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Abstract:

Tﬁe purpose of this thesis is to provide a case-study in the making
of British foreign policy by relating a substantial body of historical
evidence to problems raised by a comparative and analytical perspective.
The particular period between Munich and tﬁe German invasion of the
Soviet Union has been chosen because of its intrinsic interest and
because it allows us to observe a democracy facing up to the most

fundamental question of external relationms, that of war or peace.

The thesis focusses on the political aspects of decision-making,
~at three 1evels: the Cabinet, at the apex of the system; the press,

as the most extensive of all lobbies; and public oéinion, arguably the
ultimate source Qf legitimacy in Britisﬁ politics. The aim is to reveal
the role of domestic factors in British fofeign policy, which ére
usua11§ ackﬁowledged but not dwelt upon, and thereby to peel back some
layers of the coﬁplex process of causation in history. The main hinge
of the thesis is‘therefo:e the argument that neither the 'logic of
events', nor soﬁe self-evident rationality, explains why the British
Government entered and remained in the war between 1939-41. While

their importance must not be exaggerated, such deéision-making factors
as}the operation'of the Cabinet and the character of public debate, also

helped to determine the British position towards Germany.

The other main theme of the thesis is the relative weakness of
power-based explanations of decision-making. The roles of Prime Minister
and Cabinet are not best described in terms of eitﬁer's dominance; the
press 1s suffiéient of an insider in policy-making circles to conmplicate
immensely any assessment of its separate influence; public opinion can
barely be distinguished from the perceptions of politicians who defer
to it. Scme alternative interpretations are presented for the period

under review; those working in different areas may find them suggestive.
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Chapter I1: INTRODUCTION: THE PROBLEM

It is impossible to study modern history without being interested
in the origins of the second world war. Om the surface the war is easily
explicable but on contemplation it reveals endless difficulties, well
beyond that of explaining how it was that a psychopath came to
control a modern nation like Germany. Wﬁen the problem is broken down
into the entries into the war of tﬁe various countries involved, even
the character of Hitler, although more important than any other single
factor, soon becomes an insufficient datum. In the case of Briﬁain,
for instance, it is hard to take for granted the common assumption that
a declaration of war on Germany was completely inevitable and desirable,
both in the long view and in terms of the specific circumstances in which
it was made. British diplomacy during 1938-9 has been one of the most
bitterly disputed episodés in the whole history of international
relations, and only now, as perspectives lengthen; are the hostilities
beginning to lose their intensity. But whether the argument is political
or acadeﬁic, it centres on why Neville Chamberlain's Cabinet reacted in
the specific ways that they did to the initiatives taken by Hitlef
towards Austria, Czechoslovakia and Polagd; acts of commission like the
Munich settlement, or the wooing of Franco and Mussolini, and of
" ommission like coolness towards the USSR or the turning of a blind eye

to the remilitarisation of the Rhineland, are equally controversial.

1 The argument has been rmapped over the years by D.C. Watt in
'Appeasement: The rise of a Revisionist School', Political Quarterly,
Vol.36, No.2 (April-June 1965), pp.191-213, and 'The Historiography
of Appeasement', in Crisis and Controversy: Essays in Honour of

‘A.J.P. Taylor, edited by Chris Cook and Alan Sked (London, Macmillan,
1976).




The desire to explain these decisions rather than to justify or
denigrate them has predominated since the opening up of the Public Records
from 1967. Historians have not been slow to produce careful accounts
of the evolution of British foreign policy in the 1930s which have
succeeded in revising many conventional wisdoms, such as the notion that
Chamberlain and his colleagues were anxious to encourage a Nazi attack
on the Soviet Union, or on tﬁe other side of the view that Germany

enjoyed an overwhelming and decisive preponderance of air-power in

1938-39.1

However, in some important respects our.understanding of Briti;h
poiicy in thié'period is still deficient. Although most accounts, for
example, make statements in passing about the roles of Prime Minister,
Cabinet, Foreign_Office or Chiefs of Staff, no'sysfema;ic analysis exists
.of the respective influences of these and other elements in the policy-
making process. Chamberlain is usually said to have dominated his
Ministers, but others have implied that it was really Lord Halifax who
took the important'iniﬁiativés in 1939.2 Sometimes the Foreign Office

is portrayed as a centre of opposition to appeasement, and sometimes as

an eager supportér of the policies which were pursued.3 Equally, some
r.egard public opinion ashaving acted as a pacific constraint on any

governmént desire to "stand up to the dictators', but others see opinion

1 For misconceptions about relative air-power, see N.H. Gibbs, Official
History of the Second World War, Grand Strategry, Vol. I, 1919-39,
Tondon, HMSO, 1976), pp.597/-600, and S. Roskill: Hankey, Man of
Secrets, Vol. III, (London, Collins, 1974), pp.664=-5.

2 For example, M. Cowling: The Impact of Hitler: British Politics and
British Policy, 1933-40, (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1975)
pp, 9, 303, 393 and S. Newman: The British Guarantee to Poland,
(Oxford, The Clarenden Press, 1976), pp. 150-1.

3 For the one view see Christopher Thorne: The Approach of War, 1938-9,
(London, Macmillan, 1967), pp.28-30, for the other, D. Lammers: ‘From
Whitehall after Munich: The Foreign Office and the Future Course of
British Policy', The Historical Journal, XVI,4(1973) pp.831-56. It
should be said that both writers are suitably cautious, in the absence

of any full-length study of the Foreign Office.




as having been 'ahead' of the policy of appeasement in realising that
Hitler would never be satisfied with compromise.1 In other words there
is both some confusion and some argument over the relative contributions
to policy of the important groups and institutions involved. Different
interpretations could also be cited for the critics of the government
(tﬁe 'anti-appeasers'), for the professional military, and for almost
any othar set of participants. This is partly inevitable - there will
always be disagreement - but more obviously it is due to the fact that
no-one has shown much direct interest in this kind of question. Despite
early advocacy by D;C; Watt:,2 an analysis of decision-making has very
mnch’taken second place‘to tﬁe writing of chronological'history, whether
in the form of day-to-day description of events or explanation of the

L i ) L L4 ) 3
broad themes of British foreign policy at the time.

A focus on policy-making is necessary not simply for its own sake
but because it positively complements the more usual approach, in three
distinct ways. First, it simply concentrates on the process by which
decisions emerged, rﬁther thén on the impact of the decisions on the
wider scene of international relations., As indicated above, few people
take institutions at face value, Most of us are sceptical of claims
that a department of state or a legislative assembly is working as
smoothly br correctly as intended (although in Britain it is‘sometimes
difficult to know exactly what is '"{ntended', given the lack of a written

constitution). It is therefore important to establish how the machinery

1 Keith Middlemas: Diplomacy of Illusion, (London, Weidenfeld and
Nicolson, 1972), pp.455-6, takes the former view. For the latter we
need to go back to the years when appeasement found few defenders.
See Winston Churchill: The Second World War, Vol. I, The Gathering
Storm, (London, Cassell, 1948y, pp.258, 279-80.

2 D.C. Watt: Personalities and Policies: Studies in the Formulation of
British Foreign Policy in the Twentietn Century, (London, Longmans,

1965) .

3 Middlemas, op.cit. p.8, is one of the few at least to recognise the
existence of policy analysis, and explicitly confines himself to 'a
plain historical analysis'.




of government does work in practice, and tﬁis can only be done by frontal‘
assault;it is hardly enough to generalise from random insights generated
in the course of other kinds of enquiries.1 For British foreign policy
in the late thirties, we have a fairly large body of writing on the
overall course of events — the seamless web - and even on the attitudes

of various participants at different times; But we have no systematic
analysis of how politicians and administrators behaved when sifting
information, formulating alternatives; and taking or implementing
decisionsf These are problems which are now atﬁracting attention wherever
organisations or small groups exist to take action; whether in politics, .
industry, or'personél relations, for the ansﬁers are neither trivial nor
self-evident,2 and the deéisions wﬁicﬁ led Britain into war in 1939 are
certainly important enough to repay similar at;ention. Indeed, general
.interest in deéision-making has itself been stimulated by studies of

otﬁer foreign policy cases, so that we are not entering upon untested

ground.

.The second way in which a policy-making perspective can help us to
undérsténd the history of the 'appeasement' years is‘by clarifying the
issue of responsibility. The doctfine 6f collective.responsibility tells
us.that_the ﬁembérs of the Cabinet were all answerable for foreign
policies conducted overtly by the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary.

This does not say very much. Were the Cabiret led willy-nilly through

1 The need for an explicit treatment of decision-making is argued at
length in J.N. Rosenau: The Scientific Study of Foreign Policy, ﬁNew
York, The Free Press, 1971), eSpecially chaptgrs V and IX, and the
pioneering Foreign Policy Decision-Making, edited by R.C. Snyder,
H.W. Bruck and Burton Sapin, (New York, The Free Press, 1962, but
first printed in 1954).

2  For evidence of the growth of interest in decision-makipg throughouc
the social sciences, see R.J. Audley et.al.Decision-Making (Londor,
British Broadcasting Corporation, 1967), and F:G. Qastles, D.G:
Murray and D.C. Potter (Eds.) Decisionst Organizations and Society
(Harmondsworth, Penguin for The Open University, 1971).

1 f 151 Boston, Little,

i : .Allison: Essence Of Decision, ( L, 1 '

’ ;n partiggiilagz ﬁ Halpcrin:—kurcaucratlc P51itics and Foreign Policy,
rown, . > LA

(Washington, D.C., The prookings Institutlon, 197%4).
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the intricacies of diplomacy by the forceful character of Chamberlain,
ultimately being willing to defer to his judgement and intellect? Or
were they a group of like-minded men; responding collectively to the
painful dilemmas imposed by Hitler's revisionism? Alternatively, were
officials in the Foreign Office pushing étrongly for any particular

policy at this time? Did they advise clearly on the non plus ultra of

British compliance to Hitler's demands, and on the point at which
Britain should be willing to risk a war? Did Chamberlain's military
advisers encourage a war for Poland, and at tﬁe time at which it broke
out? Outside the Government, how extensive was disagréement with British
policy? Was the Government's Parliamentary ﬁajority in 1939 beginning

to become as unsteady as it proved in May 1940? Did the press mount

campaigns of hostile criticism, or did they help to preserve a united

front to the outside world?

Altﬁough in one sense these questions are about dead controversies,
in another they are of great importance. Almost all history which is
interesting is so because of its moral undertones and because we
empathise with.figures from the past. We are naturally_concerhed with
who-precisely was résponsible for what, and Whether there were alternativ
actions‘available which might have had "better" consequences, even if we
restrict ourselves to the premises of those écting at the time, and
exclude our own preferences. This is true whether we are thinking about
the conditions éf slaves in the young United States, the revolution
which overthrew the Tsarvin 1917, or the rise'to power of Hitler. The

'whys' cannot entirely be answered without reference to the 'what if
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nots' of histqry.]' As for British foreign policy just before the
Second World War, while we no longer wish to harangue 'Guilty Men',

we will always be concerned to disentangle the different stances and
different powers, of those involved in the argument, At present, our
knowledge is detailed but not pursued in these directions. If there
were important distinctions of view within the circles of decision-
making, and if one set of opinions did prevail over the others, whether

by argument or the exercise of authority, we are still only dimly aware

2
of how or why this occurred.

The third contribution of policy analysis to the study of this
period lies in its assumption that the nature and practice of decision-
making procedures may themselves significantly affect the outcome of
events. At the simplest level this is just the truism that an in-
efficient secretariat or intelligence service makes realistic
decisions difficult. Less obviously, it points towards the distortion
of rational policy-making that can result from such phenomena as
intra-bureaucratic competition or cognitive dissonance, and from the

very nature of choice and decision itself.

There eixst two extreme and opposing interpretations of political

choice, to which few people subscribe fully, but which act as simplified

1  'Counterfactual analysis' is a matter of great controversy among
. historians. The comments by E.H. Hunt and G.R. Hawke on the work
of R.W. Fogel illuminate some of the logical and methodological .
problems raised by such 'speculation' in history. 'The New Economic
History: Professor Fogel's Study of American Railways', and Comment;

History, Vol.53, No.177, (February, 1968), pp.3-23.

2  Recent accounts have if anything been too anxious to avoid general-
isations even abcout individual institutions.

3° One of the first and most interesting explanations of how what went
on inside the decision-making 'black box' affected the content of
policy was J. Frankel: The Making of Foreign Policy, (London, OU?,

1963) .
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yard-sticks of belief. One view is voluntarist, seeing decisions as

the product of free minds applying themselves rationally to the problems
confronting them. Historians seeking to understand events, therefore,
should concentrate on rehearsing the arguments used by those involved
in making the policies in question. Different conclusions may be
reached, but the main focus is still on the intellectual dimension,
rather than on the organisational, psychological or historical contexts

in which decisions were made. Politicians are to be regarded as

fundamentally in.control of their own actions.

The alternative view is determinist, and holds that foreign (or
any other) policies are essentially the outcrops of deeply-rooted
interests or circumstances. The important factors to analyse from the
viéwpoint of explaining international relation§ are those of basic
structure - wheﬁher this be human nature, the domestic regime, balances
of power, or the character of economic relationships. Calvinists,

L [ o . * L [ 1
Marxists, anti-Communists and neo-Malthusians may all take this line.

Both voluntarists and determinists regard the ways in which
decisions are made as having only a marginal impact on the ebb and flow
of history. More profound reasons are sought to explain great events.
Any position between these two extremes, however, must accept to some
degfee that how men deliberate about their actions, whom they consult,
and whom they do not, what prejudices they display and how thoroughly

they examine their information, will affect what they do. Decisions

1 E.H. Carr discusses the determinist viewpoint far more subtly than
he has been given credit for. See What is History?, (Harmendsworth,

Penouin. 1964). especially pp. 44-55, and 93-108.
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are not merely the superstructural product of ratiocination or
impersonal forces; they are part of a complex process of causation in
which change results from interaction between many different actors,
inside organisational and intellectual settings that are continually
reinterpreted with the passage of time, At the international level the
actors have principally been states, conducting their relations within
an overall 'international system'. At the level of the individual
state, action is the result of individuéls, organisations, and groups
competing for influence and arguing about concrete proposals, within a
political system composed of institutions and traditions distinctively
influenced by the country's history. From the broad perspective of
systems theory, tﬁerefore, decision-making is the process that
intervenes between the inputs coming from the outside world or from
within society, and the outputs which form foreign policy itself.

ft is at leaét one among many important potential influences on
histofy, and in particular circumstances, the quality of decision-
making may actually be decisive for thé future course of events. And
this, together with the arguments made previously, amounts to a good
case for enquiring into how British decisions leading up to the war

with Hitler were made, if simple curiosity is not by itself sufficient

justificatioh.

There is another, contrasting, motive behind this thesis, however,
apart from an interest in the history of the 1930s and 1940s. This

corresponds to what is probably the distinguishing feature of social

science from history, namely the urge to generalise. Social scientists,

by and large, attempt to work towards theories of behaviour which will

be relevant across different time periods, even though they will also

have to be hedged about with qualifications in order to cater for the
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peculiarities of circumstance. This is essentially the aim of the

academic subject of International Relations which, as a branch of
political science, aims to make broad statements about how states
behave towards each other and about the problems which are thrown up
by the international system. Naturally there are substantial dis-
agreements within the subject about how far such generalisations can

go, and about the methods which should be employed to achieve them.2

Within International Relations one of the main focuses of interest
is foreign policy analysis, or the study of how foreign policies are
made and conducted. In the last twenty years this has proved a lively
intellectual area, and a body of theoretical work has emerged that has
both borrowed from other disciplines and is well worth reading by other
social scientists interested in decision-making.3 A main problem of
foreign policy analysis, however; is the gap that has existed between
the theorists and the historians of particular countries or periods.
Many of the former have wasted time with banal propositions and over-
elaborate theories, through.sheer lack of knowledge of diplomacy in
detail.4 On the other hand, few historians have shown themselves

interested in raising their heads from particular cases, so as to

1  A. Marwick, The Nature of History, (London, Macmillan, 1970), p.106,££.
discusses the relations between history and the social sciences:

2 (Expressed in) K.Knorr and J. Rosenau (Eds)Contending Approaches to
International Politics, (Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1969).

3 A survey of this work can be found in C.J. Hill:'A Theorgtical '
Introduction', in W.Paterson and W. Wallace (Eds), Foreign Policy-
Making in Western Europe: A Comparative Approach (London, Saxon House,

1978).

4 Examples are littered through P. McGowan and H. Shapiro (Eds): The
Comparative Study of Foreign Policy, (London, Sage, 1974).
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relate their wealth of data to concepts about politics, whether
normative or positive. What has been plainly required for some time

1s work on case-studies of foreign policy-making organised in such a

way as to make comparisons possible. These cases have now begun to

appear, and this thesis seeks to join their ranks. Agreement is

gradually being forged on a broad common framework of analvsis to be
applied to historical material. As represented in the work of Michael
Brecher on Israel, this consists of examining the factors impinging on
foreign policy in terms of the varying milieux in which practitioners
operate: the external environment, of other states, geography, and the
totality of international relations; the domestic environment, of the
machinery of government, political conflict, and the pressures of
interested groups; and the 'psychological environment', which is a
misnomer for the world as seen by decision-makers rather than as it

really is (or is seen by others).1

Such categories are taxonomic devices to enable empirical research
to be done on different cases while revolving around similar questions
and concentrating on the same phenomena. Some writers prefer to
approach decision-making from the opposite end, by formulating a theory
or paradigm and.testing or interpreting the data againét it. Graham
Allison and John Steinbruner have produced interesting results with
this approach but have also run into its intrinsic weakness - that it

tends to produce single-factor explanations which are then difficult to

1 M. Brecher: The Foreign Policy System of Israel, and Decisions in
Israel's Foreign Policy, (London OUP 1972 and 1?74); the '
distinction between ’psychOIOgical' and '9perat10na1' environments
was first drawn by H. & M. Sprout in 'Environmental Factors in the
Study of International Politics', Journal of Conflict Resolution

Vol. I, (December 1557,) pp.309-28.
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L . 1
reconcile with each other, The more cautious taxonomic method aims

in the first instance just at the orderly collection of data and the

facilitating of comparison. It does not pre-judge the extent to which

generalisation may or may not be possible. On the other hand it is

still sensitive to the need ultimately to consider events in the light

of explanatory theories about human behaviour.

The present thesis therefore aligns itself more with Brecher than
with Allison, in that it does not seek to outline deductively a 'theory
of foreign policy' which may then be tested against the evidence from
the 1938-41 period. Rather, it will consider the operations of
certain elements of the decision-making process from the point of
view of the open—ended questions posed earlier in this Introduction.
But it is still comcerned, if obviously not to generalise on the
basis of one case, at least to provide material for comparison and
possible future generalisation, by focusing directly on the processes
which interest theorists of decision-making. At the same time the
temptation to fashion new theoretical concepts is resisted. If there
is little point in replacing idiosyncratic history with idiosyncratic
political analysis, then it is important to discuss the foreign policy
process in a vocabulary that is comprehensible and useful to others
working in the field. The 'environmental' perspective enables us to
do this, incorporating as it does both formal institutions and more

abstract notions from systems theory, capable of identifying factors

that cut across institutional boundaries.

1 Allison, op.cit; J. Steinbruner: The Cybernetic Theory of Decision,

(Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1974). The problems
'competing paradigms' are discussed by R.T. Holt and
d J.E. Turner (Eds): The Methodology

The Free Press, 1970), pp.23-/i.

arising from '
J.M. Richardson in R.T. Holt and
of Comparative Research (New York,
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To restate, there are two main aims behind this thesis, which are

complementary but opposite. One is to illuminate an important period

of British history by adopting an explicitly analytical approach
towards the problem of how decisions were made; the other is to
examine a particular case-study with a view to illuminating scme of
the concepts found in the theoretical study of decision-making and
providing data which can be readily used by those concerned with the
comparative study of foreign policy. On the one hand theory can help

us to probe history, on the other history is the best test for theory.

If the basic rationale is reasonably clear, its practical
application is more problematic. Ideally an exercise of this kind should
survey the whole decision-making process, by describing the roles of |
all its component parts and showing how they interacted. This was the
original intention here. Unfortunately, it gradually became clear that
to do this in any depth would require an excessively long treatment, 
since there has been very little preliminary work done by others that
will bear synthesis. It would , for example,, be possible and
justifiable to write at book-length about the part played by the
Foreign Office between 1938-41, and indeed it is to be hoped that such

a study will not be too long forthcoming. The same is true for the

Chiefs of Staff, and Service departments, for the Treasury and the

1 Recent books by M. Howard: The Continental Commi tment , (London,
Temple Smith, 1972), D.C. Watt: Too Serious a §u51ness, (Lgndon,
Temple Smith, 1975) and N.H. Gibbs, op.cit., glve a full.plcture of
military thinking and problems, but thelr main interest is not that

of the process of decision-making.
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whole economic dimensi ' e g
ension of 'appeasement'. A specialist survey of the

contribution of the Dominions to British policy in this period has

1
already appeared. Other influences that deserve fairly detailed

investigation include the United States and France in the external
environment, and interest groups and opposition parties at home.
Important contributions have already been made to these subjects, but

in oblique ways, with little weighing of their relative influence on

policy—-making.

