GREAT BRITAIN AND THE
ABYSSINIAN CRISIS, 1835 - 1936

DISSERTATION FOR THE DEGREE OF PH. D.

MICRIGAN STATE URIVERSITY

LOUIS JOHN SMITH

19717



U

LIBRARY

Michigan State
University

This is to certify that the

thesis entitled

Great Britain and the Abyssinian Crisis, 1935-36.

Date

presented by

Louis John Smith

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for

Ph.D. History

degree in

Dovacst Lanrimens

Major professor

August 27, 1976

0-7639







ABSTRACT

GREAT BRITAIN AND THE ABYSSINIAN CRISIS,
1935-1936

By

Iouis John Smith

Most accounts of the Abyssinian crisis have condemned
the British government for failing to rally the league of
Nations against Italian aggression. Thus, it is usually
argued, was lost the best opportunity to establish the league
as a bulwark against the rising tide of agzression in Europe.
This study takes issue with that interpretation on several
counts,

An analysis of the cabinet and Foreign Office materials
opened in 19€7 establishes that the Pritish government
consciously, if reluctantly, took the lead in organizing a
ILeague front against Italian aggression. Hoare's speech to
the Assembly on September 11 rallied the league to united
action, and Eden guided the Committee of Eighteen to the point
of sanctions. Without a British lead, it is unlikely that
the Ieague would have imposed sanctions upon Italy. The
Pritish lead was neither bold nor, in the end, effective,
and the government drew the line at any proposal likely to

lead to conflict between British and Italian forces in the

Mediterranean, The critical test of the league's ability to
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contain aggression was, therefore, not a full test. But the
cabinet knew, from their dealings with the French, that a
limited test of the league system was all that was possible,
And they learned that the vocal support of fifty nations at
Geneva could not be translated into military support for the
British fleet in the Mediterranean.

Throughout the crisis, the British cabinet were reluc-
tant to alienate Italy beyond future cooperation., The deci-
sion to take the lead against Italy at Geneva was delayed as
long as possible. As a result, the best opportunities to
dissuade Mussolini from his African adventure were lost early
in the crisis, It was not until Hoare took over the Foreign
Office some six months after the initial incident at Walwal
that the government began to respond in more than a passive
fashion to the crisis, Even then, the British response was
hampered by Hoare's inexperience, Baldwin's indifference, and
the general desire of the government to find a painless
solution which did not exist.

The response of the cabinet to the conflicting pressures
which built during the crisis was a dual policy meant to give
Italy some satisfaction while adhering to the Covenant of the
Ieague, The dual policy was premised on the hope that Italy
would take a modest gain and draw back short of war. Mussolini
held to his aggressive program, however, and the dual policy
failed disastrously when an aroused British public rejected

the Hoare-Laval proposal in December 1935. The sanctions
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experiment continued for six months after the Hoare-Iaval
debacle, but the Italian success and the demise of the League
were apparent by the first weeks of 193¢,

The remarkable thing about Eritish policy during the
Abyssinian crisis was not the failure of the government to
support the League, but the initiative taken to tlunt Italian
aggression, There were no League advocates in the cabinet,
save Eden, but when it came to the point of accepting the
failure of the lLeague or acting to try to save it, they took
the lead at Geneva., The pressure of public opinion lent to
their decision, as did Eden's arguments and Mussolini's
disdain for Britain and the Ieague., Eut an examination of
the cabinet minutes reveals that the principle concern of the
cabinet was to save the Ieague if possible, and to determine
if the League system of collective security would function
to contain aggression without resort to military force. It
did not do so, and the post-mortem conducted by the Foreign
Office after the crisis suggested that it would not do so as
long as national interests outweighed the ideal of international

order.
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INTRODUCTIOM

If ever there was an opportunity of striking a

decisive blow in a generous cause with a minimum

of risk, it was here and now.l

In Winston Churchill's weighty judgment, the Abyssinian

crisis was one of those opportunities to turn back the
aggressive tide before it properly bagan to flow., The
implication is that Britain should have been willing to
run the risk of war with Italy in 1935 in order to prevent
a still greater war on the horizon. In the years since
Churchill penned this condemnation, the notion of making
war to prevent war has fallen on hard times. The casualty
lists of Korea and Vietnam have raised serious questions
about the ‘'containment' mentality. It was in part to avoid
the specter of such lists that the 'guilty men' of the 1930's
lost their reputations. As the distinction between war and
preventive war becomes increasingly blurred, the prospect
grows that perhaps some of the mud will wash off the memory

