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Obviously given the carnage of World War II it is easy to portray the actions of British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain in Munich 1938 in a negative light.  That the Munich Conference was a failed attempt to avoid war by acquiescing to Hitler’s demands is not in doubt. What is not often advanced however is what other course might have been followed. Or more exactly if another course existed at all. Historian Martin Gilbert in Roots of Appeasement argues that Chamberlain’s plan was an emergency plan, driven by weakness and fear designed not to postpone the war, but remove the need for it.
 While the British weakness and fear is correct the term emergency implies Munich was a hasty decision. It also implies that there was another option the Prime Minister actually had available to him. However the evidence suggests that while the policy was driven by fear, there was little option but to fold in the face of Hitler. Britain lacked the will, the means and the allies to successfully confront Germany in 1938, and this both doomed Czechoslovakia and tied Chamberlain’s hands

Chamberlain might have personally believed that his agreement with Hitler really had brought “Peace in Our time”
  However, taking the words of a politician at face value, will often leave a person at odds with the facts. When examining the facts, the untenable nature of the British position in regards to acting as a protector of Czech sovereignty becomes clear. Germany and Great Britain do not share common border and British strength has traditionally been based on the might of the Royal Navy. 

A navy is of little help in rescuing a land locked nation. Britain could have ravaged German trade with its navy, while at the same time affecting almost no influence in the Sudentland other than moral support and possibly credits for the Czechs to buy armaments.

Thus had Chamberlain decided on war in late 1938, his nation brought little to the table. The bulk of the fighting would have to be done by British allies France and Czechoslovakia and hopefully by France’s ally Poland. However none of these 3 nations was prepared for war against Germany for a variety of reasons. This inability or refusal to confront Germany doomed any British effort before it began.


Britain’s most important ally was France, and had France decided on war Britain would have gone along with it for no other reason than to preserve the alliance.
 France however despite blustery talk was not prepared to go to war in a manner that would have a direct bearing on saving Czechoslovakia in the event of German aggression.
 France’s military strategy and thus military spending in the interwar had been directed at creating a wall in the east called the Maginot Line and the formation of a force to meet the expected German rush through Belgium.
 This defensive mind set imposes on the French two major handicaps in coming to the aid of the Czechs. First is the vast expense of the Maginot line in human and material capitol.  It is not clear that had France even been able to conceptualize the need for an advance into Germany that the French Army could have done so. 


The second major problem faced by France was the national mindset. France had decided based on the lessons and suffering of World War I that the path to future victory depended on fighting from behind fortifications. Thus planning, spending, training and mental energies were spent adopting a defensive posture that they hoped would keep France safe.  Thus even the forces France intended for Belgium, on paper capable of going onto the offensive were infected by the defensive mindset.


The inability of the French to act offensively effectively stripped the British of any immediate military tools to use against Germany. It also meant that France had little enticement to offer Poland in order to get that nation to engage Germany in defense of Czechoslovakia especially considering Poland own ambitions on Czech territory. In fact following the May Crisis, Poland announced that not only would it not fight for the Czechs but it would also resist any attempts by the Soviet Union to come to the Czech’s aid.
 As later actions show, Poland was hostile to Czechoslovakia and would act on her territorial ambitions by seizing the Teschen District after the Munich Accords were signed.


With France and Poland unable or unwilling to help and by extension leaving the Soviet Union blocked a decision by Great Britain to go to war and then actually be able to do anything meaningful would have rested on the Czechs ability to defend themselves until the British were able to ramp up for a ground war. 


This would be a risky proposition for the British government on four points. First was the amount of lives to be endangered by a war. With the experience of WWI still fresh in the mind the specter of another war with Germany could send shivers down the spine.  Secondly, little public sentiment existed in Britain for war.
 After the human considerations Chamberlain also had to weight the economic costs. Britain had avoided bankruptcy in WWI by virtue of American loans, but access to this credit had been cut off. Bell says, “The door to American aid was not merely shut; it was locked and bolted.” This was a result of two depression era American laws, and the result was to deprive Britain of the economic means to wage war without bankrupting herself.


Supposing for the moment that Great Britain had chosen to go to war despite the risk to blood and treasure would it have mattered, could Czechoslovakia have hung on long enough to conceivably let British Force of Arms make a difference?


Czechoslovakia however was not prepared to withstand Germany alone. Despite some impressive strength on paper in the form of a defensive line called the Little Maginot Line along part of the German border and the impressive tanks produced by the Skoda factories, the Czech position was untenable.
 For one following the Anchluss Germany now bordered Czechoslovakia on three sides.
 This outflanking was compounded by the fact that the Czechs had no friendly border. In fact any attack by Germany would likely presage an attack by Rumania, Poland and Hungary as they exercise their own territorial ambitions.
 Compounding the external threat was the polyglot nature of Czechoslovakia itself. Not being a homogenous nation but a nation of competing minorities diluted the national will and some even actively worked against national unity.
 


In fact it was Hitler’s use the German minority in the Sudetenland the sparked the crisis. Konrad Henlein, the leader of the Sudentendeutsche Partei (SdP) was instructed by Hitler to begin ferment unrest and thus creation a crisis that Germany could use to annex the region and possibly all of Czechoslovakia.
 Facing multiple existential threats on the border and beset by hostile minorities from within there is little chance that the nation of Czechoslovakia could have prevailed against German force of arms long enough to allow Britain to rebuild and engage Germany sufficiently to come to her rescue assuming of course that Britain could have adapted to the still unknown style of warfare that would be called the Blitzkrieg.


Denied effective allies, fearful of the ruin war could inflict upon the people of Britain and the British economy Chamberlain’s actions at Munich are less a spur of the moment act designed to remove the need for war than they are the acceptant of a German fait accompli.  For Chamberlain to have done more would have required of him a naiveté of the risks his nation faced, something no one alleges he suffered from. In fact his somewhat hawkish actions during the May Crisis preceding his later timidity indicates he had been educated on the actual weakness of the British position.
  Thus the actions of Chamberlain were not hasty as the term emergency implies, but merely the acceptance of the facts he was presented with.
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