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Introduction 
 

 

It was a bright and balmy Tuesday in London on June 4, 1935.1 It was the kind of day 

that might have invited leisurely strolls through Hyde Park or a quiet reflection along the 

Thames. Yet, within the walls of the Foreign Office, the mood was far from relaxed. Two days 

prior, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Reich Minister Ambassador-Plenipotentiary at Large, had 

arrived in London to begin official Anglo-German naval negotiations. Ribbentrop had been 

appointed to lead the German delegation, while Foreign Secretary John Simon was selected to 

head the British delegation.2 The atmosphere was charged from the outset. Ribbentrop, 

determined to succeed at his mission at any cost, made his position clear with untactful 

bluntness: the British could accept Germany’s demand for the 35:100 naval ratio as “fixed and 

unalterable” – whereby the German fleet would be limited to 35 percent of the size of the British 

fleet – or the German delegation would return to Berlin and proceed to build Germany’s navy up 

to any size they wished.3 Simon, a more cautious and pragmatic man, was visibly taken aback by 

the audacity of this ultimatum. He was not used to such an undiplomatic and brash way of 

negotiating. Angered by this impasse, Simon sharply retorted, “It is not usual to make such 

 
1 Michael Bloch, Ribbentrop (Crown Publishers, 1992), 75. 
2 Joseph A. Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933-39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the 
Second World War (Macmillan Press, 1998), 35. 
3 Bloch, Ribbentrop, 72. 
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conditions at the beginning of negotiations.”4 He promptly got up and walked out of the talks, 

leaving the fate of the negotiations—and the future of Anglo-German relations—uncertain.5 

Simon’s abrupt departure sent shockwaves through the delegation. The British envoys 

reconvened that evening, debating their next steps behind closed doors. By the morning of June 

5, a stark realization had set in: although far from ideal, a rigid 35:100 ratio was preferable to the 

alternative—unfettered German rearmament with no diplomatic oversight. In a report to the 

British Cabinet, the British delegation wrote: 

 [it was] definitely of the opinion that, in our own interest, we should 
accept this offer of Herr Hitler’s while it is still open.... If we now refuse to accept 
the offer for the purposes of these discussions, Herr Hitler will withdraw the offer 
and Germany will seek to build to a higher level than 35 per cent.... Having regard 
to past history and to Germany’s known capacity to become a serious naval rival 
of this country, we may have cause to regret it if we fail to take this chance…6  
 

That same afternoon, the British Cabinet voted to accept the 35:100 ratio, and Ribbentrop 

was informed of the Cabinet’s acceptance that evening.7 On June 18, 1935, Ribbentrop and the 

new British Foreign Secretary, Sir Samuel Hoare, signed the Anglo-German Naval Agreement in 

London.8 

The Anglo-German Naval Agreement represents a significant episode within the broader 

context of British appeasement policy during the interwar period. Appeasement, as a diplomatic 

strategy, refers to the practice of settling international quarrels by admitting or satisfying 

grievances through rational negotiation and compromise, with the aim of preventing armed 

 
4 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the Second 
World War, 34. 
5 Bloch, Ribbentrop, 72. 
6 Bloch, Ribbentrop, 73. 
7 Bloch, Ribbentrop, 73.  
8 Bloch, Ribbentrop, 73-74.  
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conflict. In this context, appeasement is most often associated with Britain’s foreign policy 

between 1935 and 1939, as successive governments under Prime Ministers Ramsay MacDonald, 

Stanley Baldwin, and, most famously, Neville Chamberlain sought to manage the rising threat of 

Nazi Germany.9 Faced with the specter of another devastating war, these leaders pursued a series 

of concessions to try to manage Hitler’s revisionist ambitions and avoid direct confrontation with 

Nazi Germany. Yet, their efforts would ultimately prove futile as appeasement failed to curb 

Germany’s expansionism, and Britain was eventually dragged into the very conflict they had 

sought to avoid. Due to this failure, British appeasement policy has become one of the most 

debated episodes in the annals of international diplomacy. 

Yet despite the extensive scholarly examination of the “appeasement period,” a term 

many scholars use to describe British foreign policy during the latter half of the 1930s, the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement remains notably underexplored compared to other diplomatic 

events in that period.10 The common narrative of the appeasement period revolves around three 

core events: the Remilitarization of the Rhineland (1936), the Anschluss (the annexation of 

Austria, 1938), and the Munich Agreement (1938).11 This is, in part, for their symbolic 

significance, as they illustrate Hitler’s progressive dismantling of the post-World War I 

international order. But more importantly, they establish a coherent and impactful historical arc 

of appeasement, showing how each concession ultimately bolstered Hitler’s resolve, allowing 

him to continually test and transgress the boundaries of diplomatic accommodation. These 

concessions had immediate, tangible impacts militarily, territorially, and discursively. Each 

 
9 Tim Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War (Random House, 2019), xi–xii. 
10 The term “appeasement period” is most notably used in Ralph James Quincy (R.J.Q) Adams, British Politics and 
Foreign Policy in the Age of Appeasement, 1935–1939 (Stanford University Press, 1993); Robert Alexander Clarke 
(R.A.C.), Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the Coming of the Second World War (St. Martin’s 
Press, 1993).  
11 Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War, xi–xii. 
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concession not only facilitated further expansion but also altered the strategic landscape of 

Europe, skewing the balance of power in favor of Nazi Germany. 

Unlike those three core events, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement did not have the 

same immediate, tangible impact. There were no German troops marching into forbidden 

territory, no foreign leaders pressured into surrendering their sovereignty, and no triumphant 

speeches proclaiming new conquests. Instead, it was a quiet diplomatic maneuver– an agreement 

that received limited coverage in the daily newspapers. While it did not visibly alter the map of 

Europe, it was significant because it translated early diplomatic maneuvers of British interwar 

strategy into concrete outcomes. Rather than merely reacting to German rearmament, Britain 

sought to engage Germany in a structured diplomatic framework, creating a foundation to 

reintegrate Germany into the international order, regulate its naval expansion, and maintain 

European stability. 

This brings up the principle question this thesis seeks to explore: How and where does 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement fit into the historical arc of appeasement? To this end, this 

thesis examines the Anglo-German Naval Agreement within the context of Britain’s broader 

diplomatic approach during the interwar years. My purpose is threefold. First, I seek to 

understand the underlying motivations that drove British policymakers to pursue the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement. What did British policymakers hope to achieve by entering into this 

agreement with Germany? Secondly, I seek to elucidate the strategic framework and diplomatic 

maneuvers employed in negotiating the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, examining the 

methods by which Britain sought to shape the terms to its advantage. Finally, and perhaps most 
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importantly, I aim to connect the agreement to a broader history of British Grand Strategy, 

demonstrating the strategic use of appeasement beyond the late 1930s.12  

In this thesis, I argue that the Anglo-German Naval Agreement marked the final instance 

of Britain’s proactive appeasement—a strategy rooted in rapprochement, reciprocity, and 

principled diplomacy. Unlike the reactive appeasement that followed, which was largely driven 

by capitulation and the imperative of avoiding war at all costs, the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement was shaped by clear strategic objectives that aligned with Britain’s broader post-

World War I grand strategy. British policymakers pursued proactive appeasement as a means to 

integrate Germany into the international order, maintain the European balance of power, and 

safeguard Britain’s global position through structured engagement rather than passive 

concession. However, after the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, British policymakers 

abandoned this approach, shifting toward reactive appeasement, where diplomatic concessions 

were increasingly dictated by immediate crises rather than long-term strategy. 

This argument is significant because it redefines the legacy of British diplomacy in the 

1930s, challenging the conventional view that appeasement was a monolithic, failed policy. 

Rather than a singular miscalculation, appeasement evolved from a proactive strategy of 

diplomatic engagement into a reactive policy of concession. Recognizing this shift restores 

Britain’s agency in the interwar years, illustrating that until 1935, policymakers were not merely 

reacting to German revisionism but actively seeking to manage it through structured 

engagement. By identifying the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a key inflection point, this 

thesis moves beyond the dominant narrative that fixates on appeasement’s ultimate failure and 

instead emphasizes the strategic rationale behind its early implementation. Most importantly, by 

 
12 In this thesis, “British Grand Strategy” or “grand strategy” refers to the overarching framework through which 
Britain sought to integrate military and non-military means to advance and secure its long-term national interests. 
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situating appeasement within Britain’s broader interwar grand strategy, this analysis reshapes 

Britain’s historical reputation, challenging the prevailing notion that it abandoned collective 

security and the postwar international order in favor of capitulation. Instead, it reveals that 

British policymakers pursued alternative strategies to preserve the postwar international order, 

adapting to shifting geopolitical realities while striving to uphold Britain’s strategic position 

within an increasingly fragile global system. This reinterpretation highlights Britain’s role as an 

active strategist rather than a passive spectator, demonstrating how policymakers employed 

diplomatic flexibility to navigate shifting power dynamics and maintain stability while facing 

mounting uncertainty.  

In advancing this argument, this thesis situates itself within the broader historiographical 

discourse on appeasement, building upon and critically engaging with existing scholarship on 

British diplomacy. The study of British appeasement policy has never lacked historiographical 

exploration, drawing contributions from historians and political scientists alike. Historians of 

appeasement generally fall into two major camps: the traditional or orthodox perspective and the 

revisionist perspective. The orthodox perspective argues that appeasement was a failed policy 

driven by weakness, naïveté, or strategic miscalculation that ultimately emboldened Hitler.13 

Former Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s The Gathering Storm played a major role in shaping 

this perspective, portraying appeasement as a short-sighted, cowardly approach that could have 

been avoided through stronger British leadership.14 Other historians like Keith Feiling and Alan 

Bullock emphasized Hitler’s deceit and British policymakers’ idealism as leading to the adoption 

 
13 Sidney Aster, “Appeasement: Before and After Revisionism,” Diplomacy and Statecraft 19, no. 3 (2008): 444, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09592290802344962.  
14 Winston Churchill, The Gathering Storm (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1948), 359. 
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of such weak policies.15 British historian Martin Gilbert expands on this view in Roots of 

Appeasement, contends that appeasement was a consistent policy throughout the 1930s, linking 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement to later concessions such as the Munich Agreement.16 More 

recent scholars, including Donald Kagan, echo this interpretation, contending that appeasement 

was an abandonment of the postwar international order that progressively weakened Britain 

strategically and allowed Hitler to consolidate power.17  

In contrast, the revisionist view of appeasement, which emerged in the late 1960s, 

contends that appeasement was not a foolish surrender but a pragmatic response to Britain’s 

geopolitical and military constraints.18 British historian A.J.P. Taylor’s The Origins of the 

Second World War was groundbreaking, claiming that Hitler was not a master strategist with a 

grand plan for war and that British appeasement was a reasonable attempt at diplomacy.19 More 

contemporary historians followed suit, with R.A.C. Parker, in Chamberlain and Appeasement: 

British Policy and the Coming of the Second World War, arguing that appeasement was not a 

sudden capitulation but rather a long-term strategic effort to buy time for British rearmament.20 

His work challenges the traditional view by suggesting that Chamberlain and other British 

policymakers recognized the growing threat of Germany but saw appeasement as a necessary 

short-term measure to strengthen Britain’s military position before an inevitable conflict. 

         In examining sources on the appeasement period, both orthodox and revisionist 

interpretations, there is relatively limited literature specifically addressing the Anglo-German 

 
15 Keith Feiling, The Life of Neville Chamberlain (Archon Books, 1970); Alan Bullock, Hitler: A Study in Tyranny 
(Penguin, 1962). 
16 Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement, xi–xii. 
17 Donald Kagan, On The Origins of War and the Preservation of Peace (Doubleday Books, 1995), 318. 
18Aster, “Appeasement: Before and After Revisionism,” 444. 
19Alan John Percivale Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War (Atheneum, 1962), 87. 
20 Robert Alexander Clarke Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the Coming of the Second 
World War (St. Martin’s Press, 1993). 
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Naval Agreement. Historian Hines H. Hall III argues along the lines of an orthodox view of 

appeasement, contending that British policymakers conceded too much to Germany in the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement, essentially negotiating on Germany’s terms rather than 

Britain’s.21 Along the lines of the revisionist viewpoint, Joseph A. Maiolo, historian of 

international history, examines how British policymakers used the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement as a strategic way to avoid a naval arms race with Germany.22  

The aforementioned sources occupy a relatively specialized position within broader 

discourse, not typically included in mainstream appeasement historiography, which has 

traditionally focused on the years 1936 to 1939. However, British historian D.C. Watt’s analysis 

of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement stands out as a significant contribution, often referred to 

in broader appeasement scholarship. In “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An 

Interim Judgement,” Watt introduces a post-revisionist approach, acknowledging both the 

rational strategic motivations behind the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and its unintended 

diplomatic consequences that contributed to Britain’s increasing diplomatic isolation in the late 

1930s. He characterizes the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a short-term diplomatic 

maneuver that failed to achieve its long-term goal of ensuring German compliance with 

disarmament.23 Watt suggests that while British policymakers sought to establish formal 

parameters to prevent an unregulated naval arms race, they ultimately gave Hitler tacit approval 

to continue rearmament, reinforcing German ambitions rather than restraining them.24 Watt’s 

 
21 Hines H. Hall, “The Foreign Policy-Making Process in Britain, 1934–1935, and the Origins of the Anglo-German 
Naval Agreement,” The Historical Journal 19, no. 2 (June 1, 1976): 498, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0018246x00010256. 
22 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the Second 
World War. 
23 Donald Cameron Watt, “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An Interim Judgment,” The Journal of 
Modern History 28, no. 2 (1956): 172, https://doi.org/10.1086/237885. 
24 Watt, “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An Interim Judgment,” 172. 
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nuanced analysis bridges the gap between orthodox criticisms of appeasement and revisionist 

justifications; however, he still situates the Anglo-German Naval Agreement within a singular 

policy approach of appeasement throughout the 1930s. 

While orthodox scholars have condemned appeasement as a monolithic policy of 

weakness and revisionists have argued that it was a pragmatic response to Britain’s constraints, 

neither camp has fully addressed the evolution of appeasement as a diplomatic strategy. Even 

post-revisionists like D.C. Watt, who recognize the Anglo-German Naval Agreement’s 

significance, still analyze appeasement as a continuous policy rather than one that underwent 

critical transformation. This thesis departs from these perspectives by redefining appeasement 

through a new conceptual framework—the distinction between proactive and reactive 

appeasement—offering a novel approach to understanding Britain’s interwar diplomacy and 

challenging the prevailing historiographical narratives. I argue that the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement marked the final instance of Britain’s proactive appeasement, an approach rooted in 

reciprocity and principled diplomacy, before later concessions devolved into reactive crisis 

management.  

Outside the scope of appeasement, this thesis engages with the broader historiographical 

discourse on British Grand Strategy in the interwar period, particularly its evolution before the 

1930s. While appeasement remains a subject of significant historiographical debate, scholars 

generally agree on the foundational influences shaping British interwar foreign policy. This 

thesis engages with both historians and political scientists to examine how World War I’s legacy 

and the Treaty of Versailles shaped Britain’s diplomatic approach to Germany during the 

interwar years. In doing so, I draw on Henry Kissinger’s Diplomacy to contextualize Britain’s 

transition from multilateralism in the 1920s to a more bilateral and conciliatory approach in the 
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1930s—a shift that is central to my analysis of appeasement’s evolving function.25 Similarly, I 

use Mark Mazower’s Governing the World to assess the role of the League of Nations in 

Britain’s strategic calculations, particularly in how it shaped and constrained British foreign 

policy.26 By incorporating these perspectives, this thesis evaluates Britain’s ideological 

commitment to collective security, the geopolitical realities that increasingly shaped its strategic 

decisions, and how these competing forces ultimately influenced the trajectory of its foreign 

policy in the interwar period.  

A more targeted review of how these scholars have characterized British Grand Strategy 

during the interwar years reveals a scholarly gap in discussions on both how it evolved and 

which elements remained consistent from the early 1920s to the 1930s. To address this, I build 

on Paul Kennedy’s concept of an “appeasement model,” as outlined in “The Tradition of 

Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939.” In his article, Kennedy contends that British 

Grand Strategy was grounded in a tradition of appeasement or an “appeasement model,” tracing 

back to the mid-19th century.27 Drawing on Kennedy’s framework, this thesis situates the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement within the broader historical arc of appeasement in British diplomacy. 

However, while Kennedy presents appeasement as a continuous policy, this thesis builds upon 

his established historical arc to examine how British appeasement strategies shifted over time, 

transitioning from a calculated diplomatic tool to a reactive policy shaped by external pressures. 

Despite Kennedy’s work, most historiographical discussions on appeasement remain 

largely disconnected from studies on British foreign policy in the early interwar years. Instead, 

much of the literature treats appeasement as an isolated policy of the late 1930s, while a separate 

 
25 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (Simon & Schuster, 2012), 246. 
26 Mark Mazower, Governing the World: The History of an Idea, 1815 to the Present (Penguin, 2013), 117–122. 
27 Paul M. Kennedy, “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” British Journal of 
International Studies 2, no. 3 (1976): 197, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210500116699. 
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body of scholarship examines Britain’s earlier commitment to collective security and multilateral 

diplomacy. The crucial task, then, is to bridge these two narratives – one analyzing appeasement 

in isolation and the other examining British Grand Strategy before appeasement – into direct 

dialogue, helping contextualize the evolution of appeasement. By distinguishing between 

proactive and reactive appeasement, this thesis offers a more nuanced understanding of British 

diplomacy, demonstrating that the policy was not always an inevitable failure but a shifting 

response to geopolitical constraints. Central to this discussion is the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement, which played a key role in this transition yet remains largely overlooked in existing 

literature. 

In order to bridge this gap in the prevailing literature, this thesis draws on a diverse range 

of parliamentary debates, official speeches, cabinet minutes, internal government reports, 

personal journal entries from the perspective of a war correspondent, Foreign Office memoranda, 

legal documents, and diplomatic correspondence from the interwar years. The vast majority of 

the primary sources used in this thesis revolve around the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. 

Parliamentary debates from the early interwar years to the summer of 1935, featuring prominent 

figures such as Stanley Baldwin, Clement Attlee, and John Simon, provide key insights into the 

motivations behind Britain’s decision to enter the agreement. Cabinet minutes from June 1935 

further illuminate the strategies employed by British officials during negotiations, revealing how 

they framed the agreement in real time. Additionally, Foreign Office memoranda and diplomatic 

correspondence, authored by influential policymakers including Sir Robert Vansittart, Sir Eric 

Phipps, Anthony Eden, Sir Archibald Sinclair, and Viscount Halifax, offer a deeper 

understanding of Britain’s internal assessments of German ambitions and the strategic rationale 

underpinning both the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and subsequent concessions.  
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Beyond the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, the thesis incorporates internal reports 

such as the Runciman Report (1938) and private statements by Neville Chamberlain to trace 

Britain’s diplomatic shift from structured, proactive engagement to reactive crisis management. 

Finally, direct engagement with the language of official treaties and agreements, particularly the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement itself, allows for a critical analysis of the strategic framework 

within which British policymakers operated, offering a clear contrast between proactive and 

reactive appeasement. Collectively, these sources provide a comprehensive foundation for 

understanding the transformation of British foreign policy in the 1930s, demonstrating that 

appeasement was not a static or monolithic policy but an evolving strategy shaped by shifting 

geopolitical realities. 

This thesis adopts a thematic and comparative analytical structure, with the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement serving as a focal point in the evolution of British appeasement 

policy. Rather than following a purely chronological narrative, it examines British diplomacy 

through distinct thematic lenses, emphasizing both continuity and transformation in strategic 

decision-making. Each chapter is anchored in the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, using it as a 

framework to compare different phases of appeasement, from the early interwar period to its 

later manifestations. By tracing the strategic rationale behind the agreement and its broader 

implications, this comparative approach differentiates proactive appeasement from reactive 

concession, illustrating how British policy evolved in response to shifting ideologies and 

geopolitical pressures.  

In Chapter One, I establish the historical and geopolitical foundations necessary for 

understanding the Anglo-German Naval Agreement by examining British foreign policy in the 

aftermath of World War I. This chapter situates the Anglo-German Naval Agreement within 
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Britain’s broader commitment to collective security and the League of Nations while also 

analyzing the failures of multilateral diplomacy that led policymakers to pursue bilateral 

agreements as an alternative means of maintaining European stability. Against this backdrop, I 

argue that the agreement’s primary objective was not disarmament but rapprochement with 

Germany. 

Chapter Two transitions from historical context to practical application, illustrating how 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement operationalized Britain’s interwar diplomatic framework. 

This chapter argues that the agreement’s strategic logic was based on reciprocity and principled 

diplomacy, framing appeasement—before 1936—not as passive concessions but as an active 

effort to shape geopolitical developments through structured engagement. By analyzing the 

strategic rationale, underlying principles, and internal justifications of the agreement, this chapter 

underscores how Britain aimed to manage German rearmament within a controlled framework, 

reflecting a proactive approach to appeasement rather than a reactionary response to external 

pressures. 

Finally, Chapter Three examines the critical turning point in British appeasement policy, 

assessing the shift from proactive engagement to reactive crisis management after 1936. In this 

chapter, I argue that appeasement was a double-edged sword. Initially, it served as a tool for 

diplomatic leverage during the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. However, following this 

agreement, it became a defensive and unsustainable policy that eroded British credibility, 

weakened deterrence, and ultimately emboldened German revisionism. By contrasting the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement with Neville Chamberlain’s later appeasement policies—

particularly the Munich Agreement—this chapter demonstrates how the strategic rationale of the 
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Anglo-German Naval Agreement unraveled as Germany became increasingly aggressive and 

Britain, facing military unpreparedness, began to change its diplomatic framework.  

