

55 K. Adenauer, Memoires (Paris, 1967), ii. 311 If. 
56 Massigli, Une comidie, 500 If. 
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together, thus preventing the latter acquiring its own 
personality. 

Another rather desultory but very revealing doubt re-
mained in the minds of the French: at the beginning of 
January 1955 Paris was considering the possibility of either 
moving future German troops away from the border between 
East and West Germany, or creating a demilitarized zone 
along the border. In both cases the objective was to guard 
against any revanchist inclinations in Bonn. 57 

Two of Mendes France's political decisions had a greater 
impact. The first was to obtain the agreement of the British 
and Americans to a summit conference with the Soviets, once 
the Paris Agreements had been ratified. This was a major 
argument to assist their passage through parliament and was 
the origin of the 1955 Geneva Conference. Paris was un-
willing to abandon the possibility of an East-West security 
agreement, which might have been achieved after ratification· 
of the Paris Agreements and before German rearmament 
took effect. 

Mendes France also wanted to keep the process of tripartite 
consultations between Paris, London, and Washington 
strictly within the Atlantic Alliance. The Federal Republic's 
new status should not allow it to interfere in this process. 
France's margin of superiority had to be preserved. London 
and Washington, on the other hand, would have been 
tempted to arrange immediately for West Germany to be 
closely involved in the discussions between the leading 
Alliance members. 

Finally, on the question of nuclear arms, German re-
armament was one of the factors-not the only one or even 
the main one-which led Paris, during the last few months 
of 1954, to embark on a course which was to result in the 
manufacture of nuclear weapons. Once again the objective 
was to maintain a margin of superiority over the FRG. But it 
must be stressed that there were many other considerations 
also involved.58 

57 Soutou, 'La France, l'Allemagne', 468-9. 
58 Ibid. 468. 
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CONCLUSION 

It is often said, too readily, that France was opposed to 
German rearmament to the bitter end. But it was not that 
simple. From 1945-6 some people realized that the main 
threat in future would not come from Germany. From 1947 
public opinion and those in positions of authority gradually 
allowed German policy to change, while the military, from a 
very early stage, regarded German rearmament as essential. 
The fierce opposition to rearmament from a considerable 
proportion of public opinion was not weakened by the EDC 
project, and growing reservations were expressed by those 
who, while regarding rearmament as inevitable, did not want 
the French army to disappear into a European entity. So it is 
hardly surprising that the Paris Agreements were concluded 
so quickly after the failure of the EDC: they were the least 
divisive formula for the French. 

During this brief period there was clearly constant concern 
amongst the French leadership on a number of matters 
regarding the Federal Republic of Germany, whatever form 
her integration into the West might take. Germany had to be 
France's strategic bulwark: relations between Washington 
and Bonn must not be allowed to become closer than those 
between Washington and Paris. Certain precautions had to 
be taken regarding the FRG, not so much because of a fear 
of revenge (at least in informed circles) as of a fear of a 
German-Russian entente. France had to maintain a margin of 
superiority within the Alliance, by tripartite co-operation 
with the British and Americans and, in future, by means of 
nuclear arms. And finally discussions must be continued 
with the USSR. 

So the French position was more complex and subtle than 
was shown in public debates, or than Paris's partners 
doubtless thought. The Paris Agreements solved the prob-
lem; thereafter, following the Suez crisis and especially with 
the dialogue between de Gaulle and Adenauer, the French 
gradually moved from resigned acceptance of German 
rearmament to perceiving Franco-German relations as one of 
the corner-stones of European security. 
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The Impact of Nuclear Weapons on 
European Security 1945-1957 

ERNEST R. MAY 

By the late 1950s, the Western Allies were impaled on a 
dilemma-indeed, on a dilemma with more than two horns. 
NATO governments took it as a premiss, almost beyond 
question, that the Soviet Union aspired to conquer or at least 
control Western Europe. NATO intelligence analysts and 
military experts credited the Soviet Union and her East 
European satellites with superiority in numbers not only of 
soldiers but of tanks, artillery pieces, and tactical. aircraft. 
The governments participating in NATO subscribed 
unanimously to the proposition that the Soviets would use 
these forces as instruments or levers of conquest unless 
deterred from doing so by fear of sure military defeat. 

In 1952 at Lisbon, the NATO Council had formally, and 
publicly, agreed that actual defeat of an advancing Red 
Army would require somewhat more than 33 ready divisions, 
with another 77 divisions in reserve, able to reach the front 
in thirty days- 110 divisions in all. The Council had sub-
sequently backed off to 25 ready divisions with 65 divisions 
in reserve. This still made a total of go divisions. At the end 
of 1956 well-informed journalists reported that NATO had 
10 fully ready divisions-if that-and few reserves. 

While NATO spokesmen would not confirm such esti-
mates, they would acknowledge, when pressed, that the 
stated force goals had never been attained. They explained 
that the difference was made up by nuclear weapons. The 
units facing the Russians had the strength of ten because of 
'nuclear firepower'. NATO spokesmen explained further that 
forward-located units served merely as a shield. If the Soviets 
struck in force, they would be repelled. Before the Soviets 
could bring to bear enough might to overrun NATO de-
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fences, NATO would use its sword-the long-range bombers 
of the United States Strategic Air Command (SAC). Nuclear 
and thermonuclear bombs would destroy the industrial and 
other bases of the Russian military machine. 1 

One dilemma became apparent in the question that 
inevitably followed:. what might meanwhile befall Western 
Europe itself? The RAND Corporation analyst Hans Speier 
commented in 1957, 'West Europeans tend to view the 
prospect of an atomic war in Europe as the terrible con-
sequence of US protection rather than of possible Soviet 
aggression.'2 Another dilemma came more and more clearly 
into view as a result of the Suez crisis of 1956 and nearly 
concurrent evidence that the Soviet Union was rapidly 
enlarging capabilities for nuclear and thermonuclear attack 
against the continental United States. 

