
Part II

Conclusion:
The Hinge Years, 1929–1933

I

The ‘hinge years’ of 1929–33 witnessed the threat to the hopes
and institutions nurtured during the previous decade and the
collapse of many of them. They saw the revival of those de-

structive nationalistic strains, strengthened by the Great Depression, the
motor force of these years, which would shape the following period
until the outbreak of war in 1939. The annus terribilis, 1931, was the
watershed year that unleashed a systemic crisis of unexpected depth and
severity, but these years need to be seen as a whole, the creaking hinge
that was attached both to the 1920s and 1930s. The competing but
irreconcilable demands of national and international interests came to
define this transitional period, with the former clearly in the ascendant.
The claims and the powers of the state expanded and those of the
international community contracted. While there was no single mo-
ment when the road to a new war began, one chapter in the history of
international relations ended and a new one began. The European
mood was visibly darkening. The strains of the world crisis hastened
the collapse of the Weimar republic but did not in themselves make the
triumph of Hitler inevitable. His appointment to the chancellorship on
30 January 1933, nevertheless, would alter the contours of both German
history and European international affairs.
The three chapters in Part II are interconnected: each records a major

failure in international co-operation. Their combined effect was to
destroy much of the international fabric that had been so painfully
woven during the preceding decade. By 1933 depression policies, the
‘shooting war’ in the Far East, and the failure of the disarmament talks
created a whole set of problems only indirectly connected with the
enforcement or revision of the peace treaties. The results were seen at
the national and international level. Democratic countries became
more interventionist in dealing with domestic policies as governments
acquired expanded powers; elsewhere, authoritarian governments
emerged. Reparations were ended at Lausanne and the debtor nations
soon ceased to pay their war debts, but the effects of the depression were
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to heighten the politicization of financial and commercial policy and
lead to the development of national strategies of recovery that were
antipathetic to international co-operation. Because Japan was a major
power and the Sino-Japanese dispute in Manchuria had been inter-
nationalized, its unchecked resort to military action and departure
from the League of Nations were major blows to the latter’s reputation
and prestige. The Japanese rejection of their more internationally
oriented policies raised disturbing questions about the general efficacy
of collective action in maintaining peace. Though its importance as a
turning point in Pacific relations should not be exaggerated, the
Japanese action in Manchuria had repercussions beyond its geographic
location. It represented a check to the influence of the League of
Nations and posed a threat to the already weakened institutional frame-
work for international co-operation. The simultaneous opening and
subsequent collapse of theWorld Disarmament Conference talks, before
Hitler took power, proved even more damaging to the confidence of
the internationalists, in part because hopes were so high. The profound
effects of the Great War had left most policy-makers desperate to avoid
its repetition yet anxious to be prepared should another conflict
threaten. Urged on by vocal elements in their electorates and by the
representatives of the smaller powers, the spokesmen for the great
powers tried to find ways to bridge the differences between such ideas
as disarmament and collective security on the one hand, and the other
certainties about the need to ensure national defence and military
security on the other. In disarmament, as in the economic and financial
spheres and in the playing-out of events in the Far East, it was becoming
clear that the hopes of 1920s internationalism had seen their heyday
come and go; national considerations would now dominate.

II

The spreading and intensifying global depression was the key reason for
the darkening mood between 1929 and 1933. The mid-decade stabil-
ization and the renewed attempts to solve the reparations–war-debt
impasse depended on assumptions of continuing economic prosperity
and a flow of American capital to Europe, particularly to Germany.
Statesmen and officials alike assumed that the growth of world trade and
the re-establishment of the gold standard would promote prosperity and
peace. Yet, by 1930, with but few important exceptions, almost all the
European countries, and the United States and Japan as well, were
feeling the cold economic winds. Though the timing and severity of
the depression varied from country to country, it was a global phenom-
enon which began with a drop in the prices of agricultural goods and
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primary products, but which spread from the agricultural to the indus-
trial sectors and affected industrial as well as agricultural states. Contem-
poraries were slow to recognize that this depression was different in
magnitude and consequences from any previous downturn in the busi-
ness cycle. Both statesmen and experts found it difficult to respond to its
massive impact and the rise in unemployment beyond the application of
orthodox financial remedies. The leaders of the already heavily indebted
agricultural states of eastern Europe tried to avoid devaluing their
currencies for fear of a return to the inflationary and socially chaotic
conditions of the immediate post-war period. Instead, they introduced
deflationary measures to balance their budgets and protect their curren-
cies even as their countries were plunging deeper into depression. Most
governments resorted to higher tariffs and, later, to import and exchange
controls in order to protect home markets and to avoid national bank-
ruptcy. They either reneged on their foreign debts (Poland was one of
the exceptions) or renegotiated payment terms. Bilateral trading agree-
ments became commonplace, and clearings were used as a way of
avoiding the loss of gold and foreign exchange.
Necessity, the absence of foreign assistance, and the discrediting of