Taken together, these chapters demonstrate that the failure of appeasement was not 

inevitable, nor was it always the product of naïve diplomacy. Rather, the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement represents a pivotal moment in British strategic thinking, one that underscores the 

tension between idealism and realpolitik in interwar diplomacy.  
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Chapter 1 
Forging Ties: The Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

and the Path to Rapprochement 
 

 
 
 

Hitler’s Rise and the Origins of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

 
The origins of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement are invariably rooted in the rise of 

Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Germany and the fundamental shift in German foreign policy that ensued. 

From 1930 to 1933, Hitler’s rise to power unfolded like a political drama against the backdrop of 

a nation in turmoil. The economic devastation of the Great Depression left millions of Germans 

unemployed and desperate, fueling a growing disillusionment with the Weimar government, 

perceiving the Republic as weak and ineffective in addressing the grievances of the general 

public.1 Seizing the moment, Hitler and the Nazi Party capitalized on this discontent, attracting a 

wide range of voters by appealing to German nationalism and framing themselves as guardians 

of the nation’s future, promising to return Germany to a position of power and prestige on the 

world stage.2  With each election, their influence swelled, culminating in them receiving 37.4 

percent of the vote, elevating their status becoming the Reichstag’s largest party.3 Yet, despite 

their popularity, Hitler remained on the periphery of formal authority. Key conservative elites, 

believing they could control him, ultimately persuaded President Paul von Hindenburg to appoint 

 
1 Dieter Nohlen and Philip Stöver, Elections in Europe: A Data Handbook (Nomos, 2010), 790. 
2 Mary Fulbrook, A History of Germany 1918 - 2008 : The Divided Nation (Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 97. 
3 Fulbrook, A History of Germany 1918 - 2008, 102. 
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Hitler as Chancellor on January 30, 1933. This critical miscalculation, rooted in the 

underestimation of Hitler’s ruthlessness and strategic acuity, allowed him to dismantle the 

republic’s remaining safeguards, transforming Germany’s political landscape into a totalitarian 

regime with astonishing speed and permanence.4 

Hitler came to power in 1933 without any previous experience: he had never served in 

the Reichstag, nor had he been a minister in any previous government. But despite his 

inexperience, he understood the political forces that underlay Europe in the 1930s and had 

grasped a basic understanding of great power politics. In order for Germany to achieve economic 

and political dominance over the other “great powers” of the world, they had to rearm.5 This was 

illustrated in a speech he gave in Munich in 1923, where he stated:  

So long as this Treaty stands there can be no resurrection of the German 
people… There is thus one thing which is the first task of this Movement: it 
desires to make the German once more National, that his Fatherland shall stand 
for him above everything else. It desires to teach our people to understand afresh 
the truth of the old saying: He who will not be a hammer must be an anvil. An 
anvil we are today, and that anvil will be beaten until out of the anvil we fashion 
once more a hammer, a German sword!6 

 
 Hitler’s worldview was rooted in conflict, power struggle, and the inevitability of 

competition among nations. Within this perpetual struggle, nations had to be strong to defend 

their interests or risk being overpowered by others. Hitler’s speech encapsulated a major tenet of 

his vision of a German-dominated Europe. To achieve dominance and power, Germany first had 

to be treated on an equal basis (Gleichberechtigung) in all matters, including armaments.7 For 

 
4 Fulbrook, A History of Germany 1918 - 2008, 105. 
5 Adam Tooze, The Wages of Destruction: The Making and the Breaking of the Nazi Economy (Penguin Group, 
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6 Adolf Hitler, The Speeches of Adolf Hitler, April 1922-August 1939, Volume 1, edited and translated by Norman 
H. Baynes (Oxford University Press, 1942), pg. 57.  
7 Thomas Hoerber, “Psychology and Reasoning in The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, 1935–1939,” The 
Historical Journal 52, no. 1 (2009):162, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0018246x08007358. 
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Hitler, this meant the abrogation of the Versailles and the restoration of Germany’s military 

power.8  

This ambitious agenda not only alarmed Germany’s neighbors but also posed a 

significant challenge to the fragile balance of power in Europe. Since Germany’s clandestine 

rearmament efforts after 1918 during the Weimar Republic, British foreign policy officials had 

attempted to balance Germany’s grievances with the broader European security landscape while 

promoting disarmament and maintaining peace across the continent.9 Most famously, Britain 

played a crucial role in the establishment and signing of the Locarno Treaties in 1925, which 

were instrumental in shaping post-World War I Europe. The treaties aimed to settle outstanding 

territorial disputes and foster a spirit of cooperation among European nations. Britain acted as a 

mediator, encouraging dialogue between Germany, France, and Belgium and helping to establish 

a more stable political environment.10  

One of the critical aspects of Britain’s role was its commitment to guarantee the borders 

established by the Treaty of Versailles, especially regarding the Franco-German border. By 

participating in the treaties, Britain reassured Germany that its Western frontiers would be 

respected.11 This was particularly significant for Germany, which had felt humiliated and 

isolated after the war. The treaties not only facilitated direct dialogue between Germany and its 

neighbors but also signaled a shift away from hostilities toward reconciliation, reflecting a 

growing desire among European powers to work collaboratively.12 

 
8 Fulbrook, A History of Germany 1918 - 2008, 91. 
9 Wilhelm Deist, The Wehrmacht and the German Rearmament (Macmillan, 1986), 15. 
10 Frank Magee, “‘Limited Liability’? Britain and the Treaty of Locarno,” Twentieth Century British History 6, no. 
1 (1995): 1, https://doi.org/10.1093/tcbh/6.1.1. 
11 Magee, “‘Limited Liability’?,” 1. 
12 Magee, “‘Limited Liability’?,” 2. 



 

 18 

By endorsing the Locarno Treaties, Britain promoted a vision of collective security, 

providing a platform for Germany to reintegrate itself into international affairs and the broader 

fabric of European politics. The treaties ultimately paved the way for Germany’s admission to 

the League of Nations in 1926.13 For Britain, this marked Germany’s acceptance of the postwar 

order and a step toward a more stable and cooperative Europe, where former adversaries could 

collaborate within an international framework for peace and security.14 However, this progress 

towards reconciliation and the ideal of collective security came to a screeching halt when Hitler 

became Chancellor in 1933. Nine months after Hitler assumed the role, he decided to withdraw 

Germany from the League of Nations and the World Disarmament Conference in Geneva.15  

This move constituted a significant setback for British foreign policy, particularly since 

British policymakers viewed disarmament as a foundational element of the collective security 

framework. They believed that guaranteeing Germany’s cooperation was key to sustaining a 

balance of power in Europe because of how central Germany was to other key states in Europe.16 

However, Hitler demanded either that Germany be permitted to rearm to a level comparable to 

that of the major powers or that the other nations disarm in accordance with Germany’s limited 

military capacity.17 Germany’s ultimatum and withdrawal from the World Disarmament 

Conference in 1934 undermined the conference’s goals. France, fearing vulnerability to 

Germany, refused arms reduction, while Czechoslovakia and Poland, due to their proximity to 

Germany and ties to France, also hesitated. This pervasive sense of insecurity among the states 
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bordering Germany intensified geopolitical tensions contrary to British interests.18 Britain had 

sought to stabilize Europe and avert another conflict; however, the post-Versailles approach was 

proving ineffective in achieving these aims. 

Historians often mark this period of late 1934 and early 1935 as a period in which the 

British moved away from their traditional foreign policy and towards appeasement of Germany, 

starting with the Anglo-German Naval Agreement.19 In November 1934, the Germans formally 

informed the British of their desire to establish a treaty that would allow the Reichsmarine to 

expand to 35 percent of the size of the Royal Navy.20 Furthering this dialogue, on May 21, 1935, 

Hitler delivered a notable speech in Berlin where he formally proposed negotiations for a treaty. 

This treaty aimed to establish a German Navy that would operate indefinitely under a 35:100 

naval ratio.21 During this “peace speech,” Hitler emphasized that he had no intention of engaging 

in a pre-1914 style naval race with Britain. He stated, “The German Reich government 

recognises of itself the overwhelming importance for existence and thereby the justification of 

dominance at sea to protect the British Empire. Just as, on the other hand, we are determined to 

do everything necessary in protection of our own continental existence and freedom.”22 The 

following day, the British Cabinet voted to formally take up Hitler’s offers as soon as possible.23 

 
18 Frederick Samuel Northedge, The League of Nations: Its Life and Times, 1920–1946 (Holmes & Meier, 1986), 
113. 
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Verlag, 1974 ); D.C. Watt, “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement: An Interim Judgement,” (1956); and A.J.P. 
Taylor’s The Origins of the Second World War (Atheneum, 1962). These works all argue that the Anglo-German 
Naval Agreement of 1935 marked the beginning of Britain’s policy of appeasement toward Germany, as it signaled 
a willingness to negotiate outside the strict framework of the Treaty of Versailles. 
20 Ian Kershaw, Hitler 1889–1936: Hubris (W.W. Norton, 1998), 556. 
21 Kershaw, Hitler 1889–1936, 556.  
22 Kershaw, Hitler 1889–1936, 556.  
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This began the process of the talks on the Anglo-German Naval Agreement between the two 

powers. 

The British Cabinet’s swift acquiescence to Hitler’s offer gives considerable validity to 

the prevailing argument that Britain shifted from its traditional diplomatic approach to a policy 

of appeasement. Following the unsuccessful World Disarmament Conference, British 

policymakers were keen to pursue alternative strategies for arms control, viewing such measures 

as crucial for stabilizing the balance of power within Europe.24 Nevertheless, British objectives 

in this agreement encompassed aspirations that extended beyond the scope of disarmament. 

Although the Anglo-German Naval Agreement would specifically address naval armament 

concerns, the British saw it as having the potential to establish a broader diplomatic framework 

of cooperation with Germany as it simultaneously addressed mutual interests while avoiding 

escalating tensions through direct confrontation. Therefore, while disarmament remained a 

significant aim in British foreign policy, the paramount objective in entering the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement was to seek rapprochement between themselves and Nazi Germany. By 

demonstrating their willingness to listen to and accommodate German grievances and ambitions 

peacefully, Britain sought to position this accord as a strategic concession aimed at two primary 

objectives within the context of rapprochement. The first was to encourage Germany to rejoin 

the League of Nations, which remained the cornerstone of their foreign policy. The second was 

to distance themselves from the more containment-oriented policies of France, thus building trust 

with Germany instead of isolating them and encouraging them to engage constructively in 

broader diplomatic frameworks. 

 
24 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 31-32. 



 

 21 

This perspective transcends a purely disarmament-focused interpretation, placing the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement within the wider context of British foreign policy during the 

interwar period. Rather than viewing the agreement in isolation, it reflects Britain’s broader 

strategic objective of fostering diplomatic cooperation among major powers to uphold peace and 

stability in Europe.  

In most of the literature on the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, historians concur that 

British policymakers were primarily motivated by a desire to regulate and limit German naval 

expansion. Most of the historians who write about the Anglo-German Naval Agreement most 

prolifically, D.C. Watt, Richard A. Best Jr., Joseph A. Maiolo, and Hines H. Hall III, all posit 

that British policymakers entered this agreement with the overall aim of precluding a naval arms 

race and make another attempt at disarmament separate and apart from the World Disarmament 

Conference.25 Best, in particular, argues that the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was a part of a 

larger movement to limit naval arms, launched in 1930 with the London Naval Treaty.26 

However, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement has also been widely interpreted as a 

turning point in British diplomacy, one that some historians argue signified a broader shift in 

Britain’s foreign policy objectives. Historian R.A.C. Parker contends that the agreement 

represented a fundamental departure from Britain’s previous commitment to multilateral security 

mechanisms, particularly those under the League of Nations.27  

 
25 Donald Cameron Watt, “The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935: An Interim Judgment,” The Journal of 
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Across all of the scholarly works on the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, historians 

emphasize British policymakers’ transition from engaging in multilateral agreements to pursuing 

bilateral negotiations with Germany. Yet the focus on this shift hides the important nuance that 

the preference for bilateral agreements, exemplified by the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, 

was not a fundamental departure from Britain’s long-term strategic vision in response to shifting 

international conditions. From this standpoint, the characterization of the agreement as a purely 

technical measure for arms control is insufficient, just as Parker’s argument that it signified a 

major break from Britain’s postwar diplomatic approach is misleading. Instead, this development 

reflects Britain’s ongoing attempt to maintain stability through strategic adaptation rather than 

retreat. As Hitler worked to dismantle the postwar order—rejecting the League of Nations, 

abandoning the World Disarmament Conference, and openly pursuing rearmament—Britain was 

simultaneously searching for ways to uphold that very system. This marks a critical moment in 

the periodization of appeasement, one that reveals its origins not as a passive response to German 

aggression but as a calculated, albeit ultimately flawed, attempt to reconcile Germany’s 

ambitions with the framework of collective security that had defined British diplomacy since the 

World War I. 

 

The League of Nations and Britain’s Struggle for Stability 

 
The League of Nations was the cornerstone of British foreign policy during the interwar 

years (the 1920s and 1930s).28 They were deeply invested in the principle of collective security 

as a way of maintaining post-World War I global stability, ensuring peace, and protecting their 
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vast empire without the need for costly and destabilizing military engagements.29 The framework 

of collective security offered a way to manage potential rivalries between great powers. By 

embedding nations in a cooperative framework, Britain hoped to reduce tensions between 

countries like France and Germany, as well as address emerging challenges posed by powers like 

Japan and Italy.30  Clement Attlee, leader of the British Labour Party, voiced a steadfast 

commitment to international cooperation and disarmament during a speech on May 22, 1935. 

Addressing the House of Commons on the topic of British defense policy, the leader of the 

Labour Party Clement Attlee voiced support for the League of Nations. “We stand for collective 

security through the League of Nations. We reject the use of force as an instrument of policy. We 

stand for the reduction of armaments and pooled security.”31 Attlee’s statement reflected key 

themes of interwar British foreign policy, particularly the idealistic aspirations for peace and 

international cooperation during the tumultuous years between World War I and World War II. 

Attlee emphasized reliance on the League of Nations, established after World War I to prevent 

future conflicts through diplomacy and collective action.  

Attlee’s sentiment highlights the hope placed on multilateral institutions for maintaining 

global peace. The explicit disavowal of force reflects the deep aversion to militarism that was 

widespread in Britain following the devastation of World War I. It underscores a preference for 

diplomacy over conflict. Advocating disarmament aligns with broader interwar efforts to reduce 

the arms race among nations, which was seen as one of the root causes of World War I. Most 

importantly, Attlee’s statement represented the League’s key principle of seeking to protect the 

peace and sovereignty of all nations universally.   
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Atlee’s emphasis on the idea of continental stability demonstrated the significance of the 

balance of power principle in British Grand Strategy. Historically, British foreign policy had 

relied on the balance of power principle to maintain stability in Europe by preventing any single 

state from achieving dominance over the continent. Britain served as an offshore balancer for 

centuries, ensuring European stability while protecting its security and global interests. Its 

geographical isolation as an island nation enabled selective intervention in European affairs 

without getting entangled in continental conflicts. Rather than pursuing territorial expansion, 

Britain aimed to prevent any single power from achieving hegemony, which could threaten its 

maritime dominance, trade routes, and imperial ambitions.32  

Beginning in the late medieval period, England’s involvement in continental politics, 

such as the Hundred Years’ War (1337- 1443), laid the early groundwork for offshore 

balancing.33 During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Britain focused on countering 

Habsburg, Spain, and later Bourbon, France, aligning with Protestant states and financing 

coalitions to maintain equilibrium.34 The eighteenth century saw Britain solidify its role as an 

offshore balancer through a series of alliances and wars, including the War of the Spanish 

Succession (1701-1714) and the Seven Years’ War (1756 -1763), where Britain worked to check 

French ambitions while expanding its colonial empire.35 This strategy reached its peak during the 

Napoleonic Wars (1793-1815), when Britain, as part of successive coalitions, played a pivotal 

role in defeating Napoleonic France and shaping the postwar European order at the Congress of 
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Vienna and the Concert of Europe, which sought to maintain stability and prevent the rise of 

hegemonic powers.36  

Throughout the long nineteenth century, Britain’s role in the European alliance system 

evolved significantly.37 During this period, Britain avoided binding continental alliances, 

preferring a policy of “splendid isolation” that allowed it to act as an impartial arbiter while 

focusing on global trade and imperial expansion.38 By the late nineteenth century, however, 

Britain’s isolationist stance began to erode in response to new threats, particularly the rapid rise 

of Imperial Germany as an industrial and military power. Germany’s naval expansion under 

Admiral Tirpitz directly challenged Britain’s maritime supremacy, while European colonial 

rivalries and the declining Ottoman Empire created additional instability.39 In response, Britain 

pursued a series of diplomatic realignments like the Anglo-Japanese Alliance (1902), the Entente 

Cordiale with France (1904), and the Anglo-Russian Entente (1907), forming the basis of the 

Triple Entente with France and Russia, a counterweight to Germany and its allies (the Triple 

Alliance). Although these were not formal military alliances, they reflected Britain’s growing 

commitment to opposing German ambitions.40 On the eve of World War I, Britain’s informal 

alliances became more significant as tensions with Germany escalated, fueled by crises such as 

the intensifying naval arms race.41 While Britain remained reluctant to commit to a continental 
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war, Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality in 1914, an issue critical to Britain due to 

Belgium’s proximity to the English Channel, prompted its entry into the conflict.42  

The alliance system contributed to the outbreak of  World War I because it fostered 

mistrust, rigid obligations, and an environment where treaties and diplomacy were subordinated 

to military strategy.43 It created a framework for mutual obligations that turned localized 

conflicts into a global war.44 David Lloyd George, British Prime Minister from 1916 to 1922, 

reflected on how the alliance system failed to prevent World War I. “We begged Germany not to 

attack Belgium, and produced a treaty, signed by the King of Prussia, as well as the King of 

England, pledging himself to protect Belgium against an invader, and we said, ‘If you invade 

Belgium we shall have no alternative but to defend it.’”45 George’s reflection on Britain’s plea to 

Germany to respect Belgian neutrality exemplifies this failure. Britain invoked the Treaty of 

London (1839), signed by both Britain and Prussia, as a binding commitment to protect Belgium 

from invasion. However, Germany, prioritizing its strategic obligations under the Schlieffen Plan 

and its alliance-driven need to confront the Triple Entente, disregarded this agreement and 

invaded Belgium. This act of aggression demonstrated how this complex web of alliances—such 

as the Triple Entente between France, Russia, and Britain, and the Triple Alliance of Germany, 

Austria-Hungary, and Italy—encouraged rigid, preemptive actions rather than fostering trust or 

deterring conflict. Britain’s subsequent entry into the war, triggered by its obligation to defend 

Belgian neutrality, highlighted how the alliance system transformed localized disputes into a 

global catastrophe, proving that the system ultimately failed in its primary purpose of 
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maintaining peace. The alliance system not only heightened the sense of insecurity among 

nations but also fostered an environment where diplomacy failed, as countries felt compelled to 

honor their commitments to allies.46  

The failure of the alliance system to maintain the balance of power in Europe highlighted 

the need for a new approach to peace. Britain saw the rigid alliance blocs leading to World War I 

as a key factor in escalating the conflict and forcing them to intervene in the war.47 Due to this, 

then-Prime Minister David Lloyd George began to embrace the concept of collective security 

which gained prominence with the creation of the League of Nations in 1919, as outlined in the 

Treaty of Versailles. During the Paris Peace Conference of 1919, George emerged as a strong 

advocate for the League’s establishment, supporting President Woodrow Wilson’s vision of a 

global collective security organization.48 His influence was pivotal in persuading other members 

of the British Cabinet and international leaders to support the League, signaling a shift in British 

foreign policy toward the ideals of collective security and international cooperation.49 George 

believed that collective security was an improvement, offering a formalized and cooperative 

framework to deter aggression and resolve disputes without relying on the precarious and 

adversarial dynamics of the balance of power.50  

This framework of collective diplomacy was not new for Britain. The Concert of Europe, 

established after the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, was an early example of collective diplomacy.51 

Constructed by the leaders of the major powers, including British foreign secretary Lord 

Castlereagh, the concert system brought together major European powers to resolve disputes and 
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maintain peace.52 While not perfect, the system helped avoid large-scale conflicts for much of 

the nineteenth century.53 Although the Concert of Europe gradually declined due to rising 

nationalism and shifting power dynamics, its principles remained influential.54 When the League 

of Nations was established after World War I, it adopted a similar framework of multilateralism 

and collective security, building on the Concert’s premise that peace could be sustained through 

international cooperation.55 Britain’s experience in the Concert reinforced its belief in the 

importance of multilateral cooperation and the necessity of formalized diplomatic structures.  

However, the League’s importance was not solely tied to British geopolitical interests. 

From an economic perspective, Britain’s embrace of collective security during the interwar years 

was deeply tied to its financial constraints and the need to prioritize economic recovery over 

military expenditure.56 After World War I, Britain emerged heavily indebted, particularly to the 

United States, and was burdened by reconstruction costs. This economic strain was compounded 

by the Great Depression, which began in 1929 and led to widespread unemployment, deflation, 

and reduced industrial output. In this context, the principle of collective security offered a cost-

effective alternative to maintaining global peace.57 By relying on international mechanisms like 

the League of Nations to address disputes and enforce sanctions, Britain sought to avoid the 

expense of unilateral military action or an arms race. Maintaining peace was also essential for 

sustaining Britain’s export-driven economy, as any disruption to global trade could have dire 
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consequences for its industrial and financial sectors.58 British policymakers recognized that a 

major conflict could destabilize key trading partners and threaten its position as a global financial 

hub, particularly in London.59 Thus, collective security aligned with Britain’s economic 

priorities, allowing it to promote stability without overburdening its fragile economy. 