The Suez crisis showed that the United States government 
was prepared not only to act independently of its allies but to 
injure and humiliate them in service of some higher good. 
Contemporaneously, US Air Force officers were giving open 
testimony on Capitol Hill asserting that Soviet bombers 
could not be prevented from reaching the western hemi-
sphere and that, by 1959, the Soviet Long-Range Air Force 
would be able to 'destroy' the United States.3 Europeans felt 
no assurance that Washington would not some day see 
higher good served by two-party bargains with Moscow 
made without regard to European views or perceptions of 
interest. 

How had these dilemmas developed? How had West 
European security come to depend on American nuclear 
weapons which the United States might or might not elect to 
use? 

1 Ascribing the first use of this metaphor to Theodor Blank, West Germany's 
equivalent of a minister of defence, Hans Speier comments, 'Thus the picture of 
global war faded into the image of a duel between two Homeric warriors.' German 
Rearmament and Atomic War: The View of German Military and Political Leaders (A RAND 
Corporation Study; Evanston, Ill., 1957), 148. 

2 Ibid. 104. 
3 Testimony before the Senate Armed Services Committee by Gen. Curtis E. 

LeMay, commander of SAC, and Gen. Earle Partridge, commander of the Air 
Force's Continental Air Defense Command, reported in, inter alia, Time, 4 June 
1956, pp. 19-23. 
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The origins of the dilemma can be seen in 1945-9. The 
outcome could then be foreseen as a possibility, but by no 
means as inevitable. In that early period of the cold war, 
the United States was developing a new relationship with 
Western Europe, but the probable character of that re-
lationship remained indistinct. Even as late as 1950, it would 
have been hard to predict that, over the next twenty years, 
the relationship would seem to be predominantly one of 
military alliance. 

It is important to recall that in those early years of the 
cold war the United States herself was changing.4 For the 
first time, the United States government had organized itself 
to function as a Great Power within an international system. 
Previously, the United States had been a Great Power, but 
her government had continued until the 1930s to be that of a 
provincial confederation. The national government delivered 
mail, collected customs, guarded wilderness areas, regulated 
immigration and a few commercial activities, and tried 
unsuccessfully to suppress drinking. Financial policy, such as 
it was, belonged more to the Federal Reserve Bank of New 
York than to the Treasury Department or Federal Reserve 
Board in Washington. Energy policy was controlled more by 
the Texas Railroad Commission than by any national 
agency. Calvin Coolidge said accurately that, if the national 
government disappeared, most Americans would not notice 
the fact for a long time. 

Only the Great Depression, which strained local and state 
governments beyond their capacities, gave rise to powerful 
bureaucracies centred in Washington. In the 1930s, these 
bureaucracies belonged, however, to such departments as 
Treasury, Agriculture, the Interior, and Labor. Until 1940 
the departments of State, War, and the Navy and inter-
nationally orientated offices in other agencies remained 
backwaters. In 1938 any well-informed American could 
identify the secretaries of agriculture, labor, and the in-
terior-Henry Wallace, Frances Perkins, and Harold Ickes. 

4 In 'Cold War and Defence', in K. Nelson and R. C. Haycock (eds.), The Cold 
War and Defense (Westport, Conn., 1990), 7-74, I develop at considerably greater 
length the points made in the next few paragraphs. They are themes of a book in 
progress. 
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Few could have named the secretary of war or of the navy 
(Harry Woodring and Claude Swanson). 

Only during and after the Second World War did the 
diplomatic and military establishments achieve greater 
prominence and begin to organize themselves to act in the 
interests of a global power. Only then did an 'intelligence 
community' come into being. A separate Atomic Energy 
Commission was established to deal with both nuclear 
energy and nuclear weapons. During the first few years after 
the Second World War, all these new organizations were 
struggling to find sea legs. 

The post-war defence posture of the United States was 
particularly slow to become defined. The new military 
establishment had a secretary of defense and three, not two,. 
services. Its professional leadership was vested in the joint 
chiefs of staff, a committee of coequal service chiefs with a 
chairman who was fourth, not first, among equals. During 
the years when the State Department and the Economic Co-
operation Administration were boldly organizing the 'Pax 
Americana' described by Charles Maier in this volume 
(Chapter 17), this fragmented military establishment was 
primarily engaged in fighting with itself. 