Without this body of comparable work it is hardly realistic to
take on the task within the confines of a single thesis. Any such
attempt would produce only a catalogue of assertions, in which the
available evidence was superficially considered and the argument
about policy-making rudimentarily reheamsad. Less than_l0,000 words
could be allocated to each section, There is an argument for accepting
this ﬁrevity, on the grounds that it is important to have an overall
piéture; and one in which the interrelations between the relevant
institutions are clearly depicted. After all, even in the special
area of foreign policy neither the Cabinet nor the Foreign Office
work in isolation; Their_deliberations'caunot take place without
reference to the overall context of the Government's commitments
and difficulties. But those works which have sought to present a
full picture do not escape the defects of their virtues. A.i. Dawisha's

Egypt in the Arab World: The Elements of Foreign Policy, and even

Brecher'é The Foreign Policy System of Israel have little time to do

1 R. Ovendale: 'Appeasement' sn the English Speaking World: Britain,
‘the United States, the Dominions and the Policy of Tappcasement ',

{Cardiff, University ~F vales Press, 1975).
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other than tick off some important elements and briefly describe

. e e 1
their aCthlFles. The more profound causal problems associated with

decision-making analysis are necessarily skipped over. The same is

true for Donald Bishop's The Administration of British Foreign

e 2 .
Relations. Although it must be admitted that worksof this kind deal

with longer periods than the three years focussed on here, the period
leading up to the Second World War is so controversial, and now the
subject of such detailed historical enquiry, that a check-list approach
would still be comparatively superficial and would hardly encourage
historians to take political science seriously. Indeed, the most
interesting and satisfying books in the general field of foreign policy
studies are tﬁose which have taken a narrow but deep slice from

history, like Zara Steiner's The Foreign Office and British Foreign

Policy 1898-1914 and Graham Allison's already-cited work on the

Cuban Missile Crisis.3

In consequence it is desirable both to limit the scope of this
enquiry and to organise it around some unifying theme. Description and
analysis are only valuable when they relate to fairly explicit

questions. These can be marrow, as in the case of 'why did Mussolini

1 = M. Brecher, Vol. 1, op.cit.; A.I. Dawisha:’Egypt}and the.Arab
World, (London, Macmillan, 1976) both books are interesting and
important; it is simply in the nature of their approach that they

sometimes take on the appearance of a catalogue.

2 D, Bishop: The Administration of British Foreign Relations,
. 14 - . - - - . L
Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 1961); §1sh9p s 1s 1n any
case largely a descriptive treatment of institutions.

3 2. Steiner: The Forelgn Officg and British Foreign Policy 1898-1914
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 196?). 'The methodology of
this book is historical, in contrast to Allison's, but both authors
are essentially interested in the role of bureaucracy in foreign
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invade Abyssinia in 1935 (rather than at any other time)?', or broad,
such as 'do democratic states pursue peaceful foreign policies',

but it is the posing of a problem which enables us to judge whether

the subject is important and to what area of knowledge it is
contributing., Empiricism is usually at its most sterile and un-
interesting when it is 'descriptive' without being clear as to the
criteria on which the facts presented are being selected. It is
unfortunate tﬁat much of the floodvof work recently produced about the
Chamberlain Cabinet falls into this category. Books such as those

By Middiemas, Colvin and Parkinson Have the loose coherence inevitably
lent by chronology, but otﬁerwise léave the reader to discover for
himself what precisely is being illuminated.1 They do not set out

to expiain anything very directly as in their different ways both
biographies.and Braudelian surveys do. Sidnéy Aster's scholarly

book 1939 is a model of its kind, as a day—-to--day acccunt, but even

he tends to beg the questions of why ultimately the war came about

when it did, and whether it was inevitable.2

In this study of decision-making the theme will be broadly that
of democracy aﬁd foreign policy, and its scope will be limited to
the operation of Cabinet government on.the one, hand and the domestic
conte#ﬁ of foreign policy on the other. The aim is not to rework

the familiar normative arguments abcut secret diplomacy or Parliamentary

1 K. Middlemas, op.cit.; I. Colvin: The Chamberlain Cabinet, {(London,
Gollancz, 1971); R. Parkinsen: Peace For Our Time, (London, Rupert-
Hart-Davis, 1971).

2 S, Aster: 1939: The Making of the Second World War, (London,
André Deutsch, 1973). These questions are addressed in the last two
paragraphs of the bcok; otherwise there are no conclusions.
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accountability, but ins;ead to show how policy was made by testing,
in a general sense, one of the fundamental notions of liberal
societies: that power is not monopolised by a small self-interested
elite, but shared between rulers and ruled, if not always through
physical consultation, then by an implicit agreement to proceed only
on tﬁe basis of a broad national consensus. This tacit social
contract demands a continuing sensitivity on the part of those who
govern to the needs and expressed feelings of the mass of people,
but it is of especial importance wﬁen the basic issue of life and
death, Qar or peace, is at stake. The democratic ethos is also
thought to apply vertically throughout the machinery of government,
so that what goes on in Cabinet is seen as simply the last stage in
an ongoing discussion about policy throughout which different
interesté of views have the chance to be expréssed. Public debate,
Parliamentary scrutiny, inter-departmental commiitees, and finally
Ministerial discussion, are all similar stages in a pluralist (and

representative) system of government.1 Conversely, when Chamberlain

was criticised for pursuing an 'undemocratic' foreign policy, the

odium attached equally and indiscriminately to relations between the

1 Fairly typical modern expressions of this view are to be found m
R.M. Punnett: British Government and Politics (2nd Ed.) (London,
Heinemann, 1971), pp.420-1, and A.H. Birch: The British System of
Government (3rd Ed.) (London, Allen and Unwin, 1973), pp.275-87.
It should be said that the present generation of academic writers
is rather less wide-eyed about British democracy than their
predecessors, while still broadly subscribing to the view out-
lined above. Politicians and journalists, however, still tend to
promulgate what Birch has called 'the liberal model' (p.31), with
little qualification.
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Cabinet and public opinion, and to the Prime Minister's supposed
autocracy within the Cabinet, as well as to the actual content of

his policies (having truck with the dictators, etc.).1

This then, is how the making of foreign policy in Britain is
often interpreted; as a process involving sensitivity and consensus
rather'tﬁan strict accountability or delegation of powers. But if
we are to make a useful contribution to the debate about how wide was
the circle of participation in foreign policy-making and how
responsive were those at the top to inputs from outside, we must
break down this agreement into its various levels. Otherwise

simplifications inevitably follow.

It is not véry fruitful (from this point of view of empirical
research) to argue about the intrinsic democratic or anti-democratic
‘qualities of a foreign policy. Much time and space has beenvexpended
on the proposition that a certain kind of society will be characterised
by a certsin kind of external posture, but the only clear outcome has
been disagreéménth Equally, the notion of a Prime Minister like
Chamberlain 'dominaﬁing' foreign policy blurs unhelpfully his relations
- with the contrasting sectors of political iife. A leader like Harold
Macmillan may keep a tight rein on his colleaghes but be highly

sensitive to apparent swings in electoral mood. An EdwardHeath may

1 Colvin, op.cit,, pp.260-72; M, Gilbert and R. Gott: The Appeasers,
(London, Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1963), pp.54-8, 240, 257.

2 M. Sullivan: International Relations: Theories and Evidence,
(New York, Prentice Hall, 1976), pp.102-141, surveys research of
this kind. He argues rather unconvincingly that progress is being
. made,
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display opposite characteristics. Either way, the picture is not
very straigﬁtforward. As a result, what follows here will separate
out the question of leadership and participation within the

Cabinet -~ are the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary able to
dominate their less knowledgeable colleagues, as is often supposed,
or are they genuinely subject to tﬁe cross—checking process of
Collective decisions? - from tﬁe relationship of the Government to
their public constituency. Tﬁe latter in turn will be broken down

into the press on the one hand, (who are the professional debaters

of government policy), and on the other society at large, universally

referred to by the nebulous term 'public opinion', but including the

activities of pressure-groups androf the people's representatives in
Parliament. In thié way it is hoped to impose some coherence on the
description of decision-making, and to tackle more systematically
than has so far been the case the roles of Ehe principal decision-
makeré of British foreign policy. Within the context of British
political life, what does it meén to say that X or Y has the 'power
to make foreign poliéy'? How widely are powers shared, whose views
are'listened tb, and whose prevail? To the extent that we can
generalise about these questipns even within the limited time-span
of 1938-41, we shall be providing some evidence for what 6ught to be
the major preoccupation of all those interested in politics: who
governs, how, and by what sanction? Too often historians do not use
their expertise to cast light on the issue and too often political
scientists drain the life from it by dessicated abstraction or
methodologising. This thesis seeks to bridge the two disciplines, if

only by a catwalk, and thereby to have the best of both worlds.



-19-

The three sections mentioned above, on the Cabinet, Press and
Public Opinion, form the heart of the thesis. For reasons already
given this means that a crucial part of the decision-making process,
the bureaucracy, which in this context mainly refers to the Foreign
Office, Treasury and Service departments, is being excluded. This
is obviously a major deficiency, but unavoidable within the confines
of space. The theme of democracy and foreign policy should not be
excessively damaged by the omission, since although civil servants
clearly take or influence 'political' decisions regularly, and althougl
there are well known theories which attribute 'real' power to |
officialdom, in Britain the principle of civil service neutrality
means that it is politicians who are ultimately responsible for their
own actions before Parliament and the public. It is the political
sector which should therefore be the first object of any study of
decision taking in a democracy. Likewise, the doctrine of Cabinet
collective responsibility, by uniting Ministers behind their joint
decisions, helps to make the Cabinet itself the focus of major
policy discussion (politicians will rarely agree to supﬁort a policy
they dislike ﬁnless they have been in on the process which produced
it) and to prévent intra~bureaucratic disputes (of the kind more
pfcvalent in the United States) monopolising the stage. The Foreign
Office, DominionsOffice and the like are thus indispenséble for any

full picture of the formulation and implementation of foreign policy,

but not necessarily so for a study of government and responsiblity.
The role of civil servants is analytically separate from the
question of how the political realm is conducted; of the manner in
which Ministers debate serious decisions amongst themselves and the
degree to which political opinion outside the Cabinet rcom is

audible and influential.
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There remains the question of historical context. The period
under study is a complex one, in which the substance of policy
can hardly be divorced from procedures of decision-making. Each
section & the thesis will therefore pay considerable attention to
the major arguments and dilemmas of the time, and will not be
confined to matters of process. But wﬁy study this period, from
after Municﬁ until the German invasion of Russia, at all?
Superficially these few years of foreign policy seem to be as un-
typical a period as could be chosen. There are five main reasons
for taking 1 October 1938 to 22 June 1941 as a case-study. In the
first instance, these dates encompass a period of some considerable
unity. It is now a truism that the Second World War only became
‘truly global in 1941, when the USSR, USA and Japan entered the
conflict, Thé previous 21 months, and particularly those of the
'Phoney War', have at least as much in common with the European
crisis of 1938-39, as with what followed. The pattern of tension
punctuated by German putschs characterises nearly every year from

1935 onwards, if with increasing severity. On the other hand Munich
was clearly the apogee of the attempt to accommodate rather than

resist Hitlerfs demands, and the prospects for a lasting peacé.receded
soon afterwards. There are therefore quite natural breaks at both
ends of our period. In any case, the controversies over Munich and
fhe Second Front, which lie respectively just beyond each terminal
date, are large subjects in their own right and would require more

than passing attention if included.

The second reason for choosing the period is that despite its

homogeneity it does allow us to look at policy-making in circumstances
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qf war and of peace. Comparisqns between the two should throw light
on each and by doing so, indicate whether the ways in which decisions
are made are significantly affected by external conditions. Is
decision-making particularly autocratic in war-time? In peacetime,
albeit when decisions are being téken in an atmosphere of crisis,
what are the usual proéedures and wﬁen are tﬁey transformed or laid

on one side?

Thirdly, and closely relatéd to this point, is the fact that
since the years in question saw the whole decision-making process in
action and under'strain; they should provide a good litmus-test of
the ultimate values and predispositions of politicians in a demociacy.
For at stake was the fundamental purpose of foreign policy, indeed of
the state itself, namely national security, together with the most
basic of all policy dilemmas: should the lives of many citizens be
sacrificed in war oﬁ the assumption that the lives and liberties of
all are otherwise at risk? If we really think it is important to
find out how decisions are taken in foreign policy, because they
conéern our ultimate security and well-being, then there is no
substitute for turning directly to those years when serious steps
were taken which determined the course of.war and peace, and in which
the basic criteria of a country's foreigﬁ policy were revealed. To
the criticism that 1938, 39, 40, and 41, are not 'typicél' years,
and that we should be better served by studying more 'routine’
decisions, the rejoinder is therefore clear: these were crucial times,
and if in different forms, and for different countries, their
problems constantly recur. The stresses of crisis decision-making"

need to be understood both by practitioners and by society at large.
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In any case, what periqd is 'typical' of British foreign policy
in the twentieth century? The fourth reason for choosing these
years is that they are not in fact unrepresentative of Britain's
recent ﬁistory, throughout whicﬁ she has been a major power directly
involved in the ordering and re-ordering of international relations.
The onset of tﬁe Second World War, although clearly unique in what
it unleashed, did not make wholly unfamiliar demands of her
politicians. It is true that Hitler was an unmanageable phenomenon
for almost all his contemporaries, but Chamberlain and his colleagues
were not otherwise ill at easé at having to spend so much time on
foreign policy and the settlement of Europe's problems. After the
wvithdrawal of the United States from 1919 Britain had indced remained
'the main supervisor of world affairs, if with waning power by
comparison with the days of Palmerston and Salisbury. If the Polish
crisis of 1939 had not resulted in war it would soon have joined the
canon of those events in British history which are seen as important
but not exceptional, such as Schleswig-Holstein, Fashoda, Chanak,
Manchuria, and even after 1945, Suez and Rhodesia. The few years
after Munich are untypical of British foreign policy only in that not

all crises lead to world wars, fought to a finish.

1 Some crises are intrinsically more likely to lead to war than
others, of course, but even in 1939 Chamberlain at times felt
normality was almost at hand once more, and he certainly resisted
the notion that war was completely inevitable. See Chambexlain
Papers, NC18/1/1071-91, letter to Ida Chamberlain 26.2.1939, and
NC18/1/1092-1118, to Hilda Chamberlain 2 July.
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The last motive for choosing this particular period for a case-
study is prosaic but still important. When I started work in the
area of decision-making tﬁe public records were only available up
until 1945 - and a purely wartime study, especially for the years
1941-45, would have meant less foreign policy and more military
strategy. Almost by definition, decision-making analysis requires
knowledge of what was said within the sanctum of private discussions
at the top level; It depends on knowing how politicians and their
advisers see the world, beyond the ritualised pronouncements of the
public platform or replies in Question Time. For the history of
the last thirty years in Britain, we can only guess at how decisioms
were made, witﬁout access to the innumerable memoranda and minutes
which were the éctual stuff of inner debate. The need for the
official records is also the reason for taking a relatively short
time span for the case-study; the sheer weight of relevant documents
now available rules out, for any close-textured scrutiny of policy-
making, 2 period much longer than three years., The alternatives are
either inevitéble omission and obscurity (as with Maurice Cowling's

The Impact of Hitler) or immense length (as with Martin Gilbert's

miscroscopic portrait of Churchill)}

As indicated above, the major source to be employed for this
thesis is the national archive of public papers. More specifically,
(since selection is inevitable) the main clésses of documents used
were the Minutes of Cabinet meetings, and the papers prepared for
them; the many files produced by the Cabinet Secretariat in the

service of mnisterial meetings (CAB 21); the papers of various

1 Cowling, op.cit.; M.Gilbert: Winston S. Churchill, Vols. III, IV,
V, with Companions, . (London, Heinemann, 1971, 1975, 1976)
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Cabinet committees under separate headings, together with many
files from the Prime Ministers' Private Office (PREM 1-4); lastly
I have examined selected material from the Foreign Office files
and from those of the Ministry of Information, as they related to

[ 3 ) . . 1
central policy-making on the main issue of war or peace.

A wealth of private sources exists to supplement the official
records, and tﬁese have been extensively surveyed. Cabinet Minutes
were rarely complete versions of the discussion that took place,
even under the liberal rule of Sir Edward Bridges, and politicians
are always more circumspect about those of their thoughts that they
commit even to confidential departmental files than about their
personal diaries and cdrrespondence. In this respect the available
letters or diaries of»the three principals of British foreign policy
from Munich until mid-1940, at least; are all invaluable - namely
the papers of Neville Chamberlain, Lord Halifax, and Sir Alexander
Cadogan. It is only a pity that the papers of their successors,
Winston Churchill and Anthony Eden are not similarly open to
inspection. But a number of other useful collections exist for
senior Ministers, such as those of Sir Thomas Inskip, Sir Samuel
Hoare, Hugh balton and Lord Hankey. Between them, despite a
patchiness of quality and relévance, they remind us that policy-
making is about personal beliefs and prejudices as well as depart-

mental briefs and the collecting of voices in Cabinet.

1  Further details of all sources are contained in the Bibliography
at the end of the thesis.

2 By themselves private papers would be misleading, but when used
in harness with official material they are indispensable.
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A source of equal usefulness is the mass of published material
increasingly available for students of the foreign policies of the
1930s. These are still primary materials, in the sense of being
documents which were produced at the time as part of day-to-day
policy-making, but they have been selectively compiled into
anthologies meant to represent the most important aspects of the
history in question. Of course the interposition of an editor
between the student and his materials is intrinsically undesirable,
but such collections are important, either as substitutes for the
whole arcﬁive (as witﬁ tﬁe German, French or American records, which
are eitﬁer‘closed; or too distant and too marginal to repay a visit),
or as extra syntheses of huge collections of files that even in situ
can only be sampled. This is the case with the British Foreign
Office records, which have been published in brief but reasonably

fair selections, under the title of Documents on British Foreign

Policy, Third Series. Apart from edited collections there are of
course also freely available records of contemporary activities,

such as Hansard and the whole spectrum of newspapers and journals.

As always, there is a profusion of secondary material to back up
thé major sources. The efflorescence of historical writing on the
1930s has produced a fair number of excellent monographs on which the
political scientist can draw, such as Peter Dennis's work on
conscription and Paul Addison's on the changing character of party
politics under the impact of the war.l- One category of books on
wvhich this thesis will not be leaning, however, is that of memoirs.

Many interpretations of the appeasement years have been based on these

1  P. Dennis: Decision by Default, (London,Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1972); P, Addison: The Road to 1945, (London, Cape, 1975).
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apologia, and they are the poorer for it}' It is only since the
full public records have been opened, and since those who were not
themselves engaged in the controversies of the thirties have begun

to write, that anything like a sophisticated and truthful picture

has begun to emerge. As a general principle it may be said that

the memory of practitioners is unreliable historical evidence, both
in the technical sense that old men do indeed forget - few of us

can remember very precisely the course of even important happenings
more tﬁan a few years old - and in the sense that they are inevitably
'attempts at exculpation, and are highly selective in consequence.
Those written by Edén, Butler, and Simon are the more obvious of many
examples.2 Therefore only documents which were produced at the
time, and which we can reasonably certain have not been doctored

subsequently, have been used as the basis of this research.

This introduction has attempted to explain (i) why a decision-
making approach can increase our understanding of particular
countries' foreign policies at‘particular times, and (ii) why
detailed case-studies are necessary if the theories of decision-
making whiéh have increasingly captured the interest of political
scientists over the last twenty years are to reach beyond the status
of diverting hypotheses., It has also argued that the period from
1 October 1938 to 22 June 1941 is sufficiently self-contained and

important, without being bizarrely untypical, to constitute a good

1  For instance, Gilbert and Gott, op. cit., and A. Furnia:
The Diplomacy of Appeasement (Washington, D.C. Georgetown,
University Press, 1959).

2 A. Eden (Lord Avon): Memoirs: The Reckoning, (Lorndon, Cassell,
1965); R. Butler: The Art of the Possibie, (London, Hamish
Hamilton, 1971); Viscount Simon: Retrospect, (London, Hutchinson,
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test-case for the theorist (the historian needs no other justification
than that the period interests him and others), and that the materials

exist to make possible a penetrative analysis of complex decisions.

The direction of the analysis is partly towards basic
descriptions - how did decision—-making take place - but also towards
the problem of democracy and foreign policy: of the extent to which
terms like democracy, responsibility, and accountability retain their
meaning when decisions are being taken on international matters which
require special knowledge, discretion, flexibility and often speed of
manoeuvre, as invariably seems to be the case with foreign policy.

