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Abstract. Introduction. This research explores British foreign policy, rearmament, and the Munich
Crisis in the lead-up to World War 11, focusing on the strategic decisions of Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain. Using a mix of primary sources such as Cabinet minutes, archival records, and military
documents, along with secondary academic analyses, it examines the diplomatic, military, and
economic factors shaping British policy during this critical period. Goals and objectives. The main
objectives are to understand the motivations behind Chamberlain’s leadership and how military
spending, intelligence reports, and diplomatic pressures influenced his decisions. By examining key
events like the Munich Agreement and the rearmament program of 1936, the study aims to assess
Chamberlain's strategic choices in the context of budget constraints, shifting intelligence reports, and
missed opportunities for Franco-British collaboration. Results. The research finds that economic
limitations significantly impacted Chamberlain’s reluctance to fully commit to rearmament. His
appeasement policy, which sought to delay conflict, was shaped by inaccurate military intelligence
that overestimated Germany’s strength. Additionally, the study highlights missed opportunities for
cooperation between Britain and France, which could have strengthened resistance to Nazi
expansionism. Ultimately, Chamberlain’s decisions were a calculated attempt to balance diplomacy,
military readiness, and economic realities. Conclusion. The study concludes that Chamberlain’s
leadership was driven by a strategy to postpone war, allowing Britain time to build its military
capabilities. While his appeasement policy has been widely criticised, it was a deliberate, albeit
flawed, response to the economic and military constraints Britain faced at the time. The research
underscores the complexity of British foreign policy in the years leading up to World War 1.
Keywords: British foreign policy, Neville Chamberlain, Munich Crisis, World War I,
Appeasement strategy, Military rearmament, Intelligence assessments
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AHHoTtauus. Kipicne. byn 3eprrey npembep-munuctp Hesmin YemOeprieHHIH CTpaTerusIbIK
ImIenriMepine Ha3zap ayaapa OTHIPHIN, YJIBIOPUTAHUSHBIH CHIPTKBI CascaThliH, KaiTa KapyJaHybIH
oHe EKIHIIT IYHMEXY3UIIK COFBIC  ajAblHAaFbl MIOHXEH JIaFJapbIChIH  KapacThIPaJibl.
MunucTpiep kaOMHETIHIH XaTTamajapbl, apXUBTIK jka30anap *oHE OCKEpHU KyKaTTap, COHbIMEH
Karap KOCHIMINIA aKaJEeMUSJIBIK Tajjayliap CHAKTBI HETI3T1 JEPEeKKe3AepiH KOMOWHAIMSICHIH
TnakaaHa OTBIPHITI, OJ1 OCBI KMBIH Ke3CH Ie OPUTAHIBIK CasiCATThI KAJIBIIITACTBIPFAH TUTIOMATHSIIBIK,
OCKEpH KoHE PKOHOMHUKAIBIK (hakTopiapabl 3epTreiial. Maxcammapol men minoemmepi. Herizri
MakcarTap — YemOepieH OacIbIIbIFBIHBIH MOTUBTEPIH KOHE OHBIH IIEHIIMIEPiHE SCKEPH LIBIFBIHAD,
Oapray ecentepi MEH TUILUIOMATHSUIBIK KbICHIM Kaslail ocep eTKeHIH TYCiHy. MIOHXEH KeliciMi )KoHe
1936 xpurbl KaliTa KapyldaHy OaFaapiaMachl CHSKTBI HETI3Ti OKUFalIapabl KapacThipa OTBIPHIIM,
3eprTey OIOJDKETTIK IIeKTeysep, Oapmay ecenTepiHiH e3repyl koHe (paHIly3-OputaH
BIHTBIMAKTACTBIFBI YIITIH K10€pill aFaH MYMKIHIIKTEp KOHTEKCTiHAe YeMOepIeHHIH CTPaTeTUsITbIK
TaHJayblH Oaranayra OarbITTainFaH. Homuowenep. 3epTTey KOPCETKEHAEH, 3KOHOMUKAIBIK
mekteyinep YemOepineHHIH ©31H TOJBIKTal KaiiTa KapylaHyblH KaJlaMayblHa alTapJIbIKTal ocep eTTi.
OHBIH KaKTBIFBICTHI KEHIHT€ KaJIbIpyFa OaFbITTAIFaH THIHBIIITAHBIPY casicaTbl HEMIC KYILIH achlpa
OaranalThIH 9] eMec dcKepH OapiayMeH KanbintacTel. COHbIMEH KaTap, 3epTTey Y JIbIOpUTaHus MEH
@paHuusg  apachblHAAFbl  HAIUCTIK  SKCIIAHCHOHU3MIE  KapChUIBIKTBI  KYLIEHTYl  MYMKIH
BIHTBIMAKTACTBHIKTBIH KiOepin anFaH MYMKIHIIKTepiH kepceredi. Calpin kenrenae, YemOepieHHIH
HiemimMepi AUMIIOMATUSHBI, 9CKEPU AaMbIHABIKTHI KOHE YKOHOMUKAJBIK IIBIHIBIKTEI TEHECTIPYTe
OaFbITTAIIFaH E€CENTENTEH dpeKeT O00Jbl. KopuimuviHOvl. 3epTTeY KOPHITHIHABICHIHAA YeMOepieHHIH
OaCIIBUIBIFBI COFBICTHI KEHUIHTE KaABIPY CTPATETUSIChIHA HETI3JIENTeH, O ¥ IbIOpuTaHusFa ©31H1H
OCKEpH oJIEYEeTiH apTThIpyFa yakbIT Oepai. OHBIH THIHBIIITAHJBIPY cascaTbl KEHIHEH ChIHFa
YIIbIparaHbIMeH, OyJ1 cout Ke3/1eri ¥IbI0pUTaHUSHBIH aJIJIbIH/IA TYPFaH SKOHOMUKAJIBIK JKOHE 9CKepU
HIeKTeysepre ofeili, »eTinMereH Oosica faa, kayam Oonabl. 3eprrey ¥YiablOputaHusHblH ExiHmni
JTYHHEKY3UTIK COFBICKA JIEHIHT1 )KbIIAApIaFbl CHIPTKBI CasiCAThIHBIH KYPACIUIITH KOpCeTeIl.

