Britain, The Treaty of Versailles and Europe 1919-1929

When the First World War ended in 1918 the major countries had completely different ideas about the way they should set about ensuring peace in Europe. To some, punishment, and that severe, was a necessity because of all the suffering of the previous four years, and to others it was an opportunity to lead a crusade to save Europe from the barbarism of the past.
There is no doubt that the leaders who came together at the Peace Conferences faced great problems. The world had gone through the most critical period in memory and feelings on both sides were strong. After all, 11 million men had been killed in the war and feelings were sure to be strong less than a year after these horrendous events.
To France, it was an opportunity to gain revenge on Germany for all the destruction of the war. When Germany signed clause 231 acknowledging that it was they who were at fault for the war, it was enough of an excuse for France to call for the most severe penalties possible. The French leader, George Clemenceau, 77 years old by now, was  blunt, argumentative and totally convinced that the only thing that would prevent war in the future would be to destroy Germany as a European power. He was probably echoing his country’s opinion. After all, most of the fighting on the western front was done on French soil and villages, cities and lives were destroyed on a very large scale.
The American President, Woodrow Wilson, was a completely different creature. The American politics of the period was becoming more anti-European. This war was seen as a foreign war, and the country was not unanimously behind the decision to join in the first place. Indeed the country was more supportive of Germany in 1914, fighting against the old imperial enemy, Britain. Anyway, Wilson saw himself as a man on a crusade, to bring peace to Europe once and for all, allowing America then to sit back without feeling it had to intervene to prevent war in the future. He went there with his famous “Fourteen Points” document – the document that would ensure order and safety in Europe on the basis of fairness, forgiveness and tolerance. What Wilson did not understand was that such feelings did not exist in Europe after four years of fierce battling.
In the middle were Britain and the Prime Minister David Lloyd George, however unlikely that seemed in 1918. In that year Lloyd George had fought and won the Coupon election of 1918 taking advantage of the jingoistic feelings that existed in Britain. The Government had used slogans like -
Make Germany Pay

One member of the Government, Sir Eric Geddes, said – 

“(Germany should be)….squeezed until you can hear the pips squeak”
Actually Britain’s viewpoint did not match this at all, and words like these can be seen as part of Lloyd George’s tactics to win the election only. The truth is that Lloyd George was fully aware of what was needed for securing peace in the future. He said - 

“Peace is dependent upon there being no cause of exasperation to the vanquished which will leave them violently seeking redress”

Certainly the Prime Minister’s realistic objectives were to be seen in those words. Lloyd George had the common sense to realise that the only hope of future peace was not to use the peace treaties as an excuse for demolishing Germany and creating a situation of permanent discontent in Europe which would be sure to surface again in the future. At Versailles, therefore, Lloyd George stood between Woodrow Wilson’s optimism and Clemenceau’s hatred. He believed, rightly as it turns out, that countries would not jump to defend an unfair treaty in the future if it were broken.
There was also a British motivation for ensuring that Germany would not be destroyed as a European power. There were many businessmen with influence in Lloyd George’s Government and they did not want to see a country as economically powerful as Germany being destroyed. There were valuable commercial connections there which would be advantageous to British businesses and there was need to ensure that the country had money to trade effectively in the future.
Britain’s whole approach to the Treaty of Versailles was crystallised in a memorandum sent by Sir Maurice Hankey -
The Hankey Memorandum – 

Principles for a German Treaty

1. The enormity of their crimes must be brought home to the German people

2. Means ought to be found for providing them with the physical force for resisting Bolshevism

3. We ought to try and build up the self respect of the German people so that they may resist the approach of Bolshevism and believe in their own civilization rather than in what comes from Russia.

This was the outline document which drove Britain in the peace talks, and it shows plainly that Britain no longer regarded Germany as the main enemy, but rather Bolshevik Russia under Lenin. It is clear, therefore, that Britain did not want to take revenge on Germany, and so Lloyd George was quite foolish to fight the 1918 election on the promise of doing that. They did not want a weak Germany.
In the end Britain failed to realise this objective. A severe fine was imposed on Germany and the country lost many of its lands. Many Germans were forced to live in parts of the country that were possessed by other countries and this was a cause of ill-feeling for years to come. It could be claimed, therefore, that revenge was a strong element in the final treaty and as Britain did not want that it was a failure. In context, however, there were so many differences between the objectives of the countries that getting a treaty that would please everybody was difficult. if not impossible. This is what caused the historian J D Gould to say -
“Britain’s attempts to play a mediating role…were largely unsuccessful”

Though the historian Ernest Goldstein was a little more mindful of the problems facing Britain -
“(Britain)…attained the maximum possible under the circumstances”

In his opinion the treaty was not as severe as France wanted, but on the other hand it was more severe than Britain wanted.
Therefore a great many Germans were angered that they were now under the control of foreign countries and this went totally contrary to what was promised in the Treaty of Versailles. One of the principles of the treaty was that people in countries should have the right to choose their own government, but this principle was not extended to the people of Germany. Lloyd George was aware that British policy had failed to prevent this, and he said that there was nothing more sure of leading to war ….
“…than that the German people should be surrounded by a number of smaller stated each of them containing large numbers of Germans all clamouring for reunion”

In addition to this, Clause 231 particularly was a cause of discontent. This allowed a financial penalty corresponding to £6,600 million, which was impossible to pay considering the country’s weak economy following the war. The German press was particularly fierce against these elements of the Treaty using words like -
There will be revenge for the scandal of this disgraceful Treaty. 