We shall be looking not at how things ought to be, but at how they
were, in an effort to clear away some of the rubble which still covers
over such issues. The enquiry begins with the Cabinet as the single
most important focus of decision and will thereafter extend to those
outside the machinery of government who were concerned to play a

part in the workings of democracy.
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Chapter II: DECISION-MAKING AT THE CENTRE: THE CABINET

The primary task of this Chapter is to assess the roles of the
Cabinet and its members in the formulation of those decisions made by the
British Government, between Munich and the German invasion of the USSR,
which embodied first their reasons for entering the war, and 1atervtheir
strategy and foreign policy as the wér developed. The best way of
approaching this problem is to start by examining the existing body of
academic work on the Cabinet, with a view to extracting the main theories
and opinions put forward to explain foreign policy-making in the modern
period. These may serve as useful hypotheses to place against the

detailed data of our case.

The relevant literature about decisions at the highest level of
government falls into three sections. The first is concerned with
'Cabinet Government' in general, which means both the internal operations
of the Cabinet and its relations with other centres of political power.
The 1iscussion has covered the last one hundred and fifty years of
British history, and encompassed the whole range of government business.
Part of the work has concentrated on the history. of the administrative
probleﬁs of the Cabinet and its associated bodies.1 Much of the
controversy in the field, however, has been engendered by a dispute over
the degree to which the twentieth century Cabinet has 5oinedABagehot's

list of ‘dignified'-institutions, its authority supplanted by 'Prime

1 For example, H. Daalder: Cabinet Reform in Britain 1914-63, (London
0.U.P. 1964).
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Ministerial' government.1 Protagonists have sought to identify the
basic pattern of central policy-making. Broadly speaking, although

those involved have often been more subtle than they have given each
other credit for, the debate has mainly been conducted in terms of the
techniques by which Prime Minister or Cabinet may respectively monopolise
the finite powers at stake, and the sanctions which eaéh may exert to
protect their own position. Analysis has thus been based on the shared
assumptions that it is possible to discover the general locus or

tendency of 'power', and that to some extent at least, all actors compete
between themselves over participation in policy-making - most ministers
through their collective role in Cabinet, and the Prime Minister by
either by~-passing or dominating the Cabinet.2 Academic work in this
field has conceived of the powers of Prime Minister and Cabinet as
separate entities, and has concentrated on trying to mark out the

boﬁndary between them.

The second area of commentary relevant here is closely linked to
the first. General studies of the British foreign policy process, when
dealing ﬁith the'central machine, have tended to work over the same
ground of relations between Cabinet and Prime Minister, describing their

mutual checks, balances and freedoms, in the particular context of

1 The point of view of Richard Crossman in his Introduction to Walter
Bagehot's The English Constitution, (London, Fontana/Collins, 1963),
pp048—57 .

2 The very use of concepts such as threats and sanctions, implies that
power is consciously sought after, and more than a mere effect of
policy-making., Further relevant works are: D.N. Chester: 'Who
Governs Britain?', Parliamentary Affairs, XV:4, Autumn 1962, PpP.519-27; Fatrick
Cordon Walker: The Cabinet, (London, Fontana/Collins, 1972, Revised
Edition), A. King (Ed.): The British Prime Minister: A Reader, (London,
Macmillan, 1969), J.P. Mackintosh: The British Cabinet, (2nd Ed.)
(London, Stevens and Sons, 1968).
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external relations.1 The peculiar contributions of this approach
consist mostly in descriptions of the relationship between Prime
Ministers and Foreign Secretaries, and of the freedoms from supervision
or control which the nature of diplomacy confers upon the two men
jointly. Donald Bishop has recently gone further, in suggesting that
the weight and complexity of modern government have left the Cabinet
simply as a mechanism for the top-level co-ordination of policies, but
without making the Prime Minister omnipotent.2 Instead, policy originates
in different parts of the governmental machine on different occasions.
Yet he gives no indication of how this variety is governed. In sum,
although these studies define the question more closely, they do not
alter its terms of reference. The preoccupation is still with the
administrative functions of the Cabinet, and the institutional location

of power.

If the focus is narrowed even further, we come to the body of
historical work which deals with British foreign policy in the late
thirties. Countless books come into this category. Few however, are
both academically satisfactory, in terms of having used recéntly
available sources, and relevant to the sfudy of poliecy-making. At the
time of writing 6n1y the works by Colvin and Middlemas fulfil the two

conditions.3 Both deal with the two years from 1937-9, and are at pains

1 See: D. Bishop: The Administration of British Foreign Relations,
Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 1961), D. Vital: The Making
of British Foreign Policy, (London, George Allen & Unwin, 1968),
K. Waltz: Foreign Policy and Democratic Politics, (Boston, Mass.,
Little, Brown, 1967).

2 D. Bishop: 'The Cabinet and Foreign Policy', in R. Boardman and
A.J.R. Groom: The Management of Britain's External Relationms, (London,

Macmillan, 1973).

3 I. Colvin: The Chamberlain Cabinet, and K. Middlemas: Diplomacy of
Tllusion, Haurice Cowling's long The Impact of iitler: Britisn
Politics and British Policy, 1933-40, does not even contain a
reference to the Cabinet in its index.
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to stress the personal dominance of Chamberlain over British foreign
policy. Yet neither is primarily interested in the question of policy-
making; they are concerned to describe the events of 1937-9 chronologically,
and to explain the developments in British policy. Views on Cabinet and
Prime Minister are generally interspersed with the main narrative, and
there is little detailed analysis of decisions outside those of the

Munich crisis.

However this is no deterrent to confident generalisation. Colvin's

title, The Chamberlain Cabinet, indicates his belief in 'Prime Minister's

rule', We are told that Chamberlain never left the Cabinet room with a’
conclusion different from that which he had originally tabled; also that
'he was a shy autocrat and made his own policy in silence before he made
it Cabinet policy'.. A picture is presented of Chamberlain formulating
policy alone or with a very small group of intimates, and then securing
formal ministerial endorsement. Such explanation as there is of why he
was able to do this is couched mainly in terms of personality, manipula-
tion, and the 1ike4mindednesé-of his colleagues.1 Middlemas has a
similar view, no doubt partly because he too gives great weight to the
events of the ﬁuﬁich crisis, where good examples of apparent 'autocracy'

are to be found.: Diplomacy of Illusion sees Chamberlain as working

through.'inner groups' and the Foreign Policy Committee, to‘the dis-
advantage of the Cabinet; small numbers were managed more easily, and

the agreement of senior ministers was thus secured before other colleagues
had access to the discussion. There was a 'lack of genuine tension and
argument in the Cabinet', because decision-making was 'Chamberlain's

personal province, a rigid satrapy closed against the light of opposition'

1 I. Colvin: op.cit., 167, 191, 261-2, 265, 272,
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Consequently, it was Chamberlain's 'ready-made strategy' of 1937 which
'was directly responsible for the policy which the Cabinet followed down

to March 1939'.}

Colvin and Middlemas together, therefore, present us
with the specific components of the 'Prime Ministerial government '
hypothesis, as applied to the late 1930's; personal diplomacy, the
weighting of argument, inner groupings, and the subordination of the

Foreign Policy Committee, are put forward as the most prominent

characteristics of central policy-making.

As a whole, the existing body of relevant literature provides us
with three sets of hypotheses which are increasingly concretein their
application to our period, but which derive from a fairly narrow interest
in administrative arrangements, or the apportionment of power between a
Prime Minister and his colleagues. Moreover the standard vocabulary of
the analysis - 'patronage', 'the power of the chairman', 'the collecting
of voices', 'control over the agenda', - is rarely applied to practical
cases of decision, let alone assembled into a coﬁvincing description of
the general pattern of central government. Accordingly, discussion of
Prime Ministerial freedoms, or the lack of them, should not be mistaken
for an inclusive syllabus of the questions and explanafions which arise
from the workings of the Cabinet. The following analysis will focus
closely on Cabinet activity in foreign policy, without confining itself
to the related assumptions (1) that Cabinet and its executive will
necessarily be in competition over resources of 'power'; (2) that an
understanding of their behaviour is best achieved by assigning ultimate

primacy to one or other pole in the relationship. It will be concerned

1 K. Middlemas: op.cit. pp. 59-60-1-2, 140, 240, 447, 451.
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more with the flow and texture of policy-making; with the ways in which

policies emerge, develop and are resolved at this highest level of

political authority, and with the dynamics of collective discussion

inside a committee format - in other words, with the questions raised

by a decision-making approach.1

All these problems may be best examined by considering the policy-

making process in action at intervals of time, over various issues

concerned with the circumstances in which Britain might enter, or leave,

a war with Nazi Germany. These points of reference will be dealt with

at varying lengths, according to need. They are:

1.

3.

The reaction to the German invasion of Bohemia, and

the formation of the policy of 'guarantees'; March-April 15939.
The issue of whether, and how, to negotiafe a foreign

policy agreement with the USSR between April-August 1939,

The decision to implement the guarantee to Poland;
August-September 1939,

Attitudes to the possibility of a compromise peace during

the first months of isolation; May-July 1940,

Although some of these vignettes involve much historical detail,

their basic purpose is analytical, to serve as indicators of trends or

variations in the process of central policy-making. The use of detailed

and chronologically spaced examples should euable us to build up a

broad explanation, and to incorporate the qualifications which arise from

particular circumstances without falling into the usual trap of beginning

1 Only Gordon Walker, (op.cit), touches on these questions, in his
reconstructed debates (pp.135-57), but he does not analyse the
examples presented.
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with a general proposition which is then inductively supported by
disparate illustrations, themselves often open to much historical

dispute., Moreover these instances have been so chosen as to balance

out decisions involving urgent choice over a period of a few days,

with those where equally important decisions are come to over weeks

or months. The former is exemplified here by the Polish Guarantee, and
by the decision to go to war in September 1939. The latter is

represented by the question of the Soviet alliance in 1939, and the choice

in 1940 between fighting on alone or seeking a compromise.

In the course of looking at these sub-cases, a number of familiar
questions will arise. How difficult was it for Cabinet Ministers to
make positive contributions to foreign policy-making? How decisive
was the requirement of secret and flexible diplomacy in determining
the Cabinet's role? What was the relationship between specific
decisions and the longer-term orientations of foreign policy adhered
to by the Government as a whole? Did the institution of the War

Cabinet augment or diminish Prime Ministerial freedom of movement?

These and other issues should become clearer as the period unfolds.

As a preface, it may be useful to examine the area of activity
which was undeniably the domain of the Prime-Minister and Toreign
Secretary, namely the special functions of policy implementation.

(The Prime Minister naturally shared in the practical business of day-
to-day external relations, by virtue of the need for heads of government
to represent and embody their country in relations with other states,
although by no means all British Prime Ministers had been interested

in international affairs). Clearly they both enjoyed a uniqﬁe role

in the foreign policy process, merely through the historical fact that

in international relations the mode of negetiations between very small
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groups has evolved as the most efficient form of dealing with many
types of disputes and difficulties. Bargaining has been usually thought
to require that each actor represent a fairly defined and consistent
position, so that the problem is not complicated by divisions within
the parties as well as between them. Added to this special diplomatic
role, the Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister carried out the normal
functions of any departmental minister faced with the regular need, on
questions of varying importance, to deal with issues which arise
unexpectedly, or demand continuing attention between meetings of the
Cabinet or its supervisory committees. This straightforward day-to-day
activity involved such 'freedoms' as the overseeing of
instructions to ambassadors, or replies to foreign governments, and

the taking of immediate decisions to break off a negotiation, or press
home a momentary advantage.1 It justifies our referring to Prime

Minister and Foreign Secretary in this context as the Texecutive'.

There are plenty of examples in the 1938-41 pericd of these special
functions of the executive, some concerning important issues. They echo
facets of Chamberlain's behaviour during the Munich crisis, such as his
personal and unchecked messages to Hitler and Mussolini on 28 September,
offering to visit Germany for an immediate further discussion, and
remarking that Hitler could probably 'get all essentials without war
and without delay'.2 This message, which made possible the Munich
Conference and settlement, constituted the very initiative that the

previous meeting of the Cabinet had seemed to put out of court - at

1 The roles of Heads of Government and Foreigh Minister are outlined
in general terms in J. Frankel: The Making of Foreign Policy,
pPpP.20-24,

2 British Documents on Foreiagn Policy, Third Series, Vol.II, Nos. 1158,
1159, p.587. Halifax to Wevile lienderson and the Earl of Perth.
For the details of the relevant diplomacy, see Thorne (op.cit.)
pp.80~2, and Middlemas, op.cit. pp.399-401, also R. Parkinson:
Peace for our Tine, PP.S4-7.
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least until further discussion.1 By sending the dispatch the next
morning, the Prime Minister had pre-empted any discussion, and had put
the onus on his colleagues to disavow the action in the midst of what
must have seemed an exceedingly fast-moving and complicated diplomatic
scenario. The two notes were written alone before breakfast, briefly
sent to the Foreign Office for approval, and dispatched in a hurry at
11.30 a.m. Mrs Chamberlain recalled in 1940:

"The interesting thing is that they were written

out just on either side of one sheet of paper

without a single change of word and there was no

alteration of any kindzmade by the Foreign Office
before transmission'.,

Faced with Chamberlain's decisive initiative, the Office had been left

with little time or scope for manoeuvre. The Cabinet had been left

with none.

By no means did such personal diplomacy inevitably arouse
resentment or protest. The Cabinet, in its next meeting on 30
September, queried.neither the‘Prime Minister's procedure nor the result
of the conferenée.3 This can be explained by the first flush of relief
after Munich, in which ministers undoubtedly believed for a Shért time
that they had achieved their twin desiderata; peace and the presavation
of Czech integrity. Yet it is clear that even after euphoria had
passed away, the Cabinet felt no antagonism towards the Prime Minister

for his independent initiatives. Chamberlain himself showed no regret.

cM .

1 CAB 23/95./46(38) 27 September 1938, The general tenor of this
meeting, which Chamberlain had accepted, had been that pressure
should not be exerted on the Czechs, and that Hitler's last letter
'would require examination before any final conclusion could be
expressed upon it',

2 Mrs Anne Chamberlain - Lord Zetland. 15.12.1940. Zetland Papers:
'Selected Letters'.

3 CAB 23/95 (38) 30 September 1938. (Parkinson op.cit. pp.63-4;
Middlemas op.cit. pp.405-6). Although Stanley, as well as Duff
Cooper, complained, it is clear that there was no concerted or
enduring feeling in the Cabinet that Chamberlain must behave
differently in the future.
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Similar instances occurred in the first few months of 1939. The
recognition of the Franco regime in Spain in February 1939 illustrates
what may be termed the inevitable scope for decision of the foreign
policy executive; as such, indeed, it attracted the notice of Opposition
leaders, who argued in the House of Commons that the Prime Minister
and Foreign Secretary had enjoyed too much freedom from Cabinet control.
The Cabinet had decided on 15 February that recognition was necessary
and inevitable, and had left the timing of the action to Chamberlain and
Halifax.2 Not only did the delegation of exact timing involve important
responsibilities, (since it might well affect the assessment of Britain's
general intentions in European politics made by Germany and Italy), but
the initial decision to recognise was itself the result of a clear lead
given by Lord Halifax and the Prime Minister. From the beginning of
the year Halifax and Chamberlain had made clear their opinion that 'it
was in our interests that the war in Spain should come to an end as soon
as possible',3 and that since the Republican side was clearly going to
lose, 'the sooner this country got on terms with Generél Franco and
made up lost ground the better'.4 Sir Robert Vansittart and Oliver
Stanley challenged this view in the Foreign Policy Committee on 23
January, and the meeting ended by agreeing to continue the existing
policy of non-intervention, and the avoidance of pressure'on France to
grant entry to Republican refugees.S The question was not discussed at
the next two meetings of the committee, which then, for whatever

reason, did not meet again until 27 March, nearly seven weeks later.

1 Hansard, 5th Series, 1939, Vol.344, 28 February. Speeches by Attlee
and Sinclair.

CAB 23/97: 15.2.1939. (M7 (39).

The PM's opinion. CAB 23/97. CM 2 (39), 18 January 1939,
Halifax's view. CAB 23/97, CM 6 (39), 8 February 1939.
CAB 27/624. FP (36) 35th Mtg. 21.1.39. 3.00 p.m.

wvi & LN
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~In the interim, Britain recognised Franco as the legitimate head of

government in Spain.1 Halifax had taken the question to the full
Cabinet on 15 February, presenting a memorandum which argued that as
the main purpose of British policy in the area was to exclude German
and Italian influence, 'there was very much more to be gained than be
risked by early recognition of General Franco, which should be un-
conditional'.2 The ensuing discussion, in which 9 of the remaining 20
ministers spoke, centred on procedural questions, such as whether
recognition should be de facto or de jure, and whether it should be
accompaniéd by the granting of belligerent rights, rather than on that
of the desirability of recognition. In this it resembled the previous
two discussions about Spain in Cabinet during 1939. The Prime Minister
and Foreign Secretary provided the initiative, set the tone, and
engineered an explicit decision on the issue. Their only obstacle, after
‘Vansittart's soie opportunity in the Foreign Policy Committee of combining
with Stanley against recognition, was inertia. Chamberlain easily over-
came this, after Halifax's formal paper had introduced the question and
had recommended reéognition, by a positive summary of opinion:

"he thought the view of the Cabinet was clearly

that His Majesty's Government should recognise

General Franco's government very soon',
and suggested that the timing should be left to himself and Halifax.

The Cabinet endorsed this, and on 22 February Halifax reached agreement

with the French Government that the move should be made on the 27th.3

1 The Committee met again on 26 January and 8 February. CAB 27/624
FP (36) 36th and 37th Mtgs. Recognition was announced on 27 February.
See p.70 below for the delay in calling the FPC.

2 CP 46 (39). CAB 23/97, ¢M 7 (39), 15 February 1939.

See D, Dilks, (Ed.): The Diaries of Sir Alexander Cadogan, 1938-45,
(London, Cassell, 1971), pp.149-50, 154.
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On the 22 the Cabinet held its next weekly meeting, but it had only to

give formal authorisation to what had been already settled.1

Chamberlain had a particularly strong urge for personal diplomatic

activity. It was an idee fixe of his that matters of dispute could be

dealt with to a large degree by personal contacts between heads of
government, in quasi-monarchical style. The use of this technique was
restrained increasingly through 1939 by the changing basis of British
foreign policy in general, towards a less conciliatory attitude towards
Hitler, but for Chamberlain it was a style of diplomacy only to be
relixuished reluctantly. In the week after the invasion of Bohemia, he
urged that he should write a personal letter to Mussolini, as 'probably
the onlylperson.who could put a brake on Herr Hitler'.2 The Cabinet
gave general approval to this letter, probably because they could see
no compelling reason to object to it. 'In such a way the executive may
often have acquired important freedoms of action, since opposition to
steps whose effects could only be conjectured, would have to have based
itself more dn an active concern for ﬁinisterial accountability than on
objections of substance. And as we shall see, the desire t§ restrain
executives on principle was not a prevalent concern in the Cabinet of

1938-41, if in any during British political history.

This point is nicely illustrated by a small episode during the
Prague crisis. On 15 March Halifax asked the Cabinet to consider whether
Henderson should be recalled from Berlin. Personally, he could see

arguments on either side. After a short discussion, "the general view

1 CAB 23/97, CM 8 (39), 22 February 1939. There was no further
discussion. '

2 CAB 23/98: CM 13(39) 20 March 1939. For the potential and actual
importance of this letter, see Dilks, p.162 and Parkinson op.cit,
p.119. Cadogan wrote that he had struggled with Chamberlain's
drafts, 'which all looked much too much like asking for another

Munich'.
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of the cabinet was that the step suggested was premature'. It was thus
formally agreed to reserve the question for later consideration. Yet
forty-eight hours later, and before the next Cabinet, Henderson was
recalled. Halifax merely reported this action to his colleagues the

next day; no-one demurred.

The same proclivity for independent operations characterised
Winston Churchill's Premiership. His special concern, as Minister of
Defence, with the military direction of the war, did not deter him
from close involvement in important foreign policy problems, notably in
relations with the United States. Soon after becoming Prime Minister,
Churchill sent a personal message to President Roosevelt which the
War Cabinet approved subject only 'to certain minor amendments',

Thus began in continuance of Churchill's previous private correspondence
with the President, the faﬁous series of 'Former Naval Percon’ letters
and telegrams which continued throughout the war at an average of nearly
four a week, on many and varied subjects.3 It was an important
relationship, since it enableda déliberate cultivation of the United
States at a crucial time for the confidence of decision-makers on both
sides}of the Atlantic about‘British prospects for survival and victory.
For Churchill's messages made important presumptions about the conteat
and coﬁsistency of his Government's policy at this time, On 15 May he
asserted that 'If necessary, we shall continue the war alone', and went

 further on 18 May in stating that 'We are determined to persevere

1 CAB 23/98, CM 11(39) 15 March 1935; CM 12(39) 18 March 1939. See
also DBFP III:4 No.308 Halifax to Sir N, Henderson, p.291, note.