of those who refused to see war as inevitable. There is

still, however, little inclination to look with more sympathy

1Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, Vol, I,
The 3athering Storm (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1948),
p' 1?7-
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upon the men who chose from among the bad choices facing
Britain in 1935, Indeed, few things in recent decades
have passed as securely into the realm of conventional
wisdom as the conviction that Britain's timid and indecisive
handling of the Abyssinian crisis led to the fall of the
Ieague of Nations and helped pave the way for the Second
World War.2
For those who would damn British policy, the Abyssinian
crisis offers a treasure trove of possibilities. Critics
of every political stripe and ideological bent have found
cause to condemn the National government's handling of the
crisis., Clement Attlee, for example, saw in the British
handling of the crisis the ugly hand of the imperialist.3

leo Amery saw only the folly of a misguided experiment

which drove Mussolini into Hitler's arms.u Iloyd George

2A typical analysis is that of C. L., Mowat: "Strong
action against Italy in December, or against Germany in
March 1936, might have prevented the Second World War,
The British public did not clamour for such action; but
its temper in October showed that it would have responded
to a strong lead from the government, Instead, it got a
course of sedatives and one piece of shock treatment, and
became passive, acquiescing in failure and despair." C, I,
Mowat, Britain Between the Wars, 1918-1940 (London:
Methuen, 1966, first published i1n 1955), p. 557.

30ctober 22, 1935. 305 H.C.Deb., 5s., cols. 35-36.

uleopold S. Amery, My Political lLife, Vol. II, War and
Peace, 1914-1929 (Iondon: Hutchinson, 1953), 204-5, ~There
1s in Amery's account, however, the suggestion that perhaps
his friends in the government were hard-headed Conservatives
after all, and staged the entire debacle in order to dispose
of the encumbering league before getting on with the
necessary business of rearmament, III, 174,
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3
accused the government of simple cowardice.5 Outside
Parliament, League advocates turned sharply critical after
the Hoare-laval incident and condemned the government as
weak-kneed and faithless.6 Historians, by and large, have
followed the indictment drawn up by contemporary critics of
the National government and have echoed the conclusion that
I“ussolini never would have come to grips with a resolute

7

Britain.

5june 18, 1936. 313 H.C.Deb., 5s., col. 1223,

6Kodne Zilliacus, an official of the league Secretariat
who wrote under the pen name of 'Vigilantes,' and Robert
Dell, a journalist with experience at Geneva, wrote
particularly biting accounts of the British role in the
Abyssinian crisis, Vigilantes, Why We Are Iosing the Peace
(London: Victor Gollancz, 1939), pp. 67-79; Dell, The
Geneva Racket (London: Robert Hale, 1941), pp. 106-1L3,
Viscount Cecil of Chelwood added his condemnation in A Great
Experiment (New York: Oxford University Press, 1941), pp.
263-79, and Frank P, Walters took the same line in A History
of the Ieague of Nations (London: Oxford University Press,
1967; first published, 1952), pp. 623-91,

7Among the more telling of those accounts of the

Abyssinian crisis which helped to brand the National
government as ‘'guilty men' were Arnold Toynbee, Abyssinia
and Italy, Vol. II of the Survey of International Affairs,
1 (Tondon: Oxford University Press, 1936), and G. M,
Gathorne-Hardy, A Short History of International Affairs,
1920-1938 (London: Cxford University Fress, 1938), pp. 399-

. The line taken by Toynbee and Gathorne-Hardy was
typical of most contemporary accounts and has carried over
in good measure into such recent treatments of the crisis as
George W, Baer, The Coming of the Italian-Ethiopian War
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967), pp. 172-210,
and James Dugan and lLaurence lafore, Days of Emperor and
Clown (New York: Doubleday, 1973), pp. 108-115, 123-136,.
Of the historians who have been critical of the National
government, only an apologist for Italian expansion, such
as Luigi Villari, Italian Foreign Policy under Mussolini
(New York: Devin-Adair, 195€), pp. 134-161, and "aetano.
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It is true that at a generation's remove from the
unheroic events of the 1930's a reassessment is beginning