To be fair, one should acknowledge that American 
military officers faced awful problems. The cold war made it 
necessary for them to think of war as a realistic possibility. 
They could not adopt the British inter-war practice of 
assuming every year that the next ten years would be years 
of peace. Their professional duty also made them recom-
mend that the armed forces equip themselves with the best 
foreseeable weaponry. Owing to technological developments 
just reaching fruition at the end of the war, this weaponry 
promised to be much more complicated and expensive than 
that of the 1930s. The first of a series of projected super-
sonic jet fighters, for example, was expected-in constant 
dollars-to cost forty times as much as the standard fighters 
of 1941. Yet civilian authorities were plainly disposed to 
hold down military spending. Though President Truman 
promised that the United States would not return to the 
unpreparedness of the 1930s, he talked of pushing military 
spending below 2 per cent of GNP.5 

5 Press conference of 4 May 1950, Public Papers of Harry S. Truman (Washington, 
DC, 1965), 286. 



The Impact of Nuclear Weapons 

Faced with these conditions, senior officers worked almost 
desperately to get more dollars. Each contended passionately 
for his own particular service or branch-armour, artillery, 
bombers, fighters, carriers, submarines, and so forth. Most 
recognized that Congress was most likely to authorize a 
marginal increase in an appropriation if appealed to with 
arguments centring on the atomic bomb. The reasons are not 
hard to guess. The bomb was believed to be America's 
unique and supreme secret. It symbolized hope of being able 
to achieve security by means of machinery rather than 
manpower-American manpower anyway. 

The independent Air Force's Strategic Air Command was 
the first beneficiary of public and Congressional faith in 'the 
bomb'. By 1949, however, practically every service branch 
was selling itself as 'atomic'. The chief of naval operations 
told Congress that every aircraft carrier would be a platform 
for bombers able to deliver atomic bombs anywhere in the 
world. At a time when scientists were talking of these as 
mere possibilities, the head of the Tactical Air Command 
and the chief of staff of the army represented fighter planes, 
mobile rockets, and artillery as 'nuclear-armed' forces. 6 

At the same time, the United States was moving (or being 
drawn) towards a commitment to defend Western Europe 
against the Soviet Union. Within months after the surrenders 
of Germany and Japan, Britain's Labour government was 
pressing the United States to make clear to the Russians 
that, if a new war started in Europe, the United States would 
come to the aid of victims of aggression with none of the 
delay of 1914-17, or 1939-41. Similar urgings came from 
members of the bipartisan élite that had championed aid to 
Britain in 1940 and had helped afterwards to manage the 
war. The United States, they argued, could not afford 
'another European civil war'. 7 After the crises of 1948, these 
various efforts bore fruit in the North Atlantic Treaty. 

But conditions in 1949 were not those of 1956-7. Except 
for the Air Force General Curtis LeMay and his associates in 

6 See esp. D. A. Rosenberg's path-breaking 'The Origins of Overkill: Nuclear 
Weapons and American Strategy, 1945-1960', International Securiry, 7 (1983), 3-71. 

7 The phrase was used insistently by Jean Monnet. (When Monnet took up any 
idea or project, he pursued it insistently.) It became a common phrase in the 
discourse of Monnet's American friends, among them Acheson, Robert A. Lovett, 
JohnJ. McCloy, and John Foster Dulles. 
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SAC, practically no professional military officers regarded 
the atomic bomb as a pivotal weapon of war. Surveys after 
the Second World War suggested that strategic bombing had 
had relatively little effect on the course of the war. The 
costly, immensely destructive, and glamorously publicized 
raids on German industrial centres turned out to have 
affected German military capacity chiefly by preoccupying 
and causing losses among Luftwaffe fighter aircraft. The 
firebombing of Tokyo, followed by the nuclear devastation of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, had some qualities of coups de grâce. 
The Japanese turned out already to have been exploring 
possibilities for surrender.8 

Atomic bombs of the types used in the Second World War 
seemed to have no potential for use against any targets other 
than larger population centres. With more resemblance to an 
airborne refrigerator car than to a conventional TNT bomb, 
they had wretched ballistic characteristics. One used in a 
Pacific test in 1946 had missed its target by two miles! Each 
bomb had to be painstakingly hand-crafted. Fissionable 
material was believed to be very scarce. Atomic bombs were 
expected to remain scarce for years to come. In the summer 
of 1949 a super-secret report from a comparatively detached 
committee of senior officers said that, even if SAC eventually 
became able to devastate the Soviet homeland, it would not 
be able to prevent the Red Army from reaching the Pyrenees. 
Most American military officers thought atomic bombs 
politically useful, certainly in Washington, perhaps in 
Moscow.9 They did not believe that the United States or 
anyone else should treat nuclear weapons as reliable sources 
of military security. 10 

Though military officers were compelled to think in terms 

8 D. Maclsaac, Strategic Bombing in World War II: The Story of the United States 
Bombing Surv~ (New York, 1976), is a history by a good professional historian who 
also happens to be an officer of the United States Air Force. His generalizations are 
not phrased as mine are, but the text of his book (and of the Survey reports 
themselves) provides ample supporting evidence. 

9 A partial text appears in T. H. Etzold and J. L. Gaddis (eds.), Containment: 
Documents on American Policy and Strategy, 1945-1950 (New York, 1978), 360-4. 

10 N. F. Parrish, , Behind the Sheltering Bomb: Military Indecision from Alamogordo to 
Korea (New York, 1979), is by a retired Air Force general drawing on experience as 
well as research. 
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of possible war, very few American civilians believed that 
there was actually much danger of early offensive action by 
the Red Army. They were aware, at least to some extent, of 
how the Soviet Union had suffered during the war. Those 
who had actually met the Red Army in Germany had been 
struck by the weakness of the train behind its formidable 
front-line units-ox-drawn supply wagons, for example. In 
practice, American governmental planning, even in the 
armed services, supposed an indefinite period free of any 
military emergency. 