Considering all this, therefore, and comparing it with Lloyd George’s quotes, it is clear that the Prime Minister’s objectives were not realised. That’s not surprising as it was an exceedingly difficult task under the circumstances. General Foch agreed with this when he said in 1919 -
“This is not peace…it is an armistice for 20 years”

On the other hand some historians argue that the Treaty was severe because Lloyd George had followed an intentional policy of penalising Germany as severely as possible financially. Certainly this is an attack on the traditional picture of Lloyd George as the reasonable conciliator at Versailles. According to the historians Dockrill and Gould -
“The Prime Minister was seeking to extract as much as possible for Britain from reparations”

and according to M Trachtenberg -
“...to pursue a reparations policy more demanding and more intransigent than the policy of any other allied power”

He went on to claim that Lloyd George said -
“Germany had committed a great crime and it is necessary to make it impossible that anyone should be tempted to repeat that offence”

Considering this interpretation, Lloyd George battled hard to punish Germany severely and in 1921 Lloyd George got his way when Germany was forced to pay a sum of £6,600m. There is therefore a strong case for believing that Lloyd George succeeded rather than failed in this part of the policy.
Whichever argument wins, one thing that’s totally clear is that it’s impossible to get at the truth. Britain’s policy at Versailles was confused at best – Dockrill and Gould – 

“Britain’s policy at Paris was inconsistent”

This, therefore, is one of the biggest problems facing someone who is trying to analyse whether or not Britain succeeded at Versailles. The fact is that there is no agreement regarding what Britain wanted in the first place. This is one of the reasons why the treaty was condemned by J M Keynes, when he resigned from the British delegation.
From the time when the Treaty was signed until 1929, the international situation leads one to believe that Britain had succeeded in its efforts to meet some of the objectives it had in 1919.
One objective was to stabilise the continent in the hope that Britain could keep from intervening militarily in any dispute which might arise in the future. Crucial to this objective was the principle of collective security – the idea that countries could work together to keep the peace. The key organisation in this was the League of Nations, and Britain’s confidence in this principle and organisation was an important element in the country’s thinking up to and into the thirties. As Bonar Law said in 1922 -
“we cannot alone act as policeman of the world. The financial and social condition of this country makes it impossible”

The obvious fact was that Britain could not ‘afford the cost of intervening too much in European affairs. Army numbers had to be cut from 3.5 million in 1918 to 370,000 by 1920, and the Government adopted the ten-year rule, i.e. make cuts based on the belief that there would not be another war for at least ten years.
In view of all this Britain was a keen supporter of the League. This is the organisation that would take the load of being an international policeman off Britain’s shoulders. Unfortunately America did not join and Germany was not invited and so from the outset there were obvious deficiencies in the arrangements, not the least of which was the fact that the League did not have an army to force countries to listen to it.
Having said all that, if Britain’s objective was to intervene less in European matters, that objective was realised, because Britain managed to do that for the next ten years at least. Also definite steps were taken to bring peace to Europe. A clear example of this was the Treaty of Locarno in 1925, a treaty between Britain, France, Germany, Belgium and Italy to recognise that the borders between France and Germany and Belgium and Germany were permanent ones. This was a very important step in the work of stabilising relations between countries in Europe. This would also mean less of a chance that Britain would have to intervene militarily in the future and so was a victory for collective security. A further step was taken in 1926 when Germany became a full member of the League of Nations. Clearly the European situation was improving. The high point of this came in 1928 when the  Kellogg-Briand Pact was signed by 65 countries stating that war was no longer a policy which would be considered. Behind all this was the work of the British Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain (Nov. 1924 - June 1929). He, like his predecessors at Versailles, wanted to stabilise Europe and he set about doing so. His “Geneva tea parties” were extremely popular, and he would often hold them to get countries together.
Collective security was a very important policy because by all this much of the harm that came out of the Treaty of Versailles was undone through discussion. In 1927 the military regulations that existed in Germany were relaxed and in 1929 through the Young Plan the fine Germany had to pay was substantially reduced, and a promise was made to withdraw all Allied troops from the country at the beginning of the thirties. Certainly this managed to reduce the animosity Germany felt towards Versailles and the relationship between Germany and France improved greatly. AJP Taylor’s view on the motivation for doing this is quite cynical, he says -
“guilty conscience was undoubtedly the strongest factor”
With regard to its intentions towards Russia in 1919, it was evident that that country, according to the Memorandum, was regarded as hostile to the British way of life. Even though Britain fought against the Bolsheviks in the Civil War, Lloyd George argued later in his life that he was not against the Bolsheviks, but rather he wanted to recover all the goods he had given to the country. Whatever the truth is, Britain’s approach after 1919 was moderate and Lloyd George managed to create a trade agreement between the two countries in 1921. The objectives in 1919 had claimed that there would be relations only if Russia rejected the Communist principle and by 1921 Lloyd George believed, mistakenly, that that had occurred.
In 1924 a further step was taken when Russia received international recognition and  MacDonald’s Government lent £30 million to the country. However the relationship was never a stable one and in 1927 international relations ended after the British secret services broke into the buildings of the “All-Russian Co-operative Society” in London. When MacDonald returned as Prime Minister in 1929 international relations recommenced, but clearly things were not good and mainly responsible for that was the fact that Russia did not play a part in collective security from the outset.
Unfortunately collective security had not involved Eastern Europe at all and that was an evident failure in the efforts to bring peace to Europe. In the East, a policy of conciliation came to take the place of a policy of collective security.