Collective security was also a strategic tool to safeguard imperial interests.60 The 

empire’s vast territorial holdings spanned multiple continents, making it challenging and 

expensive to defend through traditional military means. By promoting collective security, Britain 

hoped to prevent wars that could threaten key imperial territories or trade routes, particularly in 

areas like the Middle East and Asia, where rising powers like Japan and Italy were increasingly 

assertive.61 Collective security offered a way to share the burden of maintaining peace and 

deterring aggression, theoretically allowing Britain to rely on the support of other League 

members to uphold international order.62 Additionally, the League provided Britain with a 

diplomatic platform to manage territorial disputes involving its empire, such as conflicts over 

mandates in the Middle East or border issues in Africa, while maintaining the appearance of 

acting in the interest of international cooperation rather than imperial self-interest.63 

 With all of this resting on the effective functioning of the League of Nations, it was vital 

that major powers (and smaller powers) participated widely and were willing to follow and 

invest in its framework. This involved a commitment to work together to respond to aggressive 

states through various measures, including diplomatic pressure, economic sanctions, and military 

intervention. It emphasized the importance of respecting each other’s sovereignty and territorial 
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integrity, prohibiting acts of aggression or territorial annexation. Additionally, there was a strong 

commitment to disarmament, with the goal of reducing armaments to the lowest levels necessary 

for maintaining security.64 While these may seem like simple principles to follow, for revisionist 

powers with the objective of reaching parity with the major powers of the time (Great Britain, 

France, and the United States), it was challenging to commit to principles that seemed to stand in 

the way of reaching that ultimate goal. 

 

 

The Impact of Germany’s Withdrawal on British Foreign Policy 

 
For the British, grounding their foreign policy in the principles of collective security and 

the framework of the League of Nations posed significant risks due to the fact that the League of 

Nations was a very fragile system that relied on keeping already tenuous relationships intact.65 It 

was as though British foreign policy, as a whole, rested on top of a house of cards. Even the 

smallest disruption could cause the entire structure to fall apart. As Woodrow Wilson stated in 

his speech on the League of Nations in 1919, “Unless you get the united, concerted purpose and 

power of the great Governments of the world behind this settlement, it will fall down like a 

house of cards.”66 The peace and security framework established after World War I, including 

the League of Nations, depended on mutual cooperation and the construction of a diplomatic 
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status quo.67 The basis for this mutual cooperation, though, depended upon the assumption that 

no major power would aggressively challenge the status quo set up by the Versailles 

Settlement.68 When Hitler came to power in January 1933, he altered the trajectory of German 

foreign policy, beginning to challenge the status quo and consequently threatening the efficacy of 

British foreign policy, which relied on mutual cooperation among states.69  

On August 28, 1933, Sir Robert Vansittart, the Permanent Under-Secretary of State for 

Foreign Affairs in Britain, penned a memorandum on the present and future position of Europe.70 

The memorandum served as a precursor to the Anglo-German Naval Agreement by illuminating 

the strategic anxieties and debates that shaped Britain’s engagement with Germany. It 

highlighted the recognition of German rearmament as a pressing issue, the limitations of existing 

diplomatic frameworks, and the realist imperative to find alternative solutions to reach the 

ultimate goal of cooperation with Germany. The memorandum also showed Germany’s 

aggressive trajectory, particularly its rearmament plans and Hitler’s vision of an Anschluss (the 

reunification of Germany and Austria to create a “Greater Germany” and unite all Germanic 

peoples), as a major threat to European peace and security.71 His analysis reflected a realist 

approach to international relations, recognizing the dangers of a resurgent Germany challenging 

the postwar order established by the Treaty of Versailles. The memorandum underscored the 

need for Britain to counterbalance Germany’s growing militarism and prevent a return to large-

scale conflict. It suggested that Britain could not afford to remain passive or isolated, advocating 
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for a proactive foreign policy to safeguard its interests and ensure European stability. The 

memorandum typified a realist perspective that acknowledged the limitations of idealistic 

solutions like disarmament or collective security without robust enforcement mechanisms. It also 

highlighted the internal tensions within British foreign policy at the time, as Vansittart’s calls for 

firmness clashed with more optimistic or passive strategies. 

Vansittart had been in discussion with diplomats in Italy and Germany concerning an 

Anschluss in the preceding months leading up to the memorandum. On August 21, he received a 

telegram out of the British embassy in Berlin, represented by Mr. Frank Newton, reporting 

Germany’s growing militarism. In the telegram, he stated, “Local Nazis told my informant that 

large number of Nazis would cross into Austria where they would arm themselves from depots 

already established and overthrow Dollfuss regime.”72 Vansittart took this information and 

immediately sent it to Mr. Charles Murray, the British Ambassador to Italy. In this telegram, he 

further relayed concerns about Nazi propaganda and the continuance of broadcasting offense 

talks on Austria from German stations. He detailed his concern for a “de facto Anschluss” 

sometime in the near future.73 

Vansittart’s subsequent telegrams to both the embassies in Italy and Germany further 

detailed his concerns about a  “de facto Anschluss.”74 This culminated in his memorandum on 

the Present and Future Position in Europe where he officially penned his concerns regarding a 

potential Anschluss and Germany’s potential withdrawal from the League of Nations. He wrote, 

“The first great danger is that, rather enter the dock, Germany might leave the league, and so deal 
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it a fatal blow.”75 Nazi Germany’s rhetoric on a “de facto Anschluss” deeply concerned 

Vansittart because it represented a direct challenge to the post-World War I international order 

that the League of Nations was trying to uphold. Article 80 of the Treaty of Versailles explicitly 

prohibited such a union to prevent the creation of a powerful German-dominated bloc in Central 

Europe.76 Furthermore, one of the major provisions of the Covenant of the League of Nations 

was the respect for the sovereignty of all nations.77 By advocating for an Anschluss, Hitler was 

openly rejecting postwar diplomatic norms and flagrantly disregarding one of the major 

foundational principles of the League of Nations. Vansittart’s reference to “entering the dock” 

referred metaphorically to Germany being held accountable or “put on trial” within the League’s 

framework for its actions or demands. His use of the phrase suggests that he anticipated 

Germany would resist being subjected to such scrutiny, given Hitler’s dissatisfaction with the 

Treaty of Versailles. Vansittart viewed Hitler’s rhetoric as symbolizing Germany’s imminent 

departure from the League, driven by ambitions such as the annexation of Austria. 

Vansittart’s reference to the possibility of Germany’s departure from the League of 

Nations served as a critique of the ineffectiveness of the existing diplomatic channels, 

highlighting the inability of multilateral efforts and collective security frameworks to contain 

Germany’s ambitions. As Vansittart previously mentioned, the League of Nations was meant to 

be a forum for accountability and resolving international disputes.78 Therefore, Germany’s 

participation was viewed as important for addressing grievances that had emerged since the 
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Treaty of Versailles. Without that key forum, there would be no place or framework for the 

British to initiate diplomatic relations with Germany.  

Vansittart stated that Germany’s exit from the League would deal it a “final blow,” 

demonstrating how deeply worrisome the potential exit of Germany from the League was to the 

British. With their reliance on the League of Nations as the cornerstone of their foreign policy, 

there needed to be some form of credibility surrounding the principles of collective security. 

Germany, as a rising European power, was essential to the success of the League. The League 

had already been struggling with credibility and effectiveness in the early 1930s, particularly 

after its failure to address Japan’s invasion of Manchuria in 1931.79 The withdrawal of Germany, 

another power growing in strength, would only further weaken the League’s authority and its 

ability to enforce collective security, particularly since one of the League’s core goals was to 

integrate former aggressors (like Germany) into a cooperative international order. Furthermore, 

without Germany’s participation in the League, Britain would lose a critical avenue for 

influencing German behavior through multilateral diplomacy. Germany’s presence in the League 

provided Britain with an opportunity to engage with and moderate German grievances 

diplomatically. But without their participation in the League, there would be no formal 

mechanism to resolve disputes with the rising Nazi regime, leading to greater unpredictability, 

insecurity, and instability in Central Europe.  

Vansittart’s prediction proved correct when Germany withdrew from the League of 

Nations in October 1933, turning his fears about the League’s collapse into reality.80 Yet 

Germany’s exit from the League did not necessarily change Britain’s strong belief in collective 
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security. The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, while controversial, became a manifestation of 

the pragmatic approach Vansittart’s analysis helped to justify, as it sought to manage the German 

threat through compromise rather than confrontation. Ultimately, Vansittart’s memorandum is a 

critical document in understanding why British policymakers evolved to embrace bilateral 

engagement in the face of rising instability in Europe.  

 

Internal Debates on the Merits of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

For the British, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was never just a naval pact. After 

Germany informed the British of their desire to establish a naval treaty in November of 1934, 

there was renewed hope that through a naval treaty, Germany could be persuaded into reentering 

the League of Nations. On March 11, 1935, the House of Commons engaged in a comprehensive 

debate, discussing the implications of the government’s defense strategies in relation to German 

naval rearmament.81 In response to the opposition’s expressed concern over the collapse of the 

World Disarmament Conference, Stanley Baldwin, who was Lord President of the Council at the 

time, reflected on the role of a potential naval treaty within the broader context of collective 

security and disarmament. 

What we must remember, and what people so often forget when they talk 
airily about collective security and sanctions … is that the membership of the 
League is not universal. The collective system is, therefore, not complete. Two 
great Powers have given notice of withdrawal. They have dealt the collective 
system a heavy blow by so doing. One great country has never undertaken the 
obligations of the League at all. We desire with all our hearts the universality of 
the League … For this reason we have never ceased our efforts to try to persuade 
Germany to cancel her resolution, and to become once more a member of the 
League. Within the framework of the system, as it at present exists, we have 
collaborated in the promotion of reasonable security arrangements for 
consultation and mutual assistance … It is not a question in international politics 
of doing what is best—ideally best—but a question of doing what is best in the 
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circumstances in which you work. There can be no one who, at the moment, and 
in the light of the facts of the last two years, can look in the immediate future for 
the disarmament which we hoped could be achieved...82  

 
Although Baldwin did not explicitly mention a naval treaty with Germany, it remained a 

vital part of his argument. In his speech, Baldwin addressed two critical issues: the fragility of 

collective security and the impracticality of disarmament in the immediate future. He 

emphasized that the League’s collective security framework is incomplete and weakened due to 

the absence of major powers. Furthermore, he suggested that the ideal of disarmament is not 

feasible in the near future, referencing “the facts of the last two years,” alluding to the rise of 

militarism in Germany and other nations. Baldwin’s acknowledgment that foreign policy must be 

guided by “the circumstances in which you work” highlights a shift from an idealist approach to 

German reintegration through multilateralism to a more pragmatic approach in reintegrating 

Germany into the collective security system and eventually into the League of Nations.  

In discussing a more pragmatic approach, Baldwin clearly recognized that the existing 

diplomatic channels Britain had been using to engage with Germany were proving ineffective. 

Baldwin’s reference to Britain’s “efforts to try to persuade Germany to cancel her resolution, and 

to become once more a member of the League” illustrates the British government’s broader 

strategy to reintegrate Germany into the League of Nations and, by extension, into the 

international order. However, Baldwin suggested that achieving this goal would require 

compromises with Germany regarding rearmament, specifically through a naval treaty. He 

emphasized Britain’s limited options for enforcing collective security without Germany’s 

involvement, noting that the League of Nations is not universal. This bilateral agreement with 

Germany thus represented an attempt to create stability through direct compromise rather than 
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relying on a League that lacked Germany’s participation and thus had limited influence over 

German actions. If they entered a bilateral agreement with Germany, they could have some 

influence over managing rearmament in a controlled and limited fashion, thus moving closer, 

albeit more slowly, towards a more secure and stable Europe. In essence, both the problem of 

rearmament and collective security would be solved by reintegrating Germany into the overall 

status quo, but in order to do that, the British would have to look beyond their somewhat rigid 

ideals of the post-World War I world and make a few compromises.  

Baldwin’s argument did not outright dismiss collective security but instead reframed it as 

an imperfect but necessary alternative. By acknowledging the League’s weaknesses, he 

legitimized Britain’s shift toward bilateral diplomacy as a pragmatic alternative rather than an 

abandonment of multilateral engagement altogether. His justification for engaging Germany 

through direct negotiations underscores Britain’s strategic attempt to moderate German 

ambitions without provoking outright conflict. Moreover, Baldwin’s statement reflected the 

broader British public sentiment at the time, as many policymakers and citizens remained deeply 

wary of another large-scale war. His remarks illustrate how appeasement was proactive, not 

merely a passive concession but an active effort to stabilize Europe within the constraints of 

Britain’s strategic position. 

Though many supported this pragmatic approach to German naval rearmament, there was 

still stiff parliamentary opposition at home to the invitation of German naval representatives to 

begin talks on a naval treaty. Germany’s diplomatic isolation at the time of this intended gesture 

of goodwill towards them only further angered the opposition, giving them the sense that this 

plan would only further encourage dangerous posturing from Germany. This sentiment spread to 
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diplomatic circles as well.83 In a letter to Foreign Secretary Simon, British Ambassador to 

Germany Eric Phipps expressed his own apprehension about Simon meeting with German 

foreign officials to negotiate a naval treaty. “Whilst it is important not to drive the inhabitant of 

the bottomless pit into a corner by giving him the impression that we also are definitely against 

him, it is equally important to avoid giving him excessive encouragement.”84 This statement 

encapsulates the diplomatic tightrope that the British were walking on by entering this 

agreement. On a general political level, influential circles empathized with the German attitude 

against Versailles and saw the treaty driven by French victor’s justice.85 There was also the 

realization that there had to be a “general settlement” including Germany, at some point, in order 

to reach equilibrium in Europe, if not the world.86 However, this realization was a gamble. The 

concessions to Germany could stabilize the equilibrium of Europe and thus bring about a 

balanced, multilateral order. But it could also merely embolden Hitler to demand more. So, the 

question then became, do the benefits outweigh the costs?   

 The First Lord of Admiralty, Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell, thought the benefits definitely 

outweighed the costs. In June 1935, during a debate in the British House of Commons, Sir 

Bolton Eyres Monsell affirmed his support for the formal acceptance of a proposal put forth by 

Germany.87 He subsequently elaborated on his rationale for endorsing this naval agreement, 

highlighting its potential implications for British naval policy and international relations at the 

time. 

After a very careful analysis of the practical effects of the acceptance of 
this proposal, His Majesty’s Government decided that it should be accepted, not 
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only in the interest of the future relations between the two countries immediately 
affected, but also as a means of facilitating the ultimate conclusion of a general 
treaty for the future limitation of naval armaments. They regarded this offer as 
one of great importance, since it held out the possibility of averting for all time 
the threat of naval rivalry between Germany and this country—a rivalry which, if 
it had commenced would necessarily affect the interests of all the members of the 
British Common-wealth of Nations. They considered also that in its wider 
implications the agreement we have just reached must definitely be favourable to 
the naval interests of other Powers. After many years of endeavour, this 
agreement furnishes a fixed point of departure for further discussions with other 
Powers, whose position should be eased by Germany’s undertaking that, this ratio 
once established, she will adhere to it independently of the naval construction of 
other Powers. We regard this agreement, therefore—and we believe that the 
German Government regard it—essentially as a contribution to world peace and 
international appeasement.88 

 

 
Monsell highlighted that the primary benefit of the agreement was averting a repeat of the 

naval arms race that had contributed to tensions before World War I, stating that the agreement 

“held out the possibility of averting for all time the threat of naval rivalry between Germany and 

this country.” By fixing a naval ratio, British policymakers sought to limit German ambitions in 

maritime power while ensuring its own naval supremacy. Sir Eyres-Monsell highlighted the 

importance of preventing a naval rivalry between Germany and Britain as it would affect the 

broader interests of the British Commonwealth. He linked the prevention of naval competition 

directly to the interests of the British Commonwealth, arguing that unchecked German 

rearmament would jeopardize global stability and strain British resources. This reflected 

Britain’s desire to maintain external stability in order to maintain stability within its empire and 

avoid conflicts that might involve its dominions and colonies. With the naval treaty, a naval 

rivalry would be avoided, and the potential for conflict would decrease. By avoiding this, the 

agreement preserved Britain’s naval supremacy and reduced long-term strategic risks. 
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Monsell also presented the agreement as a “contribution to world peace and international 

appeasement.” By saying this, he framed the agreement as having implications beyond Britain 

and Germany. This perspective suggests that the agreement would set a precedent for broader 

arms limitation efforts, positioning the Anglo-German Naval Agreement not as a concession to 

Germany but as a proactive step toward stabilizing international relations, resonating with 

interwar ideals of disarmament and diplomacy. 

A few days after this debate, the British government formally accepted the terms of the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement proposed by Ambassador Ribbentrop in the hope of improving 

Anglo-German relations and easing the broader European tension.89 This move aligned with 

Baldwin’s argument that the agreement represented a pathway toward a more comprehensive 

system of naval armament limitations among European powers. By securing Germany’s 

agreement to a fixed naval ratio, Britain aimed to demonstrate that Germany could be integrated 

into international security frameworks, a critical step for long-term peace and stability. 

Furthermore, the agreement’s foundational nature is underscored by Monsell’s emphasis on its 

contribution to “world peace” and “international appeasement.” By establishing a fixed ratio for 

naval armaments, Britain sought to address growing concerns about Germany’s rearmament 

under Hitler and hoped the agreement would serve as a stepping stone for further diplomatic 

negotiations on naval disarmament and broader geopolitical issues. By way of this, appeasement 

was thought of as more of a reconciliation and less of a pacification process.  

Both quotes from Baldwin and Sir Eyres-Monsell illustrated a shift from idealism to 

pragmatism following Germany’s departure from the League of Nations. Initially, the British 

government and its leaders were deeply committed to the ideals of collective security and 
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cooperation that emerged in the aftermath of World War I. They believed that strict adherence to 

these postwar principles would prevent future conflicts and promote lasting peace. However, 

with Germany’s withdrawal, the landscape of international politics became increasingly 

turbulent, and the British recognized that their previous approach might not effectively address 

the new realities they faced. In this context, the British maintained faith in the overall structures 

established after the war, such as the League of Nations, yet they grew more flexible in their 

methods for achieving diplomatic objectives.  

This ideological shift was particularly evident in the discussions surrounding Britain’s 

acceptance of Germany’s proposed naval treaty. As Baldwin and Eyres-Monsell both argued, 

engaging in negotiations with Germany, even if it required sacrifices, was necessary to establish 

a modicum of stability in an unpredictable environment. The dominant sentiment emerging from 

these debates was that the British should be willing to compromise their strict principles in favor 

of broader goals of stability and peace. By prioritizing pragmatic solutions over rigid adherence 

to postwar ideals, Britain began to adopt a more realistic approach to foreign policy. This 

transition from idealism to pragmatism reflected a growing embrace of realpolitik—an approach 

that prioritizes practical considerations over moral or ideological aspirations. Furthermore, the 

principles of appeasement became increasingly significant as Britain sought to navigate the 

volatile international landscape of the 1930s. The debates on the merits of the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement demonstrated a realization on the part of the British that maintaining peace 

often required delicate diplomacy and a willingness to accommodate the demands of other 

nations, even those with expansionist ambitions like Germany. Ultimately, this shift represented 

a trade-off: sacrificing the strict enforcement of postwar ideals in the short term to preserve the 

overarching goals of cooperation and stability in the long term. 
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Britain’s Strategy of Indirect Stabilization in the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

 
In March 1935, Hitler announced his plans to build up Germany’s air force, increase the 

army’s size to thirty-six divisions (amounting to 500,000 men), and introduce conscription. 

These actions were blatant violations of the Treaty of Versailles, which limited the size of the 

German army to 100,000 men, prohibited conscription, and forbade the establishment of a 

German air force.90  

In response to these developments, Sir Robert Vansittart organized a four-day conference 

in Stresa, starting on April 11, 1935. Attendees included French Prime Minister Pierre-Étienne 

Flandin (along with Pierre Laval), British Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald, and Italian Prime 

Minister Benito Mussolini. The conference aimed to reaffirm the Locarno Treaties and declare a 

commitment to maintaining Austria’s independence as a basis for shared policy among the 

nations. By reaffirming the Locarno Treaty, the three powers agreed to resist any future attempts 

by Germany to alter the Treaty of Versailles and to oppose any efforts at remilitarization or 

rearmament.91 

Yet, shortly after the British government aligned itself with France and Italy in a 

collective commitment to uphold the integrity of the Versailles and Locarno Treaties, it 

commenced negotiations regarding the Anglo-German Naval Agreement without the knowledge 

of its two Stresa allies.92 This clandestine initiative effectively permitted Germany to contravene 
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the naval stipulations delineated in the Versailles Treaty.93 The French government responded 

with considerable indignation, perceiving this maneuver as an act of treachery. They argued that 

the decision was not only self-serving but undermined the broader European security 

mechanisms like the League of Nations and the framework of collective security. Furthermore, 

the French maintained that the postwar collective security system was meant to contain 

Germany, not accommodate them. By negotiating the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, the 

British were not only legitimizing German rearmament but also demonstrating their willingness 

to accommodate Germany at their primary ally’s expense.94 

The narrative of British hypocrisy and the perceived betrayal of their allies frequently 

emerges in scholarly discussions surrounding the Anglo-German Naval Agreement.95 However, 

the impetus behind their shift in policy transcended mere self-interest. Historians correctly 

highlight that the pragmatic transformation in British foreign policy, exemplified by the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement, reflects a readiness to amend postwar principles and indicates a 

divergence from the original expectations surrounding alliance structures. Nonetheless, there 

exists a lack of nuanced understanding regarding the motivations underlying this policy shift. 

Britain’s withdrawal from the Stresa Front should not be interpreted as a deliberate attempt to 

undermine the framework of collective security or to accommodate Germany at France’s 

expense. Rather, the British engagement with Germany, prioritizing diplomatic relations over 

isolation, was deemed essential for preserving of European stability and protecting of the 

collective security architecture in the postwar context. 
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On April 18, 1935, Sir Eric Phipps, British Ambassador to Germany, sent a telegram to 

Sir John Simon, the British Foreign Secretary.96 Sent in the aftermath of the Stresa Conference, 

the telegram discussed Britain’s inquiry into Germany’s potential cooperation on the proposed 

Eastern Pact. This pact, intended to bolster collective security in Eastern Europe, represented a 

broader effort to integrate Germany into a cooperative framework and mitigate the growing 

threat of its unilateral actions.97 In the telegram, Sir. Phipps reported on Germany’s response.  