At the top of the United States government, the dominant 
premiss in the long second half of the 1940s was, in fact, that 
of a long prospective period of stability. In November 1948 
Truman was elected president in his own right. In explaining 
shifts of policy in European governments and possibly also in 
Moscow, one should keep in mind the extent to which 
Truman's election changed expectations. Up to then, 
everyone had assumed that, come January 1949, the world 
would deal with a Dewey administration answering to a 
Taft-led Congress. Instead, Truman was to be president 
for another four years, and there would be Democratic 
majorities in both houses for at least the first two of those 
years. 

The election outcome did not distress either Europeans or 
members of the new American foreign policy 'Establish-
ment'. It involved repudiation of the comparatively pro-
Soviet third party of former Vice-President Henry Wallace. 
It also involved a rebuke of sorts to the Taft wing of the 
Republican party. Periodicals such as the New York Times and 
the London Economist showed signs of relief rather than the 
reverse. Nevertheless, both in the United States and abroad, 
there was evident expectation of an American turn towards 
preoccupation with domestic rather than foreign affairs. 

Despite the Truman Doctrine, the Marshall Plan, and the 
Berlin airlift, Truman himself was still seen as a parochial 
Missouri politician. His 'give 'em hell' campaign oratory had 
mostly alleged Republican favouritism for big business. His 
post-election pronouncements promised a domestic 'Fair 
Deal' and, abroad, a 'Point Four', a professedly non-political 
and non-ideological programme for promoting economic 
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development in underdeveloped areas. He appointed as 
secretary of state Dean Acheson, who, in his earlier tenure as 
assistant and under-secretary, had been a particular enemy 
of supposed reactionaries in the career Foreign Service. 11 

Truman also replaced the secretary of defense, James 
Forrestal, the leading 'hawk' in the cabinet, appointing in 
his stead Louis Johnson, a patriotic but not notably inter-
nationalist Democratic politician. The removal of Forrestal, 
coupled with Truman's earlier transfer of James Clement 
Dunn from the European Bureau of State, meant, among 
other things, that Roman Catholicism lost representation in 
the inner foreign policy circle. Together, Truman and Louis 
Johnson promptly publicized their intentions to accelerate 
reductions m United States military forces and military 
spending. 

Perhaps as a result, perhaps just by coincidence, Stalin 
ended the Berlin blockade. Communist parties shifted 
away from the militancy of their campaign to frustrate the 
European Recovery Program. Instead, they launched a 
'peace' campaign reminiscent of calls in the 1930s for 
'complete and universal disarmament' and a 'Popular Front'. 

Not by coincidence, worried Western Europeans began 
working all available connections in the United States, 
seeking by every possible means to minimize any change of 
direction in American foreign policy. Konrad Adenauer, for 
example, gave exclusive interviews to correspondents for the 
Baltimore Sun and the Cleveland Plain Dealer and William 
Randolph Hearst's International News Service. In cities with 
large German-American populations and in Hearst news-
papers appealing strongly to conservative urban Catholics, 
Adenauer thus obtained front-page coverage for assertions 
that the Soviets were planning military conquest of Europe. 

By mid- 1949, analysts on both sides of the Atlantic 
foresaw the most likely future as one with characteristics of a 
revived Locarno era. The United States would not be as 
aloof as in the 1920s. Plans had been made before November 

11 His appointment as under-secretary in 1945 had been hailed by the left-wing 
Nation and New Republic and denounced by the right-wing American Mercury. See M. 
Weil, A Pretry Good Club: The Founding Fathers of the US Foreign Service (New York, 
1978). 
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1948 for a North Atlantic Treaty. The United States and 
Canada would promise to come to Europe's defence in 
the event of aggression from the East. The Truman ad-
ministration and the Democratic-controlled Senate would 
complete and ratify this treaty. But that would be all or 
practically all. Marshall Aid would end. For continued 
recovery and immediate military security the Europeans 
would have to fend for themselves. Americans would be 
concentrating on their own post-war problems. 

The changes that led to the actual conditions of 1956-7 
commenced in 1949-51. Among officials in the newly pro-
minent and newly powerful United States national security 
apparatus, British and West European leaders found allies 
eager and able to combat troubling tendencies among 
American politicians. 

The 'point man' among these American officials was Paul 
Nitze. Soon after the 1948 election, Nitze toured Europe. He 
came away convinced that there was real and immediate 
danger of an effective Soviet take-over. An immense Soviet 
army sat on the border of West Germany. An East German 
army was rapidly taking form. American, British, and 
French occupation forces consisted mostly of inexperienced 
conscripts. Their numbers were, in any case, dwindling. 
Nitze could imagine the Soviets creating or taking advantage 
of an incident, and, in a matter of hours, gaining physical 
control of all of Germany. France would be helpless, not only 
because most of her professional soldiers were in Indo-China 
and other colonies, but also because Communists held 30 per 
cent of seats in the National Assembly. With France doing 
nothing, Britain would have few options for action. Nitze 
feared that, with such prospects evident, political processes 
in Europe could bring to power politicians prepared volun-
tarily to accommodate Soviet ambitions. He returned from 
his tour convinced that the survival of democracy in Western 
Europe depended on America's giving the Europeans a 
greater sense of security against the Soviet military threat. 
He was sure that Western European governments could not 
provide adequately for their own defence without com-
promising either economic recovery or political stability 
or both. He thought it imperative that the United States 
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commit herself both to military aid to NATO governments 
and to a substantial American military buildup. 1 If Truman 
let the Fair Deal or Point Four take precedence, Nitze 
believed, calamity could result. 

