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“RESOURCEFUL IN EXPEDIENTS” — SOME
EXAMPLES OF AMBASSADORIAL POLICY
MAKING IN THE INTER-WAR PERIOD
F. STAMBROOK

University of Manitoba

The ambassador should be ingenious and clever, but not so clever as to
overreach himself. He should be shrewd in evaluating evidence, resource-
ful in expedients, firm in his grasp of realities, far-visioned in his imagi-
native foresight.!

These, according to Thomas A. Bailey, are among the most
desirable attributes of diplomats. In addition,

The foreign service officer should be willing to assume responsibility and
exercise initiative — to stick his neck out if he finds he must make a crucial
decision in the national interest.2

Many of the standard works on diplomacy contain some such compendium
of necessary or desirable qualities.3 But what, it might be asked, does
this paragon of all virtues find to do in the twentieth-century world’
of instant communications? What has been the role of the diplomatist
in the relatively recent past?

Charles Thayer noted and dealt critically with the popular view
that “nowadays diplomats are mere messengers delivering notes
between governments. Modern communications have decapitated
diplomacy.” But Thayer, and Ellis Briggs’ and Dean Rusk®, are in a
distinct minority. The consensus is perhaps stated, somewhat
scathingly to be sure, in a Staff Paper submitted in 1964 to a U.S.
Senate Subcommittee: “The modern Ambassador plies his diplomatic
trade with less autonomy than in earlier days.”” The general idea is
conveyed that the twentieth-century diplomat is much less influential
than his eighteenth or nineteenth-century predecessor, and that the
change in the ambassador’s role from part or even sole formulator of
policy to that of, at best, adviser or executant came about either around
the turn of the century or at the latest as a result of the first world
war.t Post-1945 technological advances have merely accentuated this
process. And although the ambassador cannot yet be replaced by the
telex machine, he is really little more than a part of the communications
process, a sort of sophisticated and tactful messenger and occasional
gatherer of news.9 Even Bailey’s wise and far-sighted diplomat, burst-
ing with initiative, is constrained by the fact that Washington can com-
municate with him instantly: “technology has reduced independence
of judgment.”10
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There is, it need scarcely be said, a good deal of truth in all this,
though some of the literature seems overly concerned to demonstrate
the distinction between foreign policy and its “instrument”,!! dip-
lomacy. A preoccupation with the formal role of the diplomat may
obscure the fact that even in the twentieth century diplomats in practice
may play a role in policy formulation and indeed have done so. They
continued to operate within an international system that had not under-
gone any fundamental structural change as a result of World War 1.
It was a system that remained multi-polar in nature.'? Of course, the
volume of “external affairs,” and their complexity, increased in the
twentieth century, and there came to be more publicity attendant upon
their transaction,’> but this was hardly a qualitative change. Within
this slowly evolving rather than radically changed system, envoys
“trained in the old school” continued to practice their art,!4 and govern-
ments were prepared, or compelled by the speed, multiplicity or com-
plexity of events, to give their diplomats considerable freedom of
initiative at least on matters of detail.!s

The twentieth century consequently saw no radical changes in
the role of diplomats, at least before World War IL.!¢ Envoys were
what they always had been. Some were passive communicators: the
messengers of contemporary literature. Others were shrewd observers
whose advice and penetrating comments could provide a basis upon
which policy could be formulated. And some, probably — as in earlier
days — a small minority, either wished to make policy or in particular
situations were compelled so to do. In any case, we should recognize
that “Diplomats . . . have personalities of their own, and their reactions
to problems are influenced by individual attitudes and idiosyncracies.”!?

It is not possible within the context of this paper to set up a
typology of ambassadorial involvement in policy formulation. But some
parameters must be established, and some examples cited even if only
to exclude them from further discussion.