liberal capitalism encouraged governments to take active steps to assist
their debt-ridden agricultural sectors. Despite the lack of foreign capital,
efforts were made to speed up industrialization in the hope of creating
more self-sufficient economies. Governments in eastern Europe as-
sumed direction or control over major industries, particularly those of
strategic importance, and took over firms formerly under foreign dom-
ination. The drive for industrialization, increasingly directed towards
rearmament, was only partially successful, and the prosperity of most of
the region still depended on comparatively backward agricultural pro-
duction. Insofar as the right-wing governments of the 1930s were able
to avert economic and financial disaster, they did so through state
intervention, buttressed, unfortunately, by appeals to nationalist senti-
ments revived by the economic hardships of the farmers and peasants.
The western industrialized states, faced with shrinking markets and a

contraction of foreign lending, similarly struggled with unbalanced
budgets, rising unemployment, and losses of both domestic and foreign
confidence. Convinced by their experiences in the early 1920s that
liberal credit policies would bring inflation and social chaos, their
leaders, too, instituted or adopted more stringent deflationary policies
in order to avoid being pushed off gold. The timing and depth of the
depression varied from state to state. Germany was an early victim; the
roots of its troubles were mainly domestic, and there were already signs
of economic difficulties in 1928. The French, whose problems were at
first budgetary, did not feel the full impact of the depression until after
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the British and American devaluations. The United States, mainly for
domestic reasons but also as a result of contracting foreign markets,
suffered a sharp economic contraction before the end of the decade. It
was, however, the drying up of American lending in 1929, despite a
temporary revival in 1930, that so adversely affected the European
economies and made the situation in Germany considerably worse.
The Reich government, chronically short of domestic sources of credit,
depended on American loans to underwrite its budget deficits, while
German industry had come to rely on American capital inflows for
development and expansion. The search for short-term funding to
cover Germany’s budgetary deficits undermined creditor confidence;
German as well as foreign asset-holders moved their capital out of the
country. With neither bankers nor industrialists able to raise new funds,
bankers called in their loans and industrialists cut production. Un-
employment figures, already high, continued to rise, putting severe
pressure on the underfunded Reich unemployment schemes and
budgets. Disputes over levels of taxation and spending intensified Ger-
many’s political turmoil and further exacerbated its economic malaise.
Because the ‘peace process’ in the later 1920s depended, in part, on

American capital underwriting, its restrictive monetary practices con-
tributed to the worsening of the European situation. The Federal
Reserve Board had raised the discount rate in August 1929 in order to
cool the speculative fever of the American stock market. The results
were to trigger the Wall Street crash of 24 October 1929 and, though
the amount of wealth lost was in fact small, confidence was severely
shaken and American optimism and faith in limitless bounty collapsed.
The prospects in Europe hardly favoured further American investment.
The drop in American primary prices was reflected in price-falls
throughout the globe, and the contraction of its market for primary
products had an immediate and devastating effect on exporters else-
where. The European reaction to the tightening of American monetary
policy made it difficult to contain the American deflationary shock.
Fearful of initiating a financial crisis that would devalue their currencies
and set off an inflationary spiral that would drive their currencies off
gold, most European policy-makers in gold-standard countries followed
the American example and raised their discount and interest rates. It was
through the ‘mechanics’ of the gold standard that the deflationary
impulse was transmitted from the United States to Europe, making
the situation even worse. The widely held belief in the benefits of the
gold standard and the fears of inflation checked the adoption of expan-
sionary policies that might have allowed nations to absorb the shock.
While implementing orthodox gold-standard policies, European

governments also adopted new measures of trade protection. The
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hopes of the delegates to the World Economic Conference of 1927 that
the protectionist trend might be reversed remained unfulfilled. Few of
the subsequent meetings and conferences called to address the agricul-
tural problems of the eastern European economies resulted in construct-
ive action. The French and British continued to differ on what should
be done, while the German–Austrian customs union initiative in March
1931, in part politically motivated, raised the spectre of Anschluss and
alarmed the French and the Czechs. Farmers in northern and western
Europe, also suffering from the global price-drops, feared the conse-
quences of dumping as the Soviets as well as the eastern Europeans
sought markets for their agricultural products. Farmers in France,
Belgium, and Holland won higher tariffs and the introduction of
quota systems. All the political parties in the Weimar republic courted
the rural vote and offered protective measures to their agricultural
producers. Well-organized peasant parties in eastern Europe grew in
influence, while nationalist sentiment reinforced the protectionist
mood. In the United States, the Smoot–Hawley tariff, which went
into operation in 1930, began with a presidential initiative to deal
with farmer discontent and was extended through Congressional action
to cover a wide range of industrial imports as well. Its implementation,
though far from the only cause, set off a new wave of European
protectionist legislation. The shrinkage of trade was accompanied by
increased levels of hostility between neighbouring states.
It was the banking crises of the summer of 1931 that actually plunged