Subsequently, in your telegram No. I from Stresa you instructed me to 
make a specific inquiry regarding Eastern pact and you explained that opportunity 
for keeping the door open for German co-operation must on no account be 
missed. The German reply marked a step in advance and was considered here a 
contribution of definite value.98 

 
 

Phipps’ telegram was reflective of a deliberate effort to engage Germany as part of a 

broader strategy to stabilize Europe by integrating Germany into a regulated framework of 

international cooperation. His characterization of Germany’s response as a “contribution of 

definite value” underscored Britain’s optimism that diplomacy could align German ambitions 

with the multilateral order, reducing the risk of unilateral aggression. This optimism also 

revealed Britain’s overarching aim of managing German rearmament in ways that would 

prevent destabilizing alliances or military escalations. Phipps’ language—“keeping the door 

open” and “contribution of definite value”—emphasized Britain’s view that engaging Germany 

was preferable to isolating it, a strategy aimed at reducing the risk of German belligerence.  

 The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, viewed in this context, was a critical component 

of this strategy. The quote demonstrated how the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was a 
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backdoor attempt by Britain to strengthen multilateral European security arrangements, albeit 

indirectly. The key lies in Britain’s effort to keep “the door open for German co-operation” and 

its broader strategy of managing German ambitions to prevent a collapse of the European order. 

By setting limits on German naval rearmament, Britain sought to address German grievances 

regarding Versailles without provoking an arms race while signaling a willingness to engage 

Germany constructively. This approach reflected Britain’s preference for diplomacy and 

bilateral agreements as tools to strengthen, rather than supplant, broader European security 

mechanisms. Similarly, Britain’s efforts to gauge German interest in the Eastern Pact revealed 

its consistent desire to integrate Germany into cooperative security arrangements rather than 

leaving it isolated and antagonistic. 

Ultimately, this telegram illuminated the underlying rationale for British policy: that 

fostering dialogue and cooperation with Germany, even through a seemingly bilateral measures 

like the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, was intended to indirectly stabilize the multilateral 

order. While such efforts were controversial and appeared to undermine collective security 

frameworks like the Stresa Front, they were part of a pragmatic attempt to prevent escalating 

tensions and secure long-term peace in Europe. The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, 

therefore, was not merely a concession to German demands but a calculated effort to address 

immediate security concerns while laying the groundwork for broader stability. 

This emphasis on fostering German cooperation through pragmatic engagement, as 

reflected in Phipps’ telegram, laid the groundwork for Britain’s approach to negotiating the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement. By June 1935, this strategy had crystallized into a more 

assertive policy, with British representatives expressing a readiness to accept German naval 
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proposals despite potential diplomatic fallout.99 In a report by the British Representatives on the 

Naval Agreement talks British representatives wrote, “This German offer is of such outstanding 

importance that it would be a mistake to withhold acceptance merely on the ground that other 

Powers might feel some temporary annoyance at our action.”100 This quote highlighted the 

decisive and somewhat controversial nature of Britain’s approach to securing the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement. 

By dismissing allied concerns as a “temporary annoyance,” British representatives 

signaled their calculated willingness to prioritize their strategic interests by downplaying or 

dismissing the potential diplomatic repercussions of unilaterally engaging with Germany. This 

approach emphasized the immediate necessity of regulating German rearmament, suggesting 

Britain believed that initial frictions with its allies would be outweighed by the long-term 

benefits of securing German cooperation. The characterization of allied opposition as 

“temporary” suggests that Britain believed that short-term frictions with France and Italy would 

be outweighed by the long-term benefits of securing German cooperation. Britain’s focus on the 

“outstanding importance” of Germany’s offer underscores its perception that once the naval 

agreement’s success in limiting German naval expansion became evident, it would bolster the 

credibility of collective security arrangements by proving that negotiated compromises with 

Germany were possible. The emphasis on Germany’s offer also reflected the perception of the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a critical opportunity to address a pressing security issue 

that multilateral frameworks had failed to resolve. This framing suggests that Britain viewed the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a means of stabilizing Europe in a way that could 
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eventually reinforce collective security arrangements by demonstrating the feasibility of 

engaging Germany constructively. The decision to proceed despite allied objections reveals 

Britain’s confidence that the agreement’s success in limiting German naval expansion would 

ultimately justify their unilateral action and contribute to broader European stability. 

 The British justification for their controversial decision quickly drew international 

attention. On June 19, 1935, the day after the agreement was signed, The New York Times 

published an article capturing the immediate reactions, emphasizing the agreement’s direct 

diplomatic repercussions—particularly its impact on France. 

 
Figure 1. Charles A. Seldon, “British Give Reich a 35% Naval Ratio, 45% in 

Submarines,” The New York Times, June 19, 1935. 
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As shown above, the article stated, “FRENCH RESENT ‘AFFRONT,’” highlighting 

France’s strong disapproval of Britain’s unilateral negotiations with Germany. This reaction 

aligned with the broader historical context, in which France viewed the agreement as a betrayal 

of the Stresa Front, the alliance formed in April 1935 by Britain, France, and Italy to resist 

German rearmament and uphold the Treaty of Versailles. At the same time, the article presents 

Britain’s justification for its decision, stating, “London Argues It Took the Only Course to Bring 

Germany Into a General Accord.” This mirrored the reasoning put forth by Sir Eric Phipps in his 

private telegram, where he emphasized the importance of keeping “the door open” for German 

cooperation in future multilateral security arrangements. Similarly, the article echoed the 

rationale outlined in the British Representatives’ report on the Naval Agreement, which 

dismissed French and Italian objections as a “temporary annoyance,” arguing that securing 

German cooperation would ultimately strengthen European stability. This perspective was 

further reinforced by the article’s assertion that the agreement served as the “basis of a world 

pact,” suggesting that Britain did not see its decision as an abandonment of collective security, 

but rather as a strategic move toward broader peace—even if it risked straining relations with its 

allies. Ultimately, the article illustrated Britain’s confidence that bilateral negotiations with 

Germany could reintegrate the country into the postwar international order, preventing further 

unilateral military expansion while maintaining diplomatic stability.     

The consistency between Britain’s public justification and its private strategy 

underscored the deliberate and methodical nature of the policymakers’ foreign policy approach. 

Rather than acting out of short-term necessity or diplomatic pressure, Britain pursued a 

calculated strategy aimed at  integrating Germany into the international order. The synergy 

between the British government’s public justification and its internal decision-making reflects 
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cohesion and strategic intent rather than reactive or contradictory policymaking. In this case, 

Britain’s portrayal of the agreement as a necessary step toward European stability was not 

merely for public reassurance but a genuine reflection of its long-term foreign policy strategy, as 

evidenced by Sir Eric Phipps’ telegram and the British Representatives’ report. This alignment 

suggests that Britain saw the naval agreement as part of a broader effort to postwar diplomacy. 

By ensuring that their public justification matched their private strategy, British policymakers 

demonstrated a deliberate and cohesive approach to foreign policy, one that prioritized strategic 

engagement with Germany as a means of preserving European stability. 

 
 

Conclusion 

 
On June 5, 1935, the British Cabinet voted to accept a ship tonnage ratio of 35:100. Later 

that evening, Ribbentrop was informed of the Cabinet’s decision.101 Two weeks later, on June 

18th, the agreement was signed in London by Ribbentrop and the new British Foreign Secretary, 

Sir Samuel Hoare.102 Historians are generally critical of the agreement, contending that the 

British government was negligent in signing that accord and sapped any potential that Stresa 

might have had by effectively abandoning it. Particularly in British diplomatic historiography, 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement is charged with marking Britain’s total acquiescence to 

Germany’s foreign policy goals of unraveling the Treaty of Versailles.103  

Such conclusions are typical of the manner in which the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement has been traditionally interpreted. However, by focusing on the proactive strategic 

 
101  Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 35. 
102 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 36. 
103 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 37. 
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thinking on the British side—rather than its after-effects—historians are able to better understand 

why the British pursued a strategy of structured engagement within this agreement. 

D.C. Watt’s assertion that the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was designed as a 

stepping stone for broader European arms limitation misinterprets the fundamental motivations 

behind Britain’s decision. Rather than aiming to establish a framework for multilateral 

disarmament, British policymakers’ decision to pursue the agreement was primarily driven by 

the desire to preemptively integrate Germany into a cooperative order, encourage its return to the 

League of Nations, and reducing tensions without resorting to confrontation. This dual-purpose 

strategy reflected Britain’s attempt to demonstrate a willingness to accommodate Germany’s 

grievances and ambitions peacefully while creating a foundation for constructive engagement. 

By doing so, the British aimed to distance themselves from the more rigid containment policies 

favored by France.  

The agreement represented Britain’s effort to balance arms control with diplomatic 

overtures in the hopes of preserving European stability and avoiding another catastrophic 

conflict. Watt’s interpretation misrepresents Britain’s objectives for the agreement, failing to 

recognize that its primary purpose was to manage German rearmament through diplomatic 

engagement rather than to establish a broader framework for arms control in Europe. Watt 

interprets Britain’s decision to negotiate bilaterally with Germany as a strategic effort to revive 

arms limitation talks across Europe rather than as a pragmatic response to deteriorating 

geopolitical conditions. As demonstrated in this chapter, Britain’s shift from multilateralism to 

bilateral negotiations reflected an evolving strategy of indirect stabilization. Although 

international frameworks had weakened, structured diplomatic engagement remained a viable 

mechanism for maintaining the European balance of power. 
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Ultimately, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement did not mark the abandonment of 

Britain’s postwar strategic objectives but rather an adaptation in diplomatic methods – one that 

sought a dual-purpose strategy to demonstrate a willingness to accommodate Germany’s 

grievances and ambitions peacefully while creating a foundation for constructive engagement. 

By doing so, the British aimed to encourage Germany to rejoin the League of Nations and 

distance themselves from the more rigid containment policies favored by France. The agreement 

represented Britain’s effort to balance arms control with diplomatic overtures in the hopes of 

preserving European stability and avoiding another catastrophic conflict.  

The Anglo-German Naval Agreement, in its essence, serves as a revealing paradigm to 

the broader tradition of British appeasement, grounded not merely in the passive accommodation 

of adversaries but in a calculated, pragmatic reciprocity tempered by principle. Far from a simple 

capitulation to German ambitions, the agreement reflects a deliberate, if precarious, balancing 

act: the British sought to address the pressing realities of power politics while preserving the 

underlying tenets of European order. This proactive approach was emblematic of a larger 

strategic instinct within British diplomacy, one that sought to reconcile ideological commitments 

to peace and balance with the necessities of national interest and geopolitical pragmatism.  

To understand this pivotal moment in its fullest dimension, it is essential to situate the 

agreement within the intellectual and strategic lineage of proactive appeasement, which—far 

from a naïve policy of weakness—emerged from a tradition steeped in the belief that measured 

concessions, when tied to reciprocal commitments, could forestall chaos and create pathways to 

a more stable equilibrium. The next chapter explores this framework, revealing not just the 

motivations behind the agreement but also the historical precedent for using proactive 

appeasement as a tool of diplomatic statecraft in the tumultuous interwar years. Rather than 



 

 52 

merely responding to crises as they arose, this approach sought to channel adversarial ambitions 

into a structured and managed framework.  
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Chapter 2 
Strategy and Concession: 

Shaping the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 
 

 
 
 
 

The Strategic Logic of Appeasement 

 
In a 1950 speech in the House of Commons, Winston Churchill (Leader of the 

Opposition at the time) reflected on the complex nature of appeasement, distinguishing between 

two types of appeasement. He observed, “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 surest and perhaps the only path to 

world peace.”1 Churchill’s quote reflects the contentious and often misunderstood place in the 

history of British foreign policy that appeasement often occupies. Historians have frequently 

portrayed appeasement as a policy of capitulation where leaders naively yielded to aggressive 

demands to avoid confrontation, deriding it as a symbol of weakness, moral compromise, and 

geostrategic failure.2 Events such as the Remilitarization of the Rhineland, the Anschluss, and 

the Munich Agreement are usually cited as examples of why appeasement was futile.3  

 
1 Winston Churchill, “International Situation,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 14 December 1950, vol. 482, cc1363-1369.  
2 Donald Cameron Watt, “The Historiography of Appeasement,” in Crisis and Chaos, ed. Alan Sked and Chris 
Cook (The Macmillan Press, 1976), 111. 
3 Stephen G. Walker, “Solving the Appeasement Puzzle: Contending Historical Interpretations of British Diplomacy 
During the 1930s,” British Journal of International Studies 6, no. 3 (1980): 219, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210500115025. 
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Historians have fueled the popular image of appeasement through their scholarship, 

condemning British appeasement of Germany as politically naïve and morally bankrupt.4 In their 

view, the policies of appeasement erroneously assumed that Hitler had limited ambitions and that 

sufficient concessions would remove the sources of German grievances, moderate his foreign 

policy, and eliminate the danger of a European war.5 They contended that concessions to German 

rearmament and territorial ambitions—from the Rhineland to Austria and the Sudetenland—not 

only failed to appease Hitler but, paradoxically, emboldened his revisionist aspirations. By 

undermining the deterrent credibility of Britain and France, these concessions made their 

subsequent guarantee to Poland strategically hollow, making war not merely possible but 

inevitable.6 Many critics of appeasement contend that a more confrontational strategy of 

rearmament and military coalition building 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 internal allies.7  

This traditional interpretation of British diplomacy in the 1930s continues to dominate the 

literature, with historians often characterizing the British policy of appeasement as a reactive 

diplomatic policy driven by unforeseen events or developments during Nazi Germany’s rise to 

power.8 British practitioners of appeasement are frequently analyzed as having made policy 

based on reactions to external actions rather than having a coherent, long-term, forward-thinking 

 
4 Walker, “Solving the Appeasement Puzzle: Contending Historical Interpretations of British Diplomacy During the 
1930s,” 219 - 221.  
5 Walker, “Solving the Appeasement Puzzle: Contending Historical Interpretations of British Diplomacy During the 
1930s,” 222.  
6 Walker, “Solving the Appeasement Puzzle: Contending Historical Interpretations of British Diplomacy During the 
1930s,” 220. 
7 Donald Kagan, On The Origins of War and the Preservation of Peace (Doubleday Books, 1995), 318. 
8 Stephen R. Rock in Appeasement in International Politics, Frank McDonough in Hitler, Chamberlain, and 
Appeasement, and Tim Bouverie in Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War are all 
contemporary historians who maintain that the British policy of appeasement was a reactive diplomatic policy 
driven by the actions of Nazi Germany in the 1930s.  
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geopolitical strategy.9 In the introduction of The Roots of Appeasement, Martin Gilbert argues 

that “during the interwar years, appeasement constantly changed in outlook and method.”10 In his 

book, Gilbert describes the 1930s as being marked by a lack of proactive, consistent initiatives 

and a series of British leaders whose diplomatic strategies centered on managing crises as they 

arose rather than preventing them or addressing their root causes.11 

However, Gilbert’s interpretation overlooks the broader continuity in British diplomatic 

strategy that informed British actions during the interwar period. Since the nineteenth century, 

British Grand Strategy was rooted in a proactive form of appeasement based on the principle of 

reciprocity and reconciling the idea of peace with the realities of power. By prioritizing 

diplomatic engagement of rivals over direct confrontation, this strategy was not merely reactive 

but a calculated effort to maintain stability, effectively navigate shifting power dynamics, and 

avoid unnecessary conflicts before they arose. From 1919 to 1935, the principal tenet of British 

foreign policy was ethical concessions (or “principled diplomacy”) and reciprocity.12 These 

concessions were made based on norms, ethical values, and fundamental beliefs instead of just 

tactical or material compromises. British officials molded this strategy based on the British 

tradition of appeasement, which had been used to maintain European stability for over a century. 

The Anglo-German Naval Agreement was the pinnacle of a proactive British 

appeasement policy initiated in 1919. Despite varying geopolitical challenges and shifting 

dynamics in Europe, British foreign policy during this period followed a consistent pattern of 

addressing international disputes through concessions from the position of strength to maintain 

 
9 Stephen R. Rock, Appeasement in International Politics (University Press of Kentucky, 2000), 3–4. 
10 Martin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966), xi. 
11 Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement, xi. 
12 In international relations, the principle of reciprocity is the notion that stability is best preserved when agreements 
are grounded in tangible and mutually beneficial obligations rather than imposed through unilateral demands. 



 

 56 

stability across Europe. Accordingly, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement fulfilled the seeds 

planted in previous British policies for managing Germany during the early interwar period and 

the overall British tradition of appeasement by incorporating the principle of reciprocity and the 

concept of ethical concessions into their geostrategic thinking surrounding the naval agreement. 

These two core concepts shaped British policymaker’s approach to negotiating the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement. 

 

 

Principled Diplomacy and the Geostrategic Foundations of the Anglo-German Naval 
Agreement 

 
The strategic roots of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement can be traced back to the 

middle of the nineteenth century. After the death of Lord Palmerston in 1865, who had served as 

prime minister for the previous ten years, the long-term pattern of appeasement as the 

cornerstone of British foreign policy began.13 By the 1860s, Britain’s global commitments were 

extensive, and maintaining its dominance required prioritizing its resources and avoiding 

unnecessary conflicts in Europe that could strain its military and financial capacity.14 

Additionally, the Crimean War (1853–1856) had exposed the limitations and costs of military 

engagement for Britain, despite its victory.15 The war underscored the need to avoid large-scale 

conflicts that could drain resources and disrupt stability.16 Faced with these realities, British 

 
13 Paul M. Kennedy, “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” British Journal of 
International Studies 2, no. 3 (1976): 199, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0260210500116699. 
14 Kennedy, “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” 199-200.  
15 Andrew D. Lambert, The Crimean War: British Grand Strategy Against Russia, 1853-56 (Ashgate Publishing, 
Ltd., 2011), 306. 
16 Lambert, The Crimean War: British Grand Strategy Against Russia, 1853-56, 306. 
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policymakers began to seek pragmatic and peaceful solutions to international problems.17 This 

included making concessions to other powers in an effort to create stability and long-term 

cooperation between powers.18  

Yet, the concessions were not based on “capitulation diplomacy,” in which the British 

were surrendering to the demands of another power. British policymakers framed the 

concessions as a matter of principle and ethics, employing “principled diplomacy” in order to 

maintain credibility, foster cooperation, and preserve stability.19 Lord Salisbury, one of Britain’s 

most influential nineteenth-century statesmen, articulated a vision of diplomacy that prioritized 

pragmatic engagement and the use of concessions to avoid unnecessary confrontations.20 In the 

Venezuelan crisis of 1895, a dispute between Britain and Venezuela over territorial claims, the 

United States invoked the Monroe Doctrine, demanding British arbitration.21 In his address to the 

House of Lords on July 17, 1896, Lord Salisbury announced his cabinet’s decision to submit the 

dispute to arbitration, arguing that “We ourselves take an interest in the frontiers of Sweden, of 

Holland, of Belgium, and of Portugal. These things are matters of importance to us, and I do not 

deny that the United States has some right, as we have, to show an interest in the welfare of a 

neighbouring people.”22 Rather than escalating tensions with the United States, Salisbury agreed 

to arbitration, framing it as a principled and magnanimous gesture to preserve peace and Anglo-

American relations. Salisbury’s handling of the dispute exemplified his belief that diplomatic 

 
17 Kennedy, “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” 199. 
18 In “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” Kennedy cites Foreign Secretary 
Clarendon’s attempts to secure mutual armed force reductions in Europe with arguments based on morality in the 
1850s, Prime Minister William Gladstone’s endeavors to persuade France and Prussia to respect Belgian neutrality 
in Anglo-French and Anglo-Prussian Conventions of 1870, and the Treaty of Washington (1871) between the 
United States and the United Kingdom where the British agreed to abide by the Alabama Tribunal’s findings.   
19 When concessions are framed as a matter of principle, the strategy is often referred to as principled diplomacy or 
ethical concessions. These terms are used interchangeably.  
20 Rock, Appeasement in International Politics, 43. 
21 Rock, Appeasement in International Politics, 43. 
22 Lord Salisbury, “Venezuela and Arbitration,” HL Deb. (4th Ser.) 17 July 1896 vol. 43, cc1-6.  
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concessions, made confidently and with moral high ground, could serve as tools to defuse 

conflicts, protect long-term strategic interests, and maintain Britain’s dignity on the global stage, 

without undermining national interests.  

Lord Salisbury’s articulation of British diplomacy through magnanimous appeasement 

set a precedent for a broader tradition in British diplomacy, emphasizing the importance of 

balancing pragmatic compromise with strategic power. It established a strategic framework for 

using ethical concessions to shape agreements, which later defined British diplomatic decisions 

well into the twentieth century. Popular support for the “nineteenth-century concept” of using 

“the rule of law instead of the rule of force” to preserve Britain’s global position resurfaced in 

1919 and was maintained throughout the interwar period, in reference to Salisbury’s emphasis on 

principled diplomacy over military confrontation.23 Because of this emphasis on principled 

diplomacy, an unprecedented number of diplomatic efforts emerged in the wake of World War I, 

driven by the desire to prevent conflict amid the rapidly evolving geopolitical landscape.  