At one end of the scale is what may be termed the orthodox
pattern. An envoy, either of his own initiative or upon request, suggests
in substantial detail a line of action which is then adopted as policy by
his own government. An instance is provided by the despatch which
the Austrian Minister in London sent to Vienna in June 1922. The prob-
lem to which he addressed himself was how Austria might secure
the foreign loans of which she was then in such dire need.!® Of Baron
Franckenstein’s unsolicited proposal it has been said that “the guide-
lines for Austria’s future conduct contained in his report of June 7
were carried out to the letter.”! Clearly in this case the goal was not
at issue, and we are thus concerned with policy as “a course of action™20
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and not with policy as an objective — though in practical terms this
distinction cannot at all times be upheld. More commonly, the advice
tendered by an ambassador is merely one (albeit often a very impor-
tant one) of a number of inputs into the decision-making process.

At the other end of the spectrum is the envoy who finds it necessary
without prior authorization to take some action or make some state-
ment which commits his government or might be taken as an expression
of his government’s policy. Possibly this contigency was not so rare:
“When one is without instructions,” so George Kennan decided upon
presenting his credentials in Moscow in 1952, “one has to say some-
thing,”2! In one sense, such a statement remains nothing but the envoy’s
personal opinion unless it is later expressly endorsed by his government.
In that eventuality the diplomat has in effect made policy.22 But
unless explicitly repudiated by his own government (and unless this
repudiation is made known to those to whom it was initially made),??
the diplomat’s statement — or action — may be taken by the decision-
makers to whom it was addressed to represent his government’s policy.?
For the purposes of a perception-reaction model, it would thus have be-
come government policy because it would be so regarded by others who
would frame their actions accordingly.

In between these two types of cases lie a whole host of others,
of which it is here possible to mention only a few. A government may
have left its agent on the spot sufficient discretionary power (or he
might so interpret his instructions) to make policy decisions.?’> Or an
ambassador might refuse to carry out particular instructions, or at
least challenge them and ask that they be reconsidered.?6 Between
the latter practice and deliberate delaying tactics there may be
only a very thin line. In view of the significance of timing in diplomacy,
an envoy may thereby influence in an important manner the way in
which events develop.” Another tactic available to the diplomatist
comes from his ability to “water down” his instructions, a tactic of
which Sir Nevile Henderson was a prime exponent.28

In general, all the examples of ambassadorial behaviour given
above, even the refusal for presumably good reason to carry out
instructions, fall within the ambit of acceptable conduct. Only occasion-
ally was an envoy sacrificed as a scapegoat. However, the repertoire
of ploys at the disposal of the diplomat is not yet complete. Three
cases of positive though unauthorized action will now be discussed.
They all involve activity which was sufficiently unusual within the
context of diplomacy to be termed unorthodox. All of them show
resourcefulness of a type of which the author of the opening quotation
would certainly have disapproved.
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II

In December 1922 the German government of Chancellor Cuno
was engaged in a desperate effort to avert the threatened French
invasion of the Ruhr. A comprehensive German “offer” on repara-
tions was being prepared. In addition, attention was being devoted
to finding means of assuaging France’s fears for her own security.
On December 15, 1922, the German ambassador in Washington
announced to Secretary of State Hughes that Germany was now pre-
pared to make a definite suggestion, to the effect that

the Powers especially interested in the Rhine, such as Great Britain, France,
Germany and Italy, should enter into an agreement that neither one of
them would engage in a war with any of the others for a generation with-
out putting the matter to a popular vote.?

A reformulated version, delivered in writing to the State Depart-
ment a few days later, made it appear as if the United States was
making the proposal. This version included a passage according to
which the four Powers would

promise to the Government of the United States that they will not go to
war against each other for a period of one generation without being author-
ized to do so by a plebiscite of their own people.’®

Along these lines the proposal, now once again a German one,
formed part of a programmatic speech which Cuno made in Hamburg
on New Year's Eve.?! By then the French had already rejected it.32
If anything, the proposal was counter-productive. Those in Paris and
elsewhere who thought in terms of a militaristic Germany regarded
it as a piece of typically Teutonic chicanery: in the words of the French
ambassador in Washington, “if they wanted to make war they could
easily get a vote to that effect.”®

It has been suggested that this “peace plan” in some way
originated with the German industrialist Hugo Stinnes.?* Its real
progenitor, however, was the first post-war American ambassador in
Berlin, Alanson B. Houghton.