8 The

which promises to balance the picture somewhat.
*guilty men' of the Western democracies remain guilty, but
considerations of degree are being introduced as more
emphasis is placed upon inadequate arms, multiple threats,
uncertain allies, poor information, timid advice, a deep-
rooted popular fear of war, and an approach to spending
conditioned by concern for economic recovery. All of these
obviously were factors bearing on the Abyssinian situation
and they now color more perceptive accounts.9 Abyssinia
does not usually seem to fit, however, into a general
reassessment of appeasement, DMNartin Gilbert's penetrating
study of the origins and development of appeasement, for
example, pays no heed to the several efforts to appease

Mussolini.10

Salvemini, who saw the British in the role of cynical
manipulators in Prelude to World War II (New York: Doubleday,
1954), have differed significantly from the usual indictment.

8See in particular D. C, Watt, "Appeasement: The Rise of
a 'Revisionist' School?," Political Quarterly, XXXVI (1965),

pp. 191-213.

9A. J. P. Taylor, English History, 1914-1945 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 19 » PP. 379-t53 F, S, Northedge,
The Troubled Giant (New York: Frederick A, Praeger, 1966),
pPp. 407-25, A recent article also argues that the
administrative structure of the Foreign Office had the effect
of hampering prompt consideration of the crisis as it
developed. James C. Robertson, "The Crigins of British
Opposition to Mussolini over Ethiopia," The Journal of
Eritish Studies, IX, 1 (Nov. 1969), pp. 129-31,

1OMartin Gilbert, The Roots of Appeasement (Iondon:
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1966),
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It is no doubt difficult to fit Mussolini and Italy
into a more balanced reassessment of appeasement. Italy
had no grievances comparable to those which the Germans
were pressing, despite Italian arguments about over-
population and the 'mutilated peace' of 1919. Unlike
Hitler, Mussolini was not a new and uncertain element in
the 'thirties, Italy did not manage to hide a bullying
approach under a cloak of reasonable ambitions, And,
perhaps most significantly, few can see, in the light of
the Italian military performance in World wWar II, why Italy
posed the kind of threat that required appeasing., At the
time, however, many in lLondon saw several reasons for appeas-
ing Italy's demands. Italy was a key element in the Stresa
front designed to contain Germany., Italy was also a
traditional friend with a long-standing grievance against a
half-civilized, quarrelsome, slave-trading people. Open
admiration for Mussolini and his system was hardly confined
to Sir Oswald Mosley and his blackshirts, It is not
necessary to share this sympathy to see that it necessarily
softens the image of bending to arrogant demands which had
no justification. Equally, one need not admire the British
handling of the problem to see that so long as the notion
persists that the Abyssinian crisis was a peculiarly odious
example of yielding to blatant aggression, it will remain
difficult to put aside false issues and explore what was the

critical test of the inter-war security structure.
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6

Like Munich, the British approach to the Abyssinian
crisis was rooted in the post-war settlement. The idea
that a new day in international relations had dawned with
the creation of the lLeague of Nations had taken root even
before the conviction that Germany had been wronged by the

11 Peace was the passionate concern of a

Versailles Peace,
generation scarred by the trenches of France and Belgium,
Feace meant, for many Englishmen, a disinclination to fight
to maintain the strictures imposed on Germany for the sake
of France., Peace also meant adherence to the Covenant of
the lLeague, which embodied the hope that war would never
again hatch out of secret diplomacy, alliance politics, or
an armaments race. The founding fathers of the league =--
Iord Cecil, President Wilson, General Smuts, leon Eourgeois
-- were inspired by the intense general desire for a new
diplomacy and a better world, 1In Britain this desire found
expression during the war in the Union of Democratic Control
and the League of Nations Society. Perhaps because the
Versailles Treaty itself gave little reason to believe that
the 0ld diplomacy had been buried, the Ieague of Nations
became entrenched in the popular mind in Great Eritain as

the best hope that the agony of the Great War had not teen

suffered in vain,

llH. R, Winkler, "The development of the league of
Nations idea in Great Britain, 1914-1919," Journal of Modern
History, XX (June, 1948), pp. 95-112,
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7