Europe into the depths of an unprecedented structural crisis that funda-
mentally altered the financial and economic landscape for the rest of the
decade. The bank failures that started in Austria and Hungary and spread
elsewhere turned the depression into ‘the Great Depression’, with far-
reaching political as well as economic and financial consequences. The
mechanisms of financial co-operation proved inadequate as inter-
national efforts, whether through the central banks or the Bank of
International Settlement, failed to stop the acceleration of the crisis.
Apart from the political obstacles to co-operation, central bank action
proved too slow and too limited to stop the runs on the exchanges. The
bankers, who were often blamed for the catastrophe, felt that the
problems were beyond their capacity to solve and looked to the politi-
cians to save the situation. In most cases, in order to relieve the pressure
on the exchanges, the afflicted governments, even when given inter-
national assistance, imposed exchange controls to direct the amount and
destination of gold and foreign currency leaving the country. The
German banking crisis was the most serious and severe of the summer
panics. The government introduced a series of measures which pro-
tected the country from the consequences of staying on the gold
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standard. As adequate foreign loans were not forthcoming, and the
Hoover moratorium on reparations and war debts was only a temporary
measure, Reich intervention became essential if the whole banking
structure was not to collapse. Though the Brüning government still
hoped that its austerity programme and the end of reparations would
restore the country’s financial and economic independence and
pave the way for Germany’s re-entry into the international economy,
it acted to help the commercial banks; standstill agreements were nego-
tiated to prevent foreigners from removing their funds, and exchange
and trade controls were instituted. The government secretly allowed the
Reichsbank to introduce modest reflationary measures. Germany
remained on gold, but the Reichsbank was no longer playing by gold-
standard rules.
More important internationally, the British financial crisis of July–

September 1931 resulted in the devaluation of the pound on 21 Sep-
tember and the beginning of a worldwide retreat from the gold standard.
Along with the United States, Britain was the world’s major short-term
lender; it was bound to feel the effects of the summer crises, quite apart
from its already existing balance-of-payments problems on both its
current and capital account. Britain’s short-term liabilities were more
than double her gold-exchange and liquid assets. The government’s
budgetary difficulties greatly accelerated the loss of confidence in the
pound. Along with the dollar, the pound was a world currency, and
many countries, including France, kept their reserves in London. In-
tended to be only a temporary measure to avoid adopting more resolute,
if economically and politically damaging, policies to defend the pound,
the British devaluation marked the beginning of the end of the world
gold standard. By the time of the British action, seven other countries
had already abandoned the gold standard; another twenty-four nations
rapidly followed its example. The devaluation saved threatened British
banks, and due to the post-devaluation stability of the pound many
foreign investors felt confident enough to leave their funds in London.
The subsequent introduction of a cheap money policy set the stage for
domestic recovery by encouraging spending on housing and consumer
durables. The Americans nailed down the gold coffin after President
Roosevelt’s unitary decision to float the dollar on 19 April 1933, taken
for the sake of the domestic economy and in order to raise commodity
prices and stimulate economic activity. The Americans were under no
market compulsion to devalue; it was a national decision taken without
any international consultation. The dollar’s subsequent depreciation
further increased the deflationary pressures on those countries that
remained on gold. The latter, including France, were soon engaged in
economically and politically damaging struggles to keep their currencies
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pegged to gold. It was a struggle that could not be sustained.
Czechoslovakia in 1934, Belgium in 1935, France, Switzerland, and
the Netherlands in 1936—all were forced to devalue their currencies.
Cutting the so-called golden chains was not sufficient to foster domestic
recovery: expansionary measures had to be introduced. The departure
from the gold standard was a major shock to those who took this radical
step, but the fears of disaster proved unfounded and neither the British
nor later the Americans saw any reason to return to gold. Admittedly,
neither fully exploited its new-found freedom. The beliefs in balanced
budgets and limited spending that could be covered by taxation persisted
long after the abandonment of the gold standard.
Many economic historians believe that only the abandonment of the