Houghton, the man who had built up the Corning Glass Works,
had taken up his appointment in April 1922. His qualifications for
the post were better than those of the average political appointee,
for he served on the House Foreign Affairs Committee and he knew
the language and customs of the country to which he was accredited.
He was in fact very pro-German.’® The detailed instructions given
him before his departure by the State Department left him dissatisfied.
There was nothing in them “about what I felt was much more important
than mere instructions — the temper and attitude of mind in which I
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was to approach the German Government and people.” On his farewell
visit to Harding, Houghton therefore told the President that unless he
objected,

I proposed to enter into my new duties having more in mind the hundred
years of friendship and good will that existed between Germany and the
United States than the few years of war and bitterness which had separated
them. The President listened attentively, swung around in his chair, and
looked out the window for a moment, and then said “That’s a good thought.
Say it as often as you can”.36

Once in Germany Houghton was caught up in the problems of
the country. The state of the German economy, reparations, inflation,
and the spectre of bolshevism are topics which occur frequently in his
communications to the State Department and its officials, and in his
diary.3” Known to be well-disposed to Germany, and as the represen-
tative of a country from which Germany hoped much, Houghton
moved easily among its powerful men. He was not altogether un-
critical,3 but he was perhaps too easily impressed, particularly by
Ludendorff’s personality?® and by Stinnes’ forceful advocacy of a Ger-
man-dominated cartel covering Western Europe, regarding which the
Chief of the Division of Western European Affairs, William Castle,
had to warn him:

I think I realize as clearly as you do the horror of war, but I still claim that
there are many things that are worse — and a world dominated by such men
as Stinnes would be quite as unendurable as a world trying to recover from
war ... .40

The horror of war was, for Houghton, a guiding and indeed an
overriding principle. Already before leaving New York he had seen
himself in the role of a reconciler, who would strivé to overcome the
hatreds engendered by the recent war just as others had reconciled
North and South after the American Civil War.4! In Berlin he wanted
his embassy to “bring together and to work with men of good will.”42
And, so it seemed, practically all men (and women) were men of good
will,

Why, then, had there been such a devastating war? And how
had men been induced to undergo such terrible experiences? An
answer to these puzzling problems had been supplied to Houghton
during a visit to the American forces in the Rhineland before his
arrival in Berlin: only prolonged propaganda could give the troops the
necessary conviction that they were morally right and that the enemy
was morally wrong and violating the peace. From this Houghton drew
his conclusion, that “apparently the great masses of men on both sides
can only be made ready for war by a similar process of education — in
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other words, they do not want war at all.”#3 It followed, therefore, that
wars were made by small cliques. In 1914 only a few hundred or a few
thousand men in high position had desired war.#¢ The people, on the
other hand — the men, women and children who actually bore the
burdens and made the sacrifices — wanted peace,S and had only
responded because they believed they were being attacked.46

The idea that there was a power that might control recurrent war
crises but which had never been fully utilized — “the power which plain
men and women may exert if their wills and desires can be given
definite form and expression” — was adopted by Houghton at first
with some hesitation, but it speedily became for him a burning con-
viction.4? The goal was already clear by August 1922. The first great
step to peace was to be made by taking the war-making power from
the hands of the governments and placing it in the hands of the peoples.
How was this to be done? By persuading every civilized country to
include in its constitution or fundamental law “a provision that war
cannot be made except after a plebiscite and with the consent of the
people themselves.”#