Tyiiin ce3aep: YIbIOpuUTaHUSHBIH CBIPTKBI cascarbl, HeBumn YemOepaeH, MIOHXEH IaFaaphIChl,
ExiHmni AyHUEXY3UTiK COFbIC, THIHBIIITAHIBIPY CTPATETHUACHI, 9CKEpU KailTa KapynaHy, Oapriay
Oaranaynapsl

Hoiiexce3 ymin:. bopza B. HeBunp UemOeprieHiH SKOHOMUKAJBIK JKOHE 9CKEpU HIEKTeynepi //
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AHHOTanuA. Bgeodenue. ITO WHCCIEIOBAaHUE W3Y4YaeT OpPHUTAHCKYIO BHEIIHIOK IOJHUTHKY,
NepeBoopykeHne 1 MIOHXEHCKHI Kpu3uc B npeaasepu Bropoit MUpoBoii BOWHBI, yAemss ocodoe
BHUMAHHE CTpPaTEerMYecKuM peuieHusM npembep-muHucTpa Hesmina YemOepnena. Mcnonb3ys
COUeTaHWe MEPBUYHBIX MCTOYHMKOB, TAKMX KaK IPOTOKOJBI 3acelaHuil KaOWHETa MHMHHCTPOB,
apXUBHBIE 3aITUCH ¥ BOCHHbBIE JJOKYMEHTBI, a TAK)KE€ BTOPUYHBIN aKaJIeMUYECKUI aHAIN3, OHO U3y4aeT
JUIIOMaTHYeCKHe, BOCHHbIE M 9KOHOMHYECKHE (DaKTOPbl, GOPMUPOBABIINE OPUTAHCKYIO MTOJIUTUKY
B 3TOT KpUTHYECKHH nepuoA. [lenu u 3adauu. I'maBHple 1enu — TMOHATH MOTHUBBI JIUJEPCTBA
YemOepiieHa U TO, Kak BOEHHBIE pacXobl, OTYETHI pa3BE/IKU U TUIIOMATHYECKOE AaBJIEHUE BIUSIIN
Ha ero peunieHus. PaccmaTpuBasi Takue KIIOYEBBIE COOBITHS, Kak MIOHXEHCKOE COIJIalleHHE U
nporpamma nepeBoopyxenus 1936 roaa, ucciieloBaHWE HAMPABJICHO HA OLIEHKY CTPAaTErMYeCKHX
BbIOOpOB UeMbOepiieHa B KOHTEKCTE OIOXKETHBIX OMPAaHUYCHUN, MEHSIOIUXCSI OTYETOB Pa3BEIIKU U
VIOYIIEHHBIX ~ BO3MOXKHOCTEH JUIsi  (PpaHKO-OpUTAHCKOTO  COTpPYIOHHYECTBA.  Pesynbmamul.
HccnenoBanue mNOKa3bIBa€T, YTO SKOHOMUYECKHE OTpPAaHUYEHHUS CYHIECTBEHHO TOBIMSUIA Ha
Hexenanue YemOepiieHa TOJHOCTBIO TIOCBITUTH ce0d TmepeBoopyxkeHuto. Ero moimTtuka
YMHUPOTBOPEHHUS, HAIIpaBJIEHHAs Ha OTCPOUKY KOHGIHMKTA, Oblj1a COPMUPOBAHA HETOYHOM BOEHHOM
pa3BenKoi, KoTopas mnepeoneHunBana cuty ['epmanuu. Kpome toro, mccienoBaHue Moag4epKUBacT
YIYIIEHHbIE BO3MOXKHOCTHU JIJIsl COTpYIHUYECTBa Mex 1y BenukoOputanuein n @panuueii, KOTOpbie
MOTJiu Obl YCUJIUTHh COMPOTUBJICHUE HAIMCTCKOMY SKCIIaHCHOHHM3MY. B KOHEUHOM cueTe, perieHus
YemOepiieHa ObLITM pacCUMTAHHOW MOMBITKON cOalaHCHPOBATh AUIJIOMATHIO, BOCHHYIO TOTOBHOCTh
U 3KOHOMHYECKHE peanuu. 3axnoyenue. VccienoBanue NMpUXOAUT K BBIBOAY, YTO PYKOBOZICTBO
YemOepiieHa ObUI0 00YCIOBIEHO CTpAaTErueil OTCPOUKU BOMHBI, UTO Jano BennkoOputaHuu Bpems
JUIsl HapalllMBaHUsl CBOEr0 BOEHHOI'O MOTEHIMana. XOTA €ro MOJUTUKA YMUPOTBOPEHHUS LIHPOKO
KpUTHKOBaJach, OHa Oblila MpeHAMEPEHHBIM, XOTS U HECOBEPILICHHBIM, OTBETOM Ha SKOHOMUYECKUE
Y BOCHHBIE OTPaHUYCHUS, C KOTOPBIMU CTOJKHYIAach BenmukoOpuranust B To Bpems. MccienoBanue
MOAYEPKUBAET CJIOKHOCTh OPUTAHCKOM BHEIIHEW MOJUTUKU B TOMABI, IpealiecTBoBaBine BTopoii
MHPOBOU BOMHE.

KuloueBble ciioBa: bpuranckas BHemiHsas nonutuka, Hesumn YemOepneHn, MIOHXEHCKUN KpHU3HC,
Bropas mupoBas BoliHa, CTpaTeruss yMUpOTBOPEHUS, BOEHHOE IEPEBOOPYKEHHUE, OLIECHKU Pa3BEIKU
s uutupoBanus: bopsa B. DxoHomuueckue u BoeHHble orpannyeHuss Hepumna Yembepnena //
DNeKTpOHHBINA Hay4HbIN KypHan «edu.e-history.kz». 2024. T. 11. Ne 4. C. 767-780. (Ha Anrm.).
DOI: 10.51943/2710-3994 2024 11 4 767-780

Introduction

Neville Chamberlain, who served as Prime Minister of Great Britain from 1937 to 1940,
is widely regarded as an important figure in international history due to his political decisions and
actions during the turbulent years leading up to World War Il. Was he merely constrained by Britain's
limited economic capabilities and inconsistent reports by military intelligence, which reduced his
political manoeuvrability, or did he simply fail to implement his rearmament program to keep pace
with the growing size of the Wehrmacht? Was he perhaps just a mediocre politician who failed to

recognise the emerging Nazi threat and underestimated Hitler while manipulating the media and
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public opinion? Or was he a political genius whose brilliant diplomatic manoeuvres managed to
influence the course of world history in a fragile economic situation and delay the outbreak of war?