gold standard allowed the adoption of the monetary policies needed to
encourage economic recovery and growth. Unfortunately, the decisions
to devalue were uncoordinated and taken without regard to their effects
on other countries. Neither the British nor the Americans were pre-
pared to assume a leadership role, and neither devaluation became the
basis for international co-operation. The new monetary policies were
accompanied by the adoption of yet more protectionist measures. Even
Britain, the flag-bearer of free trade, during the winter of 1931–2 and at
the Ottawa conference in July 1932 abandoned its traditional policies.
As a result, British trade was further oriented towards her empire.
Throughout Europe, and elsewhere as well, tariffs were raised, followed
by a general move towards the introduction of quota systems and the
creation of import monopolies along Soviet lines. Quotas and the use of
exchange controls led to the linking of trade and debt policies. Bilateral
trade and payment arrangements became commonplace, particularly in
central and south-eastern Europe. The Germans, under the Nazis,
expanded the system already begun under Brüning, turning away
from the industrialized nations in favour of trade with nations of the
‘Reichsmark bloc’ (Bulgaria, Greece, Hungary, Romania, Turkey, and
Yugoslavia), as well as with countries in South America. The British,
too, concluded bilateral trading agreements with states outside the
Ottawa system and made arrangements with debtor nations in which a
proportion of their payments for exports was used to pay off debts.
There were some counter-moves in northern Europe, and an initiative
from Cordell Hull, the American secretary of state, who attempted to
start a worldwide cut in tariff levels soon after Roosevelt’s electoral
victory. His proposals for an extended trade truce and a bilateral trade
agreement with the British found little support, either in London or in
the many countries depending on protective measures to insulate them-
selves from the adverse world conditions. In June 1934, mainly because
of Hull’s tireless campaign against the evils of protection, Congress
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passed the Reciprocal Trade Agreement Act, which, though dependent
on bilateral negotiations, marked the first partial reversal of America’s
traditional tariff policy.
The World Economic Conference of 1933 was the last attempt at

international co-operation over finance and trade before the outbreak of
the European war. Neither the United States nor Britain was willing,
either individually or jointly, to assume the leadership of a co-ordinated
reflationary movement. Few of the participating nations, least of all Nazi
Germany, were willing to abandon measures that, while remaining on
gold, allowed them the freedom to act without considering the foreign
consequences. It was at this conference, too, that the Americans detached
themselves from Europe. Convinced that the causes of the depression
were domestic, Roosevelt sought remedies that precluded international
solutions. His predecessor, Herbert Hoover, admittedly with some re-
luctance, had engaged the United States more directly than previous
Republican presidents in international financial matters, even to the
point of suggesting further concessions on war debts and had actively
intervened in the Geneva disarmament talks. Though always working
within self-imposed limits and with a sharp eye on Congress, he had co-
operated with RamsayMacDonald on a whole range of problems during
his first years in office.During 1932–3 this partnership began to unravel as
differences over war debts, disarmament questions, and the Manchurian
crisis drove the two countries apart. OnceRoosevelt took office, the gulf
between the Americans and the Europeans appeared to widen. The
president was singularly unimpressed by the European leadership; his
meetings with the British, French, and German representatives before
the meetings of the World Economic Conference confirmed his belief
that they were not interested in international co-operation but only with
the promotion of their own narrow national interests. Roosevelt and
Neville Chamberlain developed a strong antipathy towards each other
which persisted even after the latter’s ascent to the prime-ministership in
1937. It was under Franklin Roosevelt that American economic and
political isolationism would reach a new peak.
The abandonment of the gold standard did not lead to the collapse of

the world economy, but governments found no alternative basis for co-
operation. A number of often competitive currency and trade blocs
emerged. Governments increasingly took control over trade policy;
bilateral and barter trading practices both restricted and redirected
world trade, making it almost impossible to restore a liberal world
economy. The differences between the blocs and between the so-called
‘have’ and ‘have-not’ nations took on a new importance, as nations
looked to their empires or would-be empires and spheres of influence to
strengthen their economies. Some governments tried to achieve greater
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self-sufficiency and greater independence from the world markets, but
few were successful. The Soviet Union was the great exception. By the
mid-1930s it was well on the path to ‘armed autarky’. After 1931, a peak
year for imports (mainly foreign machinery) paid for by forced grain
collections and widespread famine, foreign trade contracted and Soviet
imports fell dramatically. Through a system of control and terror, and
barter arrangements, Soviet industrialization was achieved without for-
eign assistance. Economic decision-making took place in a vacuum,
without any concern for world prices, and was increasingly dictated by
political rather than economic considerations. At terrible cost to the
Russian workforce, and above all to the peasantry, Stalin moved to fulfill
his goal of creating ‘socialism in one country’.
World recovery began in 1933; it was slow, erratic, and incomplete,