2 CAB 65/7. WM 130(40), 19 May 1940.

3 See W.S. Churchill: 'The Second World War', Vol.2, Their Finest Hour,
(London, Cassell, 1949) pp.21-2., Churchill says he sent Roosevelt
950 messages, and received 800 in return. Also, Joseph P. Lash :
Roosevelt and Churchill, 1939-41, (New York, W.W., Norton, 1976),
pp.21-24, 625 F.L. Loewenheim, H.D. Langley, M.Jones (Eds.):

Roosevelt and Churchill: Their Secret War-time Correspondence, (London,
Barrie & Jenkins 1975), pp.94-7.




- 41 -

to the very end, whatever the result of the great battle ranging in
France may be'. Churchill reiterated this determination two days later
with the argument that any British 'parley' with the Germans could only

take place after the fall of the present administration, since 'in no

. : L4 1
conceivable circumstances will we consent to surrender'.

Clearly these gestures of defiance were in part calculated to
encourage Roosevelt into giving Britain diplomatic support - and in
particular to entice steel, destroyers and ammunition from the USA.
Moreover Churchill could not technically commit his government to acting
in the way that he had badly outlined. He could impose no physical
constraints on future choices, such as those which might be imposed by
irrevocable steps like a declaration of war, or a running down of the
armaments industry. But this is not to say that the declarations were
devoid of commitment, in terms either of Anglo-American relatioms, or
of the thinking of his own colleagues about the future of the.war.

Just as the Anglo-French military conversations of 1905 and beyond
created an increasing expectation in France of alliance with Britain,
and helped to impregnate the minds of Asquith, Grey, and Haldane with
the same belief,2 so Churchill's solitary diplomacy fostered an
‘iﬁcreaéing closeness of Anglo-American relations that in its turn may
“have éncouraged his fellow ministers to hope first for survival, through
the prospect of endless material supplies, and then for victory, through

a reliance on an American entry into the war.

1 Churchill, op.cit., pp.22-3, 49-50.

2 See Samuel R. Williamson: The Polities of Grand Strategy,
(Cambridge, Mass., 1969, pp.367-372).
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Furthermore, Churchill's automatic assumption that future policy
would be to continue the war, and of his right to anticipate it, was a
difficult initiative to resist, for both tactical and psychological
reasons. By asserting firstly that Britain would continue to fight
despite the likely defeat of France, and then that the present govern-—
ment would not consider compromise in any form, despite her apparently
desperate military situation, Churchill was placing the onus on his
colleagues to challenge his prejudgement of the issue, while at the
same time directing their attention away from any balanced consideration
of the pros and cons. Through presenting his opinions as facts and
moral imperatives, the Prime Minister created a momentum for his
interpretation of British interests that would have required a major
confrontation within the Cabinet to stop. With'the implication that
argument was unthinkable, Churchill had begun to pre-empt his

government's decision on the issue of fighting alcne.

We have looked at these specific cases of executive activity
primarily because they_représent a major part of the foreign policy
process, but also to illustrate the ultimate sterility of an approach
which simply catélogues instances to fit a general observation. For
all that the above examples can prove, were they to be multiplied
threefdid, is that the executive is often capable of considerable
influence over significant decisions, particularly in the realm of
implementation. This is not a very surprising conclusion., While
each illustration gives us important insights into how executive
discretion operated in practice, together they are far from being able

to go beyond this to prove that a narrow circle was structurally

1 For an expansion of this theme, see below, section (iv).
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predominant in the making of foreign policy, (although the logical
jump is often made). A list of such examples does not explain why it
is that many vital decisions seem to have been subject to a much

wider circle of participaﬁion, and that equally striking lists can be
compiled of these decisions. The Anglo-Soviet negotiations, the crisis
of September 1939, and deliberation over war aims in 1939 and 1940, are

examples which occur in this periocd alone.1

It is clear that a compilation of examples of the various types
or trends in policy-making, gets us no further than the realisation
that there is such a variety. It does not help us to understand why
some decisions involve genuine ministerial discussion and why others
are either perceived to be, or are actually, beyond the efficient
functioning of a collective body; why executive licence is interpreted
and exploited widely at some times and narrowly at others. Anomalies
like these may be explained by unpredictable factors such as the
oscillating preferences of different personalities, or the accident
of special historical circumstances. But if less random forces are at
work, it is worth looking for those rules or patterns which may be
governing the variations in forms of policy-making. The major issues
which we shall investigate should throw up a more detailed picture of
how certain influences came to be dominant in some cases and not others,
than could ever be provided by the aggregation of numerous small-scale

illustrations of an initial hypothesis.

1 Analysis of the discussions over war aims has been omitted for
reasons of space,
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(i) The Making of the Polish Guarantee:

The first of these investigations concerns reactions in the British
government to the destruction of Czechoslovakia on 15 March 1939. The
German move was not a total surprise to the Cabinet., On 4 October 1938
the Chiefs of Staff had advised the Cabinet that no military action by
the West short of 'a prolonged struggle' would be able to prevent any
German absorption of Bohemia and Moravia.l And Halifax and some of
his advisers even became for a short time in ured to the prospect that
'henceforth we must count with German predominance in Central Europe'.
Thus when intelligence reports in February 1939 started to list
Czechoslovakia among the possible targets for what seemed an increasingly
likely new strike by Hitler, the emptiness of Munich was simply being
Spelt out with brutal c1arity.3 Nonetheless, despite what seems with
hindsight the ample need for contingency planning, at the highest
levels there seems to have been no forethought as to what direction
British policy should take if the worst case actually occurred. It is
an interesting comment on the stylé of British foreign policy-making
in this period that although such a major event as the tearing up of
the Munich settlement had been foreseen (if not fully expected),

little had been done to cater for the eventuality. In passing, indeed,

1 Cos 765 (Revise); Quoted in Dilks, p.108.

2 DBFP: III: 3, pp.252-3, Halifax to Sir E. Phipps, 1 November 1938;
Sinclair Papers; B/72, Sir Percy Hains M.P. to Sinclair, 15 October
1938, reporting a conversation with Halifax. 'In confidence Halifax
seemed to think there was every possibility that Czechoslovakia would
now be inside the German orbit'. A series of memoranda which
illustrate almost isolationist attitudes are brought together in
'Possible future course of British Policy' (FO 371/21659)., They are
analysed at length by D. Lammers: 'From Whitehall after Munich: The
Foreign Office and the Future Course of British Ricy', The Historical

Journal, XVI: (1973), pp.831-56.

3 Dilks, pp.152-3, 158, Also BDFP III:4 pp.160-1, Halifax to Sir R.
Lindsay, 27 February 1939.
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we may note that this case prqvides a classic illustration of the
effects of "cognitive dissonance'", the well-documented psychological
state that leads to tﬁe suppression of information which does not fit
in with existing hopes or beliefs.1 Chamberlain, in particular,
ignored the reports passed on by Vansittart from his German contacts,
and preferred to believe that Hitler is "searching round for some
means of approaching us without the danger of a snub"; and, "all

the information I get seems to point in the direction of peace'’.

The very decision that a new policy would be necessary in these
unpleasant new circumstances emerged slowly and was in large part the
result of an executive lead.3 The first Cabinet meeting after the
news of the invasion shows no feeling of a watershed in Anglo-German
relations. Ministers allowed Chambgrlain and Halifax to monopoliée
the discussion, and confined themselves to factual questions about,
for example the role of Hungary in the affair, or the tfeatment of
the Czechoslovak representatives. They seemed to feel no need to
analyse the new environment or to suggest shifts in policy, with the
,exceptioh of one.isolated suggestion from Leslie Hore-Belisha, to the
effect that Britain should now encourage the closest relations with
Turkey, Roumania, and Hungary. This drew no response from his
‘colleagues. Perhaps Chamberlain's formal preéentation_of the issues

influenced the tone of the meeting. He said that the Cabinet had to

1 Expounded in L.Festinger: A Theory of Cognitive Dissonance, (Stanford,
Calif,, Stanford University Press, 1962).

2 Neville Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1071-91: letter to Ida Chamberlain,
12 February 1939 and letter to Hilda Chamberlain, 19 February 1939,

3 Sir John Simon denied to the House of Commons on 15 March that
Britain would take on new commitments. Hansard, 1939, 5th Series,
Vol.345, cols. 545-59,
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decide: (1) Whether Oliver Stanley should still visit Germany. (2)
What the Government should say in the Commons about the now defunct
guarantee to Czechoslovakia, (3) The future of the loan to
Czechoslovakia. (4) Whether to recall Henderson. All these questions
related either to Czechoslovakia or to issues of purely short-—term
significance. All were retrospective, and not concerned with the
evolution of future policy. Although this Cabinet met at 11 a.m. on
15 March, and so had little time in wﬁich to assimilate the recent
events, the condition applied no less to the Foreign Secretary, who did
display the beginnings of a positive reaction. Heyétfessed that Germany
had made a deliberate choice to use force rather than negotiation, and
that the occasion was significant, as for the first time Hitler had
achieved the subjugation bf non-Cermans. He advocated the use of
language which would warn Germany that she was now on a'dangerous

path.1

Further indications that a new policy might be in the making
continued to come ffom the executive, On 17 March, after the scares
about an economic ultimatum to Roumania, which Virgil Tilea had relayed
to Sir Orme Sargent and to Halifax, the latter dispatched telegrams to
Britain's reﬁresentatives in Poland, Russia, Turkey, Greece and
Yugoslavia, asking about the attitude which the governments of these
countries would take up in the event of Germany attacking Rouﬁania -
this information being a precondition of the formulation of any British
attitude..2 And on the same evening, the Prime Minister made his famous

gspeech at Birmingham, where he spelt out the serious implications of the

1 CAB 23/98. CM 11(39), 15 March 1939,

2 DBFP III: 4: 17 March 1939, pp.360-1.

——— e
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conquest of Czechoslovakia, and indicated both that Britain had
interests in South-East Europe, and that she would resist 'an attempt

to dominate the world by force'.1

All the available evidence suggests that the telegrams and the
"Landmark" speech2 in Birmingham were the product of independent
activity by Chamberlain and Halifax (and Foreign Office officials).

The Cabinet did not meet until the 18th at 5 p.m., nor the Foreign
Policy Committee until 27 March. Both Oliver Harvey and Sir Alexander
Cadogan described in their diaries the way in which the idea of a
British-backed front against aggression in Eastern Europe, was rapidly
put iﬁto dip1omatic circulation by the executive acting alone. They
noted Tilea's visit to Halifax on the 17th, and continued respectively:

'As a result of this visit telegrams were sent off...'and 'On that,

S, of S., 0.S., and I drafted telegram to threatened states...'>

There was, indeed, hardly sufficient time for much consultation outside
the Foreign Office. Tilea probably arrived at 5 p.m. and stayed for
some time.a The resulting telegrams left Whitehall at 10 p._m.5 Halifax

told the Rumanian Minister that while an ultimate decisiun on any

1 Blue Book Miscellaneous No.9 (1939): Documents concernihg Cerman-

Polish Relations and the outbreak of hostilities between Great Britain

~and Germany on September 3 1939. Cmd 6100, pp.5>-10.

2 The phrase is the second Earl of Birkenhead's. Birkenhead:Halifax.

(London, Hamish Hamilton, 1965), p.435. Chamberlain himself gives the

impression that the speech was his own work. Chamberlain Papers,
NC 18/1/1071-91, Letter to Hilda Chamberlain 19 March 1939.

3 J.Harvey (Ed.): The Diplomatic Diaries of Oliver Harvey, 1937-40,
(London, Collins, 1970), p.262. Dilks, op.cit. p.16C (My italics).
'S, of S.' refers to the Secretary of State, (Halifax), and '0.S.' to
Orme Sargent.

4 The British Documents say that Tilea came in the afternoon; (DBRFP

ITI:4 Halifax to Sir R.Hoare, 17 March 1939, pp.366-67). <Cadogan says

the visit was in the evening, (Dilks, p.l160). 5-6 p.m. scems a gocd
compromise, especially as Tilea saw the two men separately, (Halifax
first), and had a good deal to say. '

5 See footnote 2(previous page). The separate telegram to Moscow left
at 9.35 p.m,
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guarantee would have to be the Cabinet's, he 'anticipated' that his
colleagues would want the various countries later contacted, tc know
about the issue and to give their opinion on the proposal for a
guarantee system. In setting in motion this diplomacy the Foreign
Secretary was merely using his departmental powers to the full. He

had even anticipated the Prime Minister's views, since the latter is
nowhere mentioned as having been involved. However, when at 5 p.m.

on the next day the Cabinet considered the proposed apprcach to Eastern
Europe, Halifax showed a surprising ignorance of the actions he had
authorised. He told ministers that 'he was not certain whether the
telegrams had all been dispatched', when in fact they had left nineteen
hours previousiy. Halifax's uncertainty conveniently obscured the fact

that he had acted without consulting the Cabinet.1

As for the important speech by Chamberlain that evening, collect-
ive policy-making seems to have gone little further than consultation
with Halifax. On 16 March Harvey recorded:

"Prime Minister is speaking in Birmingham tomorrow,and
Halifax had previously talked to him about it',

A day later Halifax displayed advance knowledge of the content and
importance of the speeach to both Tilea and the American Ambassador.
He told the former that the Prime Minister was about to deliver to

those who might wish to dominate Europe, 'a very unmistakable warning'.

1 CAB 23/98. CM 12(39) 18 March 1939. In the afternoon before the
Cabinet meeting a message had been received from the British
Ambassador in Bucharest, requesting the cancellations of the tele-
grams to "threatened states", on the grounds that Tilea's scare was
false. If the replies were coming in before the Cabinet met, then
Halifax must have known that the original telegrams have gone out,.
Cadogan confirms the sequence of events. DBFP III:4: p.369, Sir R,
Hoare to Halifax, Nos.397 + 399; Dilks p.160,

2 Harvey, p.262.

3 DBFP III:4: p.367, Halifax to Sir R. Hoare, 17 March 1939,
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To Joseph Kennedy he added that the speech would indicate how deeply
British political thinking had been affected by recent events, in

the direction of leading 'many people' to reconsider 'the advantages

of general co-operation' as a means of guaranteeing security.1 The
Foreign Secretary clearly identified himself with the new position
expressed in the Prime Minister's speech. But while Halifax and
Chamberlain played the prime role in producing the speech, it may still
be that other members of the Cabinet were also influential over it.
Cadogan's cryptic reference to the Prime Minister hints at this:

'He speaking again at Birmingham tomorrow night. Think
he's been binged up to be a bit firmer’'.

Nevertheless the Prime Minister's ignorance in Cabinet on 18 March of
his colleagues' opinions of the speech, suggests that the number of
Ministers who had the opportunity to 'firm' him up was limited
He askéd tyhether the Cabinet agreed generally with the change of policy
which he had outlined'.. Chamberlain went on to describé how the |
invasion of Czechoslovakia had disillusioned him of the idea that
Germany had limited and negotiable aims:
'He had now come definitely to the conclusion that Herr
Hitler's attitude made it impossible to continue to
negotiate on the old basis with the Nazi regimg'.
He indicated that the formation of this impofﬁant opinion had probably
preceded any consultation:
'...it was on the basis of this conclusion, and after
consultation with the Foreign Secretary and others of

his colleagues who were immediately available,3that he
had made his speech in Birmingham:

1 DBFP III:4: p.365, Halifax to Sir R. Lindsay, 17 March 1939.

2 Dilks, 157: S. Aster, 1939, p.62, confirms that the "bingeing up"
came from Halifax and the Foreign Office.

3 CAB 23/98, 12(39), 18 March (My italics). It is interesting that

Colvin, op.cit. p.188, omits the italicised words without acknowledge-
ment.
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None of the available sources specifies which individual politicians
(or perhaps officials), might have pressed Chamberlain into a more
resolute attitude. It may well be that Cadogan was referring to the
effect of public criticism on the Prime Minister, as Keith Feiling's
account suggests.1 And if any of his colleagues did influence

Chamberlain here, they were certainly a very small group.

Even so it is not suggested that.Chamberlain and Halifax initiated
these major developments in British foreign policy behind the back of
a Cabinet yhich held different views. In fact, Ministers applauded
Chamberlain's speech when they met on the following déy. The argument
is rather that while the British Government was very likely to respoﬁd
to the Prague coup with hostility, the actual form of that response was
by no means pre-determined. The fact of Nazi aggression had made an
4Anglo-German conflict ﬁore probable,but it was still an‘open question
as to when, where, and how war might break out. It was hardly
obvious that Britain would break away from her traditional mode of
walting on events, and pledge hersélf to a new system of guarantees in
Eastern Europe. The bufden of the entire history of modern British
foreign policy was that édvance commitments would not be made by British
Governments, for compelling strategic and constitutional reaSons.
Indeed,'when the March crisis began, ministers still assumed that
Britain's vital continental interests went no further than the defence
of western Europe and the Mediterranean. Therefore while most ministers
probably felt that a new scepticism and resolution would inférm future
policy towards Germany, it was not a necessary consequence of that
feeling for them to expect and demand the guarantees to Poland, Roumania,

Greece and Turkey which eventually followed.

1 Keith Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain, (London, Macmillan,
1946, p.400).
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On the contrary, ministers were generally thrown into a certain
intellectual confusion by the crisis.1 The apparent urgency over a
reformulation of policy made it difficult for the informal processes
of collective deliberation to get under way, particularly since there
were no obvious or limited courses of action to consider. In June 1940,
again during traumatic circumstances, the important choices facing the
Cabinet were crude, concrete and unmistakable - those of war or peace.
In March 1939, the options for a new policy were relatively open-ended.
Various degrees of hostile inaction, a multi-lateral European pact, an
alliance with the USSR, were 511 notional possibilities. In terms of
their'participation in policy-making therefore, a premium was placed on
the ;larity with wﬁich ministers could perceive the issues, and on the
conviction witﬁ'which they could advocate a positive line of action
during the first period of uncertainty. But its very size meant that the
Cabinet as a whole was unlikely to forgé a clear and strongly-felt new
attitude very quickly. By contrast, their immersion in daily diplomacy
encouraged the Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary to arrive at.definite

(but not necessarily well-judged) opinions without delay.

In effect, the guarantees were the product of energetic activity
by Chamberlain, Halifax, and the offiqials for whose advice they were
" responsible to the Cabinet, in constructing a definite course of action
o&t of the confusion caused by the lack of contingency planning. They
originated.and developed a new and specific policy, obtaining Cabinet
approval rather‘than participation, and secured its implementation before
alternative lines qf policy could be fully explored and measured as

serious options against the guarantee to Poland.

1 This is insufficiently emphasized by Simon Newman: March 1939; The
British Guarantee to Poland in his attempt to emphasise the
continuities of British foreign policy between 1938-33.
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The Cabing; 9f 18 March, fqr example, showed enthusiasm for the
sentiments publicly expressed by the Prime Miniéter the night before,
but their approval was perforce retrospective. Although Chamberlain
made it clear that he regarded his speech 'as a challenge to Germany
on the issue of whether or not Germany intended to dominate Europe
by force', and therefore as an embodiment of major policy, his request
for contributions from other Ministers was slightly disingenuous.

While no specific commitment had yet been made, the 'change in policy
which he had outlined', had glready been made public in a major speech,
specially reworked to counter criticism of his "cool and objective
interest" in the Commons on 15 March.1 If the Cabinet had disagreed

they ﬁogld have had to contemplate asking the Prime Minister to go back
on this important public pronouncement - an inhibiting if not impossible

prospect.

As it was, Ministers showed a collective desire for Britain hence-
forward to take the lead in warning Germany generally that aggression
in Roumania or elsewhere would not go unchecked. Simon and Macdonald
simply acquiesced passively with the Prime Minister's view. Most other
Ministers, however, made positive contributions - and in all, at least
16 of the 22 present spoke on the subject. The import of their remarks
“was that a broad-based combination shﬁuld be forééd, of all those states
which might resist subsequent German aggression; the more countries that
could be involved in this declaration of mutual support, the more
obvious would be Britain's new determinatioﬁ, and the greater would be

the chances of containing Germany should war actually break out.

1 The original plan, to talk about economic and social matters, was
completely set aside. See Blue Bock, 1939, op.cit., p.5.
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indicating his partiality for a more specific solution than 'amateur
collective security', as a member of the Foreign Office described the
proposals for multi-lateral consultations which had inspired the
Cabinet's enthusiasm:l
'"He thought that Poland was very likely the key to the
situation, and he suggested that our communications to
Poland should probably be to go somewhat further than
our communications to other countries’'.

In other words Poland should be asked not only for her attitude, but

also directly for a promise of resistance.

