


The “lessons of the
1930s,” based on British and French appeasement of Germany, have pro-
foundly inºuenced U.S. security policy for a half century. Presidents have
invoked these lessons in decisions for war in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq in
1990–91 and 2003, and in presidential campaigns.1 Among policymakers and
publics, and among many scholars as well, the futility of appeasement has ac-
quired the status of a lawlike generalization.2 The implicit assumption is that
the Western allies’ primary aim was to secure a lasting peace with Germany
through concessions to resolve Adolf Hitler’s grievances. If that was the aim,
the policy clearly failed. But, as we shall demonstrate, that was not appease-
ment’s primary aim. Scholars need to rethink both the concept of appeasement
and the goals of appeasement in the 1930s.

The popular image of appeasement was fueled by the scholarship of tra-
ditional historians, who condemned British and French appeasement of
Germany as politically naïve and morally bankrupt. In their view, the policies
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of appeasement erroneously assumed that Hitler had limited ambitions
and that sufªcient concessions would remove the sources of German griev-
ances, moderate his foreign policy, and eliminate the danger of a European
war.3 They argued that concessions over German rearmament, the Rhineland,
Austria, and Sudeten Czechoslovakia not only failed to appease Hitler, but
made war even more likely by whetting his appetite for aggression and by un-
dermining the credibility of Britain and France and the utility of their subse-
quent guarantee of Poland. Many critics of appeasement contend that a more
confrontational strategy of rearmament and balancing might have avoided
war, either by deterring Hitler or by exposing his recklessness and thereby
triggering his overthrow by the more cautious German military and its inter-
nal allies.4 Others concede that Hitler may have been undeterrable and that
war was unavoidable, but that a harder line would have led to an earlier war
on more favorable terms to the Allies.

This traditional interpretation of British and French diplomacy in the 1930s
continues to dominate the literature, particularly among political scientists,
and the strategy of appeasement is now inextricably linked to British and
French concessions to Hitler prior to World War II. Although appeasement—
conventionally deªned as the satisfaction of grievances through unilateral con-
cessions, with the aim of avoiding war—was once regarded as an honorable
and effective strategy of statecraft, after the 1938 Munich Conference it came to
symbolize naïveté, failed diplomacy, and the politics of cowardice.5 Winston
Churchill ridiculed appeasement as akin to “one who feeds a crocodile, hoping
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it will eat him last.” Hans Morgenthau wrote that “appeasement is a corrupted
policy of compromise.” Robert Gilpin stated that “‘appeasement’ as a policy
has been in disrepute and has been regarded as inappropriate under every
conceivable set of circumstances.”6 The term carries such emotional baggage
that some have suggested that it be banished.7

In this article we reconsider the concept of appeasement. We treat the con-
cept as a tool of statecraft, stripping away its pejorative implications and leav-
ing the question of effectiveness for empirical analysis. We construct a novel
taxonomy of appeasement, emphasizing that appeasement is not always
intended to resolve an adversary’s grievances and reduce the long-term pros-
pects for war with that adversary. Appeasement can also be used to reduce
tensions with one adversary to conserve resources for use against a second,
more threatening, adversary; to separate an adversary from potential allies; to
redirect an adversary’s hostility toward another target; or to buy time to build
up strength for deterrence or defense against the adversary.

Next we reexamine British appeasement of Hitler in the 1930s and demon-
strate that our new conceptualization of appeasement can shed light on this
paradigmatic case.8 By examining British Cabinet documents, private paper
collections, and memoirs, together with secondary source accounts, we argue
that British appeasement was not based on a naïve understanding of Hitler’s
intentions or on wishful thinking about the possibility of establishing a lasting
peace with Germany, nor was it an alternative to balancing. To the contrary, we
demonstrate that British leaders recognized the growing German threat but
felt they had no good options for dealing with it. They believed that Germany
had already surpassed Britain in effective military power, and consequently
that Britain, alone or even with France, could not yet win a war against
Germany. They believed, however, that with a major rearmament effort the
military imbalance could be corrected by the late 1930s. British leaders
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appeased Germany as a means of buying time for rearmament, thus delaying
the likely confrontation until Britain was adequately prepared for war. In
this regard, appeasement was a complement to balancing, rather than an alter-
native to it. Although in retrospect British policy choices may have been
poor ones, based on erroneous intelligence, they were driven by strategic
balance-of-power calculations, not by wishful thinking about the ability to
pacify Hitler.

A few caveats to our approach are in order. In this article we limit ourselves
to the causes of appeasement. We analyze the preferences and worldviews of
political leaders and the strategic contexts within which they formulated their
policies. Our aims in the case study are explicitly descriptive and interpretive,
not evaluative. We ask why British leaders adopted a policy of appeasement,
but we do not engage ongoing historiographical debates over whether an al-
ternative policy might have been better, whether appeasement actually in-
creased the probability of war, or whether Britain and France would have been
better off going to war earlier rather than later.9 Thus we do not construct a
general theory of when appeasement works and how.10 Those are important
questions, and they deserve fuller attention than we can give them here.

While our interpretation diverges from traditional views of appeasement,
it has more in common with revisionist historians’ understanding of British
policy in the 1930s.11 Initially, the historical literature on appeasement was
written without the window into decisionmaking provided by government
documents. Moreover, it was based on the testimony of men such as Churchill,
Anthony Eden, and others who had axes to grind against the appeasers. They
portrayed appeasement as a naïve and foolish policy that ignored balance of
power considerations.12 This traditional view of appeasement continues to
dominate the international relations literature.

Beginning with A.J.P. Taylor’s controversial The Origins of the Second World
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War, however, historians began to reexamine the logic of British appeasement
policy.13 Once British documents for the period were declassiªed in the late
1960s, revisionists began to understand appeasement not as the product of
naïve idealists, but rather as the consequence of poor intelligence, military
weakness, multiple threats, and a fear of overtaxing the British economy
through rapid wartime mobilization.14 Our analysis builds on this newer
scholarship by conªrming these more pragmatic motivations and identifying
more clearly the link between appeasement and rearmament.

A Typology of Appeasement

Appeasement, one of many strategies an actor might adopt in response to a
threatening party, is often deªned to include a strong evaluative component.15

Webster’s, for example, suggests that to appease is “to conciliate or buy off (a
potential aggressor) by political or economic concessions [usually] at the
sacriªce of principles.” For Morgenthau, appeasement was “a politically un-
wise negotiated settlement” in which a nation “surrenders one of its vital inter-
ests without obtaining anything worthwhile in return.” Glenn Snyder deªned
appeasement as “giving in cravenly to the demands of an aggressor in order to
avoid being attacked.”16
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The effectiveness of appeasement is an empirical question and should not be
incorporated into the deªnition. Appeasement is sometimes successful, as il-
lustrated by British appeasement of the United States at the end of the nine-
teenth century.17 Even Churchill, the ultimate antiappeaser, presented a more
nuanced picture: “Appeasement in itself may be good or bad according to the
circumstances. Appeasement from weakness and fear is alike futile and fatal.
Appeasement from strength is magnanimous and noble and might be the sur-
est and perhaps the only path to world peace.”18

More useful for theoretical and empirical inquiry are deªnitions that do not
prejudge the morality or effectiveness of appeasement. Many adopt Kennedy’s
widely cited deªnition of appeasement as a “policy of settling international
(or, for that matter, domestic) quarrels by admitting and satisfying grievances
through rational negotiation and compromise, thereby avoiding the resort to
an armed conºict which would be expensive, bloody, and possibly very dan-
gerous.” Similarly, Gordon Craig and Alexander George deªned appeasement
as “the reduction of tension between [two states] by the methodical removal of
the principal cause of conºict and disagreement between them.” Daniel
Treisman deªned appeasement as “a policy of making unilateral concessions
in the hope of avoiding conºict.”19

These and most other scholarly deªnitions of appeasement share several ele-
ments: concessions, satisfaction of grievances, reduction in tensions, and, ex-
plicitly or implicitly, the avoidance of war with the adversary. Although these
criteria appear to capture the conventional wisdom about appeasement, they
are simultaneously too broad and too narrow. They are too broad because they
fail to distinguish appeasement from other negotiating strategies that involve
mutual concessions designed to satisfy some grievances and avoid war while
preserving vital interests. They are too narrow because they mistake one com-
mon pattern of appeasement, associated with conventional interpretations
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of British and French strategies in the 1930s, with the broader theoretical con-
cept. Consequently, they fail to capture several important variations of
appeasement.