and nationally rather than internationally focused. Global markets
remained depressed and world trade did not revive. There was some
recovery in the volume of world exports and imports, but they failed to
reach the 1929 level. Prices continued to fall until 1935. With the
breakdown of the world’s capital markets, there was no way to sustain
unbalanced trade (outside the clearing agreements), and so countries
sought to balance their trade by reducing the overall level. There was no
revival of the capital flows of the past. In time, capital began to move
from the debtor to the creditor nations as investors, fearing currency
depreciation and political uncertainties, sought safer havens for their
capital, mainly in Britain and the United States. The depression and the
official measures taken to encourage recovery accentuated divisons in
many European countries. Financial policy became part of a more
general economic recovery strategy dictated by the political head of
the states. Bankers, Jews, gypsies, and foreigners were blamed for eco-
nomic difficulties. Economic turbulence exacerbated political instability
and exposed economic, social, and ethnic tensions. The ravages of the
depression did much to discredit not only the capitalist system but also
liberal democratic practices. Centrally directed government recovery
programmes gave a new raison d’être to the imposition of authoritarian
governments in many parts of Europe. The powers of the state were
strengthened as the degree of its intervention in the economy increased,
though no government approximated to the all-embracing role of the
Soviet authorities. Almost everywhere politics became increasingly
polarized, and the remaining middle parties either lost votes and influ-
ence or were crushed. It was the far right rather than the left who were
the main beneficiaries. National communist parties, partly because of
their own and Comintern misjudgements, were rarely able to capitalize
on the failures of political and economic liberalism. The communist
campaign against the ‘social fascists’ fatally divided the left without
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initiating red revolutions. The Soviet Union, mired in its own ideo-
logical preconceptions, failed to take the full measure of the ideology of
the radical right.
The connection between the conditions of depression and the rise of

dictatorships was not a simple one. Countries where democratic forms
of government were new or poorly rooted were obviously at far greater
risk than such well-established democratic states as Britain and the
United States. Though the effects of the depression in the United
States were as devastating and demoralizing as those in Germany, and
President Roosevelt exercised executive powers on a scale never before
seen in peacetime, there was no real danger of a dictatorship in
Washington—despite later Republican charges—and no radical shift
to the very small extremist parties. Important political changes took
place in both Britain and France, and the French government came
under severe pressure after 1933, but in both cases the existing consti-
tutional forms survived. It was the military defeat in 1940 and not the
depression that brought the Third Republic to an end. The economic
crisis in Germany, however, acted as a trigger for the final collapse of the
democratic experiment. Some have argued that the Weimar republic
was a gamble at best, and one unlikely to succeed given its uncertain
beginnings and the number of economic blows it had suffered in its very
short life: inflation, hyperinflation, stabilization at high domestic cost,
and economic stagnation. The so-called golden years of the republic in
the late 1920s were marked by ‘the crisis before the crisis’, that is,
unresolved economic difficulties and a growing disillusionment with
republicanism. Even before the collapse of the Müller coalition cabinet
in March 1930, Weimar’s political culture was dangerously fragmented.
The traditional parties of the centre and right were already in decline,
and the number of special-interest groups and local associations seeking
authoritarian solutions multiplying. The republic was facing a crisis of
political legitimacy before the full impact of the depression was felt. Yet
it had survived previous crises, and it can be argued that a majority of
Germans remained loyal to the republic during these difficult years,
though without any strong emotional attachment to its survival. There
had been too little time between its inception and the onset of an
unusually severe economic crisis to create the loyalties required for
political legitimacy.
The effects of the depression created the conditions under which

Weimar ultimately collapsed. The very severity of the crisis and the
impact of Brüning’s deflationary policies intensified the sense of despair
about the future and the search for alternative political solutions in many
parts of the electorate. As disillusionment spread, it fanned that search
for deliverance that allowed the Nazis to attract adherents from across
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the whole electoral spectrum. If it had not been for the depression, it is
doubtful whether the Nazis, whatever their political dynamism, could
have attracted over one-third of the German electorate in 1932. The
depression, too, provided the opportunity for the traditional right-wing
elite to gain power. It set out to destroy theWeimar constitutional order
and restore the old authoritarian system that it had long favoured. The
shift towards presidential government, begun under Brüning, had by
1932 closed off the possibility of a return to parliamentary politics and
opened the way for the final ‘gravediggers of the republic’ to take office.
Given the high degree of politicalization and the clashes in the streets
between rival militias, chancellors Papen and Schleicher needed mass
followings to survive. Hitler could offer what they lacked. By the end of
1932 the Nazi party was popular and broad-based, but it seemed to have
reached the limits of its electoral potential. Its stalling momentum left it
ripe for exploitation. Hitler, with uncanny political cunning, elected to
wait until the conservatives made their bid for his participation in their
government. The Nazis could not have finished the republic off on their
own; such action was not necessary. Hindenburg and his circle of
advisers invited them to share power and brought Hitler to the chan-
cellorship. It proved to be their fatal mistake.