Discussion

Scholarly discussion has focused extensively on Neville Chamberlain's foreign policy and his
role in British rearmament. Early researches, such Keith Feiling's The Life of Neville Chamberlain
(1946), present Chamberlain as a leader limited by British diplomatic challenges, military
underpreparedness, and economic constraints. Feiling's account centres on Chamberlain's effort to
ease tensions by gaining time for Britain to rearmament, even though he acknowledged that his
appeasement policy was a deliberate, if unsuccessful, effort.

The complexity of Chamberlain's leadership has also been examined by academics such as
Robert Self (2000), who emphasises the economic constraints and military limitations that influenced
his decision-making. Self's research highlights the idea that Chamberlain's approach, which included
the Munich Agreement, was not just a passive appeasement tactic but rather a larger, although
ultimately futile, attempt to avert war and strengthen Britain's defences. The balance between
diplomatic and military methods has also been studied by historians like Richard Overy (The Road
to War, 1998), who contends that Chamberlain's actions were greatly impacted by the military and
economic difficulties of the day.

On the other hand, more critical viewpoints have been provided by academics such as
A.J.P. Taylor (The Origins of the Second World War, 1961), who paints Chamberlain as naive in his
underestimating of Hitler's objectives. Taylor's research is frequently compared to more modern
studies, including those by Frank McDonough, who argue that given Britain's military and financial
realities, Chamberlain's appeasement strategy was a necessary evil.

From the “guilty man” narrative to a more nuanced assessment of his strategic choices, the
perceptions of Chamberlain's leadership have changed, reflecting the larger historiographical debate
on British foreign policy in the run-up to World War Il. Numerous contemporary evaluations, such
as those authored by historians like Tim Bouverie (Appeasement: Chamberlain, Hitler, Churchill, and
the Road to War, 2019), emphasise the nuanced nature of Chamberlain's decisions, acknowledging
both his shortcomings and the limitations imposed upon him.

In summary, prior research offers a nuanced analysis of Chamberlain's tactics, striking a balance
between his apparent strategic errors and the hard economic and military realities that influenced his
choices. Building upon these conclusions, the current study adds to the current discussion by fusing
contemporary perceptions of Chamberlain's leadership during a pivotal juncture in British history
with historical sources.

Materials and methods

This research draws on a comprehensive range of sources, utilising both primary and secondary
materials to provide a detailed analysis of British foreign policy, rearmament, and the Munich Crisis.
Primary sources include archival documents from the British National Archives, such as Cabinet
minutes, military and intelligence reports, and personal diaries of key figures like Neville
Chamberlain, alongside parliamentary records. These are complemented by secondary sources,
including scholarly publications, historical analyses, and biographies that delve into British military
and economic strategy, and with key texts.

The study employs both qualitative and quantitative approaches. Content analysis of archival
materials, speeches, and correspondence is used to uncover the motivations and perceptions
of British leaders, while statistical analysis of military expenditures, industrial output, and
comparisons of British and German military capacities provides further insights. Together, these
methods offer a robust examination of the decision-making processes and strategic considerations of
British leadership during the prelude to World War 11.

To provide a thorough knowledge of British strategic thought and decision-making processes
during the period leading up to World War 11, the research uses a multifaceted methodological
approach. In order to follow the development of British strategy, document analysis is used to look
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at primary sources such as government records, intelligence reports, and private diaries. Speeches,
documents, and letters are methodically coded and analysed using content analysis to find recurring
themes, issues, and strategic priorities among British policymakers. The balance of power and its
impact on British policy decisions are assessed by conducting a comparative analysis of the military
capabilities, economic conditions, and strategic evaluations of Britain and Germany. By placing these
actions and events into the larger framework of international relations, economic conditions, and
technological developments of the 1930s, historical contextualisation aids in making understand
them. Lastly, a case study method examines the complex relations between rearmament, diplomacy,
and military policy by concentrating on significant events like the Munich Agreement, the Anschluss,
and the declaration of war on Germany.

Results

Hypothesis

The research's hypothesis is that a complex interaction between economic constraints, military
intelligence assessments, and the geopolitical environment of Europe had a significant impact on
British rearmament and diplomatic strategies between 1936 and 1939. It suggests that, given the
alleged military and economic weaknesses of the moment, Chamberlain's appeasement strategy was
motivated by more than a mere desire to prevent war; rather, it was a deliberate effort to buy time for
Britain's military readiness. The study also postulates that the potential for a strong and cohesive
deterrence against German aggression was severely undermined by the lack of coordination with
France on military industry capacities and diplomatic efforts, due to France’s fragile internal political
environment, as well as by inefficient military intelligence reports, ultimately contributing to the onset
of World War 11.

Research questions

¢ \What were the key factors driving British rearmament and foreign policy decisions, especially
in relation to Germany, Italy and Japan? How did the British Cabinet's long-term rearmament program
change to the outbreak of World War Il in 1939?

e What influence did British intelligence and strategic assessments have on the decisions that
preceded the Munich Agreement and the declaration of war against Germany? How did economic,
military, and intelligence assessments influence Chamberlain's strategy of appeasement and
rearmament?

Progress of the Work

The research is organised chronologically, commencing with an examination at the British
Cabinet's initial rearmament initiatives in 1936. The analysis then follows the changing military and
economic factors that shaped British policy, with a special emphasis on the years 1937-19309.
Important events like the Anschluss and the Munich Crisis are thoroughly examined to comprehend
how military intelligence, financial limitations, and diplomatic tactics interact.