We deªne appeasement as a strategy of sustained, asymmetrical concessions
in response to a threat, with the aim of avoiding war, at least in the short term.
This deªnition has several advantages over conventional deªnitions. By em-
phasizing that concessions are sustained and asymmetrical, we distinguish ap-
peasement from other negotiating strategies that involve some form of
concessions. In a tit-for-tat strategy, for example, an initial cooperative move is
repeated if and only if the adversary reciprocates.20 If the adversary recipro-
cates, and if each player continues to cooperate, the pattern of concessions
would be sustained, but it would not be asymmetrical and therefore would not
be appeasement. A strategy of appeasement is based on the expectation that
the adversary will probably not reciprocate one’s concessions with its own
concessions of comparable value.

In addition, we require that concessions be asymmetrical but not necessarily
unilateral. British and French concessions at Munich, for example, were exten-
sive but not unilateral. Although the Allies acceded to Hitler’s demand for the
incorporation of the Sudetenland into Germany, they rejected demands that
threatened the integrity of the rest of Czechoslovakia, signaling a willingness
to ªght if necessary. Hitler backed away from these demands and initially re-
garded the Munich conference as a diplomatic defeat.21

We identify three types of the general appeasement strategy, based on more
speciªc objectives and strategies for countering external threats with sustained
and asymmetrical concessions: (1) resolving grievances, (2) diffusing second-
ary threats, and (3) buying time.

resolving grievances

The ªrst pattern of appeasement involves the hope and expectation that sub-
stantial and asymmetrical concessions to the adversary will resolve grievances
and avoid war for the foreseeable future. This resolving-grievances strategy is
an alternative to balancing. It is nicely captured by standard deªnitions, and it
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is illustrated by traditional interpretations of British and French behavior in
the 1930s.

diffusing secondary threats

A second pattern of appeasement, often adopted by states facing multiple
threats and possessing limited resources, involves extensive concessions to a
less threatening adversary so as to maximize the prospects for successful
deterrence or defense against a more threatening adversary. Like the resolving-
grievances strategy, the diffusing-secondary-threats strategy involves settl-
ing grievances with an adversary to avoid war with that adversary, but its
primary motivation is to position the state better for a potential conºict with
another adversary. Thus this pattern involves appeasing one adversary to fa-
cilitate balancing against another.

We can identify three subtypes of the diffusing-secondary-threats pattern of
appeasement. In the “conserving-resources” strategy, the appeaser makes ex-
tensive concessions to the secondary adversary to free up resources for use
against the primary adversary. An example is Britain’s appeasement of the
United States in the late nineteenth century, which was motivated largely by
its anticipation of the rising German threat to the British Empire.22 Treisman
calls this conserving-resources pattern “rational appeasement,” but that
label is misleading because it implies that other forms of appeasement are not
rational.23 Each of the three general strategies of appeasement can be rational if
based on reasonable judgments about the adversary’s intentions and relative
capabilities.

The second subtype, the “denying-allies” strategy, involves appeasing a sec-
ondary adversary to keep that adversary from allying with the primary adver-
sary or giving it military support. British leaders, for example, attempted to
appease Benito Mussolini after Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in the hope of keep-
ing Italy out of the German orbit.24

The third subtype, which is a stronger version of the second, is the
“redirecting-the-threat” strategy. It involves appeasing a secondary adversary
to redirect its hostility to the primary threat.25 An example of this strategy, at
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least in the eyes of Soviet observers, is British and French behavior at Munich.
As Williamson Murray argues, “The Russians saw Munich as the ªrst step to-
ward a coalition of capitalist states aimed at destroying the Soviet Union.”26

buying time

In contrast to the ªrst two patterns of appeasement, the buying-time strategy
makes no assumption that extensive concessions will permanently resolve
grievances and establish a durable peace.27 Instead, the aim is to diffuse the
threat temporarily and avoid war in the short term, thus facilitating balancing
over the longer term by buying time to build up one’s military power inter-
nally or to secure allies against the external threat. The goal is either to deter a
future war that one perceives to be likely or to prevail in war in the event that
deterrence fails.28 Leaders would presumably regard satisfying the adversary’s
grievances and avoiding war as a desirable outcome, but they recognize that it
is not a likely one.29

Political leaders are most likely to adopt a buying-time strategy if they be-
lieve that time is on their side—if they expect that the dyadic balance of power
will shift in their favor and that they would be able to make better use of a de-
lay in hostilities than would their adversary. What they expect to change is not
necessarily the adversary’s grievances, but its ability to make and follow
through on threats in support of those grievances and to prevail in any subse-
quent military confrontation. Leaders may also adopt a buying-time strategy if
they anticipate, or at least hope, that the adversary’s threat might dissipate
even in the absence of shifting power, either because a new adversary leader or
regime comes to power or because a new threat arises that causes the adver-
sary to shift its attention elsewhere.30
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International relations scholars occasionally acknowledge the buying-time
pattern of appeasement, but only in passing and without much recognition or
development of its broader theoretical implications. Randall Schweller argues
that states can use an engagement or appeasement strategy for “buying time to
rearm and gain allies in case the rising power cannot be satisªed and war be-
comes necessary.” Mark Brawley notes that appeasement might “buy time in
the hopes of accruing wealth and power for the future,” but asserts that ap-
peasement is the “least likely” strategy to achieve that end. John Mearsheimer
argues that “conceding power to a dangerous adversary might make sense as a
short-term strategy for buying time to mobilize the resources needed to con-
tain the threat,” but only if a state faces short-term weaknesses and can mobi-
lize superior power in the long term. Mearsheimer notes the rarity of this
pattern, however, and says he knows of only one case—the 1938 Munich
agreement.31

Although we have described strategies of buying time and diffusing second-
ary threats as variants of appeasement, these strategies can also be utilized
without the asymmetrical concessions associated with appeasement. One
might try to elicit cooperation from one adversary through a strategy of reci-
procity to conserve resources for an expected confrontation with a primary ad-
versary, to buy time for an expected confrontation with the ªrst adversary,
or to redirect the threat toward another party. In the absence of sustained,
asymmetrical concessions, however, we would not classify these strategies as
appeasement.32

Another strategy that can be used in conjunction with appeasement but that
we do not classify as appeasement is “diagnostic signaling.” This strategy in-
volves concessions to an adversary as a means of eliciting behavior that might
clarify the adversary’s intentions. Whether the adversary responds with recip-
rocal concessions or with an escalation of its demands provides valuable infor-
mation about the adversary. The diagnostic signaling strategy, however, is
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almost always coupled with a strategy of one-time or perhaps limited conces-
sions, not with an appeasement strategy involving sustained, asymmetrical
concessions. Once the adversary reveals itself as hostile, one is likely to adopt a
less conciliatory strategy.