It was to preserve the League, or at least to give it
an honest trial, that Eritain ran the risks faced in taking
a "league stand" in 1935. The hope was that this could
be managed while yet giving Mussolini some satisfaction, and
the effort ultimately fell disastrously between two stools
for want of a clear focus. The attempt to oppose and at
the same time to placate Italy constituted a reluctant
defensive reaction rather than a well-defined policy. The
government stumbled deep into the crisis hoping, like
Mr, Micawber, that something would turn up, in this case
something which might eliminate the need to face down a
friend. The key to understanding British policy in the
Abyssinian crisis lies in recognizing that the government
took the lead in opposing Italy, despite a keen desire to
avoid a falling out, They did so fully aware that Mussolini
would focus his resentment on London as the only possible
organizer of an effective League front,

The League front actually created was not in the end
effective, nor was the stand taken by Eritain conspicuously
bold, Such determination as there was in London to see the
Ieague procedures through was carefully hedged by the
requirement that the French show a similar determination,
And the position taken at Geneva was thoroughly undermined
by continuing efforts to negotiate a compromise settlement.
The entire undertaking pointed in the direction of failure,

and the failure duly occurred.
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It misses the point of that failure, however, to argue
that it might have been prevented by more courage, by more
determination. The idea of going to war with Italy to
prevent, or to stop, Italy's war with Abyssinia was
routinely written off in london, and quite rightly so, as
contrary to Britain's conception of the League, and as not

12 14 is equally off the mark to contend that

very sensible,.
because of a lack of British conviction the League was
fatally weakened and a key factor lost in the struggle to
restrain aggression, In terms of what was expected of it,
the league was born crippled, and the Abyssinian crisis
served merely to certify the fact.13 When he argued from
the back benches in defense of his ruined policy that only
Britain had shown any willingness to prepare for the

military implications of sanctions, the point being made by

Sir Samuel Hoare was that national interests outweighed

12Another of the false trails which crisscross the
Abyssinian affair is the argument that had Britain vigor-
ously pressed the sanctions experiment, Italy would have
been forced to withdraw without coming to the point of war
with the League powers, The threat of a 'mad dog' Italian
attack upon Britain alone was taken so seriously in London
as to make such a course dangerously speculative, particularly
if the sanctions had been escalated to include o0il, Even if
the concern was exaggerated, the central fact is, as Baldwin
observed, that taken to their logical conclusion sanctions
must necessarily mean a willingness to face war,

13'I'he best corrective on the unwarranted expectations
raised by the League is F. H, Hinsley, "The Failure of the
League of Natlons," Power and the Pursuit of Peace (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1963), pp. 309-22.







international covenants, and would no doubt continue to do
so.14 The League collapsed as a result of the Abyssinian
crisis, which is to say that it lost what remained of a
credibility which it had never been structured to enjoy. It
would have suffered a similar, if less spectacular collapse,
had Britain stood to one side, rather than providing a lead.
The cost to Britain of playing a leading role in the
Abyssinian crisis was considerable. Italy was lost as a
possible check on German resurgence, relations with France
were strained, the United States withdrew into deeper
isolation, the Dominions were dismayed and inclined to
withdraw still further from European concerns, and the value
of the league as a British and French dominated forum, and
as a bridge for Britain to Europe was seriously compro-
mised.15 Beyond that, the blow dealt to British prestige was,
with the possible exception of the early reverses of the Roer
war, unlike anything suffered since Yorktown, The mystery
is not why Britain failed to take still further risks in
the interests of collective security and Abyssinia. The
mystery is why, in view of the fact that the cabinet

included only one genuine lLeague enthusiast and were agreed

M pecember 19, 1935. 307 H.C.Deb., 5s., col. 2009,

15The Commonwealth reaction is assessed in Nicholas
Mansergh, Survey of British Commonwealth Affairs, Problems of
External Policy, 1931-1 (London: Oxford University FPress,
1952), pp. 427-29 and an insight into American thinking is to
be found in Herbert Feis, Three International Episodes Seen
from E. A, (New York: Norton, 1966, first published in 19%46),
pp. 193-276.
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10