Although the Cabinet neither responded to this suggestion, nor
embodied it in their conclusions, it was to be the main principle on
which Chamberlain acted during the fast-developing diplomacy cof the
next fortnight—- despite the generally expressed ministerial desire for
a system of co-operation with and between as many states as possible i
Eastern Europe. The concentration on Poland also went against the
concern of some ministers for special co-operation with the USSR.
Hore-Belisha, in advocating a net of alliances, had specified both
Poland and Russia as key ﬁembers. He was not alone. Chatfield had
Aargued the Chiefs of Staff view, that the joint adhesion of Poland and
. Russia would make feasible British resistancé-to German aggression in
.ﬁoumania. Without it, the only practicable policy would be to obtain

the support of Turkey and Greece. The Minister of Health twice urged

1 Roger Makins, recorded by Harvey, p.266. This phrase in fact
referred specifically to the later 4-power declaration, but the
principle of multi-lateral consultation was the same,

2 CAB 23/98, 12(39), 18 March.
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the importance of ;he USSR. Walter Elliot thought that:

'.,..it was most important to get in touch with Russia,

since Russia's attitude would havela very considerable

effect upon the smaller powers'.
There were even two Ministers who voiced qualified doubts about the
instrinsic wisdom of increasing tﬁe risk of war, by whatever means.
Both Lord Maugham and Kingsley Wood accepted that Britain and Germany
were converging towards war, but thought 'the right moment' should be
chosen; if that moment could be delayed, say until the end of 1939,

Britain's position would be stronger. Morrison also urged caution,

lest Germany retaliate against 'encirclement'.,

It will be apparent that the actual development of British foreign
policy during the ensuing two weeks, did not conform very closely to
these éoncerns of the Cabinet on 13 Marcﬁ. On the 19th the group of
four2 which the Cabinet had delegated to supervise the multiple |
'approaches’ to South Eastern Europe, met twice, and were conironted
with the first replies to the telegrams of 17 March. Unsurprisingly,
these acknowledgements contained no firm reactions of any kind, since
the governments of Poland, Greece, Turkey, Yugoslavia, and the USSR
were themselves still formulating reactions to the rumours about
Roumania; they in their turn enquired about British intentions.
Chamberlain, however, saw this as a reason for altering the whole
direction of the British démarche. He now proposed a declaration of

interest in opposing aggression by Britain, France, Poland and Russia

1 This ironically anticipates later arguments by the opponents of a
Soviet alliance, to the effect that it would alienate neutrals.

Here Elliot clearly means the opposite.

2 Chamberlain and Halifax, plus Stanley and Simon. That is, the
executive and one minister from each side of the coming argument
about the USSR, This is relevant to the 'big four'’ conception,
discussed below on p.21 , FO 371/22967, C3858-9. Minutes of the Mtgs

of Ministers, 19 March 1939.

3 DBFP III:4: pp.370, 372, 374, 384; Nes.400, 403, 406, 407, 420.
Dilks, p.161.
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alone. This was quickly agreed and drafted. The Foreign Secretary told
the Cabinet next day that his small group had decided that Britain
ought not to attempt too much too quickly:

'"The essential point was to securelthe early consent
of France, Russia and Poland'.

Consequently, to reassure Poland, tﬁey had changed the designation of

the area to be protected from 'South East Europe' to the vaguer

'"Eurcpean States'. 1In other words, as it became clear that Roumania
after all was not immediately tﬁreatened;-(the Prime Minister had
actually said in the last CaSinet that ﬁe did not think that an immediate
attack was likely), the creation of a broadly-based peace front was soon
abandoned by the executive group,2 under Chamberlain's inspiration, in
favour éf a declaration which at once involved fewer states and sought

to keep promises of support at a high ievel of geﬁerality.3 The formula
"Jeft it open what would con stitute a 'threat' and what steps we should
take in the events of a 'threat'", since tﬁe main purpose of the new
4~power declaration was simply to act as an earnest of Britain's

determination to stop Germany if the latter continued to show signs

'that she intended to proceed with her march for world domination'.

1 CAB 23/98. CM 13(39). 20 March 1939.

"9 Stanley's sympathies for the USSR had little effect principally
* pecause although Chamberlain and Halifax affectively ignored the
Soviet Union, they did not formally close the door on an arrange-
ment with that country. The meetings minutes are in FO 371722967

c38589/15/18. See also Aster, op.cit. pp.80-2, and Neville
Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1090, Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain,
19 March 1939; “I have worked out a plan which a few Ministers have
accepted today and which I shall put to the Cabinet tomorrow. It
is pretty bold and startling..." and letter to Ida Chamberlain,

26 March: "I drafted the formula myself and sent it out'.

3 It is fair to add that Halifax envisaged a later extension of
diplomacy to the Balkan states, after the 4-power declaration had
been achieved as a 'rallying-point'. (DBFP III:4:pp.424, Record of
Anglo-French Conversations, 21 March and p.436, Halifax to Sir H.
Kennard, 21 March 1939). And guarantees were given later to
Roumania, Greece and Turkey. But these delayed bi-lateral agree-
ments were a long way from the regional multi-lateral pact that
Ministers seem to have had in mind on 18 March.
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Thus the Cabinet found themselves, suddenly and without detailed
justification, expected to accept a proposal which explicitly rejected
the main planks of their own suggestions at the previous Cabinet.

Where on 18 March the discussion had centred on ensuring future co-
operation between France, Britain, and the majority of Eastern European
states, — which several Ministers hoped would develop into a net of firm
alliances or guarantees, — on 20 March Halifax presented a draft
declaration which was to apply only to two countries east of Berlin,
(and to none in tﬁe Balkan peninsular), and which deliberately eschewed
formal engagements, It is perhaps a measure of both the built-in
expectations of Ministers about the role of the Prime Minister in such
situations, and their objective difficulties in forming clear collective
opinions during thé crisis, that the Cabinet hardly demurred at the
switch in policy for which its executive now asked approval. Lord
Zetland did suggest that Turkey might be invited to join the |
declaration, but Halifax and Chamberlain were quick to reply that this
could antagcnise both Greece and Italy. It was difficult for the
average Cabinet'ﬁember to prevail against such positive and concerted -
'disagreement, arguing as he was only from a general appreciation of
the situation, and from the special viewpoint,of his own department.
_Zetland received no support, and his suggestion was consigned to
oblivion. This ability to predominate purely by virtue of initiating
action which had then to be proven positively'undesirabie, was further
instanced during the same Cabinet. During the discussion of various

terminological amendments to the draft declaration, it was suggested that

1 As Secretary for India, Zetland wanted co-operation with Turkey to
nrovide a buffer for the Middle East and ultimately India.
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in the phrase '...Eurqpean peace and security may be affected by any
action which constitutes a threat to the political independence of any
European state...'; the word 'must' should be substituted for the word
'may'. This was not a trivial matter, but merely by showing strenuous
personal opposition and without needing to appeal for general support

from his colleages, Chamberlain succeeded in squashing the idea.1

Chatfield at least made an attempt td contribute to this new stage
in policy-formulation. He argued for more precision in Britain's
commitments, lest the Government be forced to admit that they "were
prepared to guarantee the independence of practically every stéte in
Europe''. The minutes then record that tﬁe Prime Minister suggested au
alternative draft, which was discussed ‘'in considerable detail, and
various alterations were from time to time suggested'. It is here that
we come up against the intrinsic limitations of the Cabinet documents
as source-material, witﬁ their frequent use of the passive tense, and
their unpredictable lacunae. There is no hard evidence for the degree
of influence exerted by the Cabinet as a whole during the discussion
of the final form of the declaration., By inference, however, we can be
fairly sure that the contributions made by Ministers outside the small
group which had initiated the 4-power proposal, were ;elatively
superficial., Not only did they accept quité meekly the departure from
the path they themselves had approved and developed only two days before,
but the declaration as dispatched shows no divergence either from the

two principles announced by Halifax at the beginning of the Cabinet, or

1 CAB 23/98, 13(39) 2C March.
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from Cadogan's descriptiqn of it the day before as a 4-power declaration
of 'non—desintéi‘essement'.1 The Foreign Secretary had argued for the
limitation of the declaration to France, Britain, Poland and Russia,
and said that the draft 'aimed at avoiding specific commitments', The
draft as eventually approved by the Cabinet accepted the concept of
4-power co-operation, and merely pledged the prospective signatories,
on the basis of their concern for the 'security and political
independence of European States', 'immediately to consult together in
the event of any action being taken which appears to constitute a
threat to the security or independence of any of them'.2 The only
'specific commitment' in tﬁis was that to 'consult'; consultation being
in any case the normal diplomatic response to an imminent crisis.3 In
practice the Cabinet had added nothing to the scheme which had been
brought before them, and Chatfield had failed in his attempt to bring
more 'precision' to the declaration. As Cadogan noted on the evening
of the 20th:

'Saw H. at 12.45...Told me Cabinet had approved draft

telegram (subject) to certain amendmentS....eeeseses

We propose to publish a declaration that, in the event
of a further outrage, we will consult.. Point: c'est tout'.:

1 Dilks's edition of the Cadogan diaries gives the phrase as 'non-
intéressement' (Dilks, p.161). This makes no sense at all, and must
be a calligraphical or typographical error.

2 DBFP III:4: Halifax to Mr.Campbell (Paris) 23 March 1939; p.486,
note 2. : :

3 The final version, as sent off to Paris, Moscow and Warsaw at 11.5 p.m
on 20.3.39, was slightly tougher and more specific in that it included
the promise to consult about the possibilities of joint resistance to
aggression. (DBFP IIl:4: Halifax to Sir E. Phipps, Sir W. Seeds and
Sir H, Kennard, 20 March 1939). However, even this was due to French
pressure - see DBFP III:4: FO Memorandum 22 March 1939;p.473. Dilks,
p.161 and S. Aster, 1939, p.86. ' :

4 The word in brackets is not contained in the Dilks text, (p.161), but
presumably should be. The italics are Cadogan's.
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Mbreover by this move Halifax and Chamberlain came yet closer to
that focussing on Poland which was to be the final outcome of the March
deliberations, in preference to a wider security pact, or an agreement
with the USSR. Chamberlain now saw Poland as one of 'the three big
powers' and considered tﬁat a joint declaration involving her would be
'a bold step and a considerable advance on any action we had previously
taken'.1 As the triumvirate phraseology suggested, Russia was not in
the foreground of the picture of events held by Chamberlain and Halifax,
The day before Halifax had peremptorily discounted the USSR's proposal
for a five-power conference, perﬁaps in Bucharest, 'to discuss
possibilities of common action'.2 The suggestion had first reached
the Foreign Office at 9.30 a.m on 19 Marcﬁ. At 11.30 a.m. the group
of four Ministers had met for the first of tﬁat day's two meetings in
which the 4-power declaration was forged. 1In tﬁe afternoon, before
the second of these, Halifax saw Maisky. He told the Soviet Ambassador
that the British Government was in the midst of formulating a plan of
their own; he thought that the idea of a conference should be laid on
one side for :hé.present, (i.e. in deference to the forthcoming British
 suggestion), for two reasons: because 'we could hardly in present
circumstances manage to send a responsible Minister'to take part in the
.éonference', and because the holding of a conference without an advance
certainty of its success would be 'dangerous'.3 Thus Halifax, possib1y 

after a brief consultation with the Prime Minister and two other

1 This extraordinary categorisation is to be found in CAB 23/98: CM 13
(39) 20 March. See also DBFP III:4: Halifax to Kennard, 21 March
1939, p.436, where Halifax includes Poland among 'the Great Powers'.

2 The phraseology was Sir William Seeds'. See DBFP:III:4: No.421, Seeds
to Halifax, 19 March 1939, p.385.

3 DBFP:III:4:pp.385,392~3,429-30,471-2,574, contain accounts of Anglo-
Soviet diplomacy at this time. The British were clearly taking a
different view of conference diplomacy from that current 1n September
1938. See also FO 371/22967, C3859/9. Mtg of Ministers, 4.30 p.m

19 March 1939,
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colleagues, rejected the Soviet proposal for vague and unconvincing
reasons, only six hours after it had arrived in London. The rest of
the Cabinet was not informed until the 22nd, by when the rejection

was a fait accompli, Halifax then reported that Litvinov:

'seemed to be somewhat perturbed that we had not been
more enthusiastic over his proposals for a conference'.

The Foreign Secretary added that Britain might see whether she could

get closer to the Soviet point of view.

But during tﬁe next five days the policy which in fact took shape
was that of an Anglo-French-Polish mutual guérantee; with the 4-Power
declaration itself abandoned and the USSR largely excluded from
proceedings, as Litvinov complained bitterly on 1 April after the
announcement of thevGuarantee.2 This was the third stage of policy-
making after the Prague coup. Moreover wﬁile ﬁhis key new developmenﬁ
‘took place, from 22-27 March, neither the Cabinet nor the Foreign Policy
Committee met. Halifax and Chamberlain determined the intellectual
diréction of policy, by concentrating their attention on Poland and
subéeéuently presenﬁing the Cabinet with proposals which dealt
echusi?ely with that country. They also took steps to implement their
preferences, by ceasing to pursue the 4-power declaration, and by treating

the Polish Government with particular solicitude:

The first stage in the process came on 22 March, with the second
round of Anglo-French talks in London.3 Even on the 21st the germ of
the final policy had been present in Halifax's initial conversation with

Bonnet, when the two men had 'entirely agreed' that securing Poland's

1 CAB 23/98: CM 14(39) 22 March.
2 DBFP III:4: Seeds to Halifax, 1 April 1939, pp.574-5.

3 DBFP III:4: Record of Anglo-French Conversations, 22 March 1933,
pp. 457-63.
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co-operation against German aggression, particularly with regard to
Roumania, was the highest priority. Halifax had further introduced
the idea that Poland migﬁt be willing to promise France and Britain
aid in the event of the attack falling on the west.1 Thus emerged for
the first time tﬁe idea of the Polish guarantee; in o her words, the
notion that tﬁe best response to the destri tion of Czechoslovakia would
be that of a special arrangement with a sii _le major power = 1f that
power were Poland.2 At the meeting on 22 March, with Chamberlain and
Corbin additionally present, the seed of tﬁis understanding began to
germinate. The Foreign Secretary described how Poland's reactions to
the proposal for a quadrilateral declaration-ﬁad been hostile because
of her dislike of association witﬁ tﬁe Soviet Union. Although Halifax
said he disliked the possibility of tﬁe USSR feeling excluded, he did
not suggest exerting further pressure on the Poles, or treating them as
of secondary importance. On the contrary, in summing up the méeting'sl
views he argued that the essential precondition of western help to
Roumania - the issue which had sparked off the whole consideration of
collaboration with Eastern Europe - was the participation of Poland,
to the extent‘that: | |

'Great Britain and France would have to give Poland a

private undertaking that,3if Poland came in, they
would both come in also'. '

1 DBFP III:4: Record of Anglo-French Conversatioms 21 March 1939, pp.
422-27. Halifax asked Bonnet whether if the west determined to stop
aggression, 'Poland might also be brought to think that it would not
be to her interest to see Great Britain and France greatly weakened?'.
(p.425). '

2 The French concern to bring Poland in was probably an important,
reinforcement to the British executive's train of thought, pace
Newman's picture of the initiatives flowing from Halifax. March 1939:

The British Guarantee to Poland, pp.135-8.

3 DBFP III:4: Anglo-French Conversations, 22 March 1939, pp.459-60.
One reason for saying this was that if France went to war for
Roumania, the Franco-Polish Treaty would come into operation.
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Chamberlain was also concerned above all for the Poles. He said that if
Poland's reply to the suggested four-power declaration was:

'...as was to be expected...negative or evasive, the

intention would not be to press them any further, but

to try the new procedure now proposed'.
That was, to get Poland to join Britain and France in promising

assistance to Roumania if attacked, by undertaking to provide the same

aid to Poland herself.1

There was no examination, or even exposition, of why Roumania and
Poland were of such over-riding importance that the normal methods of
diplomatic pressure could not be applied to "press'them to adhere to the
same declaration as the Soviet Union. Equally, given that a choice
between Poland and Russia was in practice being made, there was no
attempt to weigh up directly tﬁe relative advantages of_each as a
potential source of co-operation. fhe basic assumption was that Polish
fears of association with the USSR were ineradicable, even under-
standable, and accordingly that any plan which sbught to incorporate both
powers was automatically out of court. Moreover there could be no
‘question of ignqring Polish concerns in favour of the wider strategy
of an alliance with the Soviet Union, to achieve a generalised
deterrent against German aggression wherever it might strike. That

option does not seem to have been considered at all.

1 Ibid; p.461l. This "new procedure” involved a certain degree of
dissimulation with the Labour leaders whom Chamberlain met on the
next day, 23 March. He told them that the multilateral declaration
was still British policy and that Anglo-Soviet relations were now
satisfactory. Dalton Diaries, 20, 23 March 1939.
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The reasons behind this bias are complicated and mostly
irrelevant to a study of the relations between executive and Cabinet.1
The essential point as far as the making of policy is concerned, is that
Halifax and Chamberlain shaped a new programme for the British Govern-
ment almost immediately after the Cabinet had accepted a different plan,
itself originated by the executive. By representing the government in
the talks with Bonnet, which centred almost entirely on guarantees to
Poland and Roumania at the expense of the 4-Power declaration, the
Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary began to commit Britain to liaison
with Poland but detachment from the USSR. For not only did the two men
determine tﬁe general frame of ideas in whicﬁ discussion took place;
they also began to lead Poland to believe that the current deliberations
in British government circles would result in the offer of a direct
guarantee. Already on 21 March Halifax ﬁad told Count Raczynski that
if the German-Polish quarrel over Danzig 'should develop in such a way
as to threaten Polish independence, then I thought that His Majesty's
Covernment would have to treat it as a question which was of the
gravest concern'fo themselves'.2 This probably expressed correctly the
‘general Cabinet feeling about how Britain would react in the contingency

of a Polish crisis. But because Halifax revealed its existence to the

1 This failure to clarify the options available has not been satisfactorily
noted, let alone explained in the historical literature, except by
R. Manne:'The British Government and the Question of the Soviet
Alliance, 15 March - 24 August 1939' Chapter 1. Thesis for the B.Phil.
in International Relations, University of Oxford, 1972.

2 DBFP:IIl:4: Halifax to Sir H. Kennard, 21 March 1939, p.436.
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Polish Ambassador, it was also a definite hint that Britain might be
about to enter into an advance commitment to Poland, and at that stage,
a disincentive to the latter to make the best of her anxieties about
the USSR and join in the 4-Power Declaration.1 The Prime Minister was
certainly sensitive and sympathetic to the Polish antipathy to the
Soviet Union. He wrote:
'As soon as I appreciated this position fully, I saw
that it was unlikely that we sould get their signature
(to the 4-Power declaration). ,Was it worthwhile to go
in with Russia in that case?'.

Subsequent Polish actions seem to support this interpretation.
On 24 March, in tﬁe course of a long conversation, Raczynski developed
a proposal Beck had made two days before, for a secret understanding
between the two countries, in which Britain would promise Poland help
if she were threatened cover the Danzig issue, while Poland would promise
to consult with Britain if she in turn were attacked. Halifak took up
this idea, and slightly reformulated it so as to assure Britain of
greater reciprocity. Although he implied that the question would need
to be consideré& further, tﬁe Foreign Secretary raised no objections
to the plan, and appeared mainly concerned to clarify its provisions.
By‘accepting these terms of reference Haliféx must therefore have given
'Beck, via his ambassador, the impression that Polish policy could

thenceforward be based on the assumption that Britain was near to a

bi-lateral agreement, and had abandcned her pressure for a 4-Power

1 This is not to underestimate the strength of Polish hostility to
co-operation with the USSR, a phenomenon Dalton also noted after
seeing Raczynski and J. Stanczik the Polish Miners leader. Dalton
Diaries: 20: 28 and 30 March 1939. ’

2 Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1091, Letter to Ida Chamberlain, 26
March 1939 (Brackets mine).

3 DBFP III:4: Halifax to Kennard 24 March 1939, pp.500-2.
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declaration.1 In its turn Polish enthusiams for the British
initiative fed back to reinforce Chamberlain's and Halifax's

concentration on the Polish connection.

Halifax's personal diplomacy was also important for what it omitted.
Britain did not inform the Soviet Union o the abandonment of the plan
for a 4-Power declaration until 29 March,2 although as we have seen,
Halifax and Chamberlain were aware on 22 March, when they met the
French, that Poland's reply was likely to be 'negative or evasive'
about the proposal.3 Certainly by the 24tﬁ, Halifax knew that Poland
had definitely refused to participate in tﬁe public declaration. In
the Raczynski-Halifax conversation noted aone, tﬁe Polish Ambassador
had told the Foreign Secretary explicitly of his country's fear of any
link with Russia.4 Despite the fact the USSR had informed Britain on
22 March of her willingness to adhere to the declaraticn, Cadogan did
nof feel it nécessary, when he saw tﬁe Soviet Ambassador on the 23rd,
to give more than an oblique hint to Maisky that the proposal was likely

to fall through. In fact the Under-Secretary came near to dissimulation,

as he told Maisky that while Poland was hesitating about joining a bloc
which included the Soviet Union she had made no final answer and was
stiil considering a reply. Britain 'would of course keep closely in
touch with M. Maisky'. When the latter asked about procedure after the

declaration had been made, Cadogan did not mention the emerging

1 This is confirmed by Anna M., Cienciala: Poland and the Western
Powers 1938-9, (London, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1968), pp.216-7.