We now examine British appeasement of Germany in the 1930s to deter-
mine whether Britain’s sustained and asymmetrical concessions reºected a
resolving-grievances strategy, as assumed in traditional interpretations, or a
buying-time strategy. Given that the British identiªed Nazi Germany as
the primary threat, a diffusing-secondary-threats strategy is not a plausible
hypothesis.

British Appeasement in the 1930s

If the resolving-grievances interpretation of British appeasement is correct, as
traditional interpretations assert, we should expect to see evidence that British
leaders consistently viewed Hitler’s war aims as limited, believed that conces-
sions would resolve bilateral differences, and consequently did not expect that
an Anglo-German war was likely. Conversely, if the buying-time interpretation
is correct, we would expect to see evidence that British leaders believed that
concessions would probably not moderate Hitler’s aggressive designs and that
a future war was likely; that the balance of power favored Germany, but only
temporarily; and consequently that delaying a conºict would buy time for re-
armament and either help to deter future German aggression or allow Britain
to ªght a war on more favorable terms if deterrence failed. We would also ex-
pect to see evidence that diplomatic concessions to Germany were accompa-
nied by efforts to build up armaments, secure allies, and prepare for war. We
consider the evidence during four distinct phases of appeasement: (1) the rise
of Hitler until after the German announcement of conscription and rearma-
ment in 1935; (2) the Rhineland crisis of 1936; (3) the initial period of Neville
Chamberlain’s government (1937); and (4) the Czechoslovak crisis of 1938.

British appeasement policies must be understood in the context of a gradual
decline in British relative power—naval, commercial, and ªnancial—from the
peak of British primacy in the middle of the nineteenth century. As Kennedy
concludes, by the 1930s “the ªghting strength of the British Empire was
weaker in relation to its potential enemies than at any time since 1779.”33
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British relative decline combined with the rising power of Germany to create a
serious strategic dilemma for British decisionmakers. They understood and
feared the challenge of the Nazi regime in Germany, but believed that Britain’s
limited military strength and fragile economy prevented them from taking a
hard line against Hitler until the situation improved.

Following World War I, substantial segments of public opinion in many
European countries demanded that governments disarm and eschew the mili-
taristic policies that were widely believed to have brought about the cata-
strophic war. Having suffered economically in the war and incurred extensive
debt to the United States, the British government responded by paring defense
spending to the bone.34 Britain’s economic problems were compounded by the
world economic crisis of the early 1930s, to the point that a military rearma-
ment program was perceived as an unnecessary luxury, especially given the
assumption—formulated in the Ten-Year rule, which was automatically re-
newed each year until Hitler’s rise to power—that no major war was likely
within the next ten years. Consequently, the British military was woefully un-
prepared for war in the 1930s. This led the cabinets of three successive prime
ministers—Ramsay MacDonald, Stanley Baldwin, and Chamberlain—to con-
clude that offering strategic concessions to Germany while beginning a rear-
mament program would satisfy Hitler’s short-term ambitions and create time
for British rearmament, which they commenced in 1935 and subsequently
accelerated.

the beginnings of appeasement

The British Cabinet’s initial reaction to Hitler’s accession to power was hardly
naïve or optimistic. In his ªrst report on Germany after the March 5, 1933, vote
that consolidated Nazi rule, Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Sir John
Simon expressed concern that “[Hitler’s] militant, very dangerous and incom-
petent administration will remain in charge of the centre of Europe in strict
training for mischief.” In particular, he feared that Germany would rapidly
build a land army with tanks and heavy guns, together with an air force that
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would threaten French security and require immediate French efforts to
redress it. Consequently, he concluded, “the number of years for which real
hostilities can be staved off would, in all European opinion, be doubtful.”35

By May 1933, after the display of German obstinacy in the Geneva disarma-
ment conference, the institution of military training in Germany, and Nazi agi-
tation in Danzig, Austria, and the Saar, Simon became convinced that Hitler
was preparing an illegal military force for an eventual war to recapture Ger-
man territories lost in World War I. He concluded that even if the führer ap-
peared to be willing to moderate his policies in the face of a concerted British
and French warning, “we should always have to count with the possibility
that it was merely a temporary retreat—un recul pour mieux sauter.” Simon ad-
vised the government to plan for one of two possibilities if the Nazi Party were
to remain in power: either a preventive war initiated by the French or, more
likely, “the success of Hitler, followed—if present Nazi dispositions are main-
tained—by a European war in four or ªve years’ time.”36

Other Cabinet members saw the German menace in similar terms. For exam-
ple, Secretary of State for War Viscount Hailsham argued in September 1933
that “it was not advantageous to us to encourage Nazi Germany. Already
Germany was too strong.” In his view, Hitler “would be encouraged to take
the next step in tearing up the Treaty of Versailles, dealing ªrst with the
Corridor as a prelude to other parts of the Eastern Frontier and then Alsace-
Lorraine and the Colonies.”37 From this early juncture, then, the key ministers
charged with British foreign security policy brooked few illusions about the
threat Hitler posed to Europe.38

Under the circumstances, British policy aimed to bind Germany within an
international disarmament framework by encouraging the French, in particu-
lar, to make limited concessions to the Germans—such as the right to possess a
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small number of tanks in accordance with the principle of equality.39 Nonethe-
less, the Cabinet was unwilling to make excessive concessions to Germany to
secure a convention. Interestingly, even Chamberlain, then chancellor of the
exchequer, argued that “France ought not to be pushed by us into a position of
weakness, more particularly as he [Chamberlain] felt misgivings about the at-
titude of Germany.”40 On several occasions, the Cabinet issued warnings to the
German government against unilateral violations of the disarmament clauses
of the Versailles and Locarno treaties.41 Finally, the Cabinet sought to cement
good relations with fascist Italy, which it wished to prevent from establishing
an understanding with Hitler.42

After Germany withdrew from the League of Nations and the disarmament
conference in October 1933, the Cabinet pursued a primary strategy of initiat-
ing British rearmament, which became the government’s principal preoccupa-
tion. Signiªcantly, the Committee of Imperial Defence was ordered to proceed
with the 1933 Annual Defence Review without the Ten-Year rule for the ªrst
time since World War I. This review was premised on the assumption that
Hitler was in the midst of consolidating German power in preparation for war.
“During this period of preparation, therefore,” the chiefs of staff stated, “we
may expect to see paciªc utterances on the part of the Government paralleled
by a violent and bellicose propaganda of the Nazi Party, together with a steady
preparation for war.” Therefore, British military intervention on the continent
might be necessary “at any time within the next, say, three to ªve years.”
Under these circumstances, the report concluded, the British military was woe-
fully underfunded and unprepared, which necessitated a signiªcant rearma-
ment campaign.43

Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? 161

39. “A Memorandum on the Present and Future Position in Europe,” C.P. 212 (33), August 30,
1933—CAB 24/243, p. 70.
40. Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald agreed. Cabinet 48 (33), July 26, 1933—CAB 23/76,
pp. 343–344.
41. See, for example, the message Simon communicated to Hitler in May 1933, reproduced in “The
Foreign Policy of the Present German Government,” C.P. 129 (33), May 16, 1933—CAB 24/247,
p. 50; and Cabinet 52 (33), October 9, 1933—CAB 23/77, pp. 82–83.
42. See, for example, Cabinet 50 (33), September 5, 1933—CAB 23/77, pp. 11–12, where MacDon-
ald identiªed Italy as the key to preventing a German putsch in Austria. Indeed, the Foreign
Ofªce, which until 1936 was not strongly committed to appeasing Germany, viewed Italy, rather
than Germany, as the proper target of appeasement. See Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement, pp. 148–
149. This behavior ªts the denying-allies and conserving-resources patterns of appeasement.
43. “Imperial Defence Policy: Annual Review (1933),” November 9, 1933, C.O.S. [Chiefs of Staff]
310, reproduced in CAB 24/244, pp. 135–142, at p. 139. The ensuing Defence Review assumed that
Germany was “the ultimate potential enemy against whom our ‘long range’ defence policy must



The rearmament campaign would be a slow one, particularly given the eco-
nomic constraints imposed by the world economic crisis and British war debts
to the United States. Consequently, the government needed to buy time and
became obsessed with “the importance of not giving Germany any excuse to
re-arm without further parley.”44 Thus was born the policy of accommodating
German demands in the face of increasing German perªdy, in an attempt to
slow the pace of German challenges.

British strategy in 1934 and 1935 was predicated on several assumptions.
First, pending rearmament, Britain lacked the military strength to challenge
Hitler. Second, attempts to bluff Hitler through stern warnings and threats
were inadvisable because they risked provoking an acceleration of German re-
armament and a possible crisis at a time when Britain lacked both the material
means and the public support necessary to wage war. Third, economic sanc-
tions against Germany were likely to prove costly to Britain—which was still
receiving German debt repayments—at a time when its debt to the United
States was considerable and its economy just recovering from the 1930s’
shock.45 Although a strong deterrent stance against Germany was not feasible,
a ªrm but unthreatening common front with France and Italy might restrain
Hitler in the short run and could even strengthen the hands of the “reasonable
men” around him—such as Hjalmar Schacht, president of the Reichsbank, and
others in the business and banking sectors—who could then exert a moderat-
ing inºuence on German policy.46

As evidence mounted in late 1934 “that German re-armament was proceed-
ing in an alarming manner,” in ºagrant violation of the Versailles treaty (e.g.,
training an army of almost 300,000 men as opposed to the 100,000 allowed by
Versailles, and building an air force approaching the strength of the Royal Air
Force [RAF]), the British began to accelerate their appeasement policy.47 In par-
ticular, they began to look for ways to legalize German remilitarization to
achieve a “controlled re-armament” that would slow down its pace and limit
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its scope.48 Their idea was that if Hitler were to begin open, full-scale rearma-
ment in violation of part 5 of the Versailles treaty, Britain would be powerless
to oppose the fait accompli; therefore, they were better off acknowledging Ger-
many’s covert rearmament and permitting it, in exchange for freely agreed-
upon limits on German armed forces.49 They hoped that Germany would then
return to the League of Nations and accede to the Washington principles on
arms limitations and disarmament negotiated in 1935. The Cabinet wanted to
secure an international agreement on these arrangements, but the French re-
fused to release Germany from the disarmament clauses of the Versailles
treaty.50 Consequently, as German deªance grew with Hitler’s public declara-
tion of conscription in March 1935, the British proceeded on their own to nego-
tiate the Anglo-German Naval Agreement.

The British position over the Rhineland similarly eroded. As the pace of
German rearmament accelerated, the Cabinet believed that a German attempt
to remilitarize the Rhineland was likely and that Britain was not yet prepared
to wage war. It concluded, therefore, that it ought not to risk a premature war
with Hitler over the Rhineland.51

The Cabinet documents reveal that its members were not overly optimistic
or naïve about German intentions at this stage. With the exception of a few
pro-German ofªcials, such as future Ambassador to Germany Sir Nevile
Henderson, none of the dispatches or meeting minutes reºect a belief that
Hitler’s aims were limited or that a comprehensive settlement was likely or
could be enforced. Thus, in preparation for the April 1935 Stresa conference
with Italy and France to form a united front against German rearmament, the
Cabinet members agreed that “while we should frankly admit that there was
much evidence to show that Germany could not be brought to an acceptable
agreement, we should make clear that we were not ªnally convinced that this
was the case until after fuller explorations.”52 This hardly reºects a belief that
appeasement would bring lasting peace. Instead, the documents reveal a wide-
spread pessimism and feeling of powerlessness to stop the German challenges
until Britain fully rearmed.53
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the rhineland crisis

By early 1936, Germany had begun to ºex its newfound military muscles, and
appeasement was facing its ªrst major test as Hitler remilitarized the
Rhineland in violation of both the Versailles and Locarno treaties. An examina-
tion of British decisionmaking during this crisis demonstrates that it was
driven by a buying-time logic rather than by naïveté or excessive optimism.

On February 14, 1936, three weeks before the German move in the
Rhineland, new Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden circulated to the Cabinet a
memorandum by Sir Robert Vansittart on the consequences of German re-
armament. Eden described this document as “the outcome of a prolonged and
anxious study in the Foreign Ofªce of the situation created by the extent and
rapidity of German rearmament, and the policy which that Power may in con-
sequence now be expected to pursue.”54 In it, Vansittart warned the Cabinet
that the demilitarized zone in the Rhineland was likely to be Germany’s next
target in its revision of the Versailles settlement and that, as a consequence,
“the French Government will then expect of us duties which we are unable ei-
ther to repudiate or to fulªll.” His argument for appeasement had more to do
with British incapacity than any belief that Britain could avoid war over the
long term. As he explained to the Cabinet:

We are, in the matter of most armaments and all munitions, already weaker
than Germany. . . . Moreover, owing to the late date of starting our own re-
equipment (and our associates in the League have not even begun to think of
starting yet), it is now inevitable that Germany will be ready for aggression
long before we and the League can be ready for defence. If, therefore, we are to
turn our backs on conciliation—and this will be our last opportunity, we must
at least get as far as we can in the short time still ahead of us. . . . The aggressor
will be located in advance—there is no longer doubt in Europe as to his even-
tual identity—and the only chance of restraining him will be that the collective
strength of the potential victims should be twice as great in spirit and in truth,
and not only on paper.55

Thus, Vansittart was under no illusions about German intentions, nor was he
optimistic about the prospects of avoiding war by satisfying German griev-
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ances. Instead, he advocated appeasement based on a calculation of relative
power and the expectation that war in 1936 would be more dangerous than
war two years hence, after British rearmament bore fruit. Whether his calcula-
tion of relative power was accurate or not, his rationale for appeasement was
consistent with a buying-time logic.