Dean Acheson, the new secretary of state, made Nitze 
number two, then number one, in his Policy Planning Staff. 
This gave Nitze the platform he needed. He was (and is) a 
man of extraordinary intelligence, energy, persistence, and 
cunnmg. 

In this instance, Nitze received help from circumstances. 
In late spring 1949 Acheson released a White Paper ex-
plaining to the American public that Chiang Kai-shek's loss 
to the Communists in China had been Chiang's fault, not 
that of the United States. The public was not persuaded. For 
years thereafter the Truman administration would be widely 
attacked for 'losing' China. This gave President Truman 
renewed incentive to emphasize his hostility towards, and 
resolute determination to prevent the expansion of, 'inter-
national Communism'. 

In late summer the Soviets surprised most of the West by 
successfully testing their own atomic bomb. Had Stalin 
intended this to influence the United States budget cycle, he 
could not have chosen better timing. Each military service 
cited the Soviet test as reason for raising its allocation. The 
Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) put before the president 
a proposal for greatly enlarged weapons-production facilities 
to exploit new finds of uranium and new technologies sug-
gested by tests of 1948. Scientists associated with the Com-
mission, led by Edward Teller, also forced the issue of 
whether or not to develop a thermonuclear weapon, perhaps 
a thousand times as powerful as the original atomic bomb. 13 

12 See his report in FRUS, 1949, iv. 54-9. 
13 H. York, The Advisors: Oppenheimer. Teller and the Superbomb (San Francisco, 

1976), is the best account of the H-bomb debate. R. G. Hewlett and F. Duncan, 
History of the United States Atomic Energy Commission, ii. Atomic Shield, 1947/J952 
(University Park, Penn., 1969), is an admirable official history. McGeorge Bundy, 
Danger and Survival: Choices about the Bomb in the First Fifty _Years (New York, 1989), eh. 
5, analyses the interplay among these issues and the alternatives open to the 
president. 

14 Public Papers of Truman, 286. NSC 68 in FRUS, 1950, i. 234-92. Earlier pages 
in the volume testify to Nitze's assiduity in coalition-building. In the library of 
writings on NSC 68, particularly noteworthy are an essay by P. Y. Hammond, 
W. R. Schilling, and G. H. Snyder, Strategy, Politics and Defense Budgets (New York, 
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In January 1950 Truman decided-and announced-that 
the AEC would be given large sums for new facilities and 
that it would conduct research on a 'hydrogen bomb'. In the 
same month a federal jury in New York found the former 
State Department official Alger Hiss guilty of perjury and, by 
implication, of having acted as a spy for the Soviet Union. 
This precipitated a fresh and long-enduring spasm of agi-
tation based on the premiss that the administration was 'soft' 
on Communism and infiltrated, if not indeed, controlled by 
Soviet agents. 

In April 1950 Nitze reached his first goal, getting to the 
president's desk NSC 68, an eloquent appeal for increased 
defence spending endorsed not only by most relevant elements 
of the executive branch but by a parade of eminent lawyers, 
bankers, publishers, university presidents, and others. It put 
Truman under pressure to reverse his recently announced 
intention to pay for new outlays on atomic energy by taking 
money away from the military. But it still did not ensure 
such a change. Truman referred the document to agencies 
sure to object-the Treasury and the Bureau of the Budget. 
He told reporters-after reading NSC 68-that the defence 
budget for 195 1 would be lower than the tightened budget 
for 1950.14 

Then came the decisive event-the North Korean invasion 
of South Korea. It changed Truman's position completely. 
He not only endorsed NSC 68; he ordered the military services 
to do everything needed to get ready for war by 1954, the year 
identified in the document as the 'year of maximum danger'. 
Expecting at most a one-third increase in their budgets, the 
service chiefs had to rummage frantically among force 
planning files and collections of old proposals from con-
tractors to come up eventually with recommendations for 
spending three times as much as the year before. The 
president accepted these recommendations unhesitatingly. 
He insisted on even more spending for 1952, and the services 
obliged him. For two decades thereafter, American military 

1962), 267-378; S. F. Wells, jun., 'Sounding the Tocsin: NSC 68 and the Soviet 
Threat', International Securiry, 4 (1980), 116-76 (including comments by J. L. Gaddis 
and P. Nitze); S. L. Rearden, The Evolution of American Strategic Doctrine: Paul H. Nit;,e 
and the Soviet Strategic Challenge (Boulder, Colo., 1984). 
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spending, as a percentage of GNP, was to run at a rate five 
to ten times higher than that previously intended by Truman 
to be the standard. 15 

The new posture of Truman-and the United States-
responded not only to the emergency in divided Korea but 
still more to fear of a worse emergency in divided Germany. 
For the short term, the solution was the call-up and dispatch 
to Germany of American and British divisions, promises of 
contributions from other nations, and appointment of an 
American supreme commander. For the longer term the 
solution was expected (at least by Americans) to lie in a 
European Defence Community incorporating German as 
well as other troops. 