that an Italian Abyssinia posed no threat to British
interests, Britain ran the very evident risks that it ran.
The League may have collapsed in December of 1935, but
it did not disappear., The sanctions experiment limped on
until Neville Chamberlain put a merciful end to it six
months later with his 'midsummer of madness' speech. Even
before Eden conceded final failure in June of 1936, however,
the Foreign Office was taking stock of the shambles which
Abyssinia had made of the experiment in international
cooperation in search of peace, and was weighing the
prospects for the future. That international experiment,
in an altered form, is still continuing and seems only
marginally healthier, What the British learned from
Abyssinia, and what difference it made if they learned
anything at all, can perhaps be of some use to those who

still hope to create a peaceful, logically-ordered world.






CHAPTER I
DRIFTING

From the vantage point of Iondon, a crisis pitting
Italy against the lLeague of MNations must have teen one of
the worst of conceivable developments in 1935. However
such a crisis evolved, Britain stood to lose., Italy and
the League were tied together in the system of regional
security which had been structured at locarno in 1925,
Neither Locarno nor the league was especially healthy as
1934 gave way to another anxious year., The collapse of
either, however, in the face of a revived German menace
was not a happy thought, Far better to think in terms of
inducing Germany to rejoin the league on equitable terms
and to participate in an eastern locarno system which
would involve Britain only as a midwife, Unless the
tranquil Geneva system of great power cooperation, which
had been known in the late ‘'twenties, could be reestablished
by burying German grievances alongside of French anxieties,
the future looked grim. Even on the most hopeful outlook,
it was past time to look to the distasteful business of
rearming. Germany posed a potential threat to British

interests in Europe, and Japan was an established threat in

11
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the Far East, an area where the league writ clearly did not
run.l The services had deteriorated to such an extent under
the 'ten-year' rule that it posed a serious problem to
allocate limited funds between the needs of air defense in
Europe and naval defense in the Far East.2
The lLeague of Nations was obviously a shaky reed on
which to lean in the troubles facing Eritain in 1935. The
League's effectiveness had been seriously challenged by the
Manchurian crisis, its potential had been badly limited by
the withdrawal of Japan and Germany, and its entire concep-
tual foundation had been called into question by the
collapse of the Disarmament Conference, This chain of events
tended to reinforce negative opinion in Conservative and

military circles which, generally speaking, had never

warmed to the notion of a blanket commitment to defend the

lThe efforts made to blunt the Japanese threat stumbled
regularly over the United States. The United States would
not contemplate a program of naval cooperation designed to
give pause to the military extremists assuming control in
Tokyo, Neither did Washington smile on the notion of a
British ship-building program which would produce the number
of cruisers needed to meet more than one threat, In London,
those elements which feared the loss of American good-will
successfully combined to defeat the impulse to seek an
accommodation with Japan, D, C, Watt, "Britain, the U,S,
and Japan in 1934," Personalities and Folicies (London:
ILongmans, Green and Co., 1965), pp. 83-99.

2The ten-year rule originated in 1919 when Iloyd George
told the service chiefs that they need not anticipate a major
war within the next ten years, It was not until 1932
that the ten-year rule was discarded as the basis for British
planning, A, J. P, Taylor, English History, 1914-1945 (Oxford
University Press, 1965), p. 228,
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whole world.3 Still, 1935 was not the time to acquiesce
in the demise of the League. Across the first months of
the year, the "Peace Ballot" was gathering steam in a
successful effort to demonstrate and reinforce the
popularity of the League in Britain., And aside from all
other considerations, the league was vital to the British
government as a cover for their necessary program of
rearmament, which pursued more openly, would seem to many
a repudiation of the whole post-war approach to foreign
policy., When Mussolini posed a challenge to the league's
continuing usefulness, he created a dilemma for British
statesmen, For if Britain resisted that challenge, there
loomed the prospect of a third major adversary, positioned
to cut across Imperial lines of communication.