Houghton tried assiduously to spread his idea among the Germans
and Americans alike.® Ludendorff was unimpressed,’® and one
German acquaintance, while mildly encouraging, noted that “most
of the financiers I talk to sing the old song, that there always has been
and always will be war, and ‘wait till we get a hack at France’,”!
— but Houghton himself was undeterred. He did, however, recognize
that some external impetus might facilitate the realization of his hopes.
After considerable soul-searching, and after consulting with the U.S.
envoys in Europe who were assembled in Berlin, he suggested to Sec-
retary of State Hughes that it lay with the power of the United States
vastly to alleviate the European situation. The harsh conditions, the
German inflation, the threat of bolshevism, the breakdown of morale,
the “sullen distrust” — all these could be overcome. The United States
should

say to the plain people of England and France and Italy and Germany,
that if, first, they will, by a plebiscite, agree not to make war on one another
for fifty years; if, second they will make it part of their fundamental law
that such a war cannot thereafter be declared except by their affirmative
vote; and if, third, there shall be a substantial disarmament, — the American
people, believing that peace, humanly speaking, would then be assured,
will remit and cancel the debt.

He wanted the administration to present the matter to the
American people, or, if this were deemed inexpedient, to permit him
to put it forward as a personal suggestion in a Thanksgiving Day



“RESOURCEFUL IN EXPEDIENTS” — SOME EXAMPLES ... 307

address.’? William Castle, then visiting Europe, supported Houghton’s
idea, but Roland Boyden, unofficial American representative on the
Reparation Commission, correctly foresaw that the administration would
not dare to open up the war debts question or even allow Houghton
to speak informally on his proposal.s3

And so it turned out. After consulting Harding, Hughes replied
that the reparations problem must be settled on a business basis, and
that the President could not authorize the ambassador to make the
suggested statement.’* Perhaps Houghton had expected no different
outcome. He tended to blame himself for presenting his idea in an
inadequate fashion. He would abide by the decision. “The matter,
however, cannot end here.”ss

Nor did it. Houghton unsuccessfuily tried to use his Washington
contacts to create a different attitude there. Intermittently during his
ambassadorial career, and consistently for several years thereafter,
he returned to his plan, shorn by that time of any link with the remission
of debts.56 In the short run too there were after-effects. For the time
being circumstantial evidence must suffice. Nevertheless two factors
establish sufficiently clearly Houghton’s role as “stepfather” of the
German “peace plan”.

In the first place, the similarity between ideas propounded
by Houghton as early as August 1922 and the German proposals of
December is too striking to be a mere coincidence. Houghton talked to
a sufficiently large number of people for his views to be well enough
known in official circles in Berlin. Given the special status which the
American ambassador at the time enjoyed, it is scarcely conceivable
that his opinions would not be heeded even if he did not express them
in an official capacity.

Second, there was a special relationship between Houghton,
the businessman from Corning, and Cuno, the businessman from Ham-
burg. Precisely how close this was is not easily establishable from the
documents. But Cuno at an early date created a highly favourable
impression on the ambassador — “one of the really constructive forces
in Germany”, so he called him in the summer of 1922.57 How often
they met cannot be readily established. Houghton’s papers contain
several notes from Cuno arranging meetings.® The two men certainly
met in late July, towards the end of August in Hamburg, on October
23, when Cuno told Houghton he had been offered the foreign ministry,
over lunch on November 18, when Cuno asked Houghton what he should
do, and again on the evening of November 29.5 To Hughes, Houghton
wrote that he had had “several” talks with Cuno before leaving Berlin
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on December,5 It would be very surprising if Houghton did not dis-
cuss his “peace plan” with his “friend”,$! especially in view of the
open-ended request for advice on November 18.

The conclusion is inescapable. Houghton, an enthusiastic and
determined advocate of a worthy though impractical ideal, failed in
his attempt to persuade his own government to adopt it as its policy.
Instead, he had the satisfaction of seeing it adopted as policy by the
government to which he was accredited.

