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NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN
AND APPEASEMENT

Nick Smart scrutinises
Chamberlain’s foreign
policy and the
historiography of
appeasement.

Right: Neville Chamberlain, posing
for the camera during a
‘constitutional’ in St James’s Park.

Chamberlain’s (l‘ntrulit}r

Appeasement, the word can be found in
ANy didinn;n‘j.. It is a noun form of the
verb LO appedase, W hiL‘h means Lo |1[.|L'LHL'
or pacily, and is a perfectly good word for
the not ignoble, and certainly not un-
Christian, desire to avoid conflict
through resolving grievances. To appease
is to seek |‘uuu'r|'u] solutions LD ;H'u:h-

lems. whether arising amone individuals
' >

or in relations between states. In t|j[1|n-
matic terms, blessed, we might think, is
the dppeascr

['here was a time in Britain, over the
winter ol 1938-39, when appeasement
was not merely the name ascribed to a
particular approach to foreign policy but
one which a L) t‘f}plhmlu' Press deemed

S0 SLCC t.'r»-.'«-|'l|] ds Lo l‘n.' '[I't||‘_-. ]‘Jh“:-hL‘t]. H‘H.‘

ideal and the actua kap]uuu‘ud_ momen-
larily, to blend. Images ol Neville Cham-
berlain, the British prime minister,
hailed as the [‘r{'i:lli.'L'l'I'Iiil-.l.'J', Hickered
across cinema screens the world over.
His dramatic and heroic intervention at
the end of hg'ﬂ[umhrl' 1938 had. it was
said at the time, averted European war
over that ‘tarawav country’, Czechoslo-

vakia. He had travelled to Munich and
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In .lL'L"-_"dHI}: to Hitler's demands there

had reached what he thought was an all-
important agreement based on ‘the
desire ol our two pu.'nph'a never to go to
war again’. The saga ol his peace-seek-
ing mission attested not merely to his
stamina but also, apparently, to the
soundness ol his policy. That "general

Luropean settlement” Chamberlain had

been aiming at seemed within his grasp:
the product ol his patient non-provoca-
tive appeasement. In the months that
tollowed he continued to believe, what-
ever the doubts of u'[|l:.'|'.-~, that with
Hitler's appetite satiated he could be
trusted to make no turther territorial
demands in Europe. Accordingly he

proclaimed ‘peace tor our time', won a



massive confidence vote in the House of
Commons, l}'lllll}li“ll about a _E[('I'I(‘r.ll clec-
tion, and a0l cabinet ministers up to
deliver H[‘.IL‘{'L'}'IL’S full ol references to a
future golden age.

[t didn't last, of course. Hitler, his
appetite whetted, was hungry for more
and, moreover, thought the British and
IFrench leaders too spineless to stop him.
Within six months of the Munich agree-
ment German troops were tramping
through Prague, and in less than a vear
came the invasion of Poland. There were
awkward  hesitations  and  angry
exchanges in the Commons before
Neville Chamberlain, still prime minis-
ter, announced over the wireless that
Britain was at war with Germany. lelling
MPs that evervthing he had worked tor
had ‘crashed into ruins’, he was left
reflecting that the policy of appeasement

which he had made his own and pur-
sued with such relentless contidence
had failed. Munich was now a bitter
memory. That which he thought he had
1938  was

revealed as illusory; not even useful as a

achieved in HL*J‘:IL*mhL'I'
stratagem ol delav. Besides, having con-
cluded a non-aggression pact with the
Soviet Union, Hitler was in a stronger
strategic position in 1939 than a vear
previously. Poland, Britain's casus belli,
lay further away even than Czechoslo-
vakia, and was clearly doomed. Hitler
may not have got the war he wanted in
1939, but in committing the fatal mistake
of taking the German dictator at his
word and persuading himselt that the
man could be trusted, Neville Chamberlain
realised that the world could see he had
been taken for a chump. It was a bitter
]:i|| to swallow.