The research continues by incorporating examinations of Chamberlain's public speeches and
private correspondence to evaluate his strategic thinking and policy choices. A critical analysis of
military intelligence assessments from the Chiefs of Staff and other military organisations is included
to supplement this, showing the varying degrees of optimism and pessimism over Germany's military
prowess. The analysis also takes into account the larger European background, paying special
attention to the consequences of Franco-British relations and the lost chances for concerted defence
initiatives.

The research concludes with an assessment of Chamberlain's appeasement strategy, its strategic
justification, and its ultimate influence on the outbreak of World War 11. Comprehensive analyses of
the Munich Agreement, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, and the choices that preceded the
British declaration of war in September 1939 are used to support this section.

The British Response to Rearmament

The British economy faced significant challenges in the early 1930s. High levels of
unemployment, combined with major structural difficulties within key industries, remained a defining
feature of the inter-war period. Despite some signs of recovery in the mid-1930s, these issues
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persisted throughout the decade. The economy began to emerge from the Great Depression in late
1932, experiencing steady expansion until 1937, when a new recession occurred just before the
outbreak of the Second World War (Capie, Collins, 1980: 40). As a result, the Great Depression led
to a financial crisis in Britain in 1931, which significantly hindered any plans for rearmament.

The potential economic costs of another war, its crippling impact on British power,
the vulnerability of the empire, and the inadequacy of Britain's air and coastal defence systems
prompted Chamberlain to seek new methods for buying time, enabling him to rearm the country at a
manageable pace and to improve British relations with Italy or even Germany. As early
as 1933, he emphasised the need to focus on mitigating other external threats so that Britain could
direct more energy toward Germany. He urged the Imperial Defence Committee (CID) to improve
relations with Japan and to ease the Far Eastern threat (which at that time was identified as the primary
priority of British strategy) so that Europe and the potential German threat could become the main
priority (CAB 2/6, p. 52).

The British response to Hitler's secret rearmament in 1933 (Kershaw, 1998: 537; Weinberg,
1994; 49)*, and then his open rearmament from March 1935 (Kershaw, 1998: 537)2, was to announce
their own rearmament program. The Cabinet's® decision not to oppose Hitler's 1936 reoccupation of
the Rhineland stemmed from the belief that the British armed forces were not yet prepared to confront
the military challenges Germany could pose in the air and at sea, although it was assumed they would
be ready by the end of the decade. Chamberlain's motivations were in line with British military
intelligence reports, which consistently warned that British rearmament had not yet reached the point
where the government could consider going to war against Germany (Barros et al., 2009: 197).

Chamberlain’s Diplomatic Efforts and Economic Concerns

Shortly after becoming prime minister in 1937-a year after the Rhineland crisis-Chamberlain
entered the international political arena and began direct talks with Italy, a country that the world had
shunned because of its invasion and occupation of Ethiopia (Self, 2006: 273-274). On September 8,
1937, Chamberlain stated during a Cabinet meeting that he believed “the lessening of the tension
between this country and Italy as a very valuable contribution toward the pacification and
appeasement of Europe” and that this would “weaken the Rome—Berlin axis”. (Self, 2006: 274).
Also, in order to create a stable Europe, Chamberlain attempted to appease Germany and turn the
Nazi regime into a partner (Smart, 2010: 225). Initially, he was concerned about a potential German
aerial offensive if war were to break out, which led him to advocate for the creation of a powerful
metropolitan fighter force and to accelerate the schedule for air production. His main goal was to
deter Germany from going to war while committing as little as possible to European affairs. In
February 1936, he wrote the following: “If we can stay out of the war for a few years, we will be able
to build an air force with such striking power that no one will dare to take the risk against it. I do not
believe that the next war, if it happens at all, will be like the last one, and I think our resources can
be used more effectively in the air and at sea than in building large armies” (Feiling, 1946: 314).

Great Britain feared that the arms race would not only jeopardise its own financial stability but
also push Germany and Italy into war. Chamberlain felt that Italy's campaign in Ethiopia stemmed
from a desperate need for raw materials (MacDonald, 1972: 105-135; Kaiser, 1980: 282). One
approach of British diplomacy was to reduce threats and buy time for rearmament. A second approach

IShortly after coming to power in 1933, Hitler initiated Germany's illegal rearmament. It was only from 1935 that
he began rearming openly, introducing conscription on March 16th. Shortly after becoming Chancellor, Hitler secretly
began rearming Germany, violating the Treaty of Versailles, which had restricted the size and capacity of the German
military (Kershaw, 1998: 537; Weinberg, 1994; 49).

20n March 16, Hitler publicly announced the reintroduction of conscription and the establishment of the German
air force, openly defying the Treaty of Versailles (Kershaw, 1998: 537).

3The Cabinet was a part of the government composed of the highest-ranking ministers appointed by the Prime
Minister. It typically included the heads of the major ministries, such as the Treasury, the Foreign Office, and the Home
Office. The Cabinet was the primary decision-making body responsible for major political decisions and strategic
direction. Cabinet meetings were held regularly, often weekly, and were kept confidential to allow for frank discussions.
(Roberts, 1966: 135) During Cabinet meetings, government policies were discussed and coordinated. The decisions made

were binding on all members of the government, ensuring unified leadership (Hennessy, 1986: 44).
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was to compare Britain's economic problems with those of its adversaries, particularly Germany.
Decision-makers turned to a new source of information, the Industrial Intelligence Centre (11C),
which operated outside the traditional scope of the COS. Starting in July 1937, the IIC examined
Germany's exposure to economic pressure and reported that due to severe restrictions on raw
materials, an economic blockade could have a crippling effect, although it would not prevent
Germany from fighting a short war. Similar to the Air Force, the IIC assumed that
its concerns — economic potential, reserves, and related threats — would also be closely monitored and
assessed in Germany (Wark, 1985: 160, 177; Hinsley, 1979: 63; Gibbs, 1976: 109).