At that time, Nitze did not possess the detailed under-
standing, which he would later acquire, of the core of the 
American government-the House and Senate and the 
executive branch's dependence on congressional committees. 
NSC 68 took too little account of the ability of the American 
political system to exact from the public large sacrifices but 
not long-enduring sacrifices. (General Marshall, who under-
stood the system as well as anyone in modern times, advised 
Franklin Roosevelt in 1942 that the public would not tolerate 
a seven-year war. As secretary of state, Marshall designed 
his European Recovery Program to be completed in four 
years.) 16 

By 1952, well before Truman gave way to Eisenhower, the 
executive branch had concluded that military spending had 
to be cut back. The Eisenhower 'New Look' was fully fore-
shadowed in NSC papers presented to Truman. The strains 
perceived or anticipated by Americans were felt in Britain. 
The Attlee cabinet concluded that it had no choice but to 
reduce defence outlays. 17 

NATO governments had already committed themselves, 
however, to the estimates of force requirements mentioned 

15 The best summation is by Doris M. Condit in Alfred Goldberg (ed.), History of 
the Office of the Secretary of Defense, ii. The Test of War, 1950-1953 (Washington, DC, 
1989). 

16 More (with citations) appear in R. E. Neustadt and E. R. May, Thinking in 
Time; The Uses of History for Decision Makers (New York, 1987), 247-56. 

17 J. Baylis, British Defence Policy in a Changing World (London, 1977), 101-3, 185. 
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earlier. Revising these numbers would require negotiations 
somewhat like those involved in revisions of canon law. 
Collectively and individually, NATO governments faced this 
question: how to reconcile what it was thought could be 
afforded with what was alleged to be needed. 

The answer that offered itself was the American nuclear 
arsenal. The almost coincidental augmentation of AEC 
facilities had produced amazing results. A successful test of 
a thermonuclear device was only one. The Commission's 
laboratories learned how to make much more efficient use of 
uranium (which, given premium prices, was turning out 
not to be so rare after all). The laboratories had also begun 
to promise actual delivery of small fission devices suitable 
for precision bombs, rocket warheads, even torpedoes and 
artillery shells. As was to be the keynote of endless NSC 
papers and NA TO documents, the meeting of the force goals 
set at Lisbon in 1952 could be postponed (temporarily) by 
virtue of nuclear firepower. For a time this answer satisfied 
almost everyone. 

In the United States, President Eisenhower could begin to 
pare back military spending slightly. The services and their 
Congressional allies could accommodate the cuts with re-
latively less pain because the firepower rationale meant that 
they could reduce what they least wanted-manpower and 
associated upkeep costs-without having to give up what 
they most wanted-high-technology weaponry. Diplomats 
were content because they did not have to make trouble for 
their clients in Europe by asking inconvenient questions 
about progress towards meeting the Lisbon goals. 

Until 1956, 'nuclear firepower' seems to have had equal 
appeal in other NATO capitals, especially London and 
Paris. Britain acquired some 'nuclear firepower' of her own. 
Many French officials expected that their country would do 
likewise. Then Suez laid open the strategic dilemma which 
otherwise would only slowly have come to light. 

Once the dilemma began to be examined, moreover, it 
appeared to be far more awful than even on first view. For, 
up close, men at the business end of NATO became in-
creasingly dubious about the effectiveness of 'nuclear 
firepower'. The more one looked at it, the less one saw. 
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LeMay and SAC thought they knew exactly what to do 
with nuclear weapons. In words used by an SAC officer in a 
now famous 1955 briefing, the objective would be to reduce 
the Soviet Union to 'a smoking, radiating ruin in the space of 
two hours'. It was hard, however, to discover how LeMay's 
plans would protect Europe. Analyses in Washington 
continued to conclude that the Red Army would race to the 
sea, unless somehow blocked by forces on the spot. And 
studies of the possible tactical use of nuclear weapons 
produced even more dispiriting results. 18 

To understand what happened, one must bear in mind 
that, in this period, while many military officers talked about 
nuclear weapons, very few knew what they were talking 
about. Many American flag and general officers did not have 
clearances to know about nuclear weapons. Most of those 
who did distrusted their own judgement. As a former Air 
Force planner explained to the chairman of the AEC in 1957: 

First and most important is the inferiority complex still common to 
most senior officers. They tend to consider atomic weapons beyond 
their understanding without extensive study for which they have 
neither interest nor time. Atomic planning is therefore delegated 
to juniors who ... frequently lack the maturity and judgment 
normally provided by guidance from their seniors. When these 
junior planners confront their seniors with effects terminology and 
apparently complex calculations, the seniors are unable to exert 
normal guidance. Instead, they are prone to endorse the com-
putations without close questioning and without understanding 
procedures or implications-and in spite of personal misgivings. I 
have seen this reaction time and again in the European Theater. 19 

Because LeMay demanded and got most weapons pro-
duced by the AEC, actual nuclear weapons only began to be 
delivered to other service elements around 1954. Even 
as late as 1960 the numbers and types of operational 
weapons delivered to American forces in Europe lagged well 

18 D. A. Rosenberg, '"A Smoking Radiating Ruin at the End of Two Hours": 
Documents of American Plans for Nuclear War with the Soviet Union, 1954-1955', 
International Securiry, 6 (1981-2), 3-38, and Rosenberg, 'The Origins of Overkill'. 

19 Unsigned memorandum for Lewis Strauss, 14 Feb. 1957, Eisenhower Library, 
WHO-SANSA, No. 17. 
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behind suppositions either in West European capitals or in 
Washington. 