III

If Houghton was, on the issue of peace, the innocent from the
land of illusions, his British counterpart in Berlin, Lord D’Abernon,
was surely the rogue elephant. “A typical Englishman, hard as
nails . . . under a rather bluff and pleasant exterior,” so the American
noted after their first meeting.62 This is but an inadequate character-
ization of the man of whom Lord Vansittart, no uncritical admirer, has
left the following sketch:

D’Abernon was handsome, brillantly intelligent, financier, scholar, as
good judge of a horse as of a picture; white-bearded as an acute father
Christmas with something more than an eye for a pretty girl, excellent com-
pany, one of those Britons who contrive to be cosmopolitan in culture and
insular in outlook.$3

As Edgar Vincent, this almost larger than life figure had made his
money in Ottoman and Egyptian finances, including some trans-
actions for which the French never forgave him. He married ‘the most
beautiful woman in England’ — though there had been some doubt
whether she would join him in Berlin. He had been involved in British
politics, and there was some dismay in the Foreign Office when, in
1920, Prime Minister Lloyd George appointed him, because of his
knowledge of finance, to the Berlin post.s

Perhaps there was something about D’Abernon’s conduct of
affairs which reflected those early years spent in the shadows of the
British embassy in Constantinople. Certainly he played the role of the
grand ambassador, and it was his “modest wish” that when the time
came for him to leave Berlin it should be “with maximum éclat and
with some distinction,”ss

In late 1924, however, the situation looked ominous to D’Abernon,
and not merely from the perspective of his personal prestige. I have
dealt with this matter in detail elsewhere,¢ and only the bare bones
need therefore be given here. D’Abernon was dedicated to the rehabil-
itation of Germany within the European system. This would eliminate
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the lure of Russia and of bolshevism and at the same time restore
Germany as a genuine counterweight to France in the European
balance of power. This policy was now threatened. The wartime Allies
were about to refuse to evacuate the Cologne zone of the occupied
Rhineland, thereby causing great offence in Germany. Worse still,
the British government had promised France during the reparation
negotiations in the summer of 1924 to take positive steps regarding
French security. The Labour government’s support of the Geneva
Protocol had been no threat to D’Abernon’s long-range goal. However,
it soon became obvious that the Conservative administration which
took office in early November would reject the Protocol. With the
francophile Austen Chamberlain in charge of the Foreign Office, and
in view of the necessity of satisfying France on the security question,
it seemed to D’Abernon very probable that Britain would enter into
some special guarantee arrangement with France, whose effect could
not help but be to create at least the impression of an anti-German
front and consequently drive Germany into the embrace of Soviet
Russia.

In fact, the possibility of the government agreeing to a bilateral
arrangement with France was never as great as D’Abernon feared.’
However, he acted upon his own perception of the situation. Having
failed during the previous eighteen months to persuade the British
to take the initiative in the security question,%® and being convinced
that it was Germany rather than France that was in need of guarantees
against aggression,®® he deliberately fired a broadside across his
Foreign Secretary’s policy. In circumstances of great secrecy he indi-
cated to State Secretary Schubert on December 29, 1924, that Germany
should revive the Cuno proposal of 1922, though stripped of its objection-
able provision about plebiscites to sanction war. When the Germans
showed interest in some such initiative, he urged them on. In particular,
being concerned about the development of British policy, he pressed
them to act speedily. This, with some misgivings, the Germans did. On
January 20, 1925, they communicated their security pact proposal in
London, and on February 9 in Paris. The first steps which were to lead
in October to Locarno had been taken.”