Appeasement quickly became a
dirty word in the
English-speaking
political lexicon —
constituting, along-
side Neville Cham-
berlain’s name and
the  place-name
Munich, a kind ol
unholy trinity, an
object-lesson  in
dishonourable fail-
ure. When, in later
vears, the actions
of such disagreeable toreign potentates as
Nasser, Saddam Hussein and General
Galtieri were viewed through the prism

of Munich and deemed Hitler-like,

€ € Images of Neville
Chamberlain, the
British prime minister, .4
hailed as the peace-
maker, flickered
across cinema screens
the world over 99
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Above: A poster asserting the independence of Czechoslovakia. The caption reads:'Ve'll
all become soldiers if necessary’. The cession of the Sudetenland, arranged at the Munich
conference in September 1938, left the rest of the country vulnerable. German troops
entered Bohemia and Moravia on 15 March 939.

the stock-in-trade
reaction ol Iree-
dom-loving British
American
pt}|i1i{'i;mr~; wils to
deliver  linger-
wageing lectures
on how it does not
do to dppcase

dictators. Quite

whether the lessons
of history are generally applicable is
dubious, but certainly when parallels

with Munich are drawn, vigilance is pro-

claimed as watchword and appeasement

is ruled out. Nobody wants to be cast in

Neville Chamberlain mode.

A Wider Perspective?

There is undoubtedly a degree of unfair-
ness. Neville Chamberlain, after all, did
not invent appeasement. As a policy it
was something he inherited and he was
by no means the only exponent. Plenty
of contempaoraries who criticised him
afterwards for seeking to appease the
dictators had practised or advocated vari-

ous forms ol appeasement in their time
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Nevertheless it is to his name that the

word has stuck, so much so that the pol-

icv's hallmark bad points (compounded
ol naive wishtul-thinkine and buckettuls
ol blinkered conceit) are ascribed to him
personally — as it to say that he was not
merely the walking embodiment of a

particular policy, but the personilication

of a state of mind, an effete feebleness
that, it is often said, atfected British gov-
erning politicians in the inter-war vears.

This image of an enteebled. decaving

iritish political élite which had lost its
self-conlidence and sense ol purpose, is

an important part of the historiography

ol appeasement. It has inspired a | sorts
of inquiries into how “people who mat-
tered in 1930s Britain, whether in
Oxlord common rooms, at country-house
weekends, or inhabiting the editorial office
ol The Times, contributed to what is
labelled “the climate of appeasement’. In
this Wav a context IS prow ided tor Neville
Chamberlain’s actions, emphasising a

broad hinterland ol positive support Tor

the policy he so energetically carried out.
But the ‘climate of appeasement’ literature

.1[*-4: SCrves .u‘u:[hg'r irnp:-rl,ml l'umgliun,

It sets dapart the i'iluurr who, whatever

else can be said of him. lacked neither

sell-conlidence nor a sense ol Britain’s

historical purpose. This was Churchill.

b
| £
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Winston's Roles

[t was Winston Churchill who, with
Demosthenic eloquence, condemned
the Munich agreement and what he saw
as the groundless optimism that underlay
appeasement. In legend. if not quite in
fact, it is he who did most to resist the

smug short-sightedness that permeated

establishment circles in which a lear of

communism outweiched any desire to
combat the more H.I|}.:;|!' excesses ol the
Nazi regime. He is also credited with
being  almost  alone  in recognising
Hitler's evil intent and understanding
the timeless essentials of British foreign
policy requirements. A backbench MP at
the time ol Neville Chamberlain’s return
trom Munich, he nevertheless led the
country for most of the war vears. Having
the leisure atterwards to write his histon
ol that contlict, he won hands-down the
historical debate on what ought o have
been done as l'q.*lt_gin'dh I'.n.'l'n}_: the dictators.
Churchill emerged as the national

saviour in the early summer ol 1940; his

replacement ol Neville Chamberlain as
prime minister being seldom described
in terms other than that ol an eleventh-

hour reprieve. With the nation supposedly

welcoming the change with a ‘sigh of

reliel”. Churchill took his walk with des-

A scene from the Munich conference,
showing Goring, Chamberlain,
Mussolini, Hitler and Daladier.