2 DBFP III:5: p.20, Halifax-Seeds, 4 April 1939. This document relates
the sequence of events in Anglo-Soviet relations, 19-31 March 1933.

3 DBFP III:4: pp.457-61.

4 See Footnote 3, previous page).
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inclination of Halifax and Chamberlain in the talks with Bonnet, to
replace the four-sided scheme by a bi-lateral Anglo-Polish agreement.
Instead he replied that the declaration would be followed (i.e.not
replaced), by a general exchange of views, and possibly by some
specific arrangements 'with certain countries wﬁo appeared to be more
directly in tﬁe road of German advance and who were already organised
in some treaty arrangements'. This clearly pointed to Poland, but the
impression given by Cadogan was that of tﬁe construction of special
mottes following on from the completion of a general bailey, and not
as actually happened, the total exclusion of the Soviet Union from

the important stages in anti-German diplomacy.1

The policy of the Polish Guarantee was probably finalised during
the weekend of 25-6 March, although the data for these two days is
limited. By 'finalised', is meant that Halifax and Chamberlain came to

commit themselves completely to this course of action, and by doing so

inevitably narrowed the scope of policy-making for their colléagues,
since the choice they presented for ultimate Cabinet decision consisted
only in accepting or rejecting the option of the guarantee.} Because
the executive's deliberations and diplomacy focussed predominantly on
Poland, by the time the Cabinet and its Committee came to examine the

situation, ministers were faced with two virtual faitsaccomplis: the

abortion of the previous schemes which they had approved and to some

extent participated in; and the pressure to accept the executive's new

1 DBFP:IIT:4: Halifax-Seeds 28 March 1939, pp.530-2, contains an account
of Cadogan's meeting with Maisky on the 23rd. Cadogan's own diary
does not appear to cover this discussion (Dilks p.163). Litvinov and
Stalin clearly felt that they had been deceived, to judge by Litvinov's
interview with Seeds on 1 April. DBFP III:4: Seeds to Halifax, pp.
574-5.
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proposal, because a rejection would leave the Government without a
policy, or even a plan for a.policy, at a time when most ministers felt
as a main priority the need for a response to the Prague 'outrage' which
would be both dramatic and prophylactic. Moreover the attitudes and
expectations of Poland and the USSR towards Britain had been deeply
affected by the activities of Halifax and Chamberlain, so that if the
Cabinet had wished to alter the direction of policy, it would have had
to reckon with two considerable difficulties. Once Britain had
indicated an intention to conclude tﬁe guarantee, Poland would not
easily have co-operated in anytﬁing less, Equally, the failure to take
the USSR-into British confidence could not be conveniently erased from

the memory of Soviet policy-makers.

It is evident that during tﬁat week-end of 25-6 March, Chamberlain,
and particularly Halilax, completed the detgiled construction of the
guarantee policy in some haste, witﬁ the result that a finished product
was presented for the rapid approval of the Cabinet., On the 26th
itself the Primé Minister wrote:

'the declaration is dead,and I am now exploring
another possibility’.

The general requirement of urgency had acquired added impetus through
the signing of the German —~Roumanian Trade Treaty on 23 March. Cadogan
noted and compiained at, the fremtic pace of policy-making at the time.

'There are neither week-ends, nor nights nor days'.

1 Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1091, Letter to Ida Chamberlain 26 March
1939. - '

-2 Dilks, p.163. Diary entry of 25 March 1939,
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His diary also simply notes a meeting held at noon on 25 March in the
Foreign Office, which he attended with Halifax, Sir Robert Vansittart,
Sargent, Sir William Malkin, and William Strang, to work out next
steps. Harvey was also there, and recorded a long meeting in which
Halifax advocated at some length a definite mutual guarantee agreement
with Poland and Roumania above any arrangement which included Russia.
Because of wﬁat he saw as Poland's crucial ability to provide a second
front, the Foreign Secretary thought: 'we cannot have Russia in the
forefront of the picture'. Polish hostility plus the need not to
alienate Italy, wﬁome he still hoped to wean from Hitler, were the
justifications for'tﬁis treatment. The USSR would be useful, Halifax
apparently thogght, but only in the secondary sense that she could act
as an 'arsenal'.in any conflict, and might be encouraged to develop the

existing Franco-Soviet Pact into 2 direct defensive alliance.

It was on the basis of these attitudes towards Poland and Russia,
which had quickly hardened into constants in the minds of Halifax and
Chamberlain as deliberation progressed, that Strang prepared a draft
summary of the discussions. This was brought to Chamberlain by Halifax,
together with R,A, Butler and Cadogan, for a further meeting at 9.30 p.m
on 26 March.2 The Prime Minister gave hié approval to the'proposalé,
| Wbich thus solidified into a ready-made programme for Cabinet consideration;
unless ministers rejected the proposals in toto, their only means of

participation was through amending the details of the scheme. If they

1 1Ibid. See also Harvey, p.268, Entry o 25 March. Interestingly,
Harvey records the same sentiments about the USSR in his entry of
23 March (p.267), seeing them as one conclusion of the talks with
the French over the previous two days.

2 Dilks, pp.163-4, 26 March 1939. It was on this day that Chamberlain
put on paper his famous 'most profound distrust of Russia' views,
part and parcel of the concentration on Poland. Cited in Keith |
Feiling: The Life of Neville Chamberlain, (London, Macmillan, 1946),
p.403.
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were inhibited by the prospect of rejecting the executive's careful
preparations, then the creative stage of policy-formulation was over
without them ever having fully participated. Cadogan certainly thought
that the meeting on the 26th finalised matters. He described his work
on the next day:

'In afterncon busy on draft telegrams
to our decisions of last night',

lgiving effect

His only qualification was that he expected certain 'objections' in the
Foreign Policy Committee, which he was subsequently surprised not to
find. But it is revealing that Cadogan considered the decisions
effectively to have been taken even before the Cabinet had met;

objections or not, the thought of rejection did not occur to him.

Thus the Cabinet was not drawn into the consideration of the new
policy until tﬁe executive had discarded alternative lines of action and
were strongly committed to a concrete set of proposals. ‘Eventuélly the
Foreign Policy Committee met at 5 p.m on 27 March for the first time in
nearly seven weeks. It is difficult to know why it was called at this
particular time. The need to take the burden of some business from the
full Cabinet cannot have been a major consideration, since as we have
seeri, the work of policy-construction had alfeady been completed, while
_the telégrams of implementation had been drafted ‘that afternoon. More-
over the Cabinet itself met two days later, substantially to duplicate
the Committee's approval.2 One may therefore surmise that Chamberlain

called the committee to test the response of other ministers, and

1 Dilks, p.l64, 27 March 1939.

2 The power not to call the Cabinet, or to discuss an issue, was of
course a limited but definite part of the Prime Ministerial
prerogative, discussed in W. Jennings: Cabinet Government (3rd Ed.)
(Cambridge, The University Press, 1965), pp.245-9.
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possibly to mobilise support in advance of any opposition which might
be encountered in the larger and less intimate Cabinet. There is no
direct evidence for this theory, which is inferred mainly from the
apparent lack of real function for this meeting of the Foreign Policy
Committee, and from Cadogan's expectation of some ministerial criticism
of the guarantee. Yet it seems a convincing explanation when we look at
the Prime Minister's remarks in the Committee itself. Chamberlain
reported that:

'He had not thought it expedient to summon an

emergency meeting of the Cabinet to consider

the new proposals,las this might have caused

publicity'.
This accounts for the calling of the Committee simply in terms of a
desire for secret diplomacy. But closer examination leads us to suspect
the importance attached to avoiding publicity. If a full Cabinet had
been called on 27 March, instead of the Foreign Policy Committee, it
would have been the first for five days. Normally the Cabinet met oncé
a week, so that in this period of obvious turmoil it would not have
attracted too much attention to advance tﬁe meeting by two days -
~especially siﬁce the fegular Cabinet of 15 March was followed by three
more meétings in the four days from 18-22 Ma;ch. The precedents for
'emergéncy Cabinets had been well and truly set by the 27th, Indeed, it
would almost have attracted more attention if the Cabinet had not met
irregularly. Furthermore, unless the Foreign Policy Committee's meeting
could be kept completely secret, (unlikely in the light of the inter-

penetration'of government and press circles, and the many private

contacts between people like Hore-Belisha and Liddell Hart, and Liddell

1 CAB 27/624 FP(36) 38th Mtg. 27 March 1939,
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Hart and Maisky),1 it would have seemed more extraordinary to the outside
observer that the Cabinet committee should have a special meeting after
such a long hiatus, than that the Cabinet itself should meet a mere two
days early. So we may conclude that Chamberlain's explanation for the
calling of the Foreign Policy Committee on 27 March was specious. And

in the context  the executive's lead in policy-making during the whole
episode of the Polish Guarantee, the only plausible explanation which

remains is that of the Cabinet-management theory suggested above.

The minutes of this meeting of the Committee illustrate well the
way in which the guarantee policy had gathered nearly an unstoppable
momentum by the time that other ministers became involved. Chamberlain
related the fate of the schemes that the Cabinet had approved at its
last meeting, and then seemed to present the committee with a choice
between two alternatives, as if they were equally free to choose either:

"It looked therefore, as if a failure to associate with

Soviet Russia would give rise to suspicion and difficulty

with the Left Wing both in this country and in France,

while on the other hand insistence to associate with

Soviet Russia would destroy any chance of buildingzup a

solid ‘and united front against German aggression'.
But in practice the Prime Minister had limited the options by beginning
" from the assumption that a démarche which included both Poland and the
Soviet Union was simply not practicable or politic, (a hypothesis which
“had not been subject to very rigorous test). The problem was presented

as an inescapable choice between the two powers, with no other alternatives.

It was also fairly clear from the language of the antithesis which option

1 For contacts between government and press circles, see Ch,III below,
pp.312-7 ; Examples of the many inevitable contacts between Ministers
and politicians outside the Government can be found in B.Liddell Hart:
Memoirs, Vol.2, (London, Cassell, 1965), pp.222-8; Harvey p.270,
Harold Nicolson: Diaries and Letters 1930-9, (London, Collins/Tontana,
1969), p.386, and in The Dalton Diaries, 20, Dalton personally saw
the Prime Minister, Vansittart, Raczynski and Maisky in these few
days, some of whom were more discreet than others.

2 FP(36) 38th Mtg, 27 March 1939,
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Chamberlain intended the Committee to accept. He opposed the destruction
of 'a solid and united front against German aggression' only with the
disadvantage of left-wing antagonism - a plague whichhis government

had suffered and survived many times previously. Given the consensus
of ministers in the Cabinet meetings since Prague, that Hitler had

now to be confronted with some kind of defiant gesture, it was hardly
likely that the Cabinet Committee of a predominantly Conservative
government would rank the guarantee with Poland below good relations
with the 'left-wing', whomsoever that might refer to.1 It was
particularly improbable because Chamberlain did not raise the long-term
strategic hazards which failure to join forces with the USSR might
involve, or conversely the strategic advantages that might accrue from
co-operation. Although other members were; of course, free to bring up
such questions, Chamberlain's narroﬁ presentation of the issue, with
one option cast as obviously the more attractive, constituted a firm
lead that could only have been negated by radical questioning of the
course of diplomacy from the very beginning & the crisis, as well of
“the basic assumptions on which the executive had operated.2 For thosé
who had been excluded from the intricate daily manoeuvfes of foreign
policy, and who now possessed far less inforﬁation than Halifax and

Chamberlain, the task of undoing work to which the executive was fuliy

1 By "the left-wing" Chamberlain probably meant HWs critics within the
Conservative Party as well as those in the Labour movement. However
the Prime Minister was well-known for his resistance to criticism.

He wrote, on 4 December 1938, to his sister Ida: "The only thing

I care about is to be able to carry out the policy I believe, indeed
know to be right, and the only distress that criticism or obstruction
can cause me is if it prevents my purpose ', Chamberlain Papers NC

18/1/1071-91.

2 The psychological difficulties of disagreement in the small groups
which usually characterise high-level foreign policy-making are
vigoreusly described by Irving Janis in Victims of Group Think,
(Boston, Houghton Mifflin, 1972).
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comnitted, would therefore have been formidable, even if there had

been no urgency in the situation.

As it was, Chamberlain rapidly exerted positive pressure in favour
of the proposed guarantee. He made explicit his own preference by
setting out the 'two fronts' argument as proof of the key importance of
Poland, and the 'offence to third parties' argument as the compelling
reason against inviting the Soviet Union to take part in the plan to
guarantee Roumania and Poland. He stressed the need for urgency,
and hoped that if the Foreign Policy Committee approved the proposals
before it, the draft telegrams could be dispatched that evening. The
general tone of Chamberlain's introduction made it plain that he required
ratification from the committee, not inputs. In this he was re-
inforcinghisinitial remark to ministers that they were to be 'informed
of certain conclusions which Had been provisionally reached on the

previous day'.

In the event the executive achieved the requisite authorisationm,

- although after conspicuous dissent in the Committee. Yet their very |
ability to over-ride this disagreement is further evidence of the
strength of the position enjoyed by Halifax aﬁd,Chamberlain during a
crisis atmosphere in which the essential requirement.was that of the
rapid and creative construction of a new policy to fit a new environment,
For the‘opposition ﬁas persistent and fairly out-spoken, in the
circumstances a striking indication of the critical stage which British
foreign policy had reached; Ministers in home departments were trying,

however forlornly, to keep up with the arguments and pace of affairs.

1 FP(36) 38th Mtg. 27 March 1939.
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Sir Samuel Hoare in particular empﬁasized throughout the discussion
that it would be counter-productive to leave Russia out of any
arrangement. In his opinion there should be further efforts to
organise 'some kind of parallel action, vis-a-vis Russia' so as to
bring her 'in to the common front'. He was afraid that without this,
Britain's policy would be seen 'in many quarters' as having suffered
'a considerable defeat'. Even more important would be the loss of the
USSR's military value:

'...Russia constituted the greatest deterrent in the

East against German aggression. All experience showed

that Russia was undefeatable and he was apprehensive

of the possible consequences that might result if at

this juncture the enmity of Soviet Russia towards

this country was increased'.
Hoare's advocacy of this view may have been lent extra Hrce by his
insistence that he had no 'predilections' in favour of the Soviet Union,
although it was probably already clear to those present that there was
little moral enthusiasm for the USSR in the National Gerrnment.
If 2 senior minister did therefore argue the case for close foreign
relations with Stalin's government, he must at the least have commanded
serious attenﬁio_n.1 Moreover in this cormittee of eight, Hoare was
supported fully by Oliver Stanley, who also feared 'serious consequences'
unless a form of declaration could be found which could accommodate
Russia without raising the difficulties outiined by Chamberlain. This
combination was an important challenge to the argument which the
executive sought to present to the Committee about the inevitability of

having to choose between Poland and Russia (although it suffered by

arguing on this middle ground, and by not advocating clearly that the

USSR should be the first priority).

1 Hoare's support of an arrangement with the Soviet Un%on is one of the
most surprising single facts to emerge from the pub}lc.rec?rds,
particularly in view of the lack of any mention of 1t 1n hls‘auto—
biography, Nine Troubled Years, (London, Collins, 1954). It 1s even

at odds with his contemporary image. Captain Herry Crockshank, a (
sunior Minister who nearly resirncd over Munich, wrote on 31 March 1939:

. . 0 : o
I am sure that Hoare and Simon are public menaces'. Crookshank Papers,

Ms. Eng.Hist. 359, Diary Vol.2.
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The pressures against dissent in the making of this policy left
Hoare and Stanley’alone_in their outspokenness. But other ministers
were by no means fully convinced by the executive argument. Rather,
they seem to have been slightly bemused by the change of events., Of
the eight ministerial members, Halifax, Chamberlain, and (insofar as
we can decipﬁer tﬁeir;references from two relatively marginal comments),
Simon and Inskip, argued actively in favour of the proposals brought
to the m.eeting.1 The remaining two,AChatfield and Morrison, were non-—
comittal. Morrison pointed out that the newness of the latest
préposals lay in their willingness to envisage action and not just
consultation. But he neither drew any conclusion from this observation
nor crossed swords with the Prime Minister when tﬁe latter replied by
saying that the original proposals for consultation had always been
'with a view to determining the nature of any action that might be
taken'. Later in the proceedings Morrison did predict that Russia
would 'sulk', but went no furtﬁer. Morrison was insufficiently sure
of his opinions and his information, eitﬁer to enthuse or complain
over Halifax's.plan.2 ‘Chatfield contributed far more to the discussion,
but he too adopted an ambivalent position on the main issue. .On the
one hand he feared the dangérs of nivolvement with Russia to the extent
of risking hostilities with Japan; and in any case he believed that:

'on the whole Poland was, from the military point of
view, probably the best of potential eastern allies’.

" But he could see the other side of the argument:

'...he thought Soviet Russia would act as a greater
deterrent so far as Germany was concerned’.

1 There is a relative lack of private papers for the Ministers concerned.
There are none available for Simon or Morrison, and Inskip's diary has
no entries between 23 January - 4 May 1939,

2 Morrison was not performing well enough in the Commons to take
exposed positions in Cabinet. Chamberlain Papers, NC 18/1/1046-70.
Chamberlain to Hilda Chamberlain, 5 March 1939.
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Chatfield further.criticised the proposals before the Committee, by
observing that Roumania was no longer worth her place as a prospective
ally, now that she was dependent on Germany for military equipment

after the signature of the Commercial Treaty on 23 March.1

Thus Halifax and Chamberlain were faced with a Committee in which
two ministers gave them tepid support, two were relatively neutral, and
two were actively critical of their proposals. Yet the telegrams as
broadly approved by the Foreign Policy Committee, and dispatched that
evening, contained the plan which they had formulated and introduced
to their colleagues, witﬁ no substantial alteration.2 The text of the
telegfam corresponds closely to the guarantee scheme which Harvey
describes as having been finalised between 25-6 March.3 It accepted
the exélusion of Russia, and tﬁe demise of the 4-power declaratiom,
and provided for Anglo-French ﬁelp to Roumania and Poland, should.they
resist attack and Poland undertake to aid both Roumania and the West
in the event of the first German attack failing there. Various pieties
were expressed as to thé need to avoid Soviet isolationism,_but the
consideration of any action to involve the USSR was postponed until an
unspecified date. Halifax conceded that in the event of war, there

would be 'good reasons' for trying to.ensure at least the 'benevolent

1 In arguing along these lines Chatfield was still obscuring the
impact of the Chiefs of Staff appreciation of 18 March (CAB 53/10
Cos 282 - 3 Mtgs 18 March 1939, 11.15 a.m and 3 p.m. which had
argued that on military grounds, the Soviet Union was a preferable
ally to Poland. See also CAB 23/98 cM(i2 (39), 18 March,

2 DBFP III:4: Halifax to Kennard and Sir R. Hoare, 27 March 1939,
11.30 p.m, pp.515-7.

3 Harvey, pp.267-70. Both Harvey and Cadogan record simply that the
FPC "approved" the telegrams, with little fuss. They make no
mention of the Soviet question. Dilks, p.l64.
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neutrality' of the USSR: he would consider 'in due ccurse' how best to

secure this.1

Why did the executive carry the Committee with them so successfully,
despite the lack of strong support from a majority of members? The
answer seems to lie mainly in the holding of the initiative by Halifax
and Chamberlain, and in the inability of the opposition to challenge
the justifications whicﬁ the executive made from a position of authority,
but which were in fact as much assertions és those made by non-
Specialis§ ministers., The guarantee plan may not have commanded the
whole-hearted support of the Committee, but equally it did not provoke
confident or detailed criticism, for reasons we have outlined earlier.
Halifax and the Prime Minister were faced by only two ministers who
called strongly for structural modifications to the scheme. In this
numerically balanced dispute, witﬁ Simon and Inskip mildly sympathetic
to the original proposals,3 there was no way in which Hoare and
Stanley could impose their view over that of the ministers constitutionally
responsible for‘foreign policy, who were also the authors of diplomacy
during the crisis thus far. Although mutual criticism was perhaps
easier in the smail group than in an imposing full cabinet,4 the
executive still had crucial advantages when it came to a staiemate; tuey
possessed ready-made proposals, an air of special authority Vith which
to make judgements on the arcane questions of high diplomacy, and a

physical involvement in detailed day-to-day developments. The

1 DBFP III:4: p.517; CAB 27/624 FP(36) 38th Mtg 27 March 1939. In
Cabinet on 29 March, Halifax said that he had tried to cater for the
Home Secretary's views in paragraph 6 of the telegram. It is this
paragraph which contains only the pieties referred to above. CAB 23/98
CM 15(39) 29 March 1939,

2 Supra, pp.57-9.

3 Cadogan was surprised not to find Simon critical of the change in
policy, so perhaps the latter's staxe was neutral in the FPC., Dilks,p.l64.