III

Events in the Far East resulted in a further attack on the international
structure created during the 1920s. Admittedly, the ‘Washington sys-
tem’ was hardly a system. Quite apart from the absence of the USSR,
the rise of Chinese nationalism and the decisions of each of the
Washington treaty signatories to go their own way had already altered
the bases of the treaties. Japan ratified the naval agreement of 1930, but
its stormy reception and political aftermath showed the extent of the
opposition to the ‘internationalist policies’ of the government. As else-
where, the depression put a severe strain on a political structure already
under nationalist attack. The sharp contraction of Japan’s export markets
radicalized sections of the rural population and provided popular back-
ing for those military elements that wanted both a return to a purer form
of political life and a more positive foreign policy. The military action in
Manchuria, a victory for the Kwantung Army and their supporters in
Tokyo, represented a break in Japanese foreign policy. Any future
solution of Sino-Japanese problems would take place outside the
Washington treaties, the Kellogg–Briand pact, and the League of
Nations. It was not at all clear how far the reforming officers were
prepared to go either at home or abroad, but it was predictable that the
military nationalists would have a far greater say in the making of
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Japanese foreign policy than in earlier years. The Amu declaration of
1934, the Japanese ‘Monroe doctrine’, warned the Chinese and other
foreign governments that Japan would not tolerate any military assist-
ance or foreign loans to China. The Japanese would settle their own
affairs without outside interference. There were still those in Tokyo
who looked for a settlement with Chiang and the Kuomintang; a
confrontation with the Chinese would not be a simple matter. The
future was still uncertain.
The Chinese appeal to the League of Nations internationalized a

regional issue. As a result, the League’s dependence on great-power
action was graphically revealed, as was the importance of non-League
members, the United States and the Soviet Union, to any successful
intervention. The Japanese success in Manchuria was reassuring for
any future revisionist states but unsettling for the smaller status-quo
powers, which had led the fight for League intervention. The failure
to check Japan was a blow to the League’s reputation, but the picture
was not entirely black. Distinctions were drawn between events in
the Far East and in Europe. Because sanctions were not actually in-
voked, and because Japan left the League in accordance with the
provisions of the Covenant, delegates remained hopeful about the
League’s future peacekeeping role. The Assembly had condemned
the Japanese action, and at least one great power, Britain, had been
forced to take that body’s demands into consideration. Yet the League’s
adoption of the doctrine of non-recognition was a demonstration of its
impotence. Many of the delegates in Geneva, after the establishment of
Manchukuo, had doubts about the practicability of the League’s peace-
keeping functions.
It may be true that the adoption of the non-recognition principle

made it more difficult to achieve a future negotiated settlement. The
Lytton report had suggested that Manchuria was something of a special
case, and the members of the commission were careful not to condemn
Japan outright. Some even hoped that, with time and the recovery from
Japan’s sense of wounded pride, the Japanese would consider a com-
promise over Manchuria. Anglo-American hopes that Japan was too
economically fragile to pursue a forward policy in China in the interim
were misplaced. In 1931 the Japanese went off the gold standard,
adopted only in early 1930, and allowed the yen to depreciate. The
undervalued yen and a major export drive inaugurated a period of
Japanese prosperity. Military spending boosted the home economy,
leading to full employment by 1936. Western tariffs, quotas, and pref-
erences, many aimed at Japan, intensified the search for yen-bloc aut-
arky. Economic success increased the militarists’ appetite for further
territorial expansion.
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Neither the Anglo-Americans nor the League attempted to stop
Japan, but neither did they suggest a new basis for settling the Sino-
Japanese dispute. The Japanese aggression in Manchuria (signals intelli-
gence alerted the British to the premeditated nature of Japan’s actions at
Mukden) and Shanghai gave greater substance to Admiralty demands for
building up Britain’s naval defences in the Far East and for the ending of
the ten-year rule. Though the Shanghai dispute was satisfactorily con-
tained, neither Britain nor the United States emerged from the
Manchurian affair with credit, as each blamed the other for the failure
to check Japanese aggression. In fact, neither government was prepared
to defend the so-called Washington system. Many at the Foreign Office
believed that Britain could not act alone in the Far East, but bridled at its
dependence on American support. Whatever the contrary views held by
Neville Chamberlain and the Treasury, any British initiative in the Far
East had to consider the American reaction. The crisis also underlined
the critical importance of the Soviet Union’s role. In part, the Japanese
action in Manchuria resulted from a perception of Soviet interest in
north Manchuria and Inner Mongolia. There was a faction in Tokyo
already thinking in terms of a war with the USSR. Russian policy in the
Far East, torn between conciliation and confrontation, posed problems
for the British and Americans. It was difficult to know what future part
the USSR would play in China, and how this would affect the Far
Eastern and European balances of power. In this sense, too, the
Manchurian affair had international implications that were still unclear.