British Intelligence

In the autumn of 1936, a decisive turning point occurred for British air intelligence efforts.
Officials were no longer as confident about the limiting effects on the German air force’s capabilities.
The possibility of achieving future parity vanished, along with the presumed similarities between the
Luftwaffe and the Royal Air Force. This had a liberating effect on air intelligence forecasts
(Wark, 1985: 59). Estimates regarding the future size of the Luftwaffe quickly increased and became
more accurate. The forecast in October 1936 suggested that the German frontline force would consist
of 2,500 aircraft by 1939, but by July 1937, this figure was soon raised to 3,240. When 1939 arrived,
air intelligence believed that Germany was aiming for 3,700 frontline aircraft by the end of the year.
When the war broke out, the actual strength of the Luftwaffe was 3,541. (C5604/185/18, et al., 1937).
The development of German armoured forces between 1935 and 1938, when the first armoured units
were formed and four armoured divisions existed within the German military order, brought British
perceptions of how Germany would fight a future war closer to the actual capabilities of the German
army, which were measured based on their equipment and training. However, the War Office’s
judgement (one of the most significant decisions of the 1930s) that Germany could overrun
Czechoslovakia with a sudden attack, if based on the assumption that Germany was fully prepared in
terms of force and doctrine to execute a blitzkrieg, was an exaggeration and premature” (Wesley,
1985: 99).

Despite the overall accuracy of the most recent assessments of the peacetime strength of the
army, some exaggerated elements remained hidden. The British Military Intelligence branch accepted
the French General Staff's higher estimates regarding the strength of German reserve and Landwehr
divisions, thereby distorting the calculation of the size of the German wartime army. The estimated
strength of tank forces distributed among German armoured and light divisions was also inflated. On
the fourth day of the German invasion of Poland, military intelligence overestimated the number of
German tanks by 17% (three and a half thousand tanks instead of three thousand) and drastically
underestimated the number of obsolete tanks in this total” (Wesley, 1985: 111).

In September 1938, only 1,699 aircraft from the Luftwaffe's fleet were operational, of which
only 582 were long-range bombers. As Richard Overy observed about the Munich crisis:
“The massive imbalance of forces believed to exist in the air was just a myth” (Overy, 1997: 23).
This myth was created by the intelligence services. A much broader network would have been
required within the Luftwaffe (for example, regular contacts with active squadrons and ground
personnel, as well as constant reports from repair stations and factories) to dispel it. Even more and
better information would not have changed the situation because reports on poor service conditions
would have contradicted the British perception of a strong Luftwaffe and the worst-case scenario
approach” (Wark, 1985: 69).

Military and Economic Concerns

When Chamberlain took office as Prime Minister in May 1937, the international peace system
established in Paris after World War | had already collapsed. With his “Saturday surprises”*
Hitler had broken free from the constraints imposed by the Treaty of Versailles and the Locarno Pact

“The phrase “Saturday surprises” refers to unexpected and bold actions taken by Hitler over the weekend, with the
aim of catching other nations off guard and rendering them incapable of an immediate response. Examples of this include
the reintroduction of conscription on March 16, 1935, and the remilitarization of the Rhineland on March 7, 1936. These
surprises had significant strategic impacts, violating international agreements and reshaping the geopolitical landscape in

favour of Nazi Germany (Kershaw, 1998: 537; Weinberg, 1994: 69)
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(Sontag, 1953: 386). One of Chamberlain's biggest problems was that Great Britain did not have
enough industrial capacity or financial resources to defeat Germany, Italy, and Japan in a potential
arms race in the long term. Chamberlain's goal, therefore, was to alienate Germany from Italy or Italy
from Germany. He believed that this way, Great Britain might gain the upper hand in the arms race
against the remaining Axis powers. He summarised his view in a letter from June 1937: “If we could
come to an agreement with the Germans, then | wouldn't care a bit about Musso [Benito Mussolini].”
Chamberlain later wrote in his diary in January 1938: “At first, | tried to improve relations with the
two storm centres, Berlin and Rome. It seemed to me that we were drifting into an increasingly worse
situation with both, and eventually, we would have to face two enemies at the same time. ” (Goldstein,
1999, 281). By 1939, Chamberlain already regarded Germany as the greatest threat to Great Britain.
Although his Chief of Staff initially disagreed on whether Japan or Germany posed the greater danger,
Chamberlain argued that Europe should take priority over the Far East. As early as 1934, he had
warned that “we are paying too much attention to disarmament and not enough to security ”.
He supported the 1934 Defence Requirements Committee (DRC), which argued that “deterring
German aggression is the best long-term guarantee” for keeping Japan in check. He recognized
Germany as the “ultimate potential enemy” and based its recommendations on the assumption that
there would be a war by 1939. Later, in 1935, he also opposed British disarmament agreements, a
stance that was not particularly popular (Feiling, 1946: 314).

In early 1936, the British Cabinet approved a long-term rearmament program, but by 1937, the
Treasury was already becoming concerned about the rising costs. By June, they were urging a review
of the costs associated with rearming and maintaining the expanded armed forces that were to be
established by 1942. The Treasury argued that defence expenditures should not exceed the country's
production capacity or its ability to pay for imports, nor should they undermine confidence in
financial stability. It seemed likely that Germany might be tempted to carry out a decisive air attack
against Britain at the start of the war, using gas and high-explosive bombs due to the rapid
technological advancements in aircraft—hence, air defence became a focal point of British attention.
In December 1937, the Cabinet reviewed the results of a strategic defence assessment, which
recommended that military expenditures be limited to the level approved by the Treasury over the
next five years. According to this, the main efforts should be focused on defending Great Britain
against air strikes and preserving its trade routes, thereby prioritising the Royal Air Force and the
Navy, as well as the Army's air defence units. Consequently, the report suggested that the Army
should not possess the equipment and ammunition reserves necessary for continental warfare at the
outbreak of war (Peden, 2010).

This immediately raises the question of why this was not coordinated with the French side. Why
did they not attempt to align their defence industry capacities and armaments at this stage? Taking
the report into account practically reduced the need to maintain large-scale ground forces capable of
immediate deployment on the European continent, thereby diminishing the incentive for close
military cooperation with the French army, which was more focused on preparing for a land war
against Germany (Bennister et al., 2017: 210).