Clearly this is the case of a man who felt very strongly
that his own government was about to embark on a disastrous policy.
In such a situation D’Abernon felt fully justified in making his inter-
vention. His independence of mind, his rather quick judgments of men
and somewhat simpliste views on national character, his intimacy with
the mysteries of high finance, and his own self-confidence and suc-
cess, all contrived to give him a sense of his own importance. He was
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very scornful of the methods of German diplomacy. The “virile and
rather clumsy Teuton” was in fact “obstinate and slow in negotiations”,
and the Germans were “particularly slow in seeing how best to put
their own case or to take advantage of a given opportunity.” Rather
than “abstain and let things go wrong,” as would normally happen if
they were left to express their own views, he deemed it preferable “to
translate what the German Government desires into acceptable words,”
even if this involved “the risk of presenting, not what the German
Government thinks, but what one believes they ought to think.””!

These are unorthodox notions regarding the proper function of an
ambassador. In D’Abernon’s case their effect was compounded by
the fact that he had long and strongly disapproved of attitudes which
he felt underlay policy formulation in London. He detected there a
marked tendency — which he termed “Rip van Wilkleism” — to identify
the Europe of 1924 with that of 1914, and a refusal to recognize that,
while it was still Britain’s aim to curb the strength of the dominant
power in Europe, that power was now France.’? In any case, he held no
very high opinion of the Foreign Office’s senior personnel: they
“rather go off” around the age of forty, so he once wrote to his wife,
“like Jewish and Oriental youths do at 18”, adding for good measure
that “neither marriage nor non-marriage and illicit connections
seem to help.”?3

In view of the foregoing, it is not surprising that D’Abernon
at this moment of apparent crisis should have taken action entirely
of his own initiative. It is noteworthy, however, that the Germans,
who thought they knew their D’Abernon pretty well, believed that he
would not have acted in this matter without instructions from London
This belief persisted for some little time even after Crowe’s denial
and the unenthusiastic initial Foreign Office reception of the German
proposal should have put it to rest.’s It is noteworthy too that D’Abernon
deliberately helped to create this misunderstanding, and that he was
prepared to use other forms of deceit also in order to further his
objective.76

v

D’Abernon practiced deceit on a grand scale. Konstantin Freiherr
von Neurath, German Ambassador in Rome, told a simple lic. He
reported to Berlin on July 21, 1926, that the Secretary-General of the
Italian Foreign Ministry had suggested that Germany and Italy should
conclude an arbitration treaty, which might become the prelude to
friendly collaboration between them.?’
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Relations between Germany and Italy had at this time barely
recovered from the nadir to which they had descended as a result of
German agitation on behalf of the German-speaking population of
South Tyrol and of the Italian reaction to this.’8 Though still frigid,
they were now a little better than in February, when Mussolini, in a
bombastic speech, had referred to Italy’s German-speaking minority as
an ethnographic relic, the residue of barbarian invasions, and had
threatened to carry the Italian flag beyond the Brenner. From many
points of view an improvement in relations was very desirable.

The “Italian” proposal, however, did not evoke any great
enthusiasm in Berlin. Germany had in fact avoided making such a
proposal herself from fear that during the negotiations, and par-
ticularly during the drafting of the preamble to such a treaty, the
Italians might raise questions that Germany would find inconvenient.
Nevertheless, now that a proposal had been made, Germany had little
option but to proceed, cautiously, with it.” Negotiations were not
begun in earnest until October.8 Thereafter there were difficulties
not of a juridical nature but arising from the German concern to avoid
any reference, even in a disguised form, to the Anschluss or the
Brenner frontier, and from the Italian fear that Germany might try to
broach the treatment of the South Tyrolese and consequent insistence
that any matter falling within the internal jurisdiction of either state
be excluded from arbitration. As finally signed on December 29, 1926,
the text of the Treaty of Arbitration and Conciliation was devoid of
any political significance.8!