IV

The disarmament story was a Greek tragedy in its predetermined
end. Though often tedious in its seemingly endless repetitions, its
importance, so often overlooked, should not be underestimated for it
provides one of the clearest examples of the attempt and failure to
achieve multilateral international agreement. During their fourteen-
year search for a way to promote general disarmament, both the dis-
armers and their opponents perpetuated illusions that ultimately bene-
fited only the destroyers of the peace. Policy-makers were unable to
bridge the gap between internationalist ideals and demands of national
security. Disarmament was a political and not a technical process. The
cause of failure, which pre-dated Hitler’s coming to power and Ger-
many’s final departure from the conference, underscored the fault-lines
of the Locarno stabilization. The basic Franco-German conflict over
security, British preference for a limited liability security system, and
America’s ultimate lack of interest in any collective security system
blocked all possibilities for progress. The Geneva talks began to
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undermine the existing distribution of power well before the military
balance was actually changed.
German goals at Geneva evolved as the demand for an end to

reparations was supplanted in 1932 by the demand for equality in
armaments. The rhetoric of ‘equality’, however, was never more than
a tactic. It provided a potent propaganda weapon against the other major
powers, for it emphasized Germany’s status as the only officially dis-
armed major power. The logic of the disarmament process meant the
burden of responsibility for progress lay in the hands of the former
Allies; German delegates therefore simply rejected all proposals which
did not lead to increases in German armaments. More importantly,
concessions on armaments were required in Berlin in order to provide
cover for the secret programmes of illegal rearmament which had been
ongoing since the late 1920s and had accelerated under Papen and
Schleicher. A revision of the Versailles treaty restrictions was vital.
Many observers in Britain and the United States agreed, though for
somewhat different reasons, that European stabilization could only
come from a new agreement on armaments to which Germany volun-
tarily subscribed. This would mean a relative decrease in the gap
between the armed forces of Germany and France, something which
appeared acceptable to those in both countries who continued to view
France as over-armed, militarist, and possibly possessing hegemonic
ambitions on the continent.
The French understood the nature of the German challenge, but

could not find the means to contain it. Their major concern was to
secure British backing for France in advance of further German rearma-
ment. An ever-present and enervating fear of a more powerful
Germany, and some deep-rooted weariness that precluded independent
action, were at the root of the French failures at Geneva. To these must
be added an abhorrence of war that permeated wide sections of the
French public, including many of the ex-servicemen of the Great War.
Most French believed that ‘arbitration, security, and disarmament’ was
the right policy for the government to pursue. If leaders such as Tardieu
and Herriot put security first, neither thought that this could be
achieved through French military preparedness. Dependent on finding
allies or, at the least, building up diplomatic fences to keep Germany
disarmed, France could not use her military margin to regain the
diplomatic initiative at Geneva.
Much of the blame for the French failure must rest with the British

and Americans. There were serious errors of judgement on the British
side; some understandable given the assumption that the Germans could
not be treated as second-class citizens in a weak European system
without threatening its very existence. It was believed in London that,

CONC LU S I ON : TH E H ING E Y E AR S 813

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 $
{D

at
e}

. $
{P

ub
lis

he
r}

. A
ll 

rig
ht

s 
re

se
rv

ed
.



given some kind of inducement, the Germans would agree to accept
some form of revised Versailles armaments agreement that would not, in
practice, leave Germany free to rearm. The British fruitlessly sought a
formula that would hold out the promise of equality in arms to Germany
without actually ceding it. It was thought necessary, too, to find a way to
strengthen the existing Reich government for fear of what might come
next. Cabinet ministers thought that Britain could act as an umpire
between France and Germany without any further input on the security
side beyond what was given at Locarno. Other factors contributed to
their defensive cast of mind. The Manchurian crisis had underlined
Britain’s vulnerabilities as a world power and exposed the frailty of the
Far Eastern security system. Japanese action in China and the unpre-
dictability of the American response posed practical problems that
reinforced the government’s unwillingness to take on new continental
engagements. The 1931 crisis also contributed to the retreat from
Europe. British prosperity was no longer dependent, as it was during
the 1920s, on European recovery. The creation of the sterling bloc
and the turn to imperial protection provided satisfactory alternatives.
A National Government whose major interests were domestic rather
than international recovery, and a relatively inexperienced foreign sec-
retary allergic to any form of risk, had good reasons to prefer a policy of
limited continental commitment.
The British could not opt for isolation; the Americans could. Ameri-