Shifting Strategic Calculations

Military intelligence assessments fluctuated between optimism and pessimism; the sense of
vulnerability soon permeated strategic planning and diplomacy as well. The February 1937 COS
(Chief of Staff) Subcommittee, which dealt with planning for a war against Germany, assumed that
Germany would not only be aggressive but would first initiate air strikes from the west in order to
“capitalise on its preparedness advantage by quickly disabling either Great Britain or France, as it
is not prepared for a long war.” Specifically regarding fighter aircraft, the (RAF) later warned the
government in October 1938 that German Luftwaffe bombers were likely to penetrate:
“the situation...will clearly be unsatisfactory over the next twelve months.” (Gibbs, 1976: 598).
By 1937, the position was that their commitments to Europe were inversely proportional to their
ability to defend the empire; that the air threat remained of paramount importance; and that an
economic blockade was a reasonable threat against Germany. Chamberlain's policies often closely
followed the shifting military assessments he received. The Foreign Office, in fact,
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“became increasingly outraged by the pessimistic strategic assessments of the General Staff,
believing they exerted too much influence on policy formation.” However, it is understandable that
the military analyses of 1937 emphasised the possibility that commitments in Central Europe could
exceed capabilities and highlighted the necessity of British rearmament (Hinsley, 1993: 68).

In early 1938, a report from the Chiefs of Staff noted that Great Britain would be unprepared
for a world war that could arise from the Czechoslovak crisis, particularly in terms of air attacks.
Inskip observed that Germany would still be capable of fighting a short war and that Great Britain
could lose a brief war involving air strikes. Chamberlain concluded that, due to the Anschluss, the
defence of Czechoslovakia had become militarily unfeasible. Defending the Czechs would have
meant committing to a long war to revive a state that could provoke a short and aggressive war in the
West, for which Great Britain was not yet prepared. In his private notes, Chamberlain wrote that these
military considerations had moved him away from his initial instinct to offer a British guarantee.
Diplomacy must achieve the best result. The air balance will be more favourable in one or two years
(Hughes, 1988: 866-867).

Later, Chamberlain reaffirmed his confidence that British rearmament would help “convince
the world that disagreements should be settled through peaceful discussion, not by force.”
(Chamberlain, 1937). During a parliamentary debate in 1938, he made his views on appeasing
Germany clear: “Our policy of appeasement does not mean that we will seek new friends at the
expense of old ones, nor, indeed, at the expense of any other nations... our aim is to achieve
cooperation among all nations — without excluding the totalitarian states — in building lasting peace
in Europe. ” (Chamberlain, 1938: 552).

Anschluss

The first European crisis during Chamberlain's premiership was triggered by the Anschluss, or
the annexation of Austria by Germany, which occurred on March 12, 1938, when the Austrian Federal
State was occupied by the German Reich (Prodhan, 2013). Nevertheless, one could argue that the
Anschluss was consistent with the principle of self-determination as outlined in Wilson's Fourteen
Points (Wilson, 1918). The Anschluss was so popular in Austria that there was no chance for Britain
or France to resist it by force or to threaten military or economic countermeasures. The failure to
impose a potential economic blockade primarily stemmed from a lack of international support: Great
Britain did not have sufficient international backing to enforce a blockade. Key allies, including
France, were unwilling to take such drastic measures against Germany. Additionally, the United
States remained largely isolationist and was not willing to engage in European conflicts
(Overy, 1998: 142). Not to mention the economic consequences of the blockade. Great Britain was
concerned about the economic impact of a blockade. Such a move could have disrupted trade and
damaged the British economy, which was still recovering from the Great Depression
(Kershaw, 2000: 197). Chamberlain concluded that “it is perfectly evident, surely, now that force is
the only argument that Germany understands ” (Hughes, 1988: 866). He also discussed the “Austrian
situation”” in the House of Commons in March and he said that “The hard fact is that nothing could
have arrested what has actually happened unless this country and other countries had been prepared
to use force” (Chamberlain, 1938: 52).

It became clear that the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia was likely to be Hitler's next target.
At the Cabinet meeting on March 22, six months before Chamberlain's meeting with the Fihrer, it
was decided that until British air defences were fully established and the Royal Air Force reinforced
with additional aircraft, they could not guarantee Czechoslovakia's sovereignty against German
aggression, nor could they join France in a strong response to the German challenge
(CAB, 23/93: 33-46). The Munich Agreement provided the crucial time needed to bring British
defences and fighter strength up to the required levels. Notably, the Chain Home radar system was
still in its infancy at the time of the Munich crisis. The months that followed allowed for the
completion of the system, which became fully operational by the time of the Battle of Britain and
played a critical role in the RAF’s victory. In August 1938, the first five stations were declared
operational, and during the Munich crisis, they commenced full-time operation in September
(Gough, 1993: 6). In March 1938, the British RAF consisted of 118,000 personnel and 1,750 aircraft
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(Richards, 1953: 47), while the German Luftwaffe had 400,000 personnel and 3,500 aircraft
(Overy, 1997: 29). In March 1938, the German Luftwaffe significantly outmatched the British Royal
Air Force in both personnel and aircraft numbers. But would the combined British and French air
forces have outmatched the Luftwaffe?

In this situation, as during the 1930s, strategic calculations prevailed, particularly the belief that
British disarmament in the 1920s had so hindered the British military services that the government
would not have been able to contemplate war against Germany until the end of the decade at the
earliest. Chamberlain echoed this strategic logic in a letter to his sister, Ida, shortly before the Munich
Conference: “Never threaten unless you are capable of carrying out your threats, and while | hope
that if we had to fight, we could give a good account of ourselves, we are certainly not in a position
where our military advisers would undertake to start a war unless we were forced into it.”
(Chamberlain, 1938: NC 18/1/1068).