The storm which broke over the heads of the British
government in December of 1935 grew, in a disturbingly
familiar way, out of an incident which occurred in an
obscure quarter of the world which had little apparent
bearing on British interests, On December 5, 1934 a

contingent of African troops in the employ of Italy quarreled

3Conservative mistrust of the League is explored by
Neville Thompson in The Anti-Appeasers, Conservative
Cpposition to Appeasement in the 1930's (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1971), pp. 36-38.
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with others under the loose control of the Emperor of
Abyssiﬂ:i.a.l4 In consequence a number of lives were lost at
a place called WalWal, near the frontier between Abyssinia
and Italian Somaliland, and the sensibilities of two old
adversaries were aroused, It was a regrettable thing,
involving neighbors in east Africa, but it did not seem to
merit immediate concern., It was soon hard to ignore,
however, that there was trouble in the making,

On December 11 Italy demanded compensation of Abyssinia
in terms calculated to be rejected.5 Cn December 14
Abyssinia reported the incident to the lLeague Council.6
On the same day Italy rejected the Abyssinian proposal for

arbitration.7 It did not take a keen mind to see that

Mussolini meant to use the incident to settle an old score,

uThe Abyssinian troops, by mischance, were escorting an
Anglo-Abyssinian Commission which was surveying the grazing
grounds in the Ogaden at the time. Arnold J, Toynbee,
Survey of International Affairs, 1 Vol., II, Abyssinia and
Ttaly (London: Oxford University Press, 1936), p. 135. (1t
was usual in British official circles in 1935 to refer to

Ethiopia as Abyssinia, For the sake of consistency that
usage is followed here except where otherwise quoted),

5The Italian demands included a ceremonial apology from
the Governor of Harar Province, a 200,000 dollar indemnity,
and the dismissal, arrest and punishment of those Italy named
as guilty in the affair. The Earl of Avon, The Eden Nemoirs,
Facing the Dictators (London: Cassell, 1962), p, 19%&,

ileague of Nations, Official Journal, February 1935,
p. 274,

71bid., p. 248,
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and to record a triumph for his fascist regime. Whatever
hope existed that the scope of the quarrel could be limited
disappeared on January 3, 1935, when the Abyssinian govern-
ment asked the league to take action in the matter under
Article 11 of the Covenant.8 The memory of Manchuria was
entirely too fresh for the implications of the Abyssinian
request to be lost on London. Until June, however, the
British government was reluctant to face those implications,
Rather, the matter was allowed to drift in the hope that
a little diplomatic oil might calm the water and produce
an agreed solution which would preserve the Ieague while
satisfying Mussolini,

II

Abyssinia laid its quarrel before the league at a

moment when the British government was engaged in rethinking
certain key elements of foreign policy which were being over-
taken by events. The central fact affecting all of British
policy was the revived German threat. Military and para-
military organizations were multiplying in the German
countryside while Hitler shrilled about the abuses Germany
had suffered under a bad peace. In Asia, Japan posed an
active challenge which Britain was equally unprepared to

meet, Something positive had to be done about security,.

81vid., p 252.
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By January of 1934, the Foreign Cffice had begun a
reassessment of the concept of collective security.9
Eritain had always resisted the French desire to make the
league an effective and automatic instrument of coercion,
and there were serious doubts in lLondon about the value of

the league in a tight spot.10

Had disarmament been generally
accepted, the situation might have been different. As it was,
it was dangerous to rely upon anything beyond domestic
resources, and after years of operating on the assumption
that there would be no war for ten years into the future,
those resources were slim,

The hope underlying British policy was that the central
problem could be scaled down somewhat by taking realistic
account of Germany as it existed, and by making allowance
11

for some of the German grievances which were patently just.

That hope ran throughout the discussion which the cabinet

970 371/18537, W260/129/98,

loThe contrast between the British and the French
approach to the league is developed in Arnold Wolfers,
Britain and France Between Two Wars (New York: Harcourt,
Brace and Co., 1940), pp. 153-57. In Britain, any serious
suggestion that the lLeague's capabilities ought to be
brought more into line with the league's responsibilities
was certain to run into military opposition, Iain Macleod,
Neville Chamberlain (London: Frederick Nuller, 1961), p. 166,

llMartin Gilbert offers an excellent treatment of German
grievances and British conscience in The Roots of Appeasement
(Iondon: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 196€).
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had on January 9, 1935, on the subject of coaxing Termany to

12 Neville Chamberlain arcued powerfully

rejoin the Ileague,
that Germany might prove more amenable if granted equity
in armaments, and the cabinet agreed that German rearmament,
though illegal, was an established fact and ought to be
recognized. It was further agreed that British and French
interests could best be served by drawing Cermany back into
the lLeague, and by securing German adherence to an eastern
pact similar to locarno.