can participation in the World Disarmament Conference was linked to
the widespread view that the arms race was the principle cause of the
Great War. There was also the belief that money saved on armaments
could be used more productively, for instance, for the payment of war
debts to the benefit of the American taxpayer. In military circles there
was some sympathy for German revisionist goals, given the apparent
margin of French military superiority. Neither the military nor the
politicians, however, believed that European differences fundamentally
affected American security. The failure to take up the Hoover proposals,
like the arguments over war debts and trade, only served to reinforce
Congressional suspicion of Europeans in general and the French in
particular. Even the disarmament impulse was to turn isolationist. The
deepening depression accentuated the American retreat from Europe
and stifled the nascent internationalism of the Hoover administration.
As the domestic problems of the depression took precedence over all
other issues, the economic and financial benefits to be achieved through
international collaboration were judged too inconsequential to be
weighed against the protection of the home economy. For the presi-
dent-elect, the political advantages of independent action were over-
whelming, quite apart from the so-called effectiveness of his often
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disastrous trial-and-error approach. Roosevelt had far too much on his
political plate to take an active role in Geneva. It was hardly surprising
that, during 1933, the American role became increasingly peripheral.
When the World Disarmament Conference finally met, the main

protagonists had to face the gap between what was being said at Geneva
and what was occurring at home, where military advisers strongly
opposed arms-limitation agreements or thought them only appropriate
for others. Was support for the ideals of disarmament and the League of
Nations really compatible with doctrines of national interest and ‘abso-
lute needs’ in armaments? Questions that had been postponed or had
been obscured by more immediate concerns in the 1920s now came to
the forefront of the Geneva discussions. Neither the Franco-German
clash over arms nor the Anglo-French conflict over security could be
papered over with drafts and resolutions. The failure to find a modus
vivendi between France and Germany before Hitler came to power
accelerated that turn to extreme nationalism that the new German
chancellor so brilliantly exploited by offering the vision of a revived
Germany. Further attempts made in 1933 to bridge the gap between
Berlin and Paris and to revive the links between Paris and London did
not encourage much optimism about the future. Hopes in Geneva for a
new arms agreement faded as Europe’s statesmen looked for more
practical ways to achieve peace, security, and prosperity. And already
there were some who were willing to chance the fortunes of war.

V

At the Hague in August 1929 only a few questioned the appropriateness
of a conference to mark ‘the final liquidation of the war’. By the
beginning of 1933 talk of future war had become common currency.
The meetings of statesmen and experts had been unable to prevent or
solve the problems of the deepening depression, nor had they produced
an acceptable arms-control programme. Despite the truce in China,
there was little confidence in a permanent Far Eastern peace. Statesmen
took over where the experts failed, looking for solutions that would
bring relief and protection. These would not come from Geneva. The
collapse of the World Economic Conference and the World Disarma-
ment Conference were symbolic of the failure of the promise of inter-
nationalism. So was the Japanese departure from the League, though
perfectly legal within the terms of the Covenant. The three chief
architects of Locarno, or at least the memory of them, became unpopu-
lar in influential political circles. Briand and Stresemann, after their
deaths, were bitterly criticized by many of their own countrymen, and
Austen Chamberlain, very much an elder statesman, was excluded from
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the National governments. The Locarno spirit had temporarily survived
their passing from the scene, but the pace of disintegration visibly
quickened as the depression deepened and brought about radical
economic and political change. In the post-depression world, national
strategies of survival left only limited room for international co-
operation.
Dates may be little more than markers of convenience, but the

importance of 30 January 1933 cannot be overestimated. A new and
tragic chapter in Europe’s history began with Hitler’s appointment
to the chancellorship of Germany and his subsequent seizure of com-
plete power. It marked both an ending and a beginning. The lights of
the 1920s—reconstruction, internationalism, multilateralism, disarma-
ment—were dimmed. The following years would see the gathering
shadows of disintegration, nationalism, autarky, and rearmament. The
theme of the book shifts from the attempted reconstruction of Europe
after the Great War to the preparations for a new power struggle in
Europe. Unlike the 1920s, when the many different national and
international threads make it difficult to impose a narrative pattern on
events, the post-1933 period has a central theme that places Hitler and
Nazi Germany at the centre of European developments. There are lines
of continuity between the two periods, both in western and eastern
Europe. Not all of the previous international fabric was destroyed by the
upheavals of the hinge years. More striking, however, are the altered
patterns of international politics in the post-1933 period, as almost all
the European statesmen came to terms with the challenge posed by
Hitler and the Third Reich. It is an appropriate moment to leave this
account of the post-war period for the more ominous story of the pre-
war years.
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