With the characteristics of tactical nuclear weapons at last 
becoming clear, Tactical Air Command pilots learned that 
they would find it hard to make precision strikes on enemy 
manœuvre forces. They would have to release bombs at high 
altitudes and toss them 'over their shoulders', so to speak, 
while speeding away. 20 Otherwise, they would be caught by 
the blast. Army officers received in sequence the 280-mm. 
nuclear cannon and the Redstone missile. They found it hard 
to work out even how to move these weapons, let alone how 
to use them in combat. 

The first, and nearly the last, attempt to simulate 'tactical' 
use of nuclear weapons was exercise 'Carte Blanche', con-
cluded in West Germany in 1955. The result, as the German 
public quickly learned, was a theoretical 1. 7 million dead 
and 3.5 million casualties, with the whole North German 
plain levelled.21 

The most hopeful conclusion reached by planners at 
NATO headquarters is reported by Robert Richardson, a 
retired US Air Force general, then a colonel on General 
Gruenther's staff. 'If we couldn't figure out how these 
tactical nuclear weapons would be used', he says, 'we 
were damn sure the Russians wouldn't be able to. But 
they wouldn't believe that we couldn't. So they would be 
deterred. '22 

The strategic dilemma of 1956-7 was thus compounded. 
(NATO, one might say, faced a pride of dilemmas.) The 
Europeans were protected by American nuclear weapons. 
They had reason to fear that this protection might be 
whisked away. They also had reason to fear that the weapons 
might be used. Much of the future of NATO was to be 
dominated by efforts to find some safe middle ground 
between these dreadful alternatives. 

By focusing only on the late 1950s, one could criticize or 

20 See Time, 24 Sep. 1956, p. 36. 
21 There are good accounts in Speier, German Rearmament, eh. JO, and C. M. 

Kelleher, Germany and the Politics of Nuclear Weapons (New York, 1975), 34-42. 
22 In a televized interview of 'War and Peace in the Nuclear Age', a series 

broadcast in 1989 by WGBH-TV of Boston. 
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even caricature the European and American architects of 
these dilemmas. After the American election of 1948, 
both European leaders and American officials probably 
exaggerated the likelihood of any significant American turn 
away from preoccupation with Europe. They were misled 
both by analogies from the inter-war years and by mis-
estimation and disdain for Truman and other American 
politicians. Nitze and his allies in American officialdom 
understood how to get short-term results within the American 
political system. They did not understand adequately, as 
of 1950, how much harder it was to engineer long-term 
changes. Acheson and all his colleagues and counterparts 
showed extraordinary short-sightedness and want of political 
judgement when they committed themselves to the Lisbon 
force goals of 1952. In trying to recover from _that blunder, 
they and their successors found refuge in self-delusion. 

But mockery would be misplaced. The men who created 
the dilemmas had comparatively few choices. It is not easy, 
even in long retrospect, to see what they might have done 
differently. At Lisbon, Acheson and the others were con-
cerned above all with getting the French National Assembly 
to assent to some form of West German rearmament. Un-
realistically high NATO force goals seemed necessary for 
that end. Otherwise, Acheson thought, there would be 'little 
chance of saving policies and programs on which all of us 
have worked for years and which are right'. 23 The adoption 
of the 'nuclear firepower' myth was preceded by careful, 
more than year-long reviews in both London and Washington 
of other possibilities for reconciling the Lisbon goals with 
evident domestic political and economic realities. None of 
these possibilities seemed equally attractive.24 The par-
ticipants in these reviews included some of the best minds in 
both parties in both countries. One can criticize the choices 
made, but it is not at all clear that retrospective criticism 
would be less severe if any other choices had been made from 

23 Acheson to Robert Schuman, 4 Feb. 1952, FRUS, 1952-4 v. 23. 
24 R. A. Wampler has completed at Harvard a doctoral thesis in history which 

reviews in detail interaction between strategic thinking in London and Washington. 
R. R. Bowie, a participant, and R. Immermann, an historian, are at work on a joint 
reconstruction of the strategy review pursued in Washington by the new Eisenhower 
administration. 
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the menus then available. Moreover, one can now argue 
that, as we see the men of 1914 (or, more properly of 1890-
1914 or perhaps 1878- 1914 or even 1856- 1914) stumbling 
into war so, in lengthening retrospect, we see the men of 
1945-57 (and, happily, of 1945 to the present) stumbling 
into peace. 25 

Confidence by American leaders in the effectiveness of 
nuclear weapons, ignorant and mistaken as it may have 
been, made possible their commitment to Western Europe. 
Had they assumed from the outset that their commitment 
entailed large, long-term deployments of ground forces, they 
would almost certainly have been more hesitant. And it is 
hard to see how they would have secured the necessary 
support in Congress and the country. After all, even Senate 
ratification of the North Atlantic Treaty was thought to 
require heart-crossed promises that the United States would 
be counted on only for air power and atomic bombs. 