tiny: his deliant refusal to surrender to
Hitlers 'new Dark Age’ being commemorat-
ed as deliverance and L|L||‘_n. celebrated.
There are plenty ol statues and memorials
ol him, whereas none has been erected
in Neville Chamberlain's memory.
During the war, and altter, Churchill
maintained that the Second World War
Wis  unnecessary, that it need not,
i["llll't'll Hi]”“]ll not. hq_l‘lu I ]]L"{_"H ;I”fﬂ.\l'(] )
happen. A more robust approach to foreign
alfairs that did not pander to dictators and
avoided the dishonour of Munich would,
he maintained, have outlaced Hitler.
What is more. he altirmed in wha
scemed a plausible counter-factual, the
German people, once they saw their
leader rebulfed, would have come to
their senses, shaken off Hitler's hvpnotic
H[n'” and thrown him over. In this Wy
Churchill damned appeasement in general
and Neville Chamberlain in particular for,
in eflect, allowing the war to happen.
Part ol the Churchillian legend con-
structed immediately after he became
prime minister was that while he, the
hero, had been consigned to the wilder-
ness throughout the 1930s, those in gov-
crnment sought cravenly to establish a
rapport with the European dictators.

Actually Churchill had tended to over-



look Mussolini’s various delinquencies in
the 1930s, but he was able to state that
the appeasers” habitual siding with the
strong against the weak and then claim-
ing that the demands ol the strong were
just, appalled him. Germany he recog-
nised as a power, and powers, he appre-
ciated, tended to bully smaller neigh-
bours. But he regarded a Germany
growing so strong so
quickly as a threat
not merely to the
stability of Europe
but to British inter-
ests. In tearing up
disarmament restric-
tions, remilitarising
the  demilitarised
Rhineland, complet-
ing his Anschluss with Austria and going
on to absorb the strategically important
German-speaking part of Czechoslo-
vakia, the Sudetenland, Hitler was,
Churchill believed, going too far. More-
over it was as though appeasement did
not so much allow as actively encourage
this rapid accretion of German strength.
Instead of flving to Germany and giv-
ing Hitler all he wanted, Neville Cham-
berlain, Churchill maintained, should
have been talking-up Britain’s rearma-
ment, rattling the national sabre and taking
every step necessary, including alliance
with the Soviet Union, to contain Ger-
many. IF all this could have been done in
the name of the League ol Nations, so
much, Churchill thought, the better.

Revisionism

This Churchillian recipe for resistance
formed the basis of the traditional, and
I]lgl'l.l"lp 'L"[]ﬂdf.’"“]illllr}'. l}'lf.."f"rif'.'r BN HPPL"HHL"
ment. No other view was possible as
long as the great man remained alive,
and it was only after his death that, in
haphazard and always contested manner,

revisionist versions ol the I*lis-;u:-rj.' of

appeasement began to emerge. These,
broadly speaking, maintain that for all
manner of reasons dppeasement was the
rational course tor British decision-makers
to adopt in the inter-war years. Memo-
ries of the insensate slaughter on the
western front during the Great War
instilled, we read, a widespread reaction
against any form of repeating the conti-
nental commitment. A feeling that Ger-
many had been hard-done by at Ver-

€4 Decision-makers
were oppressed
with a sense of
national and imperial
vulnerability 9 9

sailles, and that treaty revision should be
more accommodating to German sensi-
bilities was also, we are told, prevalent
among shapers of public opinion. More-
over to a generation brought up ‘in the
shadow ol the bomber’, there was noth-
ing so precious as avoiding another war
that could not be other than catastrophic
in its consequences. In Britain's ‘pacific
democracy’ a policy
of appeasement,
aimed at conciliation
instead of threat,
that HHI.I}_T,I‘JT. Lo
understand and help
to fruition the ambi-
tions ol aggrieved
‘have not’ powers,
seemed progressive
and  sensible.  Appeasement  also
promised to relieve a hard-pressed econ-
omy from the burden ol armaments
expenditure, and high-profile summit
diplomacy seemed preferable to a spi-
entangling

r;|1|fng dJArms [Coe iil'ltl

alliances with doubtful continental
allies.