From 1919 to 1935, British policymakers frequently employed principled diplomacy to 

address international disputes, specifically with Germany. The Treaty of Versailles in 1919 set 

the stage, imposing reparations and military restrictions on Germany. Yet, Prime Minister David 

Lloyd George, acutely aware of the dangers of excessive punishment, argued for moderation.24 

He recognized that an unstable Germany risked not only European peace but also Britain’s own 

strategic interests.25 By tempering the harshest punitive measures, Britain positioned itself as a 

stabilizing force, ensuring that its dominance was preserved without inciting chaos. This careful 

balancing act defined British diplomacy in the interwar years. The Dawes Plan of 1924, which 

 
23 Kennedy, “The Tradition of Appeasement in British Foreign Policy 1865–1939,” 204.  
24 William Norton Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 2nd ed. (Methuen, 1968), 1. 
25 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 1. 
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Britain staunchly supported, restructured Germany’s debt to make it more manageable, which 

demonstrated a willingness to support Germany’s recovery rather than perpetuate its economic 

collapse.26 This diplomatic approach prioritized compromise and economic stability over 

national self-interest, making it a key example of principled diplomacy. The Locarno Treaties of 

1925 and Germany’s integration into the League of Nations in 1926 further showcased the use of 

principled diplomacy. Recognizing the dangers of permanently isolating Germany, the British 

saw these steps of reintegrating Germany into the international system as fostering cooperation 

and overall European stability.27 

The theme of ethical concessions persisted throughout the late 1920s and early 1930s, 

manifesting prominently within the context of reparations imposed on Germany following World 

War I. The Young Plan of 1929 significantly alleviated Germany’s reparations burden, 

supplanting the punitive enforcement measures with a framework designed to promote economic 

stability, fairness, and enduring peace.28 The emphasis on economic fairness became increasingly 

salient amidst the growing nationalist currents threatening Europe’s fragile peace.29 By 1932, the 

Lausanne Conference epitomized Britain’s principled diplomatic approach to the issue of 

reparations.30 As the Great Depression exacerbated economic suffering across the continent, 

Britain’s advocacy for the cancellation of the remaining reparations not only reflected a 

pragmatic response to economic realities but also exemplified a commitment to ethical 

diplomacy aimed at fostering stability, curtailing extremism, and facilitating a collaborative 

recovery in Europe. From the Treaty of Versailles to the Lausanne Conference, British 

 
26 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 54. 
27 Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (Simon & Schuster, 1994), 276. 
28 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 87. 
29 Zara Steiner, The Lights That Failed: European International History, 1919-1933 (Oxford University Press, 
2007), 587. 
30 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 103. 
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policymakers adeptly employed a framework of principled diplomacy to cultivate peace and 

cooperation, while avoiding the perception of capitulation. They demonstrated the art of wielding 

power without appearing to overreach—ensuring, above all, that Britain remained at the helm of 

a turbulent world order. 

Looking at these diplomatic initiatives through the lens of principled diplomacy 

demonstrates a broader pattern in how British diplomacy was conducted during the interwar 

period. For many historians, the narrative remains that British policymakers made their decisions 

in a vacuum, only considering the constraints presently thrust upon them by Germany and not 

considering a long-term strategy. This narrative has shaped how historians analyze the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement, often seeing it as an isolated diplomatic decision made as a reaction 

to the growing power Germany was acquiring. The historian Hines H. Hall III, for example, 

argues that Britain was “vulnerable to pressures by the Germans” for an agreement “on German 

terms” and thus acquiesced to their demands.31 By continuing to isolate the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement as a singular diplomatic agreement, Hall’s argument stands. However, by situating 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement within the longer historical trajectory of British diplomatic 

initiatives from 1919 to 1934, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement can be seen as a culmination 

of a broader pattern of British policymakers using the strategy of principled diplomacy in order 

to moderate German punishment and facilitate its reintegration into the international community, 

all while maintaining some level of limitations and oversight. This framing makes for a richer 

understanding of the strategic approach to this agreement. 

The prevailing academic interpretation of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement posits 

that British policymakers engaged in the negotiations from a position of strategic weakness, 

 
31 Hines H. Hall, “The Foreign Policy-Making Process in Britain, 1934–1935, and the Origins of the Anglo-German 
Naval Agreement,” The Historical Journal 19, no. 2 (1976): 498, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0018246x00010256.  
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ultimately compromising their own interests while inadvertently bolstering Germany’s naval 

capabilities. However, far from engaging in the negotiations from a position of strategic 

weakness, British policymakers approached the Anglo-German Naval Agreement from a 

position of strength. By framing the concessions granted in the agreement as voluntary, morally 

justified, and in alignment with their long-term goals, British policymakers were able to 

strengthen their moral authority and legitimacy, thus fostering cooperation and the prevention of 

exploitation. 

Prior to the initiation of official negotiations in June 1935, the British Cabinet had to 

conduct a vote regarding the acceptance of Hitler’s proposal for such discussions.32 Quite a few 

British policymakers speculated about the veracity of this offer and the agreement’s potential 

benefits.33 Considering the geopolitical climate, the British did not want to enter into an 

agreement that made them look weak or vulnerable.34 During the debate in the House of 

Commons on May 22, 1935, Lord President of the Council, Stanley Baldwin, proposed accepting 

Hitler’s offer. Cabinet members in support of his position made their final arguments before the 

Cabinet voted on whether to accept the offer.35 Amongst them, Sir Archibald Sinclair, Deputy 

Leader of the Liberal Party, spoke on behalf of his party in support of the offer. He contended 

that “the people of Germany are entitled to receive justice and equality of status and treatment, 

and I am convinced that until this demand is satisfied Germany will remain a danger to peace 

and will yet enjoy a great measure of active sympathy in this country.”36 This statement 

underscored the belief that addressing German demands for justice was not only morally 

 
32 Joseph A. Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the 
Second World War (Springer, 1998), 34. 
33 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 34. 
34 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 35. 
35 “Defence Policy,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 22 May 1935, vol. 302, cc359-486. 
36 Sir Archibald Sinclair, “Defence Policy,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 22 May 1935, vol. 302, cc385-394. 
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necessary but also critical to maintaining peace and minimizing domestic and international 

sympathy for German revisionism. 

Having served on the Western Front during World War I, Sir Archibald Sinclair had 

borne witness to the immense brutality, destruction, and human cost of modern warfare.37 Like 

many of his contemporaries, he understood that the punitive measures enshrined in the Treaty of 

Versailles—crippling reparations and territorial dismemberment—were less a guarantor of 

stability than a blueprint for future conflict.38 His position was not one of sympathy for a 

revanchist Germany but of strategic foresight. He acknowledged that a starved nation does not 

remain merely weak. It becomes embittered, unpredictable, and prone to radicalization. Rather 

than perpetuating a cycle of coercion and retaliation, Sinclair’s arguments reflected a recognition 

that a more measured, principle-based engagement with Germany was essential, not as an act of 

altruism but as a means of ensuring long-term European equilibrium.  

Focusing on the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, Sinclair’s statement reflected how 

British policymakers approached the agreement from a position of strength. From a very basic 

level, Sinclair approached the agreement as being a diplomatic initiative that the British could 

frame, rather than a reactionary policy decision that they were backed into. By emphasizing 

Germany’s entitlement to “justice and equality of status and treatment,” Sinclair structured the 

concessions as being in alignment with universal principles like justice, fairness, or the greater 

good, rather than tactical or expedient measures. Additionally, Sinclair’s phrase “entitled to 

receive” suggests that British policymakers thought German grievances were not merely 

manufactured but held legitimacy. This language implied that the British saw themselves as an 

 
37 Paul Addison, “Sinclair, Archibald Henry Macdonald, First Viscount Thurso (1890–1970), Politician,” in Oxford 
Dictionary of National Biography, 2004, 2, https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/36108. 
38 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 34. 
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arbiter of justice rather than as a passive actor yielding to German demands. Rather than viewing 

appeasement as a policy of weakness, Sinclair framed it as an assertion of British authority—one 

in which concessions were made from a position of control rather than submission. 

Sir Archibald Sinclair’s assertion that “the people of Germany are entitled to receive 

justice and equality of status and treatment” closely echoes Lord Salisbury’s remarks nearly four 

decades earlier regarding the United States’ right to take an interest in the welfare of its 

neighboring peoples. Both statesmen articulated a vision of principled diplomacy, rooted in the 

belief that international stability depends not only on national self-interest but also on 

acknowledging the legitimate concerns of other nations. Salisbury, in his 1896 address to the 

House of Lords, justified Britain’s willingness to submit to arbitration by emphasizing that great 

powers, including the United States, had a moral right to express concern for the treatment of 

nearby countries, just as Britain itself had an interest in the well-being its neighboring 

countries.39 His statement reflected a broader diplomatic philosophy: that the preservation of 

international stability requires recognizing and accommodating the interests of multiple nations 

rather than enforcing geopolitical inflexibility. 

 Sinclair’s 1935 argument similarly extended this logic to Germany’s position within the 

international system, contending that denying Germany justice and equal treatment would not 

merely weaken it but also perpetuate instability. His assertion that Germany’s grievances had to 

be addressed to prevent it from remaining “a danger to peace” echoed Salisbury’s belief that 

great powers have a legitimate interest in ensuring fairness for other nations. Just as Salisbury 

accepted that the United States had a legitimate stake in its regional affairs, Sinclair suggested 

that Britain had a responsibility to ensure that Germany was integrated into the European order 

 
39 Rock, Appeasement in International Politics, 43. 
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under just terms rather than being permanently alienated. By framing concessions as an assertion 

of British leadership rather than an act of submission, Sinclair drew from the same diplomatic 

tradition that Salisbury had outlined decades earlier. This tradition recognized that true stability 

is achieved not through coercion alone but through engaging with the rightful concerns of all 

nations in a way that fosters long-term equilibrium.  

There was also a voluntary dimension to this framing. As previously discussed, Salisbury 

really emphasized the idea that it was an essential component of essential components of global 

leadership to willingly engage with the grievances of other nations. Sinclair echoes this, 

demonstrating that the British were making the decision to accept this offer because it aligned 

with their values and overall vision for peace. By saying that he is convinced that “Germany will 

remain a great danger to peace” until those demands are satisfied, Sinclair positioned the British 

as deliberately and thoughtfully entering into the agreement as a part of their quest to achieve 

peace across Western Europe, not because they were under duress. This framing preserved 

Britain’s traditional role as the peacekeeping force in Europe, thus reflecting strength and 

leadership. Additionally, by tying this concession to the broader strategic objective of fostering 

peace, Sinclair’s framing of the agreement avoided the perception of capitulation. 

Sinclair argued that Britain had moral and ethical obligations toward Germany, given the 

harshness of the Treaty of Versailles and what the people of Germany had endured due to that. 

“Nor has Germany since the War, from the time of the result of the Silesian Plebescite, to the 

long-drawn-out disarmament wrangle, ending with the rejection of Herr Hitler’s proposals last 

April, been treated with the scrupulous fairness and consideration which are due to a proud and 

valiant nation.”40 He also emphasized the principle of fairness and the moral imperative that the 

 
40 Sir Archibald Sinclair, “Defence Policy,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 22 May 1935, vol. 302, cc385-394. 
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British had in doing “equal justice to all nations in the execution and modifications of peace 

treaties.” By situating Britain as being responsible for prescribing “equal justice to all nations,” 

Sinclair placed the British above other nations as being the moral authority, thus legitimizing 

their reasoning for entering the naval agreement. 

Sinclair’s description of Germany’s suffering after the devastation of World War I shows 

the proactive thought process behind the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. He stated:  

...We shall never understand the present situation in Germany or the 
psychology of the Germans if we forget the Ruhr, the grossest blunder which 
blackens the record of post-War statesmanship, which not only undermined the 
financial foundations of the Weimar Republic, but destroyed the middle classes of 
Germany, driving the victims into the arms of militarism, and stirred up that 
tempest of anger and humiliation which broke in the Hitler revolution.41  

 
Sinclair provided a strategic rationale by giving a historical critique of certain aspects of 

post-World War I diplomacy. Sinclair described the occupation of the Ruhr as the “grossest 

blunder” in postwar diplomacy, holding it responsible for the destabilization of the Weimar 

Republic. In 1923, France and Belgium occupied the Ruhr, Germany’s key industrial region, to 

enforce reparations payments under the Treaty of Versailles.42 This move, intended to coerce 

compliance, backfired catastrophically, leading to hyperinflation, mass unemployment, and 

widespread social unrest.43 Sinclair highlighted this as a fundamental error in statecraft, arguing 

that it undermined Germany’s financial system, rather than securing reparations in a sustainable 

way. Sinclair reinforced the idea that the Ruhr occupation was not merely an economic failure 

but a psychological and nationalist disaster that, in Sinclair’s view, set the stage for Hitler’s rise 

by validating narratives of victimization and betrayal. 

 
41 Sir Archibald Sinclair, “Defence Policy,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 22 May 1935, vol. 302, cc385-394. 
42 Conan Fischer, The Ruhr Crisis, 1923–1924 (Oxford University Press, 2003), 1. 
43 Fischer, The Ruhr Crisis, 1923–1924, 72. 
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Sinclair linked the causality of Hitler’s rise to the strategic approach behind the 

agreement, arguing that Britain could learn from past failures and avoid similar mistakes. Rather 

than forcing Germany into further violations of the Versailles Treaty, Britain could engage 

Germany in a cooperative diplomatic framework. As Sinclair demonstrated in the debate, the 

British strategy for approaching the agreement was to address the root problem of the rise of 

German militarism and extremism. While they were not the initial designers of the agreement, 

British policymakers debated on how they could shape the agreement in order to tackle the 

broader issue that was causing Germany to pursue policies opposed to British interests. By 

presenting the concessions as deliberately going towards the objective of reducing German 

“anger and humiliation,” Sinclair played on German policymakers’ desire to gain recognition 

and respect within the international community. This approach incentivized Germany to adhere 

to the terms of the agreement in order to maintain its growing status as a recognized naval power. 

The British Cabinet ultimately adopted Sinclair’s approach regarding the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement, as they voted later that day to accept Hitler’s proposal for official 

negotiations.44 In the subsequent agreement, the British employed strategies such as setting strict 

limits, maintaining direct control over terms, establishing monitoring mechanisms, and framing 

the agreement as reciprocal. These strategies served to ensure that the concessions to Germany 

aligned with its own interests, framing the agreement in a way that balanced cooperation with 

accountability. While they were not the original architects of the agreement, they played a 

significant role in shaping it as a noble gesture of goodwill. This strategic involvement not only 

bolstered their diplomatic credibility but also cemented their status as pivotal leaders in the 

 
44 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 35. 
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reconstruction of postwar Europe. Consequently, they could effectively leverage this position in 

future negotiations with other global powers. 

 
 
 
 

Balancing Concession and Reciprocity in the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

 
The use of principled diplomacy was a foundational strategy when making concessions to 

Germany. Yet, this mechanism was only sustainable if British policymakers were able to ground 

the concessions in obligations. During the interwar period, the British incorporated the principle 

of reciprocity into their diplomatic strategy, recognizing that stability was best preserved when 

agreements were grounded in tangible and mutually beneficial obligations rather than imposed 

through unilateral demands. In considering this, the continuity of British diplomacy during the 

interwar period was not a linear progression of mistakes or missed opportunities but rather the 

progression of a long-term strategy to create stabilized relations with Germany while preserving 

British predominance.  

This is not a perspective held widely by historians. Many historians argue that the 

punitive measures of the Versailles Treaty and the subsequent concessions Britain made to 

Germany were stepping stones toward a broader failure to address Germany’s expansionist 

ambitions.45 They characterize British diplomacy as reactive and short-sighted, with each 

decision framed as a direct response to immediate crises rather than part of a coherent long-term 

 
45 Scholars who have most prominently argued this perspective on British interwar diplomacy are Edward Hallett 
Carr, The Twenty Years’ Crisis, 1919-1939: An Introduction to the Study of International Relations (MacMillan & 
Co., Ltd, 1939); Alan John Percivale Taylor, Origin of the Second World War (Atheneum, 1962); Paul W. 
Schroeder, “Munich and the British Tradition,” The Historical Journal 19, no. 1 (March 1, 1976): 223–43, 
https://doi.org/10.1017/s0018246x00018379. 
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strategy. This lack of foresight is depicted as a direct path to World War II. Yet, by focusing on 

the outcomes, this narrative of British interwar diplomacy diminishes the agency of British 

leaders and their geostrategic thinking involved in the complex decision-making processes. 

Instead of focusing on the inevitability of German expansionism, which tends to cloud 

the narrative, the focus should be on British diplomatic strategy during the interwar period. What 

were the strategies being employed in order to reach their long-term objectives? The previous 

section discussed how principled diplomacy was a foundational strategy when making 

concessions to Germany. It was a strategy used in order to preserve their role as geopolitical 

leaders while also addressing Germany’s grievances. But this mechanism was only sustainable if 

they were able to ground the concessions in obligations. That is where the principle of 

reciprocity fits into the equation. 

As shown in the previous section, from 1919 to 1935, British policymakers anchored 

their diplomatic agreements with Germany in principled diplomacy. However, they also drew 

upon the strategic framework of reciprocity in these same agreements in order to attach mutually 

beneficial obligations to concessions to Germany. Britain, under the stewardship of Prime 

Minister David Lloyd George, sought to ensure Germany’s compliance while preserving its 

economic functionality. This was a calculated move to deter future conflict while maintaining 

Europe’s stability.46 As the 1920s unfolded, Britain focused on fostering a sustainable European 

order. The Dawes Plan of 1924 emerged as a cornerstone of this strategy, restructuring 

Germany’s reparations and offering financial relief in exchange for economic reform.47 Britain 

championed this plan, not out of altruism, but to stabilize Germany’s economy, promote 

 
46 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 1. 
47 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 54. 
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European recovery, and curb the rise of extremism.48 Stability in Germany, after all, was vital for 

Britain’s trade interests and its vision of a balanced Europe. The Locarno Treaties of 1925 

further showcased Britain’s diplomatic acumen. These agreements tied Germany’s recognition of 

Western borders to mutual security guarantees, offering diplomatic reintegration in exchange for 

commitments to non-aggression.49 This paved the way for Germany’s entry into the League of 

Nations in 1926, which offered Germany a platform for legitimacy, but one that was encased in a 

framework of mutual responsibility.50 As for the Young Plan in 1929, which further reduced 

Germany’s reparations, those concessions were not handed over freely as they were tied to 

Germany’s commitment to financial stability and long-term economic reforms.51  

When looking at British diplomatic strategy through this lens, the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement becomes a significant example of how the British were able to sustain an agreement 

with Nazi Germany that both granted them concessions while increasing stability and 

predictability. In his book, On the Origins of War and Preservation of Peace, historian Donald 

Kagan argues that the British policy of appeasement was weak and misguided. He contends that 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement dissipated the advantage that the British had over 

Germany, only strengthening Germany and limiting Britain’s ability to restore their own military 

strength rapidly and effectively.52 However, examining the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

beyond its end result reveals how British policymakers deliberately grounded the agreement in 

the principle of reciprocity, meticulously linking concessions to obligations to achieve a balance 

of interests. By doing this, they channeled Germany’s ambitions into predictable and manageable 

 
48 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 54. 
49 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 58. 
50 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 276. 
51 Medlicott, British Foreign Policy Since Versailles, 1919-1963, 87. 
52 Kagan, On The Origins of War and the Preservation of Peace, 318. 
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frameworks, thus creating a foundation for sustained cooperation and mutual understanding. 

Reciprocity transformed the concessions from acts of submission into structured exchanges that 

aimed to stabilize and prevent conflict.  

By portraying the German offer as a step toward mutual restraint in the Anglo-German 

Naval Discussions: Report by the British Representatives, the British delegation strategically 

framed the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a means of stabilizing European power 

dynamics. The report, written on June 5, 1935, stated: “After informing them of the nature of the 

German offer, we should state that we consider that it is a contribution of great importance to the 

cause of future naval limitation and also furnishes an important assurance for the future security 

of this and other countries.”53 The statement encapsulated the essence of Britain’s diplomatic 

approach, anchoring its strategy in the principle of reciprocity. By acknowledging the German 

proposal as “a contribution of great importance,” Britain sought to embed Germany within a 

framework of negotiated limitations, fostering a structure where cooperation became a 

mechanism for reducing insecurity. The explicit emphasis on “important assurance” and shared 

security underscored Britain’s aim to institutionalize balance, not merely as an end in itself but as 

a means to prevent unilateral adventurism. Britain’s strategic emphasis on reciprocity enabled it 

to act as a mediator and advocate for collective security. This approach reflects the quintessential 

logic of power politics: agreements are enduring only when all parties perceive tangible benefits, 

and trust is cultivated through reciprocal, measured actions that reinforce the broader 

equilibrium. 

 
53 No. 305: Anglo-German Naval Discussions: Report by the British Representatives, 5 June 1935, Documents on 
British Foreign Policy, 1919-1939, 2nd ser., 13: 367-367.  
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Within the agreement itself, British policymakers agreed to the concession of allowing 

Germany to build up their navy to 35 percent capacity.54 Still, in order to preserve invariability, 

they tied the concessions to a larger framework of global naval stability. As British policymakers 

internally debated the terms of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell, 

First Lord of the Admiralty, explicitly linked Germany’s obligations under the agreement to 

greater transparency in naval construction. He emphasized this reciprocal dynamic, stating, “As a 

result of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, Germany is prepared, from now onwards, to 

exchange on a reciprocal basis with other naval Powers particulars in regard to dates of laying 

down and characteristics of future warships, even in advance of the conclusion of a general 

Naval Treaty.”55 This mutual dependence underscored the principle of reciprocity, reinforcing 

the idea that both Britain and Germany had a vested interest in maintaining the agreement. By 

securing a commitment from Britain and potentially other nations to exchange naval intelligence 

on equal terms, Germany gained a measure of legitimacy and inclusion in the international naval 

system. For Britain, this clause tied Germany’s naval commitments to a global framework of 

stability, ensuring that Germany’s naval buildup remained visible, predictable, and manageable. 

Additionally, this framework aimed to reduce the likelihood of unilateral escalations by ensuring 

that Germany had an incentive to maintain transparency, thereby lowering uncertainty.  