The Italian menace to the lLeague thus appeared at a
time when London was still thinking in terms of appeasing
Germany in the hope of reestablishing the easy interchance
and cooperation at Geneva which had been known during the
Stresemann era, This vision did not really beein to fade
until Simon and Eden visited Berlin late in March and learned
from Hitler that the price of a German representative at
Geneva was the return of the former German colonies.13
Earlier in the month, Hitler had underlined the pressing
question of British rearmament by announcing on KMarch 9
that Germany was engaged in creating an air force, and on
March 16 that compulsory military service was being

reestablished.lu

12 january 9, 1935. Cab 23/81 2(35)1-8.

13Notes of Anglo-German Conversations, NMarch 25 and 26,
1935, Cab 24/254 C.P.69(35).

1l"The Times, March 10 and 17, 1935,
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Cn lMarch 4 the government issued a Command Faper on
defense, laying out the arguments for rearmament, TLebate on
the White Paper took place in the House of Commons a week
later in an atmosphere charged by Hitler's open disdain for
the Versailles restrictions. The boost given by Hitler's
announcement of March 9 to the modest proposals put forward
in the White Paper was no doubt welcome., The debate was
certain to call forth an opposition charge that the govern-
ment was putting Mars in train once again, An election was
due within the year, and Canon Sheppard, East-Fulham, and
the famous Oxford Union resolution were only the most
outstanding recent examples of pacifist feeling in the

country.15 The government could not afford the label of

15H. R. 1. Sheppard, vicar of St. Martin-in-the-Fields,
was well known for broadcasts from his church. In 1934 he
founded the Peace Pledge Union with an appeal to all males
to send him a postcard stating that they would never support
or approve another war, By 1936 the movement had 100,000
members.,

In February 1933 the Oxford Union passed by a vote of
275-153 a resolution that 'this House will not fight for
King and Country.'

Labour won the East Fulham by-election in October
1933 by a margin of 4840, The seat had been held by the
National candidate in 1931 by 14,500, This reversal was
universally hailed as a triumph for pacifism, and made a
deep impression on Baldwin in particular, A, J, P, Taylor
notes that it was, in fact, as Neville Chamberlain
suspected, largely an attack on the means test. Taylor,
English History, p. 367. A recent reassessment of the East
Fulham election confirms Chamberlain's impression that the
determining issues in the contest were bread and butter
issues. Richard Heller, "East Fulham Revisted," Journal of
Contemporary History, VI, 3 (1971), pp. 172-96,.
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'war-monger,' In this light, perhaps the most significant
aspect of the debate on the White Paper was the degree to
which it focused on the lLeague of Nations.

The government prefaced the White Faper with a
reaffirmation of faith in the league, adding only the
qualification that once discussion breaks down the existing
international machinery could not be relied upon against
aggression.16 The qualification was necessary if rearmament
was to make any sense at all. In debate, the government
front bench chose to emphasize their faith rather than the
qualification. By doing so, they partially neutralized
the ire of the opposition, who saw the White Paper as a
departure from league principles akin to the sell-out which
had occurred in 1931.

Clement Attlee opened the debate by moving, in effect,
that the government's policy represented a disastrous return
to the o0ld diplomacy:

in the opinion of this House, the policy of
His Majesty's Government with respect to
defence is completely at variance with the
spirit in which the lLeague of Nations was

created to establish a collective world
peace, gravely Jjeopardises the prospect of