Chamberlain and the Cabinet were undoubtedly influenced by the pessimism that emanated
from intelligence circles. The near- and medium-term military balance was considered dangerous,
and this realisation was crucial for the Cabinet in deciding to avoid the risks of attempting deterrence,
especially during the Munich Crisis (Wark, 1985: 231). If the economic situation of the Allies
appeared unstable in 1939, Germany's position had arguably strengthened since 1938, having
exploited Czechoslovakia's economic and industrial resources.However, in 1939, British and French
intelligence began to identify signs that were interpreted as indications of German economic and
financial weakness, as rearmament had reached the limits of Germany's own resources. At the same
time, though, the economic intelligence assessments compiled in London and Paris were far from
unanimous. Not only was reliable information often incomplete, but British and French analysts also
disagreed on how to interpret the available data. Moreover, the assessment of Germany's economic
vulnerability was based on the assumption that the Germans would not have significant access to
external resources. Yet this assumption appeared extremely fragile, given that the Allies had few
means to prevent Germany from extending its influence in Central and Eastern Europe, whether in
peace or war (Barros et al., 2009: 178).

The Munich Crisis

Undoubtedly, one of Chamberlain's most significant contributions to international history was
the Munich Agreement, established on September 30, 1938, in response to Nazi Germany's intention
to occupy the Sudetenland.

Hitler’s 30 May 1938 directive officially and unequivocally stated, “I¢t is my unalterable
decision to smash Czechoslovakia by military action in the near future.” (De Vabres, n.d.) As events
were escalating, in an attempt to prevent a war, Chamberlain requested a private meeting with Hitler
on September 13, following internal unrest and chaos in Czechoslovakia. Two days later, he took off
for Berchtesgaden. (Bell, 2007: 239).

After his arrival, during a summit held at the Berghof in Berchtesgaden, Chamberlain pledged
to exert pressure on Prague to comply with Hitler's openly expressed demands regarding the
Sudetenland's union with Germany. In exchange, Hitler grudgingly agreed to delay any military
action until he had given Chamberlain an opportunity to carry out his commitment (Middlemas, 1972:
340-341). He tactically told to Hitler that “If the Fuehrer is determined to settle this matter by force,
without waiting even for a discussion between ourselves to take place, what did he let me come here
for? I have wasted my time.” (Chamberlain and Hitler, 1938: FO 371/21738). As the meeting
continued, he said “I could give him my personal opinion, which was that on principle I had nothing
to say against the separation of the Sudeten Germans from the rest of Czechoslovakia, provided that
the practical difficulties could be overcome. ” (Chamberlain and Hitler, 1938: FO 371/21738).

Another illustration of his skillful bargaining strategy to deter imminent attack was when he
convinced Hitler that starting a war with Germany would not be in Britain's best interests. He
recounted to the House of Commons on September 28th what he had said to the Fuhrer at that
meeting: “At one point he complained of British threats against him, to which I replied that he must
distinguish between a threat and a warning, and that he might have just cause of complaint if |
allowed him to think that in no circumstances would this country go to war with Germany when, in
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fact, there were conditions in which such a contingency might arise.” (Chamberlain, 1938: 14).

Bad Godesberg

Much to the British delegation's dismay, Hitler rejected the idea that Chamberlain had himself
delivered to them at Berchtesgaden when he returned to propose it at a summit with Hitler at Bad
Godesherg on September 22, 1938 (Middlemas, 1972: 364). In an attempt to completely undermine
Chamberlain's efforts to broker a peace agreement, Hitler insisted that the Sudetenland be returned to
Germany by September 28, 1938, without any talks between Prague and Berlin, without the creation
of an international commission to supervise the transfer, without plebiscites scheduled for the
transferred districts prior to the transfer, and, just for good measure, without Germany abandoning
the possibility of war until all claims made against Czechoslovakia by Poland and Hungary had been
addressed. “I declared that the language and the manner of the document, which | described as an
ultimatum rather than a memorandum, would profoundly shock public opinion in neutral countries,
and | bitterly reproached the Chancellor for his failure to respond in any way to the efforts which |
had made to secure peace.” (Chamberlain, 1938: 8). Once more, Chamberlain demonstrated his
ability to negotiate by pushing back against Hitler and preventing the complete absorption of
Czechoslovakia.

Finally, the Munich Agreement was signed by Benito Mussolini, Edouard Daladier, Neville
Chamberlain, and Adolf Hitler. The German army was to finish occupying the Sudetenland by October
10th, and an international committee was to decide what would happen to other disputed areas
(Butterworth, 1974: 191-216). After a short nap, on September 30, Chamberlain went to Hitler's residence
and signed an announcement as “symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with one
another again...to contribute to assure the peace of Europe.” (Hitler, Chamberlain, 1938: ARF M) Hitler
was happy to accept it after his interpreter had translated it (Reynolds, 2007: 389).

The Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia would be given to Germany as part of a solution
that Chamberlain announced had been struck after a month during which Britain thought the world
was on the verge of war. October 1st was supposed to mark the start of the Sudetenland evacuation
(National Archives, FO 93/1/220A). Even though Chamberlain gave in to Hitler's demands, the deal
was nonetheless a success. It was “merely the prelude to a larger settlement in which all of Europe
may find peace, ” as Chamberlain had pledged. After returning to Britain, Chamberlain waved a piece
of paper in front of the jubilant audience at the Heston Aerodrome on 30 September 1938, declaring
that it was a commitment that bore the signatures of both Hitler and himself. There was going to be
“peace in our time " in Britain (Goddard, 2018: 118).

Through deceiving Hitler into signing the agreement, Chamberlain succeeded in removing the
chance of a military confrontation between Germany and Britain. As it is well known today, the war
eventually broke out, but at the time, it appeared like it would keep the peace in Europe, and it was
possible to delay the conflict by allowing Hitler to occupy the Sudetenland. Another key objective of
the agreement was to ensure that, if Hitler reneged on his promises and initiated a war, there would
be no ambiguity regarding the party responsible for such a conflict.

Summer 1939

During the summer of 1939, in addition to attempting to mediate a compromise between
Germany and Poland® Chamberlain adhered to his deterrence tactic, telling Hitler on multiple
occasions that Britain would declare war on Germany should he attack Poland. He wrote to Hitler on
August 27, 1939.: “If the case should arise, they are resolved, and prepared, to employ without delay
all the forces at their command, and it is impossible to foresee the end of hostilities once engaged. It
would be a dangerous illusion to think that, if war once starts, it will come to an early end even if a
success on any one of the several fronts on which it will be engaged should have been secured.”