Despite Neurath’s original report and its subsequent
reaffirmation,®? it is clear that he himself had made the proposal
which he attributed to Secretary-General Bordonaro. That the Italian
published documents refer to a “German” proposal is itself no suf-
ficient indication of its origin, especially as the impression is given that
the first move was made by Foreign Minister Streseman in Geneva in
September.®? The initial response of the German foreign ministry to
Neurath’s report shows that the idea of the arbitration treaty did not
come from Berlin. By the time of its signature, when its origin had
become a matter of some international concern, doubts seem to have
arisen there about who had taken the first step. Although a staunch
front about the “Italian” initiative was maintained vis-d-vis third
parties, the Germans were by no means so adamant about this point
towards the Italians themselves.34 The thrust of the circumstantial
evidence is amply confirmed in the memoirs of Friedrich von Prittwitz,
an able and experienced diplomat at this time serving as Counsellor
in the German embassy in Rome, who named Neurath as the man
who made the proposal.$s
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In view of the attitude of his foreign ministry, Neurath had every
cause for concealing his own part in the matter. Yet he wanted to
bring about an improvement in German-Italian relations, and he
therefore seized on a convenient means for achieving this end. This is
not merely a case of that well-known disease of diplomats, “localitis”,
though that may have played its part too. Over the years, however,
Neurath’s reports show that he had in fact a shrewd and realistic
appreciation of the secondary though not unimportant role which
Italy played in Germany’s overall policy in the 1920s.

Precisely because he had this appreciation it appeared dangerous
to Neurath to alienate Italy unduly at a time when many issues of
major significance to Germany remained to be settled. Italy made a
dangerous enemy, but in view of her interest in seeing Germany be an
effective counter-weight to France, she might also be helpful if treated
with care.8¢ The ambassador thought that relations between Germany
and Italy had been allowed to deteriorate beyond any necessary point.
He was not indifferent to Italian oppression of the South Tyrolese,
but he rightly regarded many of the reports which so inflamed German
opinion as exaggerated and therefore counterproductive, and he blamed
Stresemann and the foreign ministry for augmenting rather than douzing
the flames. Moreover, he felt himself to have a better understanding
than the people in Berlin of what Germany could in fact do for the
German-speaking minority: in many cases oppression consisted of
being treated in the same manner as other citizens of Fascist Italy.
Germany had no legal right to intervene; public protests would only
do harm. The correct method of bringing about an alleviation of con-
ditions was by discreet pressure on Mussolini, combined with some
improvement in the general relations between the two countries.8?

Neurath suspected that Stresemann had been using the furore
over South Tyrol for his own domestic political purposes. There was
some antipathy between the two men, and angry words were exchanged
between them at the beginning of 1926.88 This was not a momentary
flare-up. Weeks later the ambassador was still critical of the foreign
minister’s faulty tactics,3® and in May he was still alarmed at the
strength of Germanophobia in Italy.®® Nothing that occurred in the
first half of the year could have led Neurath to assume that Stresemann
would take the initiative to bring about an improvement in German-
Italian relations, with — hopefully — some attendant benefits to the
South Tyrolese. So he himself had to take action. A little lie, the easily
effected attribution of his own suggestion to his Italian conversation
partner, must have seemed well worthwhile.
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v

“One would like to think,” so Barbara Tuchman has recently
written,

that historical factors are more rooted in natural law, more Toynbeean in
scope, than the chance character of a minor individual who was neither
heroic nor demonic. But history is not law-abiding or orderly and will
often respond to a breeze as carelessly as a leaf upon a lake.

Of course, as she demonstrates, it is not the quirk of personality alone
which determines the course of events.®! It is the interaction of the
individual and his environment which is of significance to the historian.
None of the three ambassadors could have achieved what they did had
not other factors been at work too.

Only some highlights can here be mentioned. In 1922 the German
government, facing a default in reparation deliveries and the threat of
a French occupation of the Ruhr, and being fully aware that this was
not only a financial problem but also a highly political one, was ready
to clutch at straws. Even if Houghton’s proposal merely created some
favourable publicity for Germany in the United States, it would have
been of value.