The inclusion of sub-paragraph (c) in the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was presented 

as a crucial safeguard for British naval interests, ensuring that any dramatic shifts in global naval 

power could be formally reassessed. Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell pointed to this provision as a key 

advantage for Britain, arguing that it provided a diplomatic mechanism to address unforeseen 

 
54 League of Nations. Treaty Series. Vol. 161, Nos. 3701-3729. United Nations Treaty Collection, 1935-1936, 10.   
55 Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell, “Naval Armaments (Anglo-German Agreement),” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 24 July 1935, 
vol. 304, cc1811-1817.  
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naval buildups while maintaining stability. The clause stated, “If the general equilibrium of naval 

armaments, as normally maintained in the past, should be violently upset by, any abnormal and 

exceptional construction by other Powers, the German Government reserve the right to invite His 

Majesty’s Government in the United Kingdom to examine the new situation thus created.”56 The 

provision was beneficial for Britain because it ensured that Germany’s naval expansion remained 

tied to a system of mutual consultation and global stability, reinforcing Britain’s naval 

dominance while reducing the risks of unilateral German escalation. By requiring Germany to 

“invite” Britain to review the agreement in the event of an external naval imbalance, this clause 

institutionalized diplomatic consultation as the primary mechanism for addressing grievances. 

This provided Britain with advance notice of potential changes in German naval ambitions, 

allowing for proactive rather than reactive measures. Britain also benefited from the 

predictability the clause offered. If external naval developments prompted Germany to revisit the 

agreement, the process was anchored in dialogue rather than unilateral action. This reduced the 

likelihood of Germany abandoning the agreement outright and allowed Britain to manage 

potential disputes diplomatically. Finally, the clause avoided escalatory triggers. It prevented 

Germany from using changes in global naval dynamics as a pretext for unrestricted rearmament. 

Instead, it obligated Germany to raise concerns with Britain, ensuring that Britain maintained 

influence over how any naval imbalances were addressed.  

Sub-paragraph (c) of the agreement also implicitly addressed the issue of the absence of a 

formal enforcement mechanism, framing it as a deliberate diplomatic choice rather than an 

oversight. A strict enforcement clause, such as naval inspections, might have been perceived as 

provocative by Germany, undermining Britain’s goal of improving Anglo-German relations. By 

 
56 Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell, “Naval Armaments (Anglo-German Agreement),” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 27 June 1935, 
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ensuring that Britain could formally revisit the agreement in response to significant naval 

expansions by other powers, this clause acted as a deterrent against unchecked German 

rearmament. If Germany exceeded the agreed-upon 35:100 naval ratio, Britain could leverage 

this clause to demand diplomatic consultations or modifications to the agreement. This 

introduced an element of adaptability, allowing Britain to adjust its own naval policies 

accordingly rather than being bound to a fixed arrangement. Additionally, such a clause 

reinforced Britain’s strategic position by ensuring that it was not indefinitely committed to an 

agreement that might become outdated or disadvantageous. While still relying on diplomatic 

engagement rather than strict enforcement, this approach mitigated the risks of German non-

compliance by establishing a formal process for reassessment and renegotiation, thereby 

preserving British naval superiority and strategic flexibility. 

Although it was not addressed in the debates within the House of Commons, Sub-

paragraph (d) of the agreement also tackled the issue of the absence of a formal enforcement 

mechanism. Sub-paragraph (d) of the agreement applied the “35% ratio to the tonnage of each 

category of vessel,” meaning that the Kriegsmarine (German Navy) was not allowed to 

concentrate its entire 35 percent naval tonnage in just one type of warship (e.g., all submarines or 

all battleships).57 Instead, it had to mirror the British fleet structure. Since the Royal Navy was 

designed for global power projection—with a mix of large capital ships, support vessels, and 

destroyers—the agreement forced Germany to adopt a similar structure.58 This tied into the 

previous clause because if Germany violated the “balanced fleet” requirement—for example, by 

disproportionately investing in submarines —Britain could invoke sub-paragraph (c) to leverage 
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renegotiations and consultations and adjust its own naval policy in response.59 The combination 

of these provisions ensured that Germany’s naval buildup would remain manageable without 

forcing Britain into an immediate arms race or direct confrontation. 

The inclusion of sub-paragraph (d) in the Anglo-German Naval Agreement underscores 

British policymakers’ deliberate effort to shape German naval growth in direct response to 

historical lessons learned from World War I. Britain, recalling the devastating impact of German 

U-boats in World War I, sought to prevent a repeat of the unrestricted submarine campaign that 

had severely weakened their navy.60  

Figure 2. “New German Submarine War Zone of February 1, 1917,” in The Story of the 
Great War. Volume VI, ed. Francis J. Reynolds, Allen C. Churchill, and Francis Trevelyan Miller 
(P.F. Collier & Son, 2009), 207. 
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60 Éva Haraszti, Treaty-Breakers or “Realpolitiker”?: The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June 1935 (Harald 
Boldt Verlag, 1974), 22. 
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As shown in the map above, Germany established a war zone around the British Isles, 

particularly covering the North Atlantic, the English Channel, and the North Sea. This zone was 

where German U-boats (a type of German naval submarine) operated aggressively, targeting all 

merchant and military vessels. As the map shows, heavy German U-boat patrols were conducted 

in the North Sea and the English Channel. Additionally, the map shows how the Mediterranean 

was a crucial theatre for submarine warfare. Overall, this map underscores how the Royal Navy’s 

dominance in surface warfare had been challenged by an asymmetrical submarine strategy.61 The 

Royal Navy, a conventional naval power, was built for global power projection, relying on a 

balanced mix of battleships, aircraft carriers, cruisers, and destroyers for fleet engagements and 

maritime dominance. Since Germany could not outbuild the Royal Navy in terms of battleships 

or surface fleet size, it sought to undermine British strength through submarine warfare, which 

relied on stealth, surprise, and economic disruption (by targeting merchant shipping).62 They 

used this strategy of unrestricted submarine warfare in an attempt to disrupt British naval 

operations both at home and abroad by attacking their military vessels and targeting their supply 

lines to key colonies in the Middle East, thereby impeding the travel of troop transports, supply 

convoys, and merchant ships.63 

Drawing on its historical experience to safeguard its maritime dominance, Britain 

strategically shaped the Anglo-German Naval Agreement to counter this potential threat. By 

structuring part of the agreement in this way, Britain aimed to establish reciprocity not only in 

naval size but also in composition. By regulating composition, Britain attempted to dictate the 

strategic role of the German navy, ensuring it was designed for conventional naval engagements 

 
61 Haraszti, Treaty-Breakers or “Realpolitiker”?: The Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June 1935, 22. 
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rather than asymmetric submarine warfare. By anticipating this strategy and proactively inputting 

a “balanced fleet” clause into the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, British policymakers aimed 

to channel Germany’s naval expansion into conventional fleet-building, steering it away from 

asymmetric submarine warfare. In return, Germany could formally build submarines to some 

extent, giving them incentive to remain within a structured naval framework, allowing Britain to 

maintain oversight and potentially moderate the pace and direction of German naval growth. 

Even though Britain was not planning on going to war with Germany, the importance of 

economic stability was paramount to sustaining the post-World War I order. Unchecked German 

naval development—particularly a submarine-heavy fleet—posed not just a military challenge 

but also an economic threat, as it could disrupt Britain’s maritime trade routes, which were 

essential to maintaining the European balance of power. Consequently, by including the 

“balanced fleet” clause, the British recognized Germany as a growing naval power in exchange 

for Germany agreeing to a relative maritime order and, by extension, economic order.  

These provisions encapsulated the principle of reciprocity by ensuring that Germany’s 

obligations under the Anglo-German Naval Agreement were not absolute but rather conditional 

on external factors that could influence the agreement’s fairness and effectiveness. Sub-

paragraph (c) allowed for consultation in the event of “abnormal and exceptional construction by 

other Powers,” which was crucial because it addressed the possibility of a shifting global naval 

landscape that could undermine the terms of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. While 

Germany reserved the right to change the terms of the agreement, it had to be done under 

consultation with the British, thus allowing Britain to remain engaged in managing global naval 

power dynamics and protecting them from a surprise naval build-up by Germany. Britain 

preserved naval supremacy by forming the agreement around a more gradual German build-up 
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than a more concentrated one. This foresight highlighted Britain’s pragmatic approach to 

reciprocity and its effort to balance flexibility with control in managing the challenges of 

interwar diplomacy. 

Conclusion 

In a letter dated June 12, 1935, to Foreign Secretary Samuel J. Hoare, Sir Eric Phipps 

wrote “The programme thus officially announced is regarded as indicating no basic change in 

British policy, but rather as an emphasis of continuity. Mr. Baldwin, made it clear that England 

stood by her traditional duty of preserving peace in Europe.”64 Phipps highlighted the continuity 

to British foreign policy at the time, indicating that there would be little change to the diplomatic 

policies from the early interwar years to the current period. Baldwin’s position emphasized the 

perceived continuity of British foreign policy principles despite the rapidly changing geopolitical 

landscape. It reflects Britain’s commitment to maintaining peace in Europe through diplomacy, 

negotiation, and adherence to its traditional role as a stabilizing force in international affairs.  

In the context of this quote, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement stands out as consistent 

with long-standing traditions of balancing power in Europe. Counter to critiques that British 

diplomacy in the interwar years was reactive or directionless, the agreement was part of a 

proactive strategic vision to reintegrate Germany into the international community with moderate 

limitations. Reciprocity and principled diplomacy functioned in tandem as the cornerstone of 

British diplomatic strategy to achieve this feat during the interwar years, culminating in the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement.  

Although Hitler withdrew from the agreement just four years later, the strategies used by 

British policymakers to shape it significantly influenced its tangible impact. The requirement for 
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the Kriegsmarine to divide its 35 percent tonnage ratio by warship categories brought 

considerable benefits to the British as it delayed German naval expansion, as building a balanced 

fleet took longer than focusing on one ship type. This, combined with the lack of shipbuilding 

space, design problems, shortages of skilled workers, and the scarcity of foreign exchange to 

purchase necessary raw materials, slowed the rebuilding of the German Navy. Subsequently, the 

Kriegsmarine was still far from the 35 percent limit when Hitler denounced the agreement in 

1939.65  

   
 

Figure 3. Joseph A. Maiolo. “British Naval Staff Estimated Comparative Naval Strength 
at 1 January 1938,” in The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 116. 
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The table above, based on data compiled by the British Naval Staff, underscores the 

overwhelming naval superiority of Britain over Germany as of January 1, 1938, even after 

Germany had begun rearming under the Anglo-German Naval Agreement in 1935. While these 

figures are estimates rather than exact counts, they highlight Britain’s commanding lead in nearly 

every naval category, reinforcing the notion that Germany was not yet capable of challenging 

British maritime dominance even as they were gaining territory. Britain maintained a decisive 

edge in capital ships (15 vs. 3), aircraft carriers (5 vs. 0), and destroyers (161 vs. 28), a testament 

to its global naval strategy and long-standing commitment to sea power. Furthermore, Britain’s 

cruiser fleet, critical for maintaining control over vital trade routes, far surpassed Germany’s, 

with forty-nine B-class cruisers compared to Germany’s mere six. Although Germany had 

prioritized submarine expansion, the data from the table suggests that its U-boat buildup 

remained outpaced relative to British and Allied submarine production. Ultimately, the table 

demonstrates that the provisions established by the British in the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement played a decisive role in tempering the pace of German naval expansion.  

Although the Anglo-German Naval Agreement ultimately failed to establish a lasting 

diplomatic relationship between Britain and Germany, it exemplified proactive appeasement, a 

strategy of structured engagement rather than reactive concession. By structuring the agreement 

around a regulated naval ratio, reciprocal obligations, and the requirement of a “balanced fleet,” 

Britain sought not just to manage German rearmament, but to integrate it into a controlled 

framework that served British strategic interests. This approach, rooted in principled diplomacy 

and reciprocity, ensured that the Kriegsmarine remained relatively constrained in its early 

expansion. 
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Unlike later appeasement policies, which were largely reactionary and crisis-driven, the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement demonstrated a forward-thinking effort to limit German 

military capabilities while maintaining British naval dominance. This strategic foresight proved 

advantageous when Britain entered World War II, as Germany had not been able to develop a 

fleet capable of challenging British naval supremacy outright. Even though Hitler abandoned the 

agreement in 1939, the delayed expansion of the German navy provided Britain with critical time 

to prioritize other areas of rearmament, including air and land defenses.66  

In this sense, proactive appeasement, as embodied by the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement, was not merely an illusion of control but a calculated strategy that inadvertently 

strengthened Britain’s wartime position. This illustrates how a structured, preemptive approach 

to diplomacy could shape adversarial behavior—at least temporarily—rather than simply 

responding to it. As Chapter Three will demonstrate, later appeasement policies stood in stark 

contrast to the preemptive strategy behind the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, shifting from a 

framework of structured engagement to one dictated by external pressures and a reluctance to 

confront Hitler. 

 

 

 

 

 
66 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39, 60. 



 

 81 

 

Chapter 3 
Breaking from Precedent: 

How Chamberlain’s Appeasement Diverged from 
the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 

 
 
 
 

The Promise of Peace and the Strategic Shift in Appeasement 

 
The air was crisp and carried a slight chill, typical of an autumn day in England when 

Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain stepped out of the airplane in Heston Aerodrome on 

September 30, 1938.1 The atmosphere was charged with tension as the crowd surrounding him 

waited for him to speak. In the weeks prior to the Munich Conference, fear of a new, catastrophic 

conflict akin to World War I had gripped Britain. Newspapers were filled with stories of military 

mobilizations and government preparations for air raids. Gas masks were being distributed, and 

civilian shelters were being constructed.2 The public was desperate for any sign of hope, clinging 

to the possibility of avoiding another devastating war. Chamberlain, a somber yet determined 

figure, greeted the crowd as he stepped onto the runway.3 The waiting journalists and television 

reporters surrounded him, setting up microphones and cameras to capture his words.4 Visibly 

 
1 David Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II (Simon & Schuster, 2009), 1. 
2 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 357. 
3 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 4. 
4 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 4. 
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exhausted but resolute, Chamberlain began to address the crowd. “There are only two things I 

want to say,” he began.5  

First of all, I have received an immense number of letters during all these 
anxious days – and so has my wife – letters of support and approval and gratitude; 
and I cannot tell you what an encouragement that has been to me. I want to thank 
the British people for what they have done. Next I want to say that the settlement 
of the Czechoslovakian problem, which has now been achieved is, in my view, 
only the prelude to a larger settlement in which all Europe may find peace.6 
 

At this point, he paused. He slowly removed the now-famous piece of paper from his 

breast pocket, carefully unfolding it and holding it up for the crowd to see.7 “This morning I had 

another talk with the German Chancellor, Herr Hitler,” he continued, “and here is the paper 

which bears his name upon it as well as mine. Some of you, perhaps, have already heard what it 

contains but I would just like to read it to you.”8  

 We, the German Fuhrer and Chancellor and the British Prime Minister, 
have had a further meeting today and are agreed in recognising that the question 
of Anglo-German relations is of the first importance for the two countries and for 
Europe. We regard the agreement signed last night and the Anglo-German Naval 
Agreement as symbolic of the desire of our two peoples never to go to war with 
one another again.9 

 
As he read, relief set over the crowd, and they erupted into applause. The crowd began to 

cheer, singing noisy renditions of “For he’s a jolly good fellow” and “Rule Britannia.”10 

Chamberlain’s words had reassured a nation on edge, presenting the Munich Agreement as a 

victory of rationality and compromise. Britons celebrated Chamberlain as a hero, praising him 

for bringing the country back from the brink of war. Chamberlain’s speech reflected his deep 

 
5 BBC Written Archives, R34/325 Czechoslovak Crisis, General File 1938-1939, 30 September 1938.  
6 BBC Written Archives, R34/325 Czechoslovak Crisis. 
7 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 4. 
8 BBC Written Archives, R34/325 Czechoslovak Crisis. 
9 BBC Written Archives, R34/325 Czechoslovak Crisis. 
10 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 5. 
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conviction that war had been averted through diplomacy and his personal hope that Hitler could 

be satisfied by granting Germany what was framed as rightful territorial claims. 

For many in Britain, “Peace for our Time” captured a profound longing for stability and 

avoidance. The scars of World War I were still fresh, and the thought of another war was deeply 

unpopular among the public. In academic circles, the speech has come to epitomize the British 

policy of appeasement throughout the 1930s and its impact on the trajectory of World War II. 

Many historians continue to argue that appeasement represents a singular and consistent period 

in British foreign policy, characterized by a deliberate and overarching strategy to maintain 

peace in Europe by accommodating the demands of Nazi Germany.11 In The Roots of 

Appeasement, British historian Martin Gilbert argued that there was significant continuity in the 

motivations and strategic frameworks underpinning Britain’s appeasement policies during the 

1930s, from the Anglo-German Naval Agreement of 1935 to Neville Chamberlain’s later 

diplomatic efforts. Gilbert contends that both the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and the 

policies following the agreement were rooted in a desire to “still preserve peace despite Hitler’s 

growing advocacy of violence.”12 By emphasizing this continuity, Gilbert portrays appeasement 

as a period of consistent policies with a strategic approach rooted in Britain’s post-World War I 

priorities of peace. Historians such as Paul Kennedy, R.A.C Parker, and Frank McDonough 

 
11 Despite offering varied interpretations, contemporary scholars largely treat British appeasement as a distinct and 
consistent policy period. David French, Deterrence, Coercion, and Appeasement: British Grand Strategy, 1919–
1940 (Oxford University Press, 2022), outlines a structured progression of British strategy that culminated in 
appeasement. Similarly, George C. Peden, Churchill, Chamberlain and Appeasement (Cambridge University Press, 
2022), situates the policy within the broader political dynamics of the time. Frank McDonough, in Neville 
Chamberlain, Appeasement and the British Road to War (Routledge, 1998), critiques appeasement but 
acknowledges its coherence as a strategy of crisis management. Tim Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, 
Churchill and the Road to War (Random House, 2019), critiques revisionist tendencies and affirms appeasement as 
a defining, continuous policy shaped by geopolitical interwar constraints.  
12 Martin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1966), II. 
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agree with Gilbert, viewing Chamberlain’s diplomacy as a continuation of earlier efforts, 

including the naval agreement, rather than a radical shift.13  

However, these historians fail to analyze the shift in British objectives after 1935 and do 

not distinguish between proactive and reactive diplomacy. Despite the portrayal of a singular, 

continuous strategic approach, the policies following the Anglo-German Naval Agreement mark 

a decisive break with the prevailing trajectory of British foreign policy during the interwar 

period, which was characterized by efforts at rapprochement through principled diplomacy and 

reciprocity, as exemplified by the Agreement itself. In contrast, the British strategic framework 

following the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was oriented towards two principal objectives: 

the management of potential consequences stemming from foreign aggression and the oversight 

of rearmament. These objectives were fundamentally distinct in their underlying motivations and 

strategic imperatives than the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and thus should not be conflated 

or treated as components of a singular “appeasement period.” Treating the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement as part of the same “appeasement period” as Chamberlain’s later policies obscures 

the fundamental shift in Britain’s diplomatic strategy. By recognizing this divergence, historians 

gain insight into why Britain’s earlier policies (like the Anglo-German Naval Agreement) 

reflected a calculated effort to shape the geopolitical landscape, whereas Chamberlain’s later 

appeasement reflected a desperate attempt to buy time for rearmament. It also helps explain why 

appeasement failed, not because it was always a flawed policy but because it transformed into a 

passive, short-term crisis management tool rather than a coherent long-term strategy. 

 
13 Paul M. Kennedy, The Realities Behind Diplomacy: Background Influences on British External Policy, 1865-
1980 (George, Allen, & Unwin Ltd, 1981); Robert Alexander Clarke Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement: 
British Policy and the Coming of the Second World War (St. Martin’s Press, 1993); Frank McDonough, Neville 
Chamberlain, Appeasement, and the British Road to War (Manchester University Press, 1998). 
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Neville Chamberlain’s “Peace for our Time” speech invoked the lofty goal of enduring 

peace, citing the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as a model for the Munich Agreement and a 

testament to the power of negotiation over confrontation. Yet, when viewed through a critical 

lens, the speech appears less a reflection of genuine belief and more a calculated rhetorical 

gesture aimed at placating domestic and international audiences. Chamberlain’s private actions 

and correspondence suggest that, despite his public optimism, he privately viewed appeasement 

as a temporary measure rather than a genuine path to lasting peace. His communications reveal a 

fatalistic recognition that war with Germany was likely inevitable, and that his primary goal was 

not to prevent it altogether, but to delay it long enough for Britain to rearm. Chamberlain’s 

invocation of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, therefore, can be seen as an effort to lend 

historical legitimacy to a policy that lacked the strategic discipline and foresight of its 

predecessor.  In the end, “peace” and the understanding of what that word meant came to be 

something very different as the decade went on.  

 

 

Contrasting Motives in Chamberlain’s Appeasement and the Anglo-German Naval 
Agreement 

 
To understand the shift from the Anglo-German Naval Agreement to Chamberlain’s 

appeasement policies – most notably the Munich Agreement – it is important to identify the 

underlying forces that drove policy changes. After the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, British 

policymakers were not primarily driven by a persistent commitment to peace or reconciliation. 

Instead, their actions were guided by the strategic necessity of buying time for rearmament. The 

government sought to prepare for an inevitable confrontation with Germany while avoiding an 
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immediate military conflict for which they were unprepared. This shift in motivation came in 

early 1936 when Germany began to adopt a more assertive foreign policy. Britain’s policy of 

proactive appeasement and its objective of rapprochement, epitomized in the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement a year prior, began to erode as Hitler remilitarized the Rhineland in violation 

of both the Versailles and Locarno treaties. It moved the British further away from their ultimate 

goal of bringing Germany back into the League of Nations and the international system of norms 

as a whole. On February 14, 1936, three weeks before Germany moved into the Rhineland, new 

Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden circulated to the Cabinet a memorandum by Sir Robert 

Vansittart on the consequences of German rearmament.14 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 either to repudiate or to fulfill.”15 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.16 

 
Vansittart’s quote vividly captures the transformation in British foreign policy that 

occurred in 1936.  Despite Stanley Baldwin’s continued role as Prime Minister, the geopolitical 

 
14 Norrin M. Ripsman and Jack S. Levy, “Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? The Logic of British Appeasement in 
the 1930s,” International Security 33, no. 2 ( 2008): 164, https://doi.org/10.1162/isec.2008.33.2.148, 164. 
15 “Germany,” February 11, 1936, CAB 24/260, The National Archives (UK), 146.  
16 “Germany,” February 11, 1936, CAB 24/260, The National Archives (UK), 152-155.  
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trajectory he had previously established through the Anglo-German Naval Agreement had been 

undermined, paving the way for an alternative strategic approach where rearmament played a 

central role. Vansittart’s report catalyzed this shift as the Cabinet used it to justify their decision 

not to intervene in the Remilitarization of the Rhineland, arguing that they were woefully 

unprepared for any type of confrontation. 