4 See pp.128-35 below,
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cqmbination of these qualities made it possible for Chamberlain to pay
obeisance to the views of Hoare and Stanley, witﬁout conceding the
substance of the argument, He agreed to examine Stanley's suggestion
for a form of declaration whicﬁ could incorporate the USSR, but
insisted that no decision could be taken on the issue until Poland

had replied to the proposed telegram., In other words, the guarantee
proposals were to be accepted as they stood, and made to Poland and
Roumania on the existing basis of the exclusion of the Soviet Union,
whose role could be re-examined later. But in practice it was highly
improbable that Poland would accept any subsequent reformulation of the
plan to include Russia once she had been offered the guarantee alone,

a fact which Chamberlain must have realised from the breakdown of the
"declaration proposals. As the future was to confirm, the likely outcome
was that events would gather tﬁeir own momentuﬁ once the proposal had
‘been made, that‘the agreement would be concluded without Soviet
participation, and that the options for British foreign policy would
narfow as a result. Essentially the Prime Minister had ignored the

opposition in the Committee.

In this imperviousnéss he followed Halifax's more blatant lead.
Replying to Hoare's first.remarks in tﬁe'FPC about the importance of
the USSR to Britain,'the Foreign‘Secretary had merely asserted without
explanation that:

'...if we had to make a choice between Poland and Soviet
Russia, it seemed clear that Poland would give the
-greater value',
He had also quoted very selectively from military advice about the
relative values of Poland and Rﬁssia. He had referred to comments made

by the British Ambassador in Moscow, and from the Military Attach& in

Berlin, neither of which went to show directly that Poland was the
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better potential ally, and yet had failed. to mwention the Chiefs of
Staff conclusion of 18 March, that Poland was not only incapable of

containing a German attack, but that:

'"If the USSR were on our side and Polandlneutral, the
position would alter in our favour'.

Finally, Halifax had felt it necessary to make only the most cursory
responses when Hoare had returned to the charge. On the second of
these occasions the Foreign Secretary simply replied that France was
not very sympathetic to the Soviet Union at that time. To the last
attempt ﬁe did not respond at all, but instead raised the different

question of Danzig.

Thus Halifax and Chamberlain sid-stepped the opposition of two
important ministers, by refusing to join argument. Had the debate
become more rigorous and more specific others might have been drawn
ih, and basic premises might have been more critically examined. As
it was, the exegutive repeatedly asserted the rightness of their policy,
and capitalised on the general desire to avoid delay. Throughout they
treated the guérantee proposal as if it were already adopted policy,
open only to amendment. Such confidence forced dissentients into
negative criticism of the executive's programme and away from the
construction of alternative policies which might have attracted support
from the uncommitted. With such diffuse opinions elsewhere, Halifax |
and Chamberlain were able to confine the argument to their own terms

of reference.

1 See footnotel, p.77.

2 It is not suggested that Halifax and Chamberlain took a conspirataial
view of the committee and its management; simply that small groups
in general, and British Cabinet Committees in particular are
susceptible to initiatives from the Chair in certain circumstances.
See pp.218-30 below,
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The submission of the draft telegrams to the full Cabinet
witnessed a repetition of the events in Committee, if in a minor key.
Halifax and Chamberlain repeated their previous arguments and
assertions. Once again Poland was represented as 'the key to the
situation'.1 Chamberlain continued to adduce assumptions as facts.

He thought:

'that it was of the utmost importance to obtain the support

of Poland and that it was impossible to secure this if

Russia was brought into the declaration’.
The two statements in that sentence expressed principles on which the
Guafantee'policy was based; but tﬁey were principles which had still
not been exposed to full questioning and debate, either in Cabinet, or
within the executive itself, Wﬁen a further attempt was made on this
‘ocqasion to put right the relegation of the Soviet Union which these
assumptions’iﬁplied, and ﬁad ensured in practice, Halifax circumvented
‘the issue once more by paying lip-service to the general importance of
Russian help, while effectively ignoring the suggestion for specific
action. Although the Minister of Health again urged the importance
of the Soviet Uﬁion; and supported the proposal made by Hoare at the
Foréign Policy Committee for a definite reciprocal agreement, Halifax
reiterated both'Bonnet's distrust of Stalin's regime, and the importance
of’Poland. In the face of such criticism his strategy was that of
immovability. Soon afterwards the discussion petered out, and the
draft telegrams were approved, with the vague references in paragraph 6

to obtaining future Soviet support for the guarantees scheme, as the

only gesture towards the Cabinet critics.

1 Halifax stressed that "The essential point was to manage matters
so as to secure the support of Poland". CAB 23/98, CM 15/39,
29 March 1939 a.m.

2 The telegrams, which had been sent on the 27th with instructions
to hold, were released for communication to the Polish and Roumanian
Governments at 9 p.m on 29 March., DBFP III:4, Halifax to Kennard
and Hoare, p.541,.
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For those ministers who favoured a closer liaiscn with the Soviet
Union crucially lacked a definite proposal to place against the
telegrams already drafted by the executive. This in its turn was the
result of the constant defensive posture imposed on them by Chamberiain's
and Halifax's fast-changing initiatives; The vigorous executive lead
in discussion therefore led them to accept the compromise of a promised
approach to Russia at a later date - and an approach which was to
consist only in requests for unilateral Soviet help to Poland and
Roumania, As events were to prove; the delay and the half-heartedness
in approaching Stalin were always likely to end by alienating the
Soviet government and thus making any agreeﬁent much more difficult,
if not impossible.1 Thus the compromise won by Hoare and Stanley was
chimerical, and thinly disguised a practical decision to court Polish

support at almost any cost.

By 29 March the fo#mulation of the guarantee policy had been
completed; During the next two days important decisions were taken
about the timing and presentation of the policy, but no major alterations
of substance ensged. The Cabinet was suddenly called on the morning of
30 March for Halifax to relate the new information from various sources

ey sqs . . . 2
about the possibility of an immediate German move against Poland.

1 The present state of documentation in Soviet foreign policy makes.it
impossible to be more than tentative in such statements. It is
posible that Stalin never had any intention of co-operating with
Britain; on the other hand subsequent Soviet behaviour indicated
a clear distrust of British intentions. Sir Samual Hoare noted:
'The Anglo-Russimnegotiations have dragged on, the difficulty
being to get the Kremlin to realise that we really are agreed in
substance and that their new points are due to quite unnecessary
suspicions'. Templewood Papers, X:4 Hoare to W.W. Astor, 12 June
1939,

2 CAB 23/98 CM 16(39) 30 March 1939. The guaranteec was thus
announced earlier than might otherwise have been the case. Some
Ministers, notably Zetland, Maugham and Kingsley Wood, showed signs
of hesitating on the brink. Their wiwiilingness to provoke a war
between Germany and Poland by any declaration of support for Beck
led to the statement beng re-drafted along more general lines but

did not halt the increasingly rapid progress towards an
irrevocable commitment,
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This led him to propose that Britain should announce her guarantee in
the very near future, rather than wait for both her own and Germany's
negotiations with Poland to run their natural course. The reasons

for such action would be precisely those which had governed the
formation of the policy in the first instance; the only variable which
had changed was the proximity of a new German aggression. The raison
d'eﬁre of the new policy was to deter Hitler from attacking Poland, and
to ensure a second front if he should f£ail to be deterred. Thus if an
attack was being contemplated at that very moment, the guarantee plan
was in danger of becoming superflaous unless it were announced
immediately. Tﬁe Cabinet therefore was asked to approve immediate
,action, but in effect they were only daplicating their ratification

of the previous day. Even here; tﬁe definition of the situation as
‘sufficiently serious to require a sudden announcement,-which would mean
 going ahead without‘full reciprocity or a guarantee for Roumania, was
made by Halifax and Chamberlain; In such a fluid and unpredictable
environment, they gape impetus, difection, and cohesion to an otherwise
disconcerted government. Despite some disquiet in Cabinet about the
risks of precipitate action, the guarantee to Poland was announced

in the Commons at 3 p.m on 31 March; where it was greeted by Arthur
Greenwood as being potentially "as momentous a statement as has been

* (3 - 1
made in this House for a quarter of a century".

The evidence from the above case demonstrates a particular type
of policy-making, and one in which the Cabinet as a whole took only a

peripheral part, displaying little collective unity or purpose. It

1 CAB 23/98 CM 17(39) 31 March 1939 12 noon; this Cabinet decided
to announce the new policy the same afternoon; Hansard 5th Series
Vol.345, cols. 2415-16,
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has been argued that this style correlates strongly with the nature

of the problem which was under consideration at the time,

In summary, the crisis of March 1939 was of major importance.
It dissolved many of the hopes and views which decision-makers had
previously held about Germany and the iikelihood of maintaining a
viable peace in Europe. On the accepted premise tﬁat Britain was
vitally interested in the maintenance of European stability, it
required a fundamental reformulation of strategic images and possibly
a specific new act of policy. It affected foreign policy in a most
basic and total way. No area of Britisﬁ national interests coﬁld be
unaltered by tﬁe decisions 1t demanded about war and peace. It was
also felt by those involved that the situation was one of great
urgency. The combination of all thgse demands seems to have favoured
a pyramidal form of policy-making in the government, with the
executive's creative initiafives and moncpoly of information acting
upon the confused and malieable opinions of tﬁeir colleagues. The
power of origination devolved upon the Prime Minister and Foreign
Secretary. The consensus finally reached in Cabinet was essentially
negative, deriving from the lack of any clear alternatives to falling

in with the lead coming from the chair.
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(ii) The Soviet Question: April-August, 1939,

The problem of Anglo-Soviet relations in the spring and summer of
1939, usefully provides both a parallel and a comtrast to that of the
Polish guarantee. It was of equally vital importance to British foreign
policy, both objectively and increasingly in terms of the way it was
perceived by participants. Its outcomes, wﬁatever they might be, would
inevitably affect the military and political balance in Europe, since
it involved the consideration of advénce commitments to go to war. It
was also seen as a pressing issue; altﬁough slightly less so than the
events of March, Ministers rapidly reéognised in April that continued
German expansionism meant that relations between Britain and thé USSR
“could no longer remain ill-defined; An immediate attempt to reach some
kind of agreement had to be made. However; in contfast_to the guarantee
to Poland, the salience of this problem did not deeply disturb the
central notions of British policy-makers about European politics. For
it arose gradually out of the deliberations about Poland, and was not
a new or sudden trauma of itéelf. Once tﬁe invasion of Prague had been
assimilated, and the guarantee issued to Poland, the idea of concluding
a full alliance with the USSR was not so radical as it would have
seemed even six months preﬁiously. Mbreéver the .proposals that emerged
were formal, detailed, and multifaceted. Both procedurally and
substantively the contrasts and similarities between the March crisis
and the Soviet negotiations throw interesting light on the relationship

between policy-making and the problems with which 1t deals.

From the policy-making viewpoint, the important questions
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raised by the case of Anglo-Soviet relations centre on the influences
in the British Cabinet which led to:
1. The initiation of negotiations in April.

2. The rejection of the Litvinov proposals of 18 April for
a full alliance.

3., The decision after all on 24 May to accept the proposals.

4, The various British bargaining positions during the
prolonged negotiations for the alliance from May to
August 1939,

Without embarking upon a daily history of British diplomacy in
April 1939, it is necessary to sketch the details of how negotiations
with the USSR began.1 Halifax ﬁad assured the Cabinet on 29 March
that Britain would approach tﬁe Soviet Union about the latter's possible
contribution to a 'Peace Front', once the guarantee agreement with
Poland had been concluded.2 After tﬁe declaration of 31 March, there-
fore, the Foreign Secretary dispatcﬁed to Moscow or 14 April the
ingenuous proposal that the USSR should make a unilateral declaration

of support toc any of her European neighbours which might require and

desire it.3

The responsibility for this démarche cannot be attributed to an
executive initiativeﬂ Chaﬁberlain at least was §till profouhdly
sceptic#l of the value of Soviet help. He told the Cabinet 6n 5 April
that:

'he had very considerable distrust of Russia, and had no

cafidence that we should obtain active and constant support
from that country'.

1 R. Manne, op.cit. Ch. 1, and S. Aster op.cit. pp.158-187, both
contain full accounts,

2 CAB 23/98 €M 15(39), 29 March 1939.
3 DBFP III:5, Halifax to Seeds, 14 April 1939, pp.205-6.
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While if R.S., Hudson's recent conclusions about Russia's lack of an
offensive military capacity were correct, he continued:

*...and if an arrangement which included Russia would

be likely to cause an explosion, the question of

making any arrangement with Russia was obviously

one which required a great deal of further consideration'.1

Obviously the Prime Minister suppressed his doubts and disinclinationms.

There were various reasons for this. Some were substantive, like
the Italian attack on Albania, a desire to soothe growing public
criticism, and his own genuine acceptance of the value - if it could be
relied upon - of Soviet military aid to Poland.2 But equally important
must have been the knowledge that there was a vocal body of opinion
within his Cabinet which favoured Anglo-Soviet co-operation at this
time, and which had only been contained with difficulty in March despite
the great advantages enjoyed by the executive during that crisis, As a
result Halifax had made a formal commitment to take steps which would
ensure some Soviet support in the event of war, once the Polish
guarantee had been concluded. It had been a condition of pacifying
Hoare and Stanley, and keeping the Cabinet united in a period of
“extreme international instability. The price of unity was that Halirax
and Chamberlain were left with a sense of obligation to take some action
at least towards the Soviet Union, after their previous evasions, and
also to create a general expectation among other ministers, of an
imminent approach. R.J. Minney gives us the Secretary of War's record

of this expectation:

1 CAB 23/98 CM 18(39) 5 April, Halifax agreed with Hudson to whom he
wrote on 4 April; "Your impressions confirm the conclusions I have
drawn from the reports of the Moscow Embassy', FO 800/322. H/XXX/III-5.

2 The COS had finally approved the Guarantee, but not without making
it clear that even British and Soviet aid combined would probably
not save Poland from a German attack. CAB 53/47 COS Paper 872
(Revise) 3 April and CAB 23/98 CM 16(39) 30 March.
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'"Hore~Belisha's notes at this time indicate that
the Government was anxious to include Russia in
their efforts and negotiationslto secure a common
front against aggression'.

C. Hendricks,k Secretary in the Privy Council Office wrote to his
chief Walter Runciman, who was touring tﬁe Dominions, that the main
difficulty facing Britisﬁ policy was now Russia.2 Even Leslie Burgin,
who was inclined at first to stress the difficulties facing an Anglo-
Soviet arrangement, and whom Dalton described privately as 'a Simonite
of the worst type'; told the Labour front-bencher that it would be
very useful if Britain could take steps to ensure the USSR's neutrality

in a future war.

Despite the fact therefore, that Chamberlain might have been
personally willing to allow the question of co;Operation to sink slowly
from the centre.of policy-making debate, the compromise over the Polish
guarantee left him in debt to a section of his Cabinet, in a way that
he had not been during March, when the executive was able to sketch
outvpolicy upon a blank sheet. It was an obligation which Chamberlain
could only ignore at the risk of damaging both s own credibility and
possibly the internai harmony of the Goﬁgrnment. Moreo ver the Prime
Miﬁister‘could not rely on Halifax's continued oppésitioh to some
closer relationship with the Sovigt Union. The debates in Cabinet in
March had led Halifax to feel that moves should be made at least to

involve the USSR in the new diplomacy.4 In the first two weeks of April

1 R.J. Minney: The Private Papers of Hore-Belisha, (London, Collins,
1960), p.189.

Runciman Papers, R3/32/1-4, C. Hendricks to W. Runciman, 11 April 1939.
Dalton Diaries, 20: 13 April 1939.

4 This is not to accept Maurice Cowling's picture of Halifax becoming
detached from Chamberlain after Munich. Both men much preferred
to concentrate British policy on Poland, rather than the USSR.
M. Cowling: The Impact of Hitler, pp.278-83.
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the Foreign Secretary showed himself fairly anxious not to appear
unreasonable, In Cabinet on 5 April he commented that:

'he thought it might be desirable for him to see the

Russian Ambassador rather more frequently than in the

past, so as to avoid,any suspicion that we were cold-

shouldering Russia'.
Indeed the Foreign Secretary called Maisky to the Foreign Office on
6 and 11 April, first to inform him of the general lines of the talks
with Beck, and then 'in order that I might keep him in touch with
recent developments'.2 Another meeting was held three days later, at
Maisky's request.3 These three meetings in nine days bear out Harvey's
contemporary comments that 'H., is anxious to find a way round the
Russian difficulty and is working on the idea of proposing to Stalin
that he should maké a unilateral declaration of support against
aggression on much tﬁe same lines as we have.'4 In some situations the
collective discussions of Cabinet government inevitably detached the
two major foreign policy ministers from each other, with the result
that any pressure from other groups of ministers, had avgreater chance
than usual of_bééoming policy. In early April 1939 the recruitment
‘of Halifax to a more open-minded attitude about moderate co-operation

with the USSR certainly ruled out any united executive attempt to evade

an approach to that country.

| 1 CAB 23/98 CM 18(39) 5 April.
>2 bBFP'III:S: Halifax to Seeds, 5 April, 11 April, pp.53 and 82.

3 DBFP III:S: Halifax to Seeds, 14 April pp.209-10.

4 Harvey, 13 April, p.279. See also CAB 27/627, Halifax-Seeds, 14

April 1939: "I am reluctant to abandon my efforts to secure some
measures of co-operation from the Soviet Government'.
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As a result Chamberlain informed his colleagues on 13 April that
he was thinking of telling the Soviet Union frankly to stop talking in
general terms, and to make a unilateral declaration of support for any
state which might be attacked. The abrasive tone of his remarks suggests
that dn this occasion the Prime Minister was catching up with the
general sense of his Cabinet, not initiating a course for them to follow.

Ministers showed no surprise at the proposals and made little comuent.

The second major stage in the development of Anglo-Soviet relations
in 1939 began with the sudden Litvinov proposals of 18 April for a full
military pact with France and Britain.2 The British Government rejected
this plﬁn on 6 May repeated their request to the Soviet Union for a
unilateral declaration of support to those countries which might

e 3 . . L4 . *
request it, How was this important decision made?

The full Cabinet was informed by Halifax of the Soviet proposal
the day after its arrival in the Foreign Office.4 They agreed that a
reply should be formulated in the Foreign Policy Committee, which, as we
have seen, was one of the intermittently important Cabinet committees

that had proliferated since 1936 to cope with increased work-loads.5

1 CAB 23/98 CM 20(39) 13 April.
DBFP III:5: Seeds to Halifax, 18 April, pp.228-9.

DBFP III:5: Halifax to Seeds, 6 May 1939 pp.448-50. The renewed
request for a unilater al declaration was softened by assuring the
USSR that their support would only be committed to countries whom
Britain and France were already obligated.

CAB 23/98 CM 21(39) 19 April

S.S. Wilson: The Cabinet Office to 1945, (London, EMSO, 1975),
pp.12-15 and 174 describes the growth of these committees.
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On this occasion the issue was sufficiently complicated to require
fairly detailed consideration; it also invited real ministerial
participation. The problem was not urgent, in the very short=term, and
more importantly, it dd not demand the wholesale formulation of a
positive and original course of action to replace an outmoded
strategy - as in March. For although the Litvinov proposals were a
complete surprise to the Cabinet, in that, as the Foreign Office
mémorandum reminded the Committee:

'we have téken tﬁe attitude that the Soviet preach us

sermons on '"collective security" but makelno practical

proposals. They have now made such...'. '
they were only proposals, not actions which could physically compel a
reorientation of views. At a deeper level they upturned none of the
strategic or political realities on which governmental attitudes were
based, as the fall of France was to do. They did not destroy any key
images of the European situation, as the Nazi-Sowviet Pact ought to have
done. Their effect was rather the opposite; to bring the Cabinet &
last to consider in deptﬁ its attitude towards co-operation with the
USSR against Germany = an issue which had been latent for at least
six months., The question had been on the verge of resolution during
both the Munich crisis and that of Marcﬁ,1939. Moreover the suggestion
for a full alliance did not reverse British condepﬁions 6f Soviet
interests., It merely made ciear what had previously been a reasonable

supposition; that the USSR was sufficiently concerned about the threat

posed by Hitler to venture out into very new diplomatic pastures.