D’Abernon’s suggestion in late 1924 showed the Germans a
way out of an impasse. There were many reasons why they should
have availed themselves of it, though in fact they did so only with con-
siderable trepidation. Despite what might be called “the logic of the
situation”, there is no indication that a German security pact proposal
would have eventuated at this time without D’Abernon’s prompting.9?
Moreover, the timing was crucial in another respect also, for it is dif-
ficult to envision a British Conservative government agreeing to par-
ticipate in a continental guarantee scheme at any date much later than
March 1925. As it was, the majority of the members of the Cabinet
wanted simply to reject the Geneva Protocol and revert to an Empire
and Isolation policy, and were only with difficulty persuaded to allow
negotiations to begin.”

As for Neurath, his task was in some ways the simplest of the
three. The German government could not very well decline the “Italian”
offer, especially in view of the numerous arbitration treaties which
had been concluded or were being negotiated. The Italians for their
part wanted to effect some improvement in their relationship- with Ger-
many, which had been too tense to allow Italy to essay its customary
balancing role in European affairs. They hoped to derive definite
political advantages from the existence of a treaty, even if not from
its contents.
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Apart from the very fact that they initiated action, what else did
the ambassadors achieve? Neurath’s treaty “normalized” relations
between the two countries, and did something towards slightly allevi-
ating conditions in the South Tyrol, though fundamental Italian
policy there was unchanged.®4 Its conclusion also caused flurries in
Paris, London and Moscow, and French Foreign Minister Briand at
one time even suggested that its signature be postponed.®s Neurath’s
initiative thus occasioned some problems for German foreign policy,
and secured but slight benefits.

Houghton’s intervention proved detrimental to Germany in
the short run. The provision of a plebiscite in the “Cuno” plan to deter-
mine the issue of war and peace was believed to be a hypocritical ploy
by means of which the warlike Germans would escape a control that
would fetter more pacific peoples. In governmental circles especially
it increased the suspicion with which Germany was already regarded.
Yet in a different sense, by suggesting a multilateral agreement pledging
peace along the Rhine, Houghton deserves to be called “the grand-
father” of the Locarno Pact. Lord D’Abernon regarded that treaty
very much as his own child. Certainly he was primarily responsible
for the first steps, and he then lavished much loving care on the further
negotiations. Whether its fruition was, in the long run, beneficial to
Europe may be doubted.%

Only one of the three ambassadors was a career diplomat. But if,
of the trio, only Neurath was a professional, Houghton as a represen-
tative of the American patronage system is certainly not out of place.
In any case the non-professional diplomat in the service of a European
great power was not truly exceptional in the inter-war period: a host of
Russian ex-revolutionaries; several mediocre German politicans, able
journalists and amiable former biirgermeister of Hansa towns; Fran-
¢ois-Poncet for France and Crewe, Derby and Geddes for Britain
afford ample illustration of this point.

However much new functions impinged, the envoys still operated
in what Donald Watt has termed

the familiar world of nineteenth-century diplomacy; the world of con-
tractual and implied obligations, of conflicts and compromises, of interests,
of alliances, pacts, staff-talks, arms, armaments and matériel de guerre.%”

Within this system the envoys, career and non-career alike,
conformed more or less to the traditions and practices of their respec-
tive services. Perhaps the career men made fewer gaffes. All, including
the American political appointees, were expected to obey instructions
from their foreign ministries (subject to the right to ask for a review)



“RESOURCEFUL IN EXPEDIENTS” — SOME EXAMPLES . .. 315

and not to engage in independent action unless they had specifically been
given discretionary powers.® We shall probably never know how many
or what proportion of them departed significantly from this orthodox
role. This paper has sought to show some of the possibilities beyond
the traditional duty to report and advise that were open to the diplomat
“resourceful in expedients”. The constitutional responsibility for exer-
cising whatever freedom of choice the course of events allowed of course
rested with governments and particularly with foreign ministers. In a
formal sense “foreign policy is the sum of the decisions taken by the
ministers of foreign affairs and the heads of governments.”® In
practice, the cogs of the machine sometimes took matters into their own
hands.
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