The apparent confidence of American leaders in the power 
of nuclear weapons, weakly founded as it may have been, 
probably did deter Stalin from acting adventurously-for 
example, against Austria or Finland in the spring of 1948 or 
against the air lanes into Berlin in 1948-9. Unless and until 
we have more authentic source material for the Soviet side, 
we cannot say more than speculatively whether this is so and 
whether there was or was not some deterrence of Soviet 
action against Western Europe in 1951. All we have now are 
pieces of testimony indicating that Stalin at that period 
discussed offensive military operations. We know that he did 
not order such operations.26 The fact that he permitted, 
perhaps ordered, the North Korean adventure of 1950, 
does, of course, raise questions about the effectiveness of 
deterrence, but it is plausible to reply that Stalin had there a 
sense of reass'urance derived from the fact that the United 
States had not intervened to prevent the ousting of Chiang 
from China and the further fact that Secretary Acheson had 
publicly put Korea outside the United States' 'security 

25 See J. L. Gaddis's thoughtful essays in The Long Peace: Inquiries into the History of 
the Cold War (New York, 1987). 

26 See V. Mastny, 'Stalin and the Militarization of the Cold War', International 
Securiry, 9 ( 1984-85), I09-'29. 
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perimeter'. Via Donald Maclean or other such sources, 
Stalin may also have known of NSC papers, signed by 
Truman in 1948 and again in 1949, which formally declared 
Korea of no strategic value to the United States. 27 

Beliefs about nuclear weapons, partly illusory, surely 
encouraged British governments, between 1945 and 1956, to 
assume in continental Europe commitments which they 
might otherwise have judged unduly dangerous or expensive. 
These were in part beliefs about American nuclear weapons, 
in part beliefs about future British nuclear weapons. Had 
British leaders not assumed that atomic bombs would deter 
the Soviets or, if that failed, defeat them, some members of 
Attlee's cabinet would probably have been more resistant to 
the Brussels treaty, NATO, and the pledge of 1950-1 
concerning the British Army on the Rhine. (And, as even 
American historians have increasingly begun to note, 
without British urgings for joint Continental commitment, 
it is hard to imagine the American military aid programmes 
of 1949 and 1950, let alone the troop commitments of 
1951.)28 

Something similar seems true of France. At least in some 
degree, belief that Stalin stood in dread of the American 
atomic bomb stiffened the backs of French politicians in 
1947-9, when French Communists were trying to force a 
breach with the English-speaking powers. Some residue of 
this belief enabled French leaders to postpone the issue of 
German rearmament until it assumed a form acceptable to 
majority opinion. Meanwhile, an increasing number of 
French officials were invigorated by convictions that France 
herself would some day possess her own nuclear deterrent. 
Without American nuclear weapons, French policy in 
Europe might well have been less steady. 

This seems all the more plausible because of the extent 
to which nuclear weapons influenced developments in 
Germany. It was only on the basis of belief in the deterrent 
efficacy of American nuclear weapons that West Germans 

27 On this general subject, see J. L. Gaddis, 'Intelligence, Espionage, and Cold 
War Origins', Diplomatic History, 13 (1989), 191-212. 

28 e.g. R. A. Best, jun., 'Co-operation with Like-Minded Peoples': British Influences on 
American Securiry Policy, 1945-1949 (Westport, Conn., 1986). 
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could adopt the premiss that an otherwise lightly armed 
Western alliance offered the new Federal Republic not only 
security against a heavily armed Eastern bloc but also 
assurance that, if war came, Germany would not be the 
battleground. Renunciation of a German nuclear arsenal was 
required both to make the Western alliance possible and to 
preserve internal unity in the Federal Republic itself. 29 The 
combined result was to put it almost out of the question that 
Germany, however much she came to regain a dominant 
position in Europe, would become again the kind of egocen-
tric, sometimes manic, actor that she has been at times in 
the past. 

Well before the 1960s two beliefs had fixed themselves in 
the minds of Americans, West Europeans, East Europeans, 
and Russians. One was a belief that the new international 
system was dominated by two 'superpowers', the United 
States and the Soviet Union. The second was that nuclear 
weapons served as a major metric of power. The United 
States and the Soviet Union were 'superpowers' because they 
had large numbers of nuclear weapons, regardless of the fact 
that the one was a. confederation often incapable of acting as 
coherently as many nations much inferior in gross resources 
and that the other remained in many respects an under-
developed country. 

The first condition had a precedent of sorts in the system 
of 1815-54 more or less polarized between Russia and 
Britain. The second condition had no precedent. One 
consequence was a belated beginning to new thinking about 
the nature of war and peace and the relationship between the 
two. 

More than in the l 920s and 1930s, it began to be recog-
nized in the 1960s that the sharp Kantian distinctions 
between war and peace had been made obsolete by tech-
nological, and no less by social and economic, changes. Faute 
de mieux, we (at least we in the West) began to fit inter-
national relations into the different, less metaphysical modes 
of thought characteristic of micro-economic analysis. Senior 

29 See G. Wettig, Entmilitarisierung und Wiederbewa.ffaung in Deutsch/and, I94J- I955 
(Munich, 1967), and A. Baring, Aujlenpolitik in Adenauers Kan;:,lerdemokratie (Munich, 
1969). 
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officials, occasionally statesmen themselves (as, for example, 
Helmut Schmidt, Denis Healey, and James Schlesinger), 
came to frame security issues in terms of preferences, 
utilities, margins, and trade-offs. The blessing that accom-
panied the importation of these terms (and charts and 
graphs and endless numbers) was acceptance and manifes-
tation of the principle that Great Powers could be ferociously 
antagonistic, both politically and ideologically, without 
necessarily ending up in total war. 

The men of 1945 had stumbled upon the truth so well put 
by Churchill in his last great speech-that safety could be 
'the sturdy child of terror'. On the evidence of the thirty-odd 
years since the winter of 1956-7, the nuclear and ther-
monuclear 'overkill' blindly accumulated as a result of 
American and Soviet decisions prior to that time did not 
work against stability. It contributed in some measure to the 
fact that the West-East cold war ran its course without ever 
becoming a real war. 
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