1 CAB 27/624, FP(36) 43rd Mtg., 19 April 1939.

2 After all, Foreign Minister Litvinov had been anxious throughout
1938 to achieve an Anti-Nazi front of co-operation with Britain
and France over Czechoslovakia. See A, Ulam: Expansion and Co-
Existence: The History of Soviet Foreign Policy from 1917-67,
(London, Secker and Warburg, 1968), pp.253-7.
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The Litvinpv proposals were thus surprising but not shocking. They
demanded no sudden reformulation of basic attitudes. Consequently
the Cabinet were not dependent on creative leadership for their under-
standing of the problem at hand. Ministers' general picture of the
USSR in European politics remained intact, to equip them with at least
a basic confidence in their opinions for the discussion which was to
follow. The continuity of the views expressed by Hoare and Stanley
in both March and May, testifies to tﬁis. The nature of the issue
did not for once militate againét dissent in Cabinet. Together with
the executive's foreknowledge of the existing divisions among ministers
over the Soviet question, still to be reconciled, this factor lessened
the likelihood of Halifax and Chamberlain being able to monopolise the
vital initiatives and harness the Cabinet to their own views. In the
event, the way that the debate devéloped through April and May,
increasingly imposed positive pressures on the executive to allow the
Cabinet (in the form of .the Foreign Policy Committee), to operate in

a much more democratic manner.

The Foreign Policy Committee met on the same afternoon of the day
‘in which the Cabinet had delegated discussion of the Litvinov proposals
to them.1 Halifax was absent, but approved of a paper prepared by the
Foreign Office and read out by Cadogan which set out the arguments on
both sides and then came down clearlyagainsﬁ acceptance of a triple
alliance. The proposal was extremely inconvenientﬁ |

'...we are trying to build a "Peace Front" in Europe,

and it seems, on balance, better to refuse an offer

that may alienate our friends and reinforce the

propaganda of our enemies without bringing in exchange '
any real material contribution to the strength of our Front'.

1 CAB 27/624 FP(36)43rd Mtg., 19 April 1939.

2 Cadogan seems to have been taking the lead at this stage, w%th
Halifax busy. Dilks, pp.175-6; Harvey pp.28l1-5. Conscription was
the burning domestic issue.
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The Prime Minister added his opinion in support of the Foreign Office,
giving various sources for the view that 'the Russian fighting services
were at present of little military value for offensive purposes', and
still ignoring the COS conclusion of 18 March, repeated to this meeting
of the FPC, tﬁat 'If the USSR were on our side and Poland neutral the
position would alter in our favour'. Hoare expressed unhappiness about
the situation in Eastern Europe, on the grounds that Poland was
militarily impotent, and only the USSR could furnish her with adequate
supplies éf munitions.1 But he could still suggest no positive
alternative to the current policy, and the Committee drifted unimpeded
into acceptance of the Foreign Office view. Imnskip and Morrison both
professed doubts as to deiet sincerity in making the offer, whereupon
Chamberlain rapidly proceeded to 'collect the voices' in classic

style:

'THE PRIME MINISTER said that if this were our view we
had to consider how to frame our reply'

By thus seizing the initiative in rather prematurely summarising the
collective opinion of the committee, the Prime Minister made it difficult
for the doubts of Hoare and Stanley (the latter's were noted by
Cadogan in his diary)2 to-grow into fully-fledged arguments through

the process of further discussion. Chamberlain informed the FPC of

their own basic conclusion beforé it had been fully articulated.
Nevertheless, it is fairly certain that the majority of ministers present

at this stage did share the view that Britain should not enter into an

1 Chamberlain continued to be extraordinarily blind to the COS's
expressed wish for Soviet assistance. Chatfield ended the meeting
by accepting the view that political arguments outweighed any
military advantages of an alliance. FP(36) 43rd Mtg.

2 Dilks, p.175, 19 April.
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alliance with the Soviet Union. Those who spoke aligned themselves

with Chamberlain, apart frem Stanley and Hoare. Of the seven
ministerial members of the Committee present apart from the Prime
Minister, Inskip, Morrison, and later Chatfield, agreed with the
latter's conclusion that the political arguments against a triple
alliance were 'irresistible, and such as to outweigh any military
advantages'. Cadogan, representing Halifax,had set the example for
such a conclusion, and in doing so had been supported by R.A. Butler;1
Simon and Macdonald seem to have made no contribution. Thus there was
a clear majority actively opposed to the Soviet proposals. This was
the more easily translated into a formal decision by the fact that the
doubts of Hoarg and Stanley did not lead them any more than their
colleagues into.an enthusiasm for the full alliance now in question.
They feared for the consequences of élignating the Soviet Union, but
preferred some intermediate arrangement whose form they could not see
clearly. Even for those ministers sympathetic to association with the
USSR, the suggestion for a major alliance came too soon and suddenly.
Having failed to win the argument in March on more modest proposals,
they did not now welcome having to advocate a radical version of their
case. Thus as Cadogan recorded, "there was general approval'of his

~advice to refuse the proffered 1iaison.2

In this wéy the FPC had at least played a full part in the making

of the decision. The issue had immediately been placed before it,

1 R.A. Butler was Parliamentary Under-Secretary at the Foreign Office,
and as such attended two-thirds of the meetings of the FPC after
Munich, although his contributions were minor, as Chamberlain once
noted. Chamberlain Papers, letter to Hilda Chamberlain, 28 May.

NC 18/1/1092-1118.

2 Dilks, loc.cit., The Minutes of the FPC record that a draft reply
might follow the lines suggested by Chamberlain and Morrison,
FP(36) 43rd Mtg.
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there had been a fairly full discussion, and the conclusion reached
represented the general will of the Committee, although partly by
default. On the other side of the coin, the executive had yet again
forcefully argued in favour of one side of the case - as indeed, it

was probably expected to do. Yet the FPC soon had another opportunity
to influence the handling of the problem, at a meeting on 25 April to
discuss the latest French response, wﬁicﬁ substantially accepted the
desirability of a general, tripartite, agreement.1 Halifax and
Chamberlain once more made plain their view that this would gravely
disrupt the construction of a 'Peace Front' with the other Eastern
European countries without obtaining any significant military advantages.
The Committee was inclined to agree, although not without some
ambivalence. While Chatfield paraphrased the conclusions of the Chiefs
of Staff about Soviet military capacity in a way which indicated his
opposition to an alliunce, and Inskip stressed South Africa's hostility
to the proposal, the latter also now pointed out that the Soviet Union
might be a potential Lelp to the British position in the Far East, by
restraining Japan.2 MacDonald went further, in saying that it would be
better to have the USSR on Britain's side in a war, than to have her
nreutral, or an enemy. But essehtially the same consideration applied
as on 19 April, While some of the committee were by no means as
convinced as the executive of the merits of a policy which was based

primarily on Poiand, when as an alternative they were asked to consider

1 CAB 27/625 FP(36) 44th Mtg. 25 April. The French were themselves
pursuing such an ambiguous line on the USSR that the British
Cabinet could not have been influenced by Paris. See Anthony
Adamthwaite: France and the Coming of the Second World War, (London,
Frank Cass, 1977), pp.311-13.

2 This despite his knowledge of the Dominions general hostility to a
Soviet alliance. R. Ovendale: Appeasement and the English~Speaking
World, pp.267-72,
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the commitment of a generalised alliance with the USSR, even these
ministers shared Chamberlain's misgivings. Hoare epitomised the way
in which those furthest from the Prime Minister's viewpoint still
approved of the conclusion which the committee arrived at, viz. to
let France know that Britain viewed all proposals involving an alliance
as impracticable, since they would impair the erection of 'a barrier
against aggression in Eastern Europe on behalf of the States directly
menaced by Germany', by impairing the confidence of those states.1
The Home Secretary said that if the present policy was to fail, the
situation would have to be reconsidered, but that in the meantime he
was in agreement with the critical reply to Paris. Again Cadogan
pithily summarised the meeting's collective view of the Soviet
proposals:

'Didn't last long - all agreed to turn them down'.2

Although the Foreign Policy Committee had examined the issue in
some detail, its decision was submitted to the Cabinet before implementa-
tion.3 Naturally the Cabinet 'expfessed general approval cf the policy
viSjé-vis Soviet Russia', since the ministers who now were given their
chance‘to keep in touch with developments, were given‘a one-sided and
necessarily compressed report by Halifax. Together with the.circulatcd
copies of selected telegrams and the paper by the Chiefs of Staff, this
second~hand report was the only point of access for these ministers to

the main issues, and unsurprisingly it did not equip them with

1 The phrase was Chamberlain's in the FPC of 25 April, FP(36)44, CAB
27/624, The Guarantees given to Greece and Roumania on 13 April
were probably still preoccupying the Prime Minister.

Dilks, pp.176-7.
3 CAB 23/99, CM 24(39), 26 Aprii, 1939.
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sufficient expertise to stimulate an interest in continuing the deabte.
Accordingly Halifax was able to dispatch a telegram to Sir Eric Phipps
in Paris on 28 April which definitely rejected the Litvinov proposals

and their later French expression.

While the full Cabinet had only fulfilled tﬁe function of formal
authorisation its off-spring body had fully participated in the making
of this decision. And as is explained below, as an institution the
.F.P.C. was far nearer to representing Cabinet participation throughout
these negotiations than it was to being a vehicle for executive
elitism.2 Its importance, and thét of.the larger Cabinet, becomes
even clearer wﬁen we look at the next important stage in the evolution

of attitudes towards the Soviet Union.

Between 28 April and 24 May; in the third stage of this phase
of decision-making, tﬁe Britisﬁ government came to accept that an
alliance witﬁ the USSR might after all be necessary. This considerable
volte-face, (in both the short-term and tﬁe longest perspectives of
British history),,was only achieved by tﬁe purgative of constant internal
dispute. By the time the Cabinet agreed on 24 May to authorise the
conclusion of a mutual guarantee arrangement, there had taken place thé

conversion of a majority of ministers in the FPC and the Cabinet, from

opposition or ambivalence to positive agreement. Chamberlain and Halifax

1 DBFP IIIL:5: Halifax to Phipps, pp.358-9.

2 See pp.128-35 below. To some extent the FPC resembled here the
fpartial Cabinet' which P. Gordon Walker in The Cabinet, pp.87-91
describes as a major vehicle of Cabinet control. Unfortunately,
we do not yet know enough about post-war Cabinet Committees to
bear out the generalisation.




- 98 -

themselves had come from the distaste and disapproval we have already
noted to a reluctant acquiescence in the negotiation of an alliance.
The course of this development is in essence straightforward, and
represents on the surface a classic case of policy-making through
argument and counter-argument. In tﬁe process of regular and pro-
longed discussion in both Cabinet and Committee, that minority which
advocated tﬁe step from the béginning gradually recruited more and more
ministers to their group, with every new addition disproportionately
increasing tﬁe pressure on ﬁhdse still unconverted to éhange sides, as

the numerical balance of the debate was automatically altered.

But why in the first place should sufficient ministers have become
converted to tﬁe desirability of é Soviet alliance, after it had twice
been rejected? How waé it tﬁat Cﬁamberlain and Halifax, the last to
'change their minds, buf the‘weightiest foreign policy ministers of all,
could not together prevent tﬁe drift towards an alliance, or in the
final analysis, simply hold out against implementing such a reversal
of their policy?1 To some extent the reasons are clearly to be found
in the changing nature éf external circumstances. The refusal of the
USSR to countenance anytﬁing_less than a full alliance, and their_
consequent rejection of all Britain's compromise formulae.which involved
unilateral Soviet declarations or possibie political and military
consultations, faced the Government with a Aifect and narrow choice
between, as Cadogan noted on 19 May:

'...Soviet alliance (or pact of mutual assxstance)
and breakdown - with all consequences'

1 Even Halifax's last memorandum on 24 May, seemed to find it eésier
to list the cons than the pros of the alliance. CP 124(39), in
CAB 21/551 (copy).

2 Dilks, p.18L.
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The 'consequences' of the failure of negotiations were outlined by
Chamberlain in explaining his own last-minute change of view. They
added up to various putative discouraging effects on European public
opinion, at a difficult psychological moment after the conclusion of
the German-Italian Pact.1 The details of these factors, and the
reasons why they might have combined to make ministers prefer an
alliance to breakdown, are effectively dealt with throughout what
follows.2 Here it is sufficient to note that while some ministers were
distinctly unenthusiastic for a positive pursuit of an alliance, none
were willing in the last instance to go so far as rupturing the
negotiations once they were compelled to ackﬁowledge that there were

no alternative forms of agreement available.

Another new factor to be taken into account was a heightened
perception of the possibility of a Russo-German agreement. The Chiefs
of Staff, in an Aidé;Mémoire which Chatfield read to the FPC on 16 May,
stréssed that a failure to reach agreement with the USSR would have
serious repercussions:

'...in that it would have the immediate effect of
encouraging Germany to further acts of aggression

and of ultimately throwing the USSR into her arms'.>

Halifax took up the point when he announced his own eventual conversion:

'...50 far as he had been able to sift the available
information, he thought that the idea of some
rapprochement between Germany and Russia was not
one which could be altogether disregarded’.

1 CAB 23/99 CM 30(39), 24 May 1939,

2 Ibid; especiallyCP 124(39) (Also in CAB 24, and CAB 21/551). 1In
Summary, they were: concern for the credibility of the Guarantees
policy; French concern; the vulnerability of Turkey, with whom an
agreement had just been announced.

3 CAB 27/625, FP(36) 45th Mtg. 16 May 1939, The change in the COS
view is difficult to explain unless it is seen as a harking back
to their view of 18 March, which had preferred the USSR to Poland
as an ally (CAB 53/10, COS 282-3), pace N.Gibbs: Grand Strategy,
Vol.l, p.727.
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This kind of consideration had rarely been mooted in the discussion of

Anglo-Soviet relations before May 1939.1

The final changed circumstances wﬁich might have operated to
convince the reluctant of the necessity of an alliance, was the
possibility that fewer third parties would be alienated from Britain
by such a move than had previously been supposed. On 22-23 May, in
response to a British enquiry, the goﬁernments of Poland and Roumania
had replied in substance that they did not wish to cause difficulties
for.the conclusion of an Anglo~Soviet alliance;2 Halifax certainly
interpreted their views as suéﬁ; telling tﬁe'Cabinet tﬁat the two
countries did ﬁot object 'provided tﬁat sucﬁ an arrangement was
concluded without those Governments respectively'being consulted or
mentioned in the agreement'.3 Thus any fears wﬁich there were for the effects
of association with the Soviet Union or the Polish second front, thought

of as so crucial by Chamberlain and Halifax, were here partly assuaged.

- Yet, by themselveé these new facts of external relations fall a
good deal short of being a satisfactory explanation of the British
Government's altered decision over a Soviet alliance. They do not seem
tb constitute sufficiently'pressing or strongly held motives to change
what waé in Chamberlain, Halifax and Morrispn at least, a deep hostility

to the prospect of such an unprecedented commitment. The very way in

1 For one example, see DBFP III:4, Minute by Cadogan, 1 February 1939,

2 DBFP III:5, Kennard to Cadogan, 22 May, pp.636-7; Sir R. Hoare to
Cadogan, 23 May, pp.652-3. It is ironic that this conclusion could
be elicited after the intractabilities of March. The problem of
Soviet troops entering Poland was now dodged, which leads one to
suppose that the citation of Polish co-operation was more an
expost facto rationalisation than a reason for the change in British
policy. Poland and Roumania were not asked for their views until 19
May, by when most Ministers were converted to the alliance. DBFP IIL:5,
Halifax to Kennard and Sir R. Hoare, 19 May 1939, pp.597-8.

3 CAB 23/99 30(39) 24 May 1939,
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which they had engineered the prompt rejection of both Soviet and
French proposals in April, was an indicator of the depth of their
conviction., Moreover the antipathy was based on more serious reasons
than simple ideological distrust. Chamberlain had privately recorded
his agreement with Beck,for example, that association with the USSR
might actually provoke a German attack., The Prime Minister essentially
regarded 'Russia’:

'...as a very unreliable friend...with an enormous

irritative power on others'...'I can't believe that
she has the same aims or objects as we have'... and,
'the alliance wouldldefinitely be a lining up of
opposing blocs'.
This view, that an Anglo-Soviet dliance would accelerate the formation
of blocs and coming of war, runs right through Chamberlain's argument
and was probably his most serious concern.2 WS Morrison thought along
similar lines, and supported the Prime Minister unwaveringly. On 16
May he expressed their joint outlook concisely. Morrison preferred,
he said, a more limited agreement, by which:
'we should run much less risk of getting involved in
an ideological war than if we entered3into a formal
. . . . . [ ’
military alliance with Russia’',
Halifax also subscribed to the view that the alliance would actually

increase the dangers in Europe. He told the Cabinet that 'a tri-

[] [ . . 4 4
partite pact on the lines proposed, would make war inevitable', Such

1 K. Feiling: The Life of Neville Chamberlain, p.408, which runs
together letters of 9 and 29 April 1939. See Chamberlain NC/18/1/1092-
1118. It is clear that whatever the merits of Chamberlain's views
on the USSR, he had little understanding of Marxism-Leninism.

2 See, for example, Harvey, p.290,20 May 1939, and Chgmberlain letter
of 29 April (see footnote above). Russia was "afraid gf Germanz
and Japan and would be delighted to see other people fight them’.

3 CAB 27/625 FP(36) 47th Mtg. 16 May 1939.
4 CAB 23/99 CM 26(39) 3 May 1939; Dilks, pp.181-2,
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views were presented too consistently in private meetings to have been

rhetoric.

But for whatever specific reasons, the executive and other
sympathetic ministers would hardly have worked for an alliance with the
USSR of their owvn volition. The new factors we'ﬁave noted were just
not plausible enough to countervail by tﬁemselves the basic hostility
shown by both Prime Minister and Foreign Secretary, or even the
moderate antagonism of some other ministers; For example, the fears
for the effects of tﬁe breakdbwn'of negotiations, expressed by
Chamberlain on 24 May as the reéson for ﬁis cﬁange of heart, seem no
more serious than those he had previously presented about the possible
aliena;iun of‘ﬁéutrals by an alliance.1 On 3 May Halifax had been
concerned for the 'unfortunate' effect of an alliance on Portugal,
Italy, Japan, and 'large numbers of peofle in Europe'.2 Two days
later he had argued against 'changing tﬁe wﬁole basis of our policy
and risking the alienation of our friends', a theme which Chamberlain
took up on 16 May when he insisted that any military advantages pf the
alliance must be weighed against the political disadvantages - such as

damage to Dominion sympathies for British policy.3 It is difficult to

1- In his letter to Hilda Chamberlain of 29 April, Chamberlain referred
specifically to the 'Balkan powers'., NC 18/1/1092-1118.

2 CAB 23/99 CM 26(39) 3 May 1939. On 4 May, Halifax told Lord Camrose
that the obstacles to an alliance included the effects on Japan,
Roumania, Poland, British Roman Catholics, Spain, Italy and Portugal.
Cited in M. Gilbert:Winston Churchill,Vol. V, p.1068.

3 CAB 27/625 FP(36) 47th Mtg. 16 May 1939. New Zealand were actually
in favour of collaboration with Russia. CAB 21/494, Telegram from
Governor-General, 12 May 1939,
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see how these arguments could lqgically have been superceded by the
concerns for 'public opinion in Europe' and 'a discouraging effect on
France and Turkey' that Chamberlain finally cited as the factors which
had convinced him not to allow the breakdown of negotiations.1 There
is no intrinsic justification in tﬁe arguments themselves, for
Chaﬁberlain's transference of his concern for one amorphous group of

countries and peoples to, another.

Similarly, the spectre raised for the first time in May, of a
Russo-German pact, was hard1§<taken sufficiently seriously by the
opponents of a British alliance witﬁ Stalin, to cause their defection
to the other side of the debate; From a purely numerical point of
view, tﬁey made. few comments in Cabinet or Committee on the possibility
or its significance. Althougﬁ Hore—Belisﬁa, Zetland, and Chatfield
brought up the question at various times and with varying degrees of
interest,2 the only positive response from tﬁe exectitive was made by
Halifax on the day that the Cabinet decided to go for an alliance,
and even then he would only say that a Russo-German rapprochment 'was
not one which could be altogetﬁer disregarded'.3 In fact néither he
nor Chamberlain seems to have been convinced either that such a liaison
would occur, or that it would be of any great imPortance. On 5 May
" Halifax had retorted to Chatfield in the FPC, thaf Litvinev's dismissal
might point more to a policy of closer ties with the West, than to co-

operation with Germany. The Foreign Secretary even thought that reports

1 CAB 23/99, 30 (39) 24 May 1939.

2 CAB 23/99, 26(39) 3 May; 28(39) 17 May; and CAB 27/625, FP(36) 47th
Mtg. 16 May,

3 CAB 23/99, 30(39) 24 May 1939,



- 104 -

of such an eventuality:

'might be spread by persons who wished,to drive us
o * [ o ' 1
into making a pact with Russia’.

Chamberlain was also dubious. When Hore-Belisha and MacDonald had
tentatively raised the 'fantastic' idea of an arrangement between Hitler
and Stalin the Prime Minister did not respond sympathetically or with
any sense of urgency. He thougﬁt tﬁat 'no decision was called for at
the present time', Negotiations would continue.2 Finally, on 24 May,
the argument found no place in tﬁe PM's canon of reasons for giving
way. In sﬁort, it is highly'unlikely that anticipation of the Nazi-
Soviet Pact was a crucial reason for tﬁe switch of attitude by the

opponents of a Soviet alliance in Ma<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>