Neville Chamberlain solidified this significant shift in foreign policy upon becoming 

Prime Minister in 1937. On the heels of Vansittart’s report, Chamberlain understood that the 

British were militarily weaker than Germany. In early 1938, Chamberlain faced his first 

international challenge as Prime Minister when Hitler sent an ultimatum to the Chancellor of the 

Federal State of Austria, Kurt Schuschnigg, on March 11, demanding that he hand over all power 

to the Austrian Nazis or face an invasion.17 Though Article 80 of the Treaty of Versailles 

prohibited the union of Austria and Germany, Chamberlain, with the support of his Cabinet, 

decided not to take a strong stance in support of Schuschnigg, citing Britain’s lack of military 

preparedness.18 Schuschnigg, realizing that neither France nor Britain would actively support 

him, resigned, and Arthur Seyss-Inquart, an Austrian Nazi politician, was installed as 

Chancellor.19 On the following morning, March 12, 1938, the 8th Army of the German 

Wehrmacht crossed the border into Austria, where they were greeted by cheering Austrians and 

met no resistance.20  

In the hours following this invasion, Chamberlain spoke to the House of Commons, 

saying, “The hard fact is that nothing could have arrested what has actually happened [in 

 
17 Tim Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War (Random House, 2019), 180. 
18 Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War, 181. 
19 Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War, 181. 
20 Bouverie, Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War, 182. 
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Austria] unless this country and other countries had been prepared to use force.”21 Chamberlain’s 

decision to avoid intervening in Austria reflected his awareness of the military disparity between 

themselves and Germany, who had rapidly rearmed under Hitler. Yet, that same day, 

Chamberlain also decided to accelerate rearmament, regardless of its broader economic cost.22 

Not only did this decision solidify a new direction of foreign policy for Britain, but it also 

informed policies to come.  

This decision to accelerate rearmament became the basis of his decision to enter the 

Munich Agreement with Hitler. Following the Anschluss in March 1938, Hitler positioned 

himself as the defender of ethnic Germans living in Czechoslovakia, setting the stage for the 

Sudeten Crisis.23 Czechoslovakia was unwilling to cede the Sudetenland, as it was a strategically 

important region with significant military defenses (the Czechoslovak border fortifications) and 

economic resources.24 Chamberlain tried to urge the Czechoslovak government to enter into a 

settlement with Germany, yet both parties refused.25 As August came to an end, Germany 

deployed 750,000 soldiers along the Czechoslovak border.26 A war between the two powers 

seemed imminent.27  

On September 11, 1938, Chamberlain made statements to the press, sharing Britain’s 

intention to diplomatically intervene in the impending conflict. “The Government’s policy and 

 
21 William Lawrence Shirer, The Nightmare Years, 1930-1940 (Little, Brown & Company, 1984), 310. 
22 Norman Henry Gibbs, Grand Strategy. Volume I: Rearmament Policy (Her Majesty’s Stationary Office, 1976), 
299. 
23 Ripsman and Levy, “Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? The Logic of British Appeasement in the 1930s,” 169. 
24 Ripsman and Levy, “Wishful Thinking or Buying Time? The Logic of British Appeasement in the 1930s,” 171. 
25 Eleanor L. Turk, The History of Germany (Greenwood, 1999), 122. 
26 Turk, The History of Germany, 123. 
27 Based on the international relations theories of offensive realism (John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great 
Power Politics [W.W. Norton & Company, 2001]), the security dilemma logic (Robert Jervis, “Cooperation under 
the Security Dilemma,” World Politics 30, no. 2 [1978]: 167-214), and deterrence theory (Thomas C. Schelling, 
Arms and Influence [Yale University Press, 1966]), Britain likely saw war as imminent because Germany’s military 
mobilization aligned with strategic behavior consistent with expansionism, deterrence failure, and preemptive war 
incentives—making diplomatic resolution appear increasingly unlikely.  
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the Government’s efforts are directed all the time to the avoidance of any such catastrophe as 

that.”28 While outwardly emphasizing a commitment to peace and avoiding war, his words 

revealed the subtle acknowledgment of the inevitability of conflict with Germany, thus 

demonstrating the underlying motivations behind his decision to meet with Hitler. When 

analyzed through the lens of Britain’s geopolitical context in the late 1930s, it becomes evident 

that the avoidance of catastrophe was deeply tied to Britain’s need to buy time for rearmament 

rather than a sincere belief that war could be permanently avoided through diplomacy alone. As 

previously demonstrated, Chamberlain had already accelerated rearmament after the Anschluss. 

Thus, the “avoidance of catastrophe” was not an end in itself but a necessity, driven by the 

recognition that Britain’s survival in the long term depended on being fully prepared for the war 

that would eventually break out. His approach reflected the duality of British policy: publicly 

seeking peace while privately preparing for the inevitable conflict. With the ultimate goal being 

complete rearmament, Chamberlain was motivated to seek a meeting with Hitler in an attempt to 

delay the inevitable just a little longer.29  

Many scholars who have engaged with the Munich Agreement have argued that 

Chamberlain was much more holistic in his intentions going into the Conference. British 

historian Frank McDonough asserts that appeasement was underpinned by long-term strategic 

thinking rather than short-term political expediency.30 He links the naval agreement to later 

 
28 Appendix III: Text of the Prime Minister’s Statement to the Press on September 11, 1938, Documents on British 
Foreign Policy, 1919–1939, Series 3, Vol. 2, 680.  
29 Data from a March 16th Parliamentary debate (“Navy Estimates 1939,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 16 March 1939, vol. 
345, cc2302-2312) demonstrated Britain’s rapid naval buildup from 1938 to early 1939, showing significant 
increases in naval tonnage, personnel, and overall fleet capability. In March 1938, the Royal Navy had 112,000 
personnel, but by early 1939, this had grown to 121,000, with plans to reach 133,000 within the year. Additionally, 
The Royal Navy anticipated commissioning 60 new warships in the coming financial year, a sharp increase from the 
43 completed in the previous year. Most notably, the proposed naval budget was set at £149 million, marking a £23 
million increase from the previous year and the highest peacetime allocation for the Royal Navy at that time. This 
expansion was critical in bolstering British naval power ahead of what would soon become World War II. 
30 McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement, and the British Road to War, 23.  
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policies, showing how British leaders viewed it as a means to moderate German ambitions while 

avoiding direct confrontation.31 However, this interpretation does not consider the differences in 

rhetoric surrounding the agreements themselves. Rhetoric is crucial because it reflects not only 

the stated intentions of policymakers but also the underlying strategic priorities and assumptions 

that shaped their decisions, revealing whether diplomacy was pursued as a means of genuine 

reconciliation or as a short-term tool to manage an impending crisis. Chamberlain’s rhetoric on 

the “avoidance of catastrophe” highlights the differences in his reasoning for entering the 

Munich Agreement compared to British policymakers’ rationale for entering the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement. As evidenced in Chapter One, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was 

presented as a building block upon which further cooperation between the two powers would 

build. Stanley Baldwin reinforced this idea when advocating for the agreement, stating, “we 

desire with all our hearts the universality of the League.”32 The focus of the British government 

at the time was doing what they could to persuade Germany to return to the League of Nations. 

The language used was much more idealistic and institutional, focusing on reintegration and 

rapprochement with Germany. Chamberlain’s rhetoric, on the other hand, focused much more on 

defusing immediate crises. The focus on imminent catastrophe placed any agreement following 

this statement as more of a stopgap or tool of emergency rather than a forward-thinking strategy 

that was looking toward long peace. 

During the Munich Conference, Chamberlain’s private discussions with Hitler revealed 

his underlying concern for delaying an inevitable conflict until Britain was better prepared. In 

one such exchange, Chamberlain expressed his hope that “there would be no bombardment of 

 
31 McDonough, Neville Chamberlain, Appeasement, and the British Road to War, 24. 
32 Stanley Baldwin, “Defence,” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 11 March 1935, vol 299 cc47-59.  
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Prague or killing of women and children by attacks from the air.”33 While ostensibly 

humanitarian, the quote’s language underscores how rearmament was the principal impetus for 

Chamberlain’s involvement in the Munich Agreement. Chamberlain’s statement encapsulated 

the apprehension surrounding air power as a transformative force in modern warfare. The 

Luftwaffe’s proven ability to wreak havoc on civilian populations, as evidenced by the bombing 

of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War (1936–1939), likely solidified Chamberlain’s 

conviction that Britain required additional time to establish a robust air defense infrastructure, 

including advancements in radar technology and the production of fighter aircraft.34 

Furthermore, the dialogue between Chamberlain and Hitler invites critical inquiry: why would 

Chamberlain invoke the potential bombing of Prague if it was not explicitly articulated as a 

threat? If Chamberlain had genuinely believed that the agreement could secure enduring peace, 

he would not have framed his appeal in the context of averting an impending bombing campaign. 

This suggests that he was not negotiating under the assumption that peace could be permanently 

secured, but rather that conflict was already an anticipated reality. His specific focus on the 

prospect of aerial bombardment implies that he saw war as more of a question of timing and 

scale rather than a question of prevention.  

If Chamberlain had truly believed that Munich would bring lasting peace, he would not 

have framed his plea around mitigating civilian casualties in an expected bombing campaign. 

Instead, his concern with how the conflict would unfold—rather than if it would unfold—

indicates that he privately accepted the inevitability of war and was primarily seeking to delay its 

outbreak until Britain was better positioned to defend itself. Chamberlain’s specific reference to 

 
33 No. 1228: Note of a Conversation Between the Prime Minister and Herr Hitler, September 30, 1938, at the 
Latter’s Flat in Munich, DBFP, 1919–1939, Series 3, Vol. 2, 635. 
34 James S. Corum, Wolfram Von Richthofen: Master of the German Air War (University Press of Kansas, 2008), 
134. 
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aerial bombardment highlighted his acute awareness of Britain’s air power deficiencies at that 

juncture, particularly vis-à-vis the burgeoning capabilities of the Luftwaffe. By delaying the 

onset of hostilities, Chamberlain afforded Britain the opportunity to enhance aircraft production 

(a factor that would prove pivotal in the Battle of Britain in 1940).35 Ultimately, the fact that he 

was negotiating not for long-term stability but for immediate damage control, especially 

concerning civilian casualties, indicates his awareness of Britain’s military vulnerabilities and 

the necessity for rectification of these shortcomings.  

This highlights a key difference between the negotiation of the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement and the Munich Agreement. The Anglo-German Naval Agreement was negotiated 

within a broader vision of long-term Anglo-German cooperation based on reciprocal 

commitments. As demonstrated in Chapter Two, the tone of the negotiations suggested that 

Britain still saw Germany as a rational actor that could be persuaded to adhere to agreements in 

the long run. Yet, as the talks between Hitler and Chamberlain show, the Munich Agreement 

revolved around extracting short-term assurances from Hitler rather than laying the foundation 

for a sustainable diplomatic relationship. These assurances were focused on military threats and 

conflict, further demonstrating the lack of interest in genuine cooperation and the focus on 

British defensive and offensive security capabilities in comparison to Germany’s.  

Overall, there was a disconnect between the way the Munich Agreement was sold to the 

public and what the impetus for it actually was. Scholars tend to focus on Chamberlain’s outward 

facade of peace and cooperation that was fed to the public when he returned from Munich on 

September 30, 1938. Yet the internal discussions Chamberlain had with Parliament and his 

 
35 Corum, Wolfram Von Richthofen, 134.  
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Cabinet undermined his public narrative, striking a very different, much more in line with his 

private talks with Hitler at Munich. 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Selkirk Panton, “Peace! Agreement Signed at 12.30 am Today,” Daily Express, 
September 30, 1938.  

 
In the image above, the Daily Express reflected a sense of relief and optimism in Britain 

immediately following the signing of the Munich Agreement. As soon as the agreement was 

signed, Chamberlain sent word back to his Cabinet and the press, emphasizing that war had been 
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avoided and portraying the deal as a triumph for peace.36 The bold headline “PEACE!” and the 

declaration that “Britain will not be involved in a European war this year, or next year either” 

suggest that the British media and public largely embraced this message, viewing the agreement 

as a diplomatic success. This perception was only further solidified when Chamberlain returned 

to London later that day and delivered his now-infamous “Peace for our Time” speech. However, 

privately, Chamberlain was far less confident. On October 3, a few days after the Munich 

Agreement was signed, a Commons Sitting was held to discuss the present conditions in Europe. 

During the Sitting, Chamberlain reflected on what he believed had emerged from the Munich 

Agreement. Unlike his rhetoric to the public, his statement took a very different tone. He stated, 

“For a long period now we have been engaged in this country in a great programme of 

rearmament, which is daily increasing in pace and in volume. Let no one think that because we 

have signed this agreement between these four Powers at Munich we can afford to relax our 

efforts in regard to that programme at this moment.”37 While Chamberlain was publicly selling 

the promise of peace and diplomacy, he was simultaneously advocating for his government to 

actively prepare for war through a robust program of rearmament. Even though this statement 

was made during a parliamentary debate (and was accessible to the public through transcripts 

after the session), it was not a live, direct communication to the general population.  

Unlike his “Peace for our Time” speech, which was broadcast live and intended to 

reassure the public, this statement was directed at fellow politicians, diplomats, and military 

officials. Chamberlain’s public speech had an immediate emotional impact, reinforcing the idea 

that the Munich Agreement was a diplomatic victory. However, in Parliament, his tone was more 

measured and pragmatic, signaling that Munich was not a lasting resolution but a temporary 

 
36 Faber, Munich, 1938: Appeasement and World War II, 4. 
37 “Prime Minister’s Statement,” HC Deb, 3 October 1938, vol. 339, cc40-162. 
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reprieve. While he publicly framed the agreement as a triumph for peace and the end of all wars, 

this parliamentary statement reveals that within policymaking circles, Chamberlain understood 

Munich as a temporary measure rather than a genuine resolution. By insisting that Britain 

“cannot afford to relax” in its rearmament efforts even after signing the agreement, Chamberlain 

acknowledged that war was still likely, despite his outward optimism. This suggests that his 

primary motivation was not to achieve long-term peace through diplomacy, but to delay war 

until Britain was better prepared militarily. If Chamberlain had truly believed that Munich would 

ensure lasting peace, he would have suggested that military spending could be scaled back or 

redirected toward economic recovery. Instead, he explicitly warned against “relaxing” 

rearmament efforts, demonstrating that his government viewed military buildup as the real 

security guarantee, not Hitler’s promises. 

While it is not a novel perspective to assert that rearmament was Chamberlain’s primary 

focus, comparing his motivations to those behind the Anglo-German Naval Agreement adds 

depth to the discussion of appeasement. Chamberlain’s views on the Munich Agreement 

significantly differed from those of the British policymakers involved in the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement. His reasoning and internal discussions primarily highlighted rearmament, 

military preparedness, and conflict avoidance without mentioning rapprochement, reconciliation, 

or long-term cooperation. Therefore, these rhetorical differences suggest a divergence in 

substance and objectives between the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and the Munich 

Agreement. The two agreements lacked consistency in motives and continuity in objectives. 

Though Chamberlain might have referenced the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as being a 

model for the Munich Agreement, his actions and internal rhetoric suggest that he did not see 

Munich as a continuation of earlier diplomatic efforts. Yet, the question remains: were 
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Chamberlain’s efforts in the Munich Agreement a pragmatic attempt to shape ongoing events, or 

was he simply reacting to them?  

 

The Decline of British Strategic Control in the Chamberlain Years 

 
Britain’s response to Hitler in the 1930s has been the subject of intense historical debate 

since the end of World War II. The revisionist interpretation of appeasement is based on the idea 

that the policy was, in fact, a rational, diplomatic initiative. A.J.P Taylor, who holds a revisionist 

view, argues that appeasement was not simply a surrender but an attempt to navigate a complex 

geopolitical situation. He points out that Chamberlain and his Cabinet were proactive and took 

the initiative by meeting with Hitler three times in 1938.38 John Charmley, another revisionist 

historian, argues that Chamberlain’s actions were calculated, and he was trying to secure the best 

outcome for Britain.39 Both Taylor and Charmley based their arguments largely on the fact that 

Chamberlain engaged in the act of diplomacy. However, their analysis does not fully consider 

the strategic position from which Chamberlain entered these diplomatic negotiations, often 

overlooking the subtle shifts in Britain’s strategic framework.  Engaging in diplomacy does not 

inherently signify strength or control over the situation. Following the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement, British strategy transitioned from an active attempt to shape events to a more passive 

posture of responding to external factors. No longer focused on shaping the trajectory of 

European affairs, Britain shifted toward preparing for the potential consequences of foreign 

aggression. Rearmament became a reactive strategy, designed not to prevent conflict through 

strength but to endure it when the policy of appeasement inevitably collapsed. 

 
38 Alan John Percivale Taylor, Origin of the Second World War (Atheneum, 1962), 151. 
39 John Charmley, Chamberlain and the Lost Peace (Ivan R. Dee, 1999), 14. 
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By March 1938, Austria had been swallowed into the Reich, and the reality of Hitler’s 

ambitions was becoming undeniable. As demonstrated in the previous section of this chapter, 

rather than contesting Hitler’s blatant violation of Austrian sovereignty, Britain’s leaders decided 

to focus on rearmament. A.J.P. Taylor contends that Chamberlain’s emphasis on rearmament 

was not a concession to weakness but a calculated maneuver—an effort to fortify Britain’s long-

term strategic position while managing an immediate crisis through diplomacy.40 However, 

looking at the British policymaker’s reaction to the Anschluss reveals its passive strategic 

framework, one that prioritized reacting to German moves rather than shaping the geopolitical 

landscape, ultimately allowing events to dictate policy rather than the other way around. In the 

immediate aftermath of the Anschluss, Sir. Nevile Henderson, British Ambassador to Germany, 

and Viscount Halifax, British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, exchanged letters 

summarizing the British response to the preceding events. On the day Austria was annexed by 

Germany, Viscount Halifax wrote to Ambassador Henderson, “I agree that nothing short of 

direct threat of force would have altered course of events.”41 The phrase “altered course of 

events” suggests that Britain was not in control of developments but was instead responding to 

them after they had already unfolded. This demonstrates a reactive approach: instead of taking 

preemptive steps to curb Hitler’s ambitions, Britain was merely observing and reacting to crises 

as they arose. Halifax’s remarks also imply that British policymakers understood that Hitler 

would not be dissuaded by anything short of military intervention. However, the British 

government, under Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, was reluctant to take such an approach, 

signaling a shift from proactive engagement to passive acceptance of unfolding events.  

 
40 Taylor, The Origins of the Second World War, 152. 
41 No. 59: Viscount Halifax to Sir N. Henderson (Berlin), March 12, 1938," DBFP, 1919–1939, Series 3, Vol. 3, 33. 
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 This reactive approach was further demonstrated by Ambassador Henderson’s letter back 

to Viscount Halifax. Three days after the Anschluss had taken place, he wrote, “Now that Austria 

is part of Germany, at Mr. Chamberlain’s reminder that Austria was a member of the League and 

had certain obligations. That Austria, as Mr. Chamberlain will have recognised, no longer 

exists.”42 The statement “Now that Austria is part of Germany” reflects that Britain was 

responding to a completed event rather than working to prevent it. This phrasing shows that 

Britain acknowledged the annexation after it had already occurred rather than acting beforehand 

to shape the outcome. Rather than taking a firm stand against Germany’s actions, Britain merely 

acknowledged the new reality and adjusted its policy accordingly. Interestingly, though, 

Chamberlain’s reference to Austria’s League obligations suggests that there may have been some 

initial attempt to invoke international law as a basis for resisting Hitler’s expansion. However, 

Germany’s dismissive response and Britain’s lack of further action indicate that the British 

government did not follow through with any meaningful diplomatic or military measures. This 

reflects Britain’s reactive stance, as it expressed concern but failed to act decisively and allowed 

Germany to proceed without consequence. Ambassador Henderson’s message demonstrates 

Britain’s passive approach, as it did not suggest any retaliation, sanctions, or countermeasures 

against Germany. Instead of challenging German aggression early, Britain simply adjusted to the 

new situation, setting a precedent that would later be repeated during the Sudetenland crisis. 

This approach contrasted how British policymakers dealt with the possibility of a 

renewed arms race with Germany in 1935. When advocating for the Anglo-German Naval 

Agreement in the House of Commons in June 1935, the First Lord of Admiralty, Sir Bolton 

Eyres Monsell, stated, “They regarded this offer as one of great importance, since it held out the 

 
42 No. 80: Sir N. Henderson (Berlin) to Viscount Halifax, March 15, 1938, DBFP, 1919–1939, Series 3, Vol. 3, 57.  
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possibility of averting for all time the threat of naval rivalry between Germany and this 

country…”43 Unlike later appeasement policies, which often reacted to German aggression after 

the fact, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was an attempt to shape German behavior before it 

became a crisis. The wording of the quote suggests that British leaders saw the agreement as 

more than just a temporary fix, but a long-term solution to contain German naval ambitions. 

Britain believed that by bringing Germany into a formal naval agreement, it could channel its 

rearmament in a structured, predictable way, preventing it from spiraling into an unregulated 

arms race. Unlike Viscount Halifax and Ambassador Henderson, Sir Eyres Monsell shaped 

policy surrounding an impending event rather than simply recommending an adjustment to 

Britain’s behavior. But by 1938, Britain had lost the ability to shape events, and Britain 

responded to Hitler’s demands rather than setting clear terms. 

