
2.6: The International Response to Italian Aggression 

I. British Appeasement Policy 
a. Appeasement: Policy of making concessions in order to avoid greater conflict 
b. Rationale 

i. Public Opinion: Expansion of the franchise in Britain led to more consideration 
of public opinion that was opposed to war and supportive of collective security 

1. The Spanish Civil War and its bombing of urban areas strengthened 
resolve to avoid wider conflict  

ii. Demands of Hitler seemed justifiable to some 
1. Some felt the Treaty of Versailles was too harsh; belief grew that the 

war was caused by ALL powers and not Germany exclusively 
iii. No clear anti-appeasement movement and appeasers transcended party 

affiliations 
iv. Economic pressures during the Great Depression making military spending 

difficult 
v. British global commitments took resources and attention from continental 

issues. 
vi. Neville Chamberlain's influence 

1. Anti-War with little faith in the League of Nations, France, the US, or 
USSR 

2. Believed Hitler could be worked with alone and that Britain should take 
the lead in negotiations. 

c. France would reluctantly support British views as they were unable to effectively deal 
with a German threat on their own 

II. Weakness of the League of Nations 
a. Lacked the economic resources and credibility of the USA 
b. League of Nations Council was the power base of the League: Britain, France, Italy, 

Japan and Germany (1926); the latter three wanted a revision of the Treaty of Versailles 
c. No USSR until 1934 
d. Weakness in the face of aggression 
e. Countries driven by their own self-interest rather than League principles 

III. US desires to remain isolationist yet freely trade globally. 
a. Public was deeply against involvement in foreign wars 
b. Passage of neutrality acts beginning in 1935 

IV. USSR saw the Western Powers as more antagonistic to Communism than Fascism and not 
inviting the Soviets to Munich in 1938 further angered Stalin. 

V. German rearmament 
a. Sympathy in GB to rework some tenants of the Treaty of Versailles but ultimately 

concern over the growing German threat lead to the development of the Stresa Front 
i. Nearly immediately weakened by two events 

1. Franco-Soviet Mutual Assistance Treaty 
a. Both Italy and Britain were suspicious of entering into an 

agreement with a communist nation 
2. Anglo-German Naval Agrement 



a. Britain wanting to avoid a costly naval arms race allowed Hitler 
to grow his navy to 35% of the British Navy with an equal 
number of submarines. 

3. Mussolini's invasion of Abyssinia 
VI. International Response to Abyssinia 

a. The Stresa Front had already attempted to establish a united front to maintain the 
status quo with regard to Germany and the Treaty of Versailles 

i. Mussolini believed that Britain and France would not object to action in Africa 
b. Public outrage and condemnation from the League of Nations resulted 
c. Attempts to negotiate a solution to the Abyssinian crisis failed as Mussolini pressed 

towards war. 
d. Following the Italian invasion, the League imposed limited sanctions against Italy 

i. Not all members followed through (Austria, Hungary and Germany) 
ii. Britain still hoped to keep the the Stresa Front alive 

iii. Suez Canal not closed 
iv. USA increased exports to Italy 

e. The Hoare-Laval Pact 
i. British and French plan to give much of Abyssinia to Italy, ultimately proving the 

League of Nations a sham only driven by individual nations' self interest. 
f. At the same time, Hitler remilitarized the Rhineland, diverting French attention back to 

the Continent. 
VII. German Rearmament and Remilitarization of the Rhineland 

a. No opposition from Britain or France 
VIII. The Spanish Civil War 

a. Neither Britain nor France wanted to see an escalation of the Spanish Civil War into a 
wider general war so each committed to Non-Intervention along with 14 other nations 
of Europe 

i. USSR, Italy and Germany would also sign the Non-Intervention Pact, but they, of 
course would violate it. 

ii. Britain favored the Nationalists as opposed to the Communist supported 
Republicans so Franco would receive loans and trade from Britain 

IX. Reaction to Anschluss 
a. British and French protests, but no action 

i. Italy supported Anschluss 
ii. The League was weak after the Abyssinian affair 

iii. Brits felt the union was inevitable unless force was used...which wasn't an 
option. 

X. Reaction to Czechoslovakia 
a. Britain and France each looked to avoid Hitler's taking of Czechoslovakia but only 

through Negotiation 
b. The Munich Pact 
c. After violating the Munich Pact, opinions in Britain shifted and a firmer stance against 

Hitler followed. 
XI. Invasion of Albania; April 1939 



a. Again, Condemnation and Proved to Chamberlain that agreements with dictators could 
not be trusted 

b. Greek borders were guaranteed by Britain. 
XII. Invasion of Poland 

a. As final attempts at diplomacy with Germany failed and Germany invaded Poland on 
September 1.   

b. September 3, Britain issued an ultimatum to Germany to withdraw.  Germany failed to 
reply and Britain declared war on the same day. 