(Weinberg, 1980: 623).

>The Allies reached a compromise by granting Poland a narrow strip of land, commonly known as the Polish
Corridor, which provided the country with a fragile link to the Baltic Sea. However, this corridor included a significant
German population and effectively separated the German province of East Prussia from the rest of Germany. Additionally,
the Allies designated the German port of Danzig as a Free City under the supervision of the League of Nations, while

granting Poland special rights to transship goods through the port (Hagen, 2010: 63).
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Following Hitler's conquest of Czechoslovakia in March 1939, Chamberlain had provided
assurances to many European nations, preliminarily Poland. As the summer progressed, tensions
worsened as Hitler imposed conditions on Poland. On Friday, September 1, the German invasion got
underway early in the morning with tanks advancing across the border and the Luftwaffe bombarding
Warsaw (Ball, 2019).

Declaration of War

Undoubtedly, the greatest impact Chamberlain has ever made to world history was his decision,
on September 3, 1939, to declare war on Germany in response to its invasion of Poland. In his speech
to the Commons, he declared: “The time has come when action rather than speech is required. If out
of the struggle we again re-establish in the world the rules of good faith and the renunciation of force,
why, then even the sacrifices that will be entailed upon us will find their fullest justification.”
(Chamberlain, 1939).

He also told the country in a radio broadcast two days later that: “This morning, the British
ambassador in Berlin handed the German government a final note stating that unless we heard from
them by 11 o'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland, a state of
war would exist between us. | have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received, and
that consequently this country is at war with Germany.” (Chamberlain, 1939: BBCA). Though
Chamberlain made the right choice, he could not foresee the subsequent six-year struggle.The British
Empire, its people, and afterwards all of Europe entered a new era and dimension with his decision.

Conclusion

This research confirms the hypothesis that the geopolitical environment of pre-World War |
Europe, economic constraints, and military intelligence evaluations were the main factors influencing
Neville Chamberlain's appeasement strategy. Chamberlain’s hesitation to completely commit to
rearmament was partly due to financial restrictions, while intelligence assessments, which typically
overstated Germany’s military might, pushed him toward cautiousness. A cohesive European
approach against Nazi aggression was further undermined by missed possibilities for cooperation
with France. The study demonstrates that, despite diplomatic obstacles and practical considerations
related to the economy, Chamberlain's strategy was not merely one of passive appeasement but rather
a deliberate attempt to gain time for Britain's military preparation. Ultimately, his choices were
determined by the necessity to strike a balance between military readiness and the pressing diplomatic
demands of the time, proving that his approach was more complex than is often portrayed.

Chamberlain's approach to rearmament and diplomacy was heavily influenced by Britain's
limited industrial capacity and the fear that a premature military confrontation with Germany would
devastate the country's economy and empire. His decision to prioritise air defence and the Royal Navy
over large-scale ground forces was driven by the belief that Britain could not afford to engage in a
continental war without first ensuring the security of its own airspace and trade routes. This strategy
was informed by the shifting assessments of British military intelligence, which fluctuated between
optimism and pessimism regarding Germany's capabilities, and the broader context of international
relations during the 1930s.

The research has also addressed the key question of why Chamberlain did not coordinate more
closely with France on defence industry capacities. Chamberlain did attempt to coordinate diplomacy
with France; however, this proved challenging due to the political instability within the French
government at the time. While France often articulated certain positions, it frequently seemed to
expect Britain to take decisive action on those matters. The evidence suggests that Chamberlain's
focus on rearmament and appeasement was driven by a desire to avoid immediate conflict while
gradually building up Britain's military strength. However, this approach ultimately left Britain and
its allies vulnerable, as it failed to create a unified front against the rising threat of Nazi Germany.

The Munich Crisis of 1938 stands as a pivotal moment in Chamberlain's premiership,
demonstrating both the strengths and limitations of his diplomatic efforts. While
the Munich Agreement temporarily averted war and was hailed by some as a success, it also
emboldened Hitler and weakened the position of Czechoslovakia, contributing to the eventual
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outbreak of World War Il. Chamberlain's efforts to engage with Hitler, including his personal
meetings and attempts at negotiation, reveal a leader deeply committed to peace but constrained by
the realities of Britain's military and economic situation.

In the final analysis, Chamberlain's decision to declare war on Germany in September
1939 marked a significant turning point in British history. While his earlier strategies of appeasement
and rearmament may be criticised for their shortcomings, it is clear that Chamberlain was operating
under immense pressure, navigating a fragile international landscape with limited resources. While
we now understand Hitler's true intentions, it is important to recognise that in the 1930s, his plans
were not as clear. Until his invasion of the rest of Czechoslovakia, his actions were largely perceived
as efforts to address the injustices of the Treaty of Versailles and aligned with the principle of national
self-determination. Chamberlain’s ultimate decision to confront Germany was a recognition of the
failure of appeasement and the inevitability of war, ushering Britain and Europe into a new and
devastating conflict. He pursued a dual strategy of appeasement and rearmament, utilising the latter
to buy time for Britain’s military preparedness. His primary objective, however, was the preservation
of peace in Europe, even at the cost of his own reputation.

It can be concluded that Chamberlain's legacy is a complex one, shaped by his efforts to balance
the demands of rearmament with the constraints of economic and military reality. His actions during
this period highlight the difficulties of leadership in a time of unprecedented global instability and
offer important lessons for understanding the challenges of statecraft in the face of emerging threats.
Nevertheless, the fact that his appeasement strategy helped to postpone the outbreak of the war and
save millions of lives, should not be disregarded. He also made the right choice to declare war on
Germany when the time came. As he explained after his resignation in September 1940, “The day
may come when my much cursed Munich will be understood. Neither we, nor the French were not
prepared for war...If only we had had another year of preparation, we should have been in a far
stronger position and so would the French. But anyway, whatever the outcome it is clear as daylight
that if we had had to fight in 1938 the result would have been far worse.” (Self, 2000: 44).
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