In the months leading up to the Munich Agreement, British diplomacy functioned in a 

state of perpetual reaction, scrambling to contain a crisis that had already outpaced its capacity 

for management. Rather than dictating terms, Britain found itself maneuvering within a 

framework set by Hitler, responding to his demands with a series of belated concessions that 

only reinforced his strategic advantage. As demands for autonomy from the Sudeten German 

Party—backed by Nazi Germany—intensified, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain appointed 

Lord Runciman, a distinguished Liberal Party member, to explore possible avenues for 

conciliation between the Czechoslovak government and Sudeten German leaders in July 1938.44 

As September came, violent clashes erupted between Sudeten Germans and Czech police. Hitler 

publicly denounced Czech policies toward the Sudeten Germans, increasing tensions and making 

 
43 Sir Bolton Eyres Monsell, “Naval Armaments (Anglo-German Agreement)” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 21 June 1935, vol 
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military intervention seem imminent. On September 15, in a dramatic move, British Prime 

Minister Neville Chamberlain flew to meet Hitler at Berchtesgaden. Hitler demanded the 

Sudetenland’s transfer to Germany, warning that war would be inevitable if his demands were 

not met.45  

When Chamberlain arrived home, he received an official report in the form of a letter 

from Lord Runciman addressed to him and President Beneš. In the letter, Runciman argued that 

the government had treated the Sudeten Germans unfairly and that peace could only be achieved 

through territorial concessions to Germany. He wrote, “Further it has become self-evident to me 

that those frontier districts between Czechoslovakia and Germany where the Sudeten population 

is in an important majority should be given full right of self-determination at once. If some 

cession is inevitable, as I believe it to be, it is as well that it should be done promptly and without 

procrastination.”46 He continued, writing, “I consider, therefore, that those frontier districts 

should at once be transferred from Czechoslovakia to Germany, and further that measures for 

their peaceful transfer…”47 Though the Runciman Report was formally just an assessment, it 

functioned as a policy-enabling document, giving Chamberlain the rhetorical ammunition he 

needed to push for appeasement. 

The Runciman Report substantively influenced British policy by framing the crisis in a 

way that favored appeasement, providing diplomatic cover for pressuring Czechoslovakia into 

concessions, and directly aligning with the policies that led to the Munich Agreement. When 

Runciman wrote, “If some cession is inevitable, as I believe it to be,” it revealed a concession of 
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defeat before any active diplomatic strategy was even attempted. This mission was about finding 

information and using that information as a strategy to shape the outcome of the crisis. Yet, 

instead of exploring alternatives—such as international mediation, diplomatic pressure on Hitler, 

or supporting Czechoslovakia’s sovereignty – Runciman was shaping policy by suggesting a 

reaction to events already in motion. Further reinforcing this passive framework, Runciman 

stated, “It is as well that it should be done promptly and without procrastination,” suggesting that 

the only remaining course of action is rapid acquiescence rather than resistance or negotiation. 

This phrasing suggests that Britain’s primary concern was avoiding conflict at all costs rather 

than considering the long-term consequences of rewarding Hitler’s aggression. Additionally, the 

report misrepresented the crisis as a local ethnic dispute rather than a geopolitical power play, 

failing to recognize that the Sudeten crisis was largely engineered by Nazi Germany to 

destabilize Czechoslovakia. By framing it as a matter of ethnic self-determination rather than 

part of Hitler’s broader expansionist strategy, Runciman’s conclusions helped justify a passive 

approach rather than challenging German aggression. 

 The final recommendation of the report is equally telling, not just for what it included, 

but for what it omitted. There was no mention of conditions, negotiations, or safeguards for 

Czechoslovakia, nor did it suggest any diplomatic pushback, strategic leverage, or engagement 

with the League of Nations. Rather than Britain shaping the crisis, the policy passively accepted 

the course of events dictated by Hitler. The sense of urgency and total acquiescence to a 

dictator’s demands illustrates a lack of strategic framework and a passive diplomatic approach, 

which ultimately paved the way for the Munich Agreement. 

The day after the Runciman Report was received by Prime Minister Chamberlain, he met 

with Hitler for the second time in Godesberg, presenting the Anglo-French proposal which 
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agreed to dismember Czechoslovakia as the Runciman report had recommended.48 All 

Czechoslovak districts with populations that were more than 50 percent German were to be 

returned to Germany.49 Yet Hitler rejected this proposal, amplifying his demands. He made it 

clear that he would not agree to a time-consuming procedure of district-by-district plebiscites 

and frontier demarcations. Instead, he demanded immediate evacuation of the entire Sudeten 

territory, stating that it should commence on the 28th of September and be completed within 

forty-eight hours.50 Chamberlain was initially upset, yet during this meeting, the Prime Minister 

wrote to Hitler asking to see his proposals. “I request Your Excellency to be good enough to let 

me have a memorandum which sets out these proposals, together with a map showing the area 

proposed to be transferred…”51 He continued, “Since the acceptance of refusal of Your 

Excellency’s proposal is now a matter for the Czechoslovak Government to decide, I do not see 

that I can perform any further service here…”52After this interaction, The Godesberg 

Memorandum, which formalized Hitler’s new demands, was typed up later that day. Britain and 

France initially rejected the terms, and war seemed imminent. The British government, fearing 

the worst, dug trenches in public parks and distributed gas masks in preparation for an air 

attack.53 Yet this preparation for war did not last.  

Chamberlain’s brief resistance after Godesberg was not a demonstration of firm 

leadership but rather a reaction to his own diplomatic miscalculation, one that ultimately left him 

with no choice but to concede at Munich. On September 29, just days after Britain appeared 

 
48 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 312. 
49 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 312. 
50 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 313. 
51 No. 1057: British Delegation (Godesberg) to Viscount Halifax, September 24, 1938, DBFP, 1919–1939, Series 3, 
Vol. II, 489–490. 
52 No. 1057: British Delegation (Godesberg) to Viscount Halifax, September 24, 1938, DBFP, 1919–1939, Series 3, 
Vol. II, 490. 
53 Kissinger, Diplomacy, 313. 
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ready to go to war, Chamberlain met with leaders from France, Italy, and Germany in Munich, 

where Britain accepted Hitler’s demands for the Sudetenland’s annexation. This is where 

Chamberlain’s letter to Hitler during their second meeting at Godesberg becomes significant. 

Why go through the trouble of rejecting Hitler’s plan Chamberlain asked for and start preparing 

for war, only to turn around a few days later and accept Hitler’s demands outright? When 

Chamberlain wrote, “I request Your Excellency to be good enough to let me have a 

memorandum which sets out these proposals,” it demonstrated that Chamberlain was not 

dictating terms but rather waiting for Hitler’s approval as if he were working within a shared 

diplomatic framework. This misjudgment of Hitler’s willingness to negotiate explains why 

Chamberlain was caught off guard when Hitler rejected the plan and escalated his demands at 

Godesberg. 

 Chamberlain’s temporary stance of resistance after Bad Godesberg was not a firm 

rejection of Hitler’s demands but a reaction to the sudden breakdown of negotiations. He 

threatened war only because Hitler’s sudden demands shocked him, but once he saw how far 

Hitler was willing to go, he gave in to what Hitler had demanded. Britain had already accepted 

the principle of Czechoslovak dismemberment along with the self-determination of the Sudeten 

Germans. As Chamberlain wrote, “It is a matter for the Czechoslovak Government to decide.” 

Rather than trying to shape Czechoslovakia’s future, Chamberlain made it clear that the direction 

of their future was in their own hands and that Britain would not actively participate in 

determining it. As Britain was approaching a decision to go to war, Chamberlain had to face the 

fact that he had already given up on Czechoslovakian sovereignty. Considering this, 

Chamberlain’s final decision was not about whether to defend Czechoslovakia, but whether the 

timing of its dismemberment justified war. Though this may have resembled a strategic 
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calculation, a decision made out of necessity rather than foresight cannot be called strategy—it is 

merely the last, unavoidable concession to circumstance.  

Chamberlain’s failure to act preemptively left Britain with little choice but to concede to 

Hitler’s demands. By waiting until the threat was imminent, he allowed Germany to dictate the 

terms of the negotiation, reducing Britain’s ability to influence the outcome. This miscalculation 

underscores a fundamental truth of power politics— one in which passivity often favors the 

aggressor. Thucydides captured this reality in The Peloponnesian War (Book 5, the Melian 

Dialogue), writing, “The strong do what they can and the weak suffer what they must.”54 This 

quote is often attributed to the realist perspective that power, not morality, determines outcomes 

in international affairs. But there is another way of looking at this quote. This quote highlights 

the importance of preemptive action. A proactive strategy ensures that a state creates 

opportunities rather than merely enduring the consequences of other states’ actions. A reactive 

state is always at a disadvantage because it is responding to the moves of stronger powers.  

In the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, British policymakers created the opportunity for 

constructive engagement by shaping this naval agreement. Sub-paragraph (c) of the agreement 

stated, “If the general equilibrium of naval armaments, as normally maintained in the past, 

should be violently upset by, any abnormal and exceptional construction by other Powers, the 

German Government reserve the right to invite His Majesty’s Government in the United 

Kingdom to examine the new situation thus created.”55 The British afforded themselves 

opportunities to inspect Germany’s rearmament program to ensure they remained within the 

agreed-upon terms. This put the British at more of an advantage because they would not have to 

respond to any surprise move on Germany’s part but instead adjust their actions to preempt 

 
54 Thucydides and Steven Lattimore, The Peloponnesian War (Hackett Publishing, 1998), 299. 
55 “Naval Armaments (Anglo-German Agreement),” HC Deb (5th Ser.) 27 June 1935, vol. 303, cc1274-1275. 
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Germany. This clause was a fail-safe, making sure that they had a backup plan and would not be 

in a position where they were cornered by Germany. That demonstrated foresight and a strategic 

framework. As demonstrated in the previous chapter, British policymakers never conceded to 

demands without some sort of reciprocal guarantee. This starkly contrasts the Anglo-French 

proposal and the Munich Agreement, where Chamberlain allowed Hitler to dictate terms with no 

reciprocal obligations. This shift from strategic foresight to passive concession marked a 

dangerous turning point—one that ultimately left Britain scrambling to respond rather than 

leading with initiative. 

 
 
 

Conclusion 

 
In Henry Kissinger’s Diplomacy, he states that Chamberlain’s views “had sprung from an 

idealistic effort to transcend the legacies of realpolitik and European history by appealing to 

reason and justice.”56 Kissinger is not wrong— Chamberlain and many British leaders genuinely 

believed that diplomacy and rational negotiation could prevent war. In their eyes, the Munich 

Agreement was a moral victory, a step toward a new model of diplomacy that would replace the 

old power struggles of Realpolitik. However, while Chamberlain’s rhetoric reflected these 

idealistic aspirations, his policy decisions were driven less by principle than by immediate 

concerns over Britain’s vulnerabilities. As described in the first section of this chapter, British 

decision-making in the late 1930s was not shaped by a bold, principled vision but by fear—fear 

of war, fear of military unpreparedness, and fear of provoking Hitler. Chamberlain may have 
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wanted to transcend realpolitik, but his actual policies were dictated by reactive appeasement 

rather than strategic idealism. Consequently, Chamberlain and his Cabinet did not pursue an 

idealistic reordering of European diplomacy; rather, they reacted to events as they unfolded, 

accepting each of Hitler’s territorial advances as a fait accompli.  

Kissinger’s message is important because it indirectly highlights the differences between 

appeasement policy before (and during) the Anglo-German Naval Agreement and appeasement 

policy after. The way the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was negotiated shows that while 

there were elements of idealism mixed into the thought process of the British policymakers 

wanting Germany to reenter the League of Nations, they still operated within the established 

realm of realpolitik and European history. This meant that the British went into this agreement 

understanding that it could rupture, so they provided fail-safes in case of a breakdown. They 

proactively shaped the agreement in a way that satisfied Germany but did not leave them 

powerless or without leverage. This points to the fact that the British policymakers were 

operating with the understanding that there was no global authority to enforce rules or maintain 

stability, so they would have to take control of their own strategic direction. The opposite was 

the case after the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. British policymakers had a reactive policy 

approach that lacked a long-term strategic vision, responding only to immediate crises rather 

than shaping a stable order. As they yielded to external pressures, it created a pattern of 

weakness, encouraging adversaries to continue pushing, as demonstrated by the Remilitarization 

of the Rhineland, the Anschluss, and the Munich Agreement.  

The policy of appeasement changed drastically throughout the 1930s, with the Anglo-

German Naval Agreement representing the pinnacle of proactive appeasement and the year 

following as the beginning of reactive appeasement. While the Anglo-German Naval Agreement 
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reflected a calculated, proactive form of appeasement—one that sought to shape German 

ambitions within a controlled framework—the years that followed saw appeasement devolve into 

a reactive, concessionary policy dictated by external pressures rather than strategic foresight. As 

Britain transitioned from managing Germany’s rearmament to merely accommodating its 

demands, it abandoned any semblance of control over European affairs. This shift from 

appeasement as a tool of diplomacy to a reflexive response ensured that by the time Hitler made 

his most audacious moves, Britain had neither the leverage nor the will to effectively counter 

them. The collapse of proactive appeasement into passive capitulation not only emboldened 

Germany but also rendered war all but inevitable.  
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Conclusion 
 

 

Just a few months after Chamberlain hailed the Munich Agreement as a diplomatic 

triumph, likening it to the stability sought through the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, it 

became increasingly evident to British policymakers that Germany had no intention of honoring 

its commitments. By December 1938, Viscount Halifax received alarming reports that Germany 

was planning to expand its navy beyond the 35:100 ratio, signaling a clear departure from the 

Anglo-German Naval Agreement’s original constraints.1 As tensions escalated, Germany further 

undermined the agreement in the spring of 1939 by refusing to share information about their 

shipbuilding, violating its obligation to provide transparency, and effectively blocking any 

negotiations for a new naval treaty.2 These evasive maneuvers set the stage for Hitler’s formal 

denunciation of the agreement on April 28, 1939, marking the collapse of the Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement.3 The collapse of the agreement barely four years after its establishment has 

led most historians to view the agreement as having very little impact, thus not being 

consequential to the overall arc of British appeasement policy.4 

However, this thesis sought to challenge this interpretation by addressing a central 

question: How does the Anglo-German Naval Agreement fit into the broader historical arc of 

 
1 Joseph A. Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the 
Second World War (Springer, 1998), 167–168.  
2 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the Second 
World War, 179.  
3 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the Second 
World War, 178.  
4 Maiolo, The Royal Navy and Nazi Germany, 1933–39: A Study in Appeasement and the Origins of the Second 
World War, 60. 
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appeasement, and what does it reveal about the evolution of Britain’s diplomatic strategy toward 

Nazi Germany? This thesis argued that the agreement was a pivotal moment in Britain’s foreign 

policy as the final instance of proactive appeasement, an effort to integrate Germany into the 

postwar global order, thereby structuring German rearmament within a controlled framework 

rather than simply reacting to Hitler’s demands. Unlike later concessions, which were driven by 

external pressures and crisis management, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement embodied a 

calculated strategy rooted in reciprocity and principled diplomacy. By securing a 35:100 naval 

ratio, Britain sought to preemptively shape Germany’s military trajectory, delaying unchecked 

naval expansion.  

 Most importantly, this thesis demonstrated the tangible impact of a proactive 

appeasement strategy, revealing how, by legitimizing but regulating Germany’s naval growth, 

the Anglo-German Naval Agreement delayed the full-scale buildup of the Kriegsmarine. The 

agreement forced Germany to structure its fleet in a more balanced way rather than rapidly 

expanding in specific areas like U-boats or capital ships, which would have posed a more 

immediate threat to British sea power. Without the agreement, Germany would likely have 

shifted its naval priorities toward submarine warfare much earlier, mirroring its strategy during 

World War I. By delaying an unrestricted German naval expansion, Britain was able to develop 

new technologies, increase ship production, and maintain its advantage in naval warfare despite 

its years of underinvestment in its military. What this ultimately revealed is how a well-

calibrated diplomatic approach served as an instrument of power management.  

This thesis has challenged the traditional historiography of appeasement by offering a 

new interpretative framework, one that distinguishes between proactive appeasement and 

reactive appeasement. While much of the existing scholarship treats appeasement as a singular, 
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monolithic policy of weakness, this study has demonstrated that appeasement was not static but 

evolved over time, shifting from a structured diplomatic tool to an increasingly reactive, crisis-

management-driven strategy. By situating the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as the last major 

instance of proactive appeasement, this thesis reframes its role within British foreign policy, not 

as an insignificant or misguided concession but as a calculated attempt to shape how Nazi 

Germany engaged with the new postwar global order. As this thesis demonstrated, appeasement 

was not doomed from the outset but became ineffective once British policymakers lost their 

ability to dictate diplomatic terms. This distinction is critical to understanding the shortcomings 

of appeasement and the broader evolution of British Grand Strategy in the interwar period. 

The prevailing scholarship on the relationship between appeasement and the early 

interwar period argues that British policymakers abandoned their vision of stability through 

collective security and multilateral diplomacy in favor of appeasement. However, this thesis has 

demonstrated that the move from multilateral diplomacy to a bilateral structure was a strategic 

adaptation rather than an abandonment of the ideals of collective security. The Anglo-German 

Naval Agreement reflected a deliberate attempt to use appeasement as an instrument of power, 

aligning with Britain’s broader interwar strategy of maintaining European stability without direct 

confrontation. This reinterpretation reshapes the legacy of British foreign policy during the 

interwar period, illustrating how the Anglo-German Naval Agreement was an extension of 

Britain’s traditional role as an offshore balancer seeking to stabilize Europe without 

overcommitting militarily. 

The proactive versus reactive appeasement framework introduced in this thesis offers a 

new lens for evaluating British foreign policy, allowing historians to differentiate between 

appeasement as a strategic tool and appeasement as a reaction to a belligerent power in an 
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attempt to delay war. Rather than viewing appeasement as a consistent failure from 1935 to 

1939, this framework clarifies the turning point at which appeasement shifted from a controlled 

strategy to a reactive diplomatic retreat. This distinction not only revises how scholars assess 

British policy but also raises broader questions about how they evaluate diplomatic failures: 

should policies be judged solely by their outcomes, or should they also be examined for their 

strategic intent and historical contingency?  

Beyond its implications for British foreign policy, this thesis contributes to broader 

discussions on the use of diplomacy to manage revisionist powers. The failure of the Munich 

Agreement has become a cautionary tale invoked when justifying forthright, often military, 

action to resolve an international crisis and condemn negotiation as weakness.5 Fredrik Logevall, 

a historian of United States foreign policy and professor at Harvard Kennedy School, has written 

extensively on the impact the failure of the Munich agreement and the policy of appeasement has 

had on American foreign policy. He argues that although the United States was not a party in the 

Munich Agreement, it has held an omnipresent role in shaping its foreign policy.6 Along with 

fellow historian Kenneth Osgood, Logevall writes:  

‘Munich’ and ‘appeasement’ have been among the dirtiest words in 
American politics, synonymous with naïveté and weakness, and signifying a 
craven willingness to barter away the nation’s vital interests for empty promises. 
American presidents from Harry Truman on have feared the dreaded “Munich 
analogy” — and projected an air of uncompromising toughness lest they be 
branded as appeasers by their political opponents.7 

 

 
5 Jeffrey Record, Making War, Thinking History: Munich, Vietnam, and Presidential Uses of Force from Korea to 
Kosovo (US Naval Institute Press, 2002). 
6 Fredrik Logevall and Kenneth Osgood, “The Ghost of Munich: America’s Appeasement Complex,” World Affairs 
173, no. 2 (2010): 14, https://www.jstor.org/stable/27870285. 
7 Logevall and Osgood, “The Ghost of Munich: America’s Appeasement Complex,” 14. 
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As Logevall and Osgood illustrate, the prevailing notion that appeasement was an 

outright failure has led American foreign policy officials to view international challenges 

through a binary lens: military action or capitulation.8 By challenging this false dichotomy, the 

proactive versus reactive appeasement framework offers a critical lesson for modern diplomacy: 

strategic engagement can shape adversarial behavior without conceding vital national interests. 

Military force should not be seen as the only credible response to rising threats. Instead, 

proactive appeasement—when reinforced by clear safeguarding mechanisms—can serve as a 

powerful tool to constrain revisionist states while avoiding unnecessary war. 

The key conclusion drawn from the Anglo-German Naval Agreement is not that the act 

of granting concessions always fails but that the concessions must be leveraged to shape an 

adversary’s behavior rather than simply appease their demands. In today’s global order, where 

revisionist powers challenge international norms, policymakers must learn to distinguish 

between appeasement as a mechanism of control and appeasement as an act of last resort. If 

history is to serve as a guide, it should not be through oversimplified analogies but through a 

clear-eyed analysis of when diplomacy succeeds, when it fails, and how states can use strategic 

engagement to shape, rather than simply react to, the behavior of rising powers. 

History offers more than cautionary tales—it provides a strategic blueprint. The tendency 

to reduce the lessons of the 1930s to “Munich or war” ignores the complex realities of diplomatic 

statecraft, where the most effective strategies are neither blind concession nor reckless 

confrontation but calibrated policies that blend engagement with enforcement. The failure of 

appeasement lay not in diplomacy itself but in Britain’s loss of agency over the process, allowing 

negotiations to devolve into a means of desperate delay rather than a tool of influence. The 

 
8 Logevall and Osgood, “The Ghost of Munich: America’s Appeasement Complex,” 15. 
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Anglo-German Naval Agreement, in its design, is a reminder that proactive diplomacy can serve 

as a tool of strategic management—if backed by the necessary leverage. The true lesson of 

appeasement, then, is that it is not an inherently flawed strategy but one whose success or failure 

hinges entirely on the enforcement, credibility, and strategic vision behind its execution.  
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