Britain in the inter-war vears, it is
now recognised, had not the means to
tultil a world power role. Those in posi-
tions of authority might not have said as
much, but they felt it to be so. It was
one thing for the chiefs of staff to identi-
lv Germany as the
major adversary
power, but their
blunt warning that
Britain  could not
fight Ttaly, Germany
and Japan simulta-
neously put a premi-
um on diplomacy.
Decision-makers
were r:-|‘.=|:-|‘r:t-;t~;vd with
a sense ol national
and imperial vulner-
ability. Hence
dppeasement —  as
much an attitude or
reflex as a specific
approach to diplomacy has been
deemed appropriate for what Britain was in

the 1920s and 1930s, a power in decline.

Need for a New Approach

If the above, broadly speaking, sets out
the trudilimml cundu:nmm:r}f x'f:rdicl 0on

appeasement and introduces the more

€ € Chamberlain is
charged by some
for vainly thinking no
he could treat with
Hitler, and praised
by others for being

brave and clear-

sighted about
what he wanted
to achieve ¢ ¢
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common revisionist apologia, it has to be
said that debate, though fierce, has tend-
ed to follow lines that have become pre-
dictable, even ossitied. The two hostile
camps are well-entrenched and ground
is tenaciously fought over. Those of the
appeasement-was-deeplv-flawed persua-
sion, who claim it as an anomalous, even
un-English policy, neither offer nor
accept quarter from those who maintain
that, given the times and the country’s
circumstances, an appeasing stance was
so wholly appropriate that any other
means of dealing with the dictators
would have been odd, or at least unusu-
al. In this way Neville Chamberlain is
charged by some ftor vainly thinking he
could treat with Hitler, and praised by
others for being brave and clear-sighted
about what he wanted to achieve. Simi-
larly while Neville Chamberlain’s mili-
tary ignorance is paraded by critics, sup-
porters argue that in matters strategic he
had formed a better and more compre-
hensive appreciation ol Britain's
strengths and weaknesses than the sell-
styled  warfare Winston
Churchill.

With positions thus fixed it is rare

expert,

to encounter arguments that are not
either wholly condemnatory of appease-
ment or fully sympathetic towards
Neville Chamberlain's tireless efforts to
preserve peace over
the first two vears of
his premiership. It is
unusual, and certainly
fashionable, to
seck to break dway
from the binary divide
sO as to arrive at a
composite position.
With appeasement so
tightly aligned with
Neville

lain’s name, and with

Chamber-

the narrative climax-
ing at Munich, no
one has tried to sepa-
rate the elements to
the extent of arguing that, for example,
by the time he became prime minister,
in May 1937, his foreign policy inheri-
tance was already so set in the appeasing
groove that, given the dangers of war
breaking out, it was right for him to take
such a vigorous lead in diplomacy and
act as his own foreign secretary. By the
same token, the rigid identitication of
Neville Chamberlain as personification
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Above: Hitler is greeted by a local girl on |9 October 1938, during a stage-managed

entry into the Sudetenland.

ol appeasement smothers the idea that
the policy might have been, in broad
terms, a sound approach to foreign
affairs but that he was a bad practitioner
of it.

Chamberlain’s Failings

lo argue that appeasement was strategi-
cally appropriate in the conditions of the
middle and late 1930s, but that Neville
Chamberlain’s performance as appeaser
was tactically inept is not to sav that,
with a ditferent figure at the helm, there
would have been no Czech crisis or that
‘peace for our time’ would have prevailed.