16The White Paper was drafted with a keen appreciation
of the popular mood, On February 25 the cabinet authorized
a final revision, to emphasize the importance of the defense
forces from the point of view of peace, defense and deterrent.
February 25, 1935, Cab 23/81 11(35)1. The paper as finally
approved is found at Cab 24/253 C.P.38(35).
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any Disarmament Convention, and, so far

from ensuring national safety, will lead

to international competition and the

insecurity thereby engendered and will

ultimately lead to war.l
Attlee's conclusion was that it was the government's failure
to make the league effective which had moved the world away
from peace and disarmament to talk of war and rearmament.18
Most opposition comment was no more thoughtful, and no less
indignant.19 The one exception was the intervention by
Sir Stafford Cripps, perhaps the best mind on the Labour
benches., Cripps cut through the rhetoric to note the basic
difference between the government and the opposition view of
the league, The government saw the lLeague "as a body for
promoting peace by facilitating and regularising the means
of international co-operation," while the opposition looked
upon the league "as an incipient world confederation of
nations." Without a willingness to subordinate national
wishes to the international good, security on a lLeague basis
was impossible.zo

Of the government supporters, only leo Amery specifically

re jected the larger concept of the league, held by the

17march 11, 1935. 299 H.C.Deb., 5s., col. 35.

181pid,, col. 38.

19See. for example, the remarks of F. S. Cocks on "a sad
and dismal occasion." 1Ibid,, cols. 81-86,

201p34,, col. 147.
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opposition, as chimerical, 1In characteristic fashion,
Amery denounced the League of the 'true believers' as "the
ILeague of Make-believe, the Cloud Cuckoo lLand of the dreamers
of a millenium which we are not likely to reach for many

a long year to come...."2l

Amery's description was one
which a number of Conservatives could appreciate, but which
few would like to take out onto the hustings,

The government generally kept to the safer ground of
League advocacy, cautioning only that too much could not be
expected of the league in the given circumstances, BRaldwin's
commonsense observation that "it is not a question of doing
what is best -- ideally best -- but a question of doing what
is best in the circumstances in which you work" was balanced
by his assurance that British statesmen were prepared to work
throuch the league for the future.22 Foreign Secretary Simon
closed the debate by emphatically denying that the White Paper
represented any weakening of the government's faith in, or
determination to uphold, the League.23

logically, the issuance of a White Paper on rearmament
should have offered the ideal opportunity to clear away some

of the cobwebs relating to collective security. The failure

2l1pid., col. 101.

22Ibid.. col., 47,

231pid., cols. 157-58.
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of the central tenet of disarmament to win international
approval fairly invited a statement pointing up the obvious
weaknesses of the League system of security and the
consequent need for national self-reliance. There were,
however, very few politicans willing to embark upon a
program of reeducation in March of 1935, nor is there
evidence that very many had interpreted the blows suffered
by the League since 1931 as a cause to despair of its
prospects. Thus, the government stepped around an oppor-
tunity to debate the weaknesses and the implications of the
Ieague system despite the fact that the Abyssinian test was
clearly on the horizon, Broad support for rearmament was

2h Disabusing the league faithful

the bird to have in-hand.
would require much more than a White Faper debate., The

effect of the White Paper was to establish an approach to

2L"I‘he government's ability to see rearmament and the
League commitment as mutually reinforcing had little in
common with Churchill's later concept of "arms and the
Covenant." There was no thought of forging a Geneva-centered
'erand alliance' behind the government's approach to rearm-
ament. In fact, despite the amendment which Sir Austin
Chamberlain offered on the government's behalf, there was
little inclination to think in terms of using enhanced
strength in the service of the Covenant, 1Ibid,, col. 71.
The League was an instrument for focusing opinion, arranging
conciliation, and bringing pressure to bear, None of this
should require the force of arms, Tying rearmament to the
League was an effort to blend a pressing need with an
established political reality, and was probably not cons-
ciously disingenuous,
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rearmament which had wide appeal. The debate on the White
Paper left the issue of collective security dangerously
cloudy, however, and the government tied still more
tangibly to a league sinking visibly into trouble.
ITI
By the time of the White Paper debate in March,
Mussolini had begun the military build-up in east Africa
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which was making Italian intentions clear, In Iondon,
the government's reaction to the problem was emerging in a
slow and uncertain fashion. The cabinet, under the less-
than dynamic leadership of MacDonald and Baldwin, resigned
the matter to Foreign Secretary Simon. Simon, in turn, did
little with the problem beyond maintaining an uneasy watch
on it.

When Abyssinia brought<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>