On February 25, the Cabinet reviewed a report by the Ministerial Subcom-
mittee on Defence Policy and Requirements, which conªrmed that British re-
armament had not progressed far enough to permit war with Germany.56

During the Rhineland crisis, this conclusion was further supported by the
armed services ministers. They reported to the Cabinet that with British
battlecruisers in the Mediterranean and airmen, aircraft, and soldiers in Egypt,
Britain’s ability to protect British shipping from German pocket battleships
was suspect, home defenses were porous, and “the air position was deplor-
able.”57 Therefore, the Cabinet accelerated the rearmament program, approv-
ing ambitious reequipment campaigns for all three services: the navy, the
army, and the RAF.58

With the rearmament effort so far behind, the Cabinet was reluctant to re-
spond to an expected German Rhineland remilitarization with a forceful pol-
icy that could precipitate war before Britain was ready. During a March 5
Cabinet discussion on the matter, two days before Germany’s “surprise” an-
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nouncement that it would remilitarize the Rhineland, Prime Minister Baldwin,
Chamberlain, and Eden all counseled against precipitate action and advocated
restraining the French—not because they viewed German actions as legitimate
or because they believed concessions would moderate German behavior, but
because they believed that Britain was not yet ready for war with Germany.59

As a result, the Cabinet authorized Eden to commence negotiations with
Germany with the short-term goal of obtaining an air pact to limit the size of
the German Air Force in exchange for allowing the Germans military rights in
the Rhineland.60

Eden’s March 8 memorandum gives further evidence that his preference for
appeasement did not derive from the belief that German grievances could be
satisªed or that Hitler’s intentions were benign. He wrote, “Herr Hitler’s ac-
tion is alarming because of the fresh conªrmation which it affords of the scant
respect paid by German Governments to the sanctity of treaties.” “The myth is
now exploded that Herr Hitler only repudiates treaties imposed on Germany
by force,” he continued. “We must be prepared for him to repudiate any treaty
even if freely negotiated (a) when it becomes inconvenient; and (b) when
Germany is sufªciently strong and the circumstances are otherwise favourable
for doing so.” Yet British policy had to be realistic and cautious, he argued, and
Britain should not force a confrontation before it was militarily ready.61

That appeasement in the Rhineland crisis was motivated by a desire to buy
time for rearmament is conªrmed by minutes of a meeting of the Cabinet
Subcommittee on Foreign Affairs in late March. At that meeting, which delib-
erated on the French request for a ªrm joint stance against the German action,
Baldwin noted that “the Government had received a mandate to re-equip our
Forces, but at present we could not give any effective help.” Chamberlain ech-
oed that “our own Air Forces were so weak to-day that we could not do
Germany much harm, but that in two years’ time we should be able to hit her
fairly hard.”62

The Cabinet summed up its post-Rhineland rationale for appeasement as
follows: “Our principal aim . . . at the present time was to play for time and for
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peace. There was some reason to suppose that Germany did not wish to make
war on us now. Time was vital to the completion of our defensive security.”63

This buying-time strategy was predicated on the conclusion that “our defen-
sive arrangements were in such a condition that we could not face war this
year.”64 Nonetheless, the boldness of German challenges and the expectation
that Germany would eventually initiate a war highlighted, as Eden morosely
informed the Cabinet, that it was “more than ever necessary to do all we can to
increase the tempo of our own re-equipment.”65

chamberlain’s cabinet: balancing economic and military concerns

Chamberlain became prime minister on May 28, 1937, and continued to judge
that the strategic situation required appeasement to buy time for rearmament,
but until early 1938 he lengthened his assessment of the amount of time that
was needed. Concerned that the British economy could not sustain the rapid
and extensive rearmament effort that was necessary to engage Nazi Germany
successfully on the battleªeld, his priority became the management of rearma-
ment. The Treasury reinforced this preoccupation, persuading Chamberlain
that “if the rearmament program continued to expand at the rate it was then
expanding, there was a profound possibility that it would undermine and de-
stroy the existing economic and social structures” that underlay British power.
He concluded that rearmament must be carried out at a manageable pace,
while “ultimately our foreign policy must largely be determined by the limits
of our strength.”66

This conclusion, hardly new, was the deªning feature of British policy in the
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1930s. Even before the Rhineland crisis, nearly all British leaders recognized
that while Britain needed a massive rearmament effort, it lacked the requisite
economic strength and ªnancial reserves. They believed that an unrestrained
attempt to catch up with Germany militarily would severely weaken the
British economy and undermine Britain’s long-term military potential. More-
over, as the center of the world’s ªnancial and commercial systems, Britain
was dependent on extensive global trade, which required peace and stability.
Thus Britain’s economic position could be severely compromised by war, par-
ticularly a long war on multiple fronts. But a long war was the only kind of
war that Britain had any hope of winning against Germany.67

The British dilemma was further complicated by the fact that Germany was
not the only potential British enemy. British interests in Asia and the Mediter-
ranean were also vulnerable, as Japan and Italy were each increasing in
strength and hostility. In this regard, Chamberlain’s guns-without-sacriªcing-
butter thinking was bolstered by an inºuential memorandum on rearma-
ment by the chiefs of staff in December 1937, which lamented the poor state of
the British armed forces and their inadequacy to meet all potential threats.
The chiefs of staff warned, “We cannot foresee a time when our defence forces
will be strong enough to safeguard our territory and vital interests against
Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously. We cannot exaggerate the impor-
tance from the point of view of Imperial Defence of any political or interna-
tional action which could be taken to reduce the number of our potential
enemies and to gain the support of potential allies.”68

Under the circumstances, continuing the government’s existing policy of ap-
peasement would have the dual advantage of allowing a slower rearmament
policy and avoiding a war that was bound to be disastrous, even if Britain
emerged victorious. In Robert Paul Shay’s words, “Conciliation was the only
course they [i.e., the British] could see by which it was possible to save the na-
tion from the threat posed from without by too few arms and from within by
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too many.”69 Chamberlain was therefore determined to do everything possible
to avert a short-term crisis with Germany so that Britain could rearm slowly,
either to avert a long-term crisis through deterrence or, more likely, to prepare
for a general war. His primary target of appeasement at this time, however,
was Italy. He hoped that Italy would help reinforce deterrence and moderate
German challenges, and, if deterrence failed, contribute signiªcantly to the
war effort.

After the Anschluss was formalized in March 1938, however, Chamberlain
reluctantly concluded that he could no longer privilege economic stability over
rapid rearmament, telling the Cabinet that the appropriate response to Hitler’s
insatiable appetite was to accelerate rearmament, regardless of its broader eco-
nomic cost.70 Therefore, having been compelled to choose guns over butter, he
still needed to give rearmament time to proceed before risking a war with
Germany.

the czechoslovak crisis

The British and French surrender of Sudeten Czechoslovakia to Hitler in 1938
was also a product of an assessment of relative capabilities and expected shifts
in the balance of power, rather than the mistaken belief that war could be
avoided for the foreseeable future by satisfying German grievances. Sig-
niªcantly, the Cabinet discussion of Hitler’s fait accompli in Austria was pre-
mised on the following assumptions. First, Hitler would undoubtedly
continue his campaign of territorial aggrandizement now that the rapid pace
of German rearmament made Germany the most powerful country in Europe.
Second, Hitler’s next target would be Czechoslovakia, more speciªcally the
largely German Sudetenland. Third, a British and French military response
to a German offensive against Czechoslovakia would in all probability not
save Czechoslovakia, for several reasons. After the Anschluss, Germany sur-
rounded Czechoslovakia; Poland and Romania would not allow Soviet troops
to cross their territory to aid the Czechs; and Poland was unlikely to inter-
vene.71 Fourth, given that the existing balance of power favored Germany, par-
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ticularly with the weakness in the RAF and British air defenses, it was not the
optimal time to engage Germany in a general war. Finally, British weaknesses
would probably be remedied within two years. Consequently, it was better to
make peaceful concessions to Hitler to buy time for rearmament and war on
more favorable terms.

Some observers will object that British decisionmakers differed in their be-
liefs, and that Chamberlain and Foreign Secretary Halifax in particular did
not the view, held by Baldwin and Eden in 1936 and many others in 1938, that
German challenges were illegitimate or that war with Germany was extremely
likely. Given the prominence of these two British leaders, we examine their
views, which are more complex than often portrayed in the literature.72

Neither Chamberlain nor Halifax viewed the German challenges as legiti-
mate. As Chamberlain told French Premier Edouard Daladier, “It made his
blood boil to see Germany getting away with it time after time and increasing
her domination over free peoples.”73 For his part, Halifax told a delegation of
trade unionists that he viewed Nazi Germany as “the next thing to Hell.”74

Furthermore, while neither Chamberlain nor Halifax was irrevocably con-
vinced that war with Germany was inevitable, neither was optimistic that it
could be avoided. Chamberlain, for example, was of two minds regarding
whether appeasement could avoid war. He often observed that because Britain
would suffer economically in a war or even in maintaining a deterrence foot-
ing for an extended period, making a serious last-ditch effort to diffuse the on-
going crisis with Germany was worthwhile.75 Moreover, occasionally in the
midst of the German challenges that he felt powerless to stop, he would tell his
colleagues that he “wondered whether it would not be possible to make some
arrangement which would prove more acceptable to Germany. Apart from
other considerations, this would have the advantage that it would be more
likely to secure permanency.”76 Statements such as these have helped to per-
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petuate the traditional interpretation of appeasement. As we demonstrate,
however, this was not the dominant line of Chamberlain’s or Halifax’s
thinking.

Chamberlain’s view that avoiding the costs of war made a ªnal attempt at
negotiations worth pursuing is not equivalent to the view often attributed to
him—that Chamberlain naïvely expected negotiations to cement a construc-
tive European peace. He and Halifax fully acknowledged the magnitude of
German challenges, which had grown commensurate with German strength,
and believed that further German conquests in Central and Eastern Europe
would most probably lead Germany into an eventual war with Britain and
France. Thus, Halifax was far from optimistic in March 1938 when he stated
during the Sudeten crisis, “It cannot be contended that the future is not black,
but there is at least an element of uncertainty in the diagnosis.”77 A month
later, Halifax went so far as to tell a meeting of trade unionists that “war with
the Reich appeared from now on as inevitable, but diplomacy had as its goal to
delay it, to choose its terrain, and to fortify its means of defense.”78

In meetings with Daladier in April, Chamberlain explained that he, too,
“asked himself where the present course of events was likely to stop.” At the
same time, however, he “asked himself whether the picture was really so black
as M. Daladier had painted it,” or whether Hitler could be contained and de-
terred after a likely conquest of Sudeten Czechoslovakia.79 This duality is
reºected in Chamberlain’s private correspondence, a particularly good indica-
tor of his thinking, as he was not pandering to any particular constituency. His
letter to his sister Hilda after the Anschluss indicates his distrust of the
Germans: “It is perfectly evident surely now that force is the only argument
Germany understands and that ‘collective security’ cannot offer any prospect
of preventing such events until it can show a viable force of overwhelming
strength backed by determination to use it.” Yet he also indicated, “If we can
avoid a violent coup in Czecho-Slovakia, which ought to be feasible, it may be
possible for Europe to settle down again and some day for us to start peace
talks again with the Germans.”80
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In the context of their uncertainty regarding German motives and the risks
of future war, Chamberlain and Halifax were heavily committed to rebuilding
British military strength either to deter Hitler or to ªght Germany on more fa-
vorable terms.81 In their view, the problem was that pending full rearmament
Britain lacked the capability either to deter Hitler or to resist his challenges. As
Chamberlain explained to his sister, Ida:

You have only to look at the map to see that nothing that France or we could
do could possibly save Czecho-Slovakia from being over-run by the Germans
if they wanted to do it. The Austrian frontier is practically open; the great
Skoda munition works are within easy bombing distance of the German aero-
dromes, the railways all pass through German territory, Russia is 100 miles
away. Therefore we could not help Czecho-Slovakia—she would simply be a
pretext for going to war with Germany. That we could not think of unless we
had a reasonable prospect for being able to beat her to her knees in reasonable
time and of that I see no sign. I have therefore abandoned any idea of giving
guarantees to Czecho-Slovakia or to France in connection with her obligations
to that country.82

Similarly, after the Anschluss, Chamberlain told the Cabinet that “in spite of
it all, he felt that this thing had to come. Nothing short of an overwhelming
display of force would have stopped it. . . . So he believed that what had hap-
pened was inevitable unless the Powers had been able to say ‘If you make war
with Austria you will have to deal with us.’” He did not, however, believe that
Britain was ready to make such a commitment given its weakness. Therefore,
he viewed accelerating rearmament plans as the appropriate response to the
new German challenge.83

Chamberlain and Halifax also advocated serious negotiations with (and
concessions to) Italy as a means of isolating an increasingly aggressive
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Germany from its primary ally. They based their thinking on the belief that
Britain, even with allies, lacked the military capability to tackle a united front
of Germany, Italy, and Japan. Indeed, this was their principal disagreement
with Eden, which led to Eden’s resignation and his replacement by Halifax.84

Thus, although neither Chamberlain nor Halifax completely abandoned
hope of avoiding war over the longer term by making strategic concessions,
they were not optimistic that this policy would succeed, and they simulta-
neously accelerated the British military buildup to prepare for war. They were
not starry-eyed idealists who believed that Hitler’s intentions were benign.
Their views are better characterized by uncertainty and fear than by optimism.
Indeed, the only thing that was certain was the catastrophic cost of war. Even a
victorious war would leave Britain worse off than the prevailing status quo.
Faced with the near certainty of a destructive war, they pursued a strategy that
they believed had a small chance of securing an acceptable settlement and a
larger chance of buying time so that the dreaded war could be fought on more
favorable terms.

When Chamberlain and Halifax presented their rationale for restraint to the
Cabinet, it was premised on the balance of forces, rather than on the prospects
for a long-term settlement with Germany. At the pivotal March 22, 1938,
Cabinet meeting on the Sudeten crisis, they highlighted British military inferi-
ority to Germany, especially with respect to airplanes and air defenses. Halifax
presented a report by the chiefs of staff subcommittee on the military implica-
tions of German aggression against Czechoslovakia, which concluded that “no
pressure which this country and its possible allies could exercise would sufªce
to prevent the defeat of Czechoslovakia.” Furthermore, the report questioned
the utility of British and French alliances with Greece, Hungary, Romania, Tur-
key, and Yugoslavia, and “gave a deplorable account of the French air position
. . . as well as of our own position in respect of anti-aircraft defence.” The for-
eign secretary concluded that “in view of this report, whatever his sympathies
and anxieties, he felt that he was not in a position to recommend a policy in-
volving a risk of war.” Instead, he advocated restraining France and pressing
Prague to make concessions to Germany.85

Chamberlain agreed, adding that appeasement of Germany was neither an
end in itself nor the only track Britain would pursue. “To all this,” he contin-
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ued, “there were two corollaries: the ªrst that we should speed up our existing
plans for rearmament. . . . Second, the sooner we could reach agreement with
Italy the better.”86 In other words, while Chamberlain believed that Britain
lacked the capability to challenge Germany in 1938, he would attempt to build
Britain’s military might and isolate Hitler so that it could deter or ªght
Germany on better terms in the future. Although there were some Cabinet
members, such as Duff Cooper, who advocated support for France if Paris
were to honor its pledge to Prague, the majority of the Cabinet agreed with
Chamberlain that British military weakness, particularly in aircraft and air de-
fenses, made it unwise to stand up to Hitler in 1938. The Cabinet was per-
suaded “that even if we had the strength, we could not protect a country in
the geographic position of Czecho-Slovakia. Neither could the French, and the
Russians were separated from Czecho-Slovakia by the territory of Poland and
Roumania. No one could help in time. After the fall of Czecho-Slovakia, the
French would remain behind the Maginot line. The Germans, owing to
the strength of their Air Force, could damage us more than we could damage
them. At least two months would elapse before the United Kingdom could
give any effective help to France. Meanwhile the people of this country would
have been put in a position of being subjected to constant bombing, a responsi-
bility that no Government ought to take.”87

Signiªcantly, the Cabinet’s decision was premised on the effect British re-
armament was likely to have on the military balance within two years. The
minutes of the March 22 meeting continue, “In regard to the position two years
hence, the Cabinet were reminded that the Royal Air Force would at any rate
be armed with up-to-date aeroplanes and the anti-aircraft defences with mod-
ern weapons. In addition to this improvement in quality, there would be in ex-
istence an organised active and passive defence.”88 As Halifax advised his
ambassador in Paris, Sir Eric Phipps, Britain opposed French proposals for a
stern bilateral warning against further German actions in Central Europe due
to “our doubt as to our ability to enforce it.” “Our effort in rearmament has
been considerable,” the foreign secretary continued, “but we are only ap-
proaching the stage where production will give us a return on the expenditure
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on which we embarked. Quite frankly, the moment is unfavourable, and our
plans, both for offence and defence, are not sufªciently advanced.”89 Thus, as
Sir Ivone Kirkpatrick, the ªrst secretary of the British embassy in Berlin,
reºected later, “We were not ready either militarily or psychologically, and
time had to be bought to make good both deªciencies.”90

At core, then, the decision to abandon the Sudetenland to Hitler was based
on the belief that a deterrent threat by Britain was tantamount to an empty
bluff that, if called, would have resulted either in a humiliating surrender or,
worse, a devastating defeat. Halifax described this apprehension in his
memoirs:

No one who had the misfortune to preside over the Foreign Ofªce at that time
could ever for one moment of the twenty-four hours of each day forget that he
had little or nothing in his hands with which to support his diplomatic efforts.
The British people had through years of wishful thinking come to believe that
because they so clearly recognised war to be a bad plan, everybody else must
recognise it for such too. Services and industry alike had been hampered by
the formula writing down the risk of war, and thus the Foreign Secretary was
like a player invited to stake, when he knew that if the fortune of the game
turned against him he had nothing with which to redeem his pledge.91

British appeasement at Munich, then, was driven by a bleak assessment of
relative power. Indeed, when he defended the Munich agreement before the
Cabinet, Chamberlain declared, “I hope . . . that my colleagues will not think
that I am making any attempts to disguise the fact that, if we now possessed a
superior force to Germany, we should probably be considering these proposals
in a very different spirit. But we must look facts in the face.”92 We therefore
agree with historian Wesley Wark’s conclusion that appeasement “undeniably
. . . was inºuenced by the pessimism that ºowed from intelligence circles. The
near and medium-term military balance was presumed to be perilous, a per-
ception that was instrumental in convincing the cabinet to avoid the dangers
of any attempt at deterrence, above all during the Munich crisis.”93
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the pace of british rearmament

If our interpretation of appeasement is correct, we would expect to see evi-
dence that Britain made a serious effort to use the time it was buying to rearm.
We noted earlier that the Cabinet initiated a rearmament program in 1935,
which it accelerated during the Rhineland crisis. But we also require evidence
that the Cabinet actually acted on its decision to rearm after the crisis to con-
clude with conªdence that appeasement was truly designed to buy time
for rearmament. Otherwise, as R.A.C. Parker suggests, Chamberlain’s buying-
time language might simply have been rhetoric to overcome Cabinet
opposition.94

As Peter Neville points out, the British rearmament effort has been unfairly
judged as lackluster and half-hearted because it is viewed in light of the rapid
German victories in 1940.95 Judged in objective terms, however, the British in-
creased their commitment to defense consistently since 1935. As table 1 indi-
cates, British defense spending increased by more than 35 percent in 1936 and
a further 38 percent in 1937, even though Chamberlain attempted to moderate
the impact of defense spending on the British economy. Moreover, defense
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Table 1. British Defense Expenditure, 1930–39 (in £million)

Year Navy Army
Royal Air
Force

Total Defense
Expenditures

Defense Spending
as a Percentage of
Total Government
Expenditures

1930 52.3 40.2 17.6 110.1 13%
1931 51.0 38.6 17.9 107.5 13%
1932 50.2 36.1 17.0 103.4 12%
1933 53.4 37.5 16.7 107.7 14%
1934 56.6 39.7 17.6 113.9 14%
1935 64.9 44.7 27.5 137.0 15%
1936 81.0 55.0 50.0 186.0 21%
1937 101.9 72.7 81.8 256.4 26%
1938 132.4 121.5 143.5 397.5 38%
1939 181.8 242.4 294.8 719.0 48%

SOURCE: Robert Paul Shay, British Rearmament in the Thirties: Politics and Profits (Princeton,
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1979), p. 297.

NOTE: All figures represent actual expenditures during the fiscal year beginning March 31, in-
cluding amounts raised by means of national defense loans.



spending as a percentage of total government expenditures rose to 21 percent
in 1936, and 26 percent in 1937, before taking off in 1938, the year of the
Anschluss and Sudeten crises.

Not surprisingly, in its early stages this spending was skewed toward the
most important British defense priorities—the RAF and the Royal Navy rather
than the army. British priorities, in descending order, were (1) to safeguard the
British Isles from invasion; (2) to protect trade routes necessary for British sur-
vival; (3) to preserve the empire, which supplied Britain; and (4) to defend
British allies.96 For the ªrst priority, the RAF and Royal Navy were vital. For
the second and third priorities, the Royal Navy was of primary importance.
Only for the last priority would the army be essential. Thus it made perfect
sense to prioritize reequipment of the other two services over the army.

This order of priorities was reinforced by Chamberlain’s understanding of
military strategy in the late 1930s. Having been inºuenced by Sir Basil Liddell-
Hart, Chamberlain believed that victory on land required a 3 to 1 offensive ad-
vantage over the defender, whereas a breakthrough by air or sea was far easier
to obtain.97 Therefore, it was more logical to devote the limited available re-
sources to the air and sea theaters, where Chamberlain believed the Germans
had a real potential for victory, than to the ground theater, where the Germans
lacked the prescribed ratio of forces. Thus, although he acknowledged that the
British and French had no offensive options against Germany to prevent its
eastward expansion, he believed that France could hold out behind the
Maginot line fortiªcations for a while, even without considerable British
ground support. Instead, when the time came, the major British contribution
would be through aerial bombardment and blockade. That explains why until
1938 the army received much lower levels of funding than the other two ser-
vices and why in March 1938, when Chamberlain again accelerated the re-
armament program during the Sudeten crisis, he privileged the RAF, which he
felt suffered from the greatest deªciencies and was most strategically sig-
niªcant.98 The government was rearming in a targeted way that it expected
would be most efªcient.

On balance, then, there is strong evidence that the British government accel-
erated its rearmament effort in 1936 as a result of the Rhineland crisis, and was
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preparing for an expected war with Germany. There is also evidence that the
Cabinet believed the rearmament effort had made progress in the two-year in-
terval between the Rhineland and Sudeten crises. In 1936 the chiefs of staff
informed the government that, due to multiple commitments and widespread
underequipment, air defenses against Germany were deªcient; the ability to
strike Germany with offensive air operations was almost nonexistent; the
army was incapable of ªelding an expeditionary force on the continent; and
most damning, the Royal Navy was unable to mount effective coastal defenses
against the rather small German Navy.99 By 1938, although the Royal Navy
was still incapable of ªghting both Germany and Japan simultaneously, the
Cabinet’s primary anxiety in a confrontation with Germany was the inade-
quacy of antiaircraft defenses and ªghter aircraft, rather than the overall mili-
tary situation.100 This indicates that the Royal Navy, coastal defenses, and the
bomber force of the RAF had made considerable leaps forward in two years.101

In addition, the rearmament effort had provided Britain with a quantitative
advantage over the German Navy, a ground force that was far more mecha-
nized than the German Reichswehr, and high-quality radar installations and
ªghter aircraft (particularly the Hurricane and the Spitªre) that gave the
British military a qualitative edge over Germany in key areas.102

The further acceleration of the pace of British rearmament after the Sudeten
crisis and then again after the Munich Conference is fully consistent with our
buying-time explanation of British appeasement. As we have demonstrated,
British defense spending rose signiªcantly and continuously after 1936 (even
during the December 1937 to March 1938 period, when Chamberlain sought to
moderate the economic effects of rearmament), and the services that were fa-
vored by Chamberlain’s strategic concept made considerable progress since
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1936. The short-lived effort, fueled by the Inskip memorandum of December
1937, to moderate the pace of rearmament was designed not to undermine
rearmament in favor of a permanent settlement—which Chamberlain and
Halifax expected was unlikely—but to prevent the pace of rearmament from
undermining the economic stability necessary to sustain a long war.103

Chamberlain sought merely to increase the amount of time that needed to be
bought for rearmament to prevent overtaxing the Treasury. Three short
months later, however, Hitler’s bold challenge to Czechoslovakia convinced
the Cabinet that “the assumption on which the reconditioning of the Services
has been based, namely that the course of normal trade should not be im-
peded, should be cancelled.” Thus, as M.M. Postan judged, “A new epoch in
the history of rearmament began in the autumn of 1938 and ended in the sum-
mer of 1940.”104

Indeed, in 1938 all three services received the budgetary allocations that
they were requesting. Postan notes that “after August ªnancial objections to
the attainment of a two-power [naval] standard rapidly disappeared.”105

Britain also accelerated aircraft production, and in April 1938 the Cabinet ap-
proved the RAF’s “Scheme L,” which envisioned a ªrst-line strength of 2,373
aircraft, a signiªcant increase from the 1,735 level of “Scheme F” it had previ-
ously endorsed.106 Thus aircraft production increased more than threefold,
from fewer than 200 per month in each of the ªrst six months of 1938 to 630 per
month in the ªrst six months of 1939.107 The Cabinet took a few more months
to decide on a plan to accelerate rearmament for the army, but it did so not
long after Munich.108 The pace of British rearmament from 1936 onward there-
fore is consistent with a buying-time interpretation of British appeasement
policy.

Some may question our buying-time interpretation of British motivations on
the grounds that Germany made better use of the delay in war than did
Britain. In terms of outcomes, that is correct. For an assessment of the motiva-
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tions for appeasement, however, who ends up proªting most from the extra
time is less relevant than the appeaser’s expectations about whether it would
be better off, in relative terms, after a postponement of war. The British
were particularly sensitive to their vulnerability to the Luftwaffe in 1938, and
gave particular weight to step-level advances that would minimize that
vulnerability.

Conclusion

British appeasement policy was not a naïve attempt to secure a lasting peace
by resolving German grievances, as traditional analyses assume. Instead, it
aimed to buy time for rearmament, based on the perception that the balance of
power had already shifted in Germany’s favor; that extensive concessions to
Germany would not satisfy Hitler, moderate his aggressive policies, and elimi-
nate the high risk of a military confrontation in the future; and that through a
steady program of rearmament, Britain would be better prepared to confront
Hitler in a few years. Chamberlain and Halifax would have been pleased by
German reciprocity and a durable peace, but they viewed that outcome as
highly unlikely. The real payoff they expected from appeasement would be a
delay of war to buy time for rearmament and enable a militarily stronger and
more secure Britain either to deter Germany from future challenges or, more
likely, to ªght a war on more favorable terms. For Britain, appeasement
was thus a complement to a strategy of rearmament and balancing, not an al-
ternative to it.

Our study of this paradigmatic case of appeasement conªrms, therefore,
that the traditional conception of appeasement, which involves satisfying
grievances and reducing tensions to avoid war, is insufªcient. It conºates one
important strategy of appeasement with the general theoretical concept, and it
ignores the strategies of diffusing secondary threats and buying time.

A couple of caveats are in order. First, our argument about British motiva-
tions does not necessarily imply that the buying-time strategy was the optimal
response to the rise of German power in the 1930s. There is good reason to
believe that British policy was based on ºawed intelligence estimates of rela-
tive power. Wark, for example, argues that the British underestimated German
power in the early 1930s—which led Britain to tolerate German revisionism—
and overestimated German airpower in 1938—which made Britain too timid
in the face of German moves in Central Europe.109 Compounding these ºawed
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estimates was the British decision early on to calculate the balance of power
based solely on Britain’s military capabilities, excluding those of its allies.110

This led to an underestimation of Britain’s ability to prevail in a war with
Germany and hence a dampening of its resolve to confront Germany.

We also acknowledge that other factors, such as paciªst public sentiments,
may have contributed to British appeasement policy. Indeed, much of the
British memoir literature from the period indicates that public opposition
to rearmament and anything that could lead to war limited the govern-
ment’s ability to respond to German challenges.111 Public opinion, however,
acted more as an additional disincentive to a more active policy of contain-
ment, rather than a driving force behind it. British appeasement policies were
driven primarily by perceptions of military weakness and the economic con-
straints on excessively rapid rearmament. Public opposition to war merely re-
inforced an appeasement policy that was determined by balance of power
calculations.112

To conclude, scholars need to broaden the traditional conception of appease-
ment. Appeasement is not always about resolving grievances or creating a
lasting peace; it is not always naïve; and it is not always antithetical to balanc-
ing. Instead, it can often allow states to balance against a more threatening ad-
versary by diffusing secondary threats, or to facilitate balancing against the
primary threat by delaying a conºict. We demonstrate that buying time was
the dominant motivation underlying British policies toward Germany in the
1930s—the paradigmatic case of appeasement. We leave for future research an
assessment of the relative frequency of this pattern of appeasement, its relative
utility, and its relation to other policy instruments available to states con-
fronted by a rising power.

Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? 181

in British Politics, 1932–1939 (London: Royal Historical Society Press, 1980). Wark attributes these
misjudgments to cognitive biases and organizational procedures, not to any pressure from politi-
cal leaders for assessments that would support their own preexisting policy preferences.
110. Cabinet 10 (34), March 19, 1934—CAB 23/78, p. 282. In subsequent work we plan to examine
the sources of shifting British intelligence estimates, why those estimates were diametrically op-
posed to those of the French, and why the British did not give greater emphasis to French capabili-
ties in British assessments of the balance of power.
111. See, for example, Eden, Facing the Dictators, p. 338; and Wood, Fullness of Days, pp. 182–183.
112. See, for example, Robert Gilbert Vansittart, The Mist Procession: The Autobiography of Lord