The point being made is not some

Churchill-type counter-tactual "What if

.7, but that Neville Chamberlain’s
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brand ol appeasement was not the only
version available, and indeed that, with
oreater linesse and common sense, a
firmer, more persuasive and more pur-

posctul Anglo-French anti-German front

could have been mounted. Moreover

while it probably was necessary, or merely

sensible, to make concessions to Hitler for

as long as his demands were couched in
the language ol ‘sell-determination’,
Neville Chamberlain was wrong to per-
sist in the beliel that Hitler would
respond positively to vet more concessions.
The ‘wretched business” of Munich may
have been necessary, as Halifax put it.
But what was missing was the thus-far-
but-no-further certainty that, after the
March 1939 Prague coup and Polish
guarantee, Britain had now declared a

L'III'ILEI'I{'IH-I:I commitment ;|m| meant (o

honour it. His inability to deliver the
clear message to Hitler that he had
recached the limit and that no further
demands were acceptable, was Neville
Chamberlain’s greatest diplomatic failure.

Hitler
should not be pressurised or backed into

His persistent beliel that
a corner, when those around him had
concluded that the German dictator's
word could not be trusted. was also a
grave error. There was no one on hand to
question Neville Chamberlain's consid-
erable but quite unwarranted confidence
in the eftticacy of his own personal nego-
tiating touch. Why it should have fallen
Lo a Ht'dcnieiry' 69-vear-old to formulate
‘plan Z"in secret, then dramatise it and
make three tlights to Germany in less
than a fortnight to parley with Hitler,
remains a puzzling diplomatic initiative.
The odd home-fixture might have been a
useful equaliser. Equally, getting the
French in on the act as Daladier, his
French opposite number, had wished,
might have offered greater leverage and
struck a sweeter entente unity note.
Cold-shouldering the French and main-
taining it was the Czechs and not Hitler
who constituted the problem, Neville
Chamberlain allowed his love of the
limelight and instinct for the unconven-
tional to determine his policy. Having
invested heavily in summit diplomacy,
and being quite seduced by the popping-
flash-bulbs and cheering crowds that
went with his foreign trips, he was inca-
pable ol tactical manocuvre once Hitler
started misbehaving. Deliberately cut-
ting himsell off from such advice as the
Foreign Office had to offer, he failed
utterly to convev to the dictators the
impression Halifax wished to present:
that Britain meant business.

For Neville Chamberlain, despite
appearances to the contrary, was no
analyst. Throughout his political career
his approach to issues was instinctive.
Unencumbered by any systematic pro-
cess of thinking, it was his not infre-
quent hunches and ‘scintillations’ that
set his thoughts on a particular course.
His instinct, ftuelled by the ltalian
ambassador Grandi, that Mussolini
wanted to be friends, suckered him
along the path ol continuing to seek a
rapprochement with Il Duce long after
the value of such a link had diminished
to nothingness. Despite the Anschluss
rendering British friendship with Fascist

ltaly strategically and diplomatically



redundant, Neville Chamberlain, in the
face of French protests, still pressed
ahead with his .';m';lj..'—llixlun: summitry
and, umbrella in hand, got very excited
about his visit to Rome in January 1939,

Unorthodox as diplomat, Neville
Chamberlain was no less subject to his
‘scintillations’” in defence matters. His
embrace of air-power as the L‘u}' Lo war-
fare in the future
was modern-sound-
ing, but it was built
on a series of ill-
informed hunches.
He had, it is true,
come round to the
view earlier than
most of his col-
leagues that rear-
mament was neces-
sary, and had also, in
his typically brisk
tashion, set about
securing it. Indeed,
in terms of head-
line spending fig-
ures, Neville Chamberlain plaved his
part in ensuring Britain was not unpre-
pared for war in 1939. But in becoming
air-minded, more or less instinctively,
and in working out value-for-money rear-
mament measures some time before he
became prime minister, Neville Cham-
berlain made several disastrous strategic
choices.

A subscriber to what today would be
called deterrence thcnr}: Neville Cham-
berlain thought that provided Britain
possessed a sizeable fleet of bombing air-
craft, no enemy would dare unleash its
air force on London for fear of retalia-
tion. But this was about as far as his
strategic thinking went. At a time when
expert opinion was coming round to the
view that the bomber would not, after
all, always get through and that fighter
defence was a better investment, his
views on deterrence did not shift. This,
perhaps, was permissible in a non-
expert. What was not was that in his
acquired air-mindedness he broadcast
Britain’s military isolationism. While
ever-larger allocations of the defence
budget were devoted, or so he thought,
to rendering the country immune from
air attack, Neville Chamberlain strode
the world stage and made no effort to
court, befriend or even appease, would-
be continental allies. As far as he was
concerned they were militarily on their

€ € If the British
proposed to effect
a blockade from a
distance and keep
their bombers in
reserve, it would be
left to the French
to pay the butcher’s
bill of warfare s
onland 99

own. Moreover his rearmament pro-
gramme left the army so starved of
resources [hil[, ds IH[L‘ ds [h'L' ﬁ|‘.l|‘ing {]r
1939, French observers were still referring
to it as a ‘parade ground army’.

The fatal consequence of neglecting
the army lay in the way it affected rela-
tions with Britain's only palpable conti-
nental ally, France, and in the manner in
which that neglect
impacted on
French  strategic
thinking. Unlike his
halt-

Austen,

Francophile
brother
Neville Chamber-
lain did not like the
French. He thought
their
smelly and the peo-

lavatories

ple sexually degener-
ate. But in allowing
prejudice  to
influence his poli-
cy-making, he
aroused French
suspicions that if war with Germany
should come, the British would leave
them in the lurch. If the British pro-
posed to effect a blockade from a dis-
tance and keep their bombers in reserve,
it would be left to the French to pay the
butcher’s bill of wartare on land. It was
hardly surprising that they quailed at the
prospect. Yet Neville Chamberlain cared
not a jot for French sensibilities. Think-
ing it wise to, as he put it, 'keep every-
one guessing’, he made no undertakings
about military assistance to France and
no suggestion until very late on about
staff-talks. Whereas to many of his col-
leagues the appeasing had to stop at
Munich, Chamberlain even sent his
speeches to the German dictator so as to
underline his own continuing conciliato-

ry stance.

Conclusion

There was an appropriateness about
appeasement as British decision-makers’
first foreign policy of choice during the
1930s.
strategic over-stretch made it so. There

Economic vulnerability and

were simply too many potential enemies
in too many parts of the world for a bold-
er, more Churchillian approach to for-
eign affairs to have been realistic What
gave appeasement such a bad name in
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later vears was, in part, Churchill’s
unchallenged ability to slant the narra-
tive in the direction he favoured, but
also Neville Chamberlain’s equivocating,
inconsistent and, at times, downright
contradictory stewardship of foreign
affairs during a large part of his brief pre-
miership.

Had Chamberlain plaved his hand
better, in the sense of being less prone to
dash off to Germany, had he given up on
Mussolini after the Anschluss, had the
consequences of his military thinking
been less isolationist, had he been more
positive in his overtures towards France,
and, above all, had he delivered clearer
messages to Hitler about British intent,
appeasement might even have worked.
This does not mean there would have
been no German invasion ol Poland or
that a European war would have been
casily prevented. What it does mean is
that British foreign policy in the mid and
late 1930s would have been much easier
to defend, at the time and alter, along the
lines that it was better to have tried and
tailed to appease the dictators’ legitimate
arievances than not to have tried at all.

Issues to Debate
* Why has appeasement excited so much
historical controversy?
* In what respects was appeasement an
appropriate policy for Britain to pursue in
May 1937?
* What legitimate criticisms may be made
of Chamberlain’s conduct of foreign affairs
before September 1939

Further

Reading

Dr Nick Smart lectures at the University
of Plymouth. Among his books are The
National Government 193 1-40 (Macmillan,
1999) and Neville Chamberlain (Routledge